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One


Suzona's World


 


 


I sat there behind the berm,
shivering in the cold and the wet as the rain fell, clutching my carbine. I was
wet, I was freezing, I was muddy, and I was miserable. Unlike the more medieval
fights I'd been involved in, modern warfare didn't care about the weather, in
fact, the worse it was the more likely it seemed we were going to fight. I
could have cleaned the mud off, dried out my wet undergarments and socks, even
warmed myself up. But I didn't want to use any of my cantrips, I didn't want to
use anything at all, I was saving it all up for what was going to come next.


The earpiece came alive at that moment,
a single tone was played, and as one, we all popped up, pointed our carbines
towards the enemy and opened fire, jumping over the berm and advancing at a
trot.


The return fire as we charged was
heavy. I got hit six times in as many seconds, using up half of my healing
spells before I'd even gone ten feet. Soldiers were dropping all around me.


And then the artillery hit. Fifty yards
in front of us, the world exploded, knocking all of us down. The wall of fire
started to move in the direction of our charge as we all scrambled back to our
feet, and pressed on, stumbling now more than trotting. Out of the hundred who
had come over the earthen berm with me, I think there were maybe thirty some-odd
left. 


It was pure carnage.


And it got worse as we caught up with
the impact craters of where the artillery had hit. 


I stopped to change magazines on
the carbine, each one held a thousand rounds, they weighed about five pounds,
and stuck down about eight inches out of the bottom and were five inches wide.
I hadn't taken the time to figure out how they worked, because if it jammed you
just grabbed one off of the dead body next to you.


Pulling the trigger and hosing down
the area in front of me as I started to move again I looked at the pieces of
human flesh that were everywhere and wondered just how many had died here? They
said that the enemy army was two hundred thousand strong. I'd heard some claim
it was even larger than that. But it didn't matter, because the war wasn't
going to stop until only one side was left standing. 


We'd been at it for weeks, and I
had no idea at all how many had been killed. The group I'd been with was
thousand strong when we started. This morning there were just over a hundred
left. By the end of today, I'd probably be the last one left.


Somewhere to my left was Nikki,
with another company, or what was left of one. To my right someplace was
Suzona. She was leading the elite of the elite and was out in front leading the
spearhead of the attack. As her people had the best armor, the best weapons,
and the best training, they weren't going through the meat grinder that my
sister and I were. 


But there was a reason for that.


Suzona's people were up against a
rather nasty threat. Several gods had teamed up to try and take her people
down. The fight had been bloody and it had been long, and it had stalemated
several months ago. Which was when Suzona's god Isengruer had pulled out all of
the stops and called in every favor he was owed after all of those years of
loaning Suzona out. There were fifteen other champions here, ten of which were each
leading one of these bastard battalions. Not all were as in the shit as mine
was, but everyone 'knew' how champions liked to show off and be pampered. 


No one would expect us to be out in
the mud, the blood, the rain, and the cold, slogging it out with the rest of
the foot soldiers.


When the wall of artillery fire
lifted, I dropped prone, along with the remainder of my troops and opened fire
again as I elbow crawled forward, hosing down the enemy in front of us, as they
started to boil up out of their bunkers. Every time I stopped to change
magazines, I threw a grenade forward before opening fire again.


When we finally made the line of
bunkers, I threw three grenades inside, one after the other. After they went off,
I got up and ran to the wall by the door and stood there, waiting. 


Three of the men from my company
joined me, the rest spread out to the bunkers on either side. Checking our
loads I pulled out another grenade and tossed it inside, then on a three count,
we all charged inside. 


The ground shook as we did so, I
noticed one of the bunkers on the left and two down had exploded and I dove
forward to get inside before any of the shrapnel or debris from that hit me,
pulling the trigger and spraying the room, just in case.


The bunker shook a few times after
that, I suspect it was either debris or secondary explosions as whatever had
been in that other bunker cooked off.


I looked around the inside of the
bunker, it was empty, well of living bodies at least. There were a couple dead
bodies, or at least pieces of them, on the floor. Most of the enemy had died
outside, under the fire from our guns.


Getting back to my feet I looked at
the three with me.


"How many are still with
us?" I asked the man with the sergeant stripes on his uniform. I didn't
know his name. I'd stopped bothering with learning names three weeks ago, as no
one seemed to last long enough for it to matter.


"Twenty-seven, Sir." 


I nodded. "Tell them to dig in
and hold. I'm going to take a nap." 


I looked around the bunker, found a
sheltered corner and just collapsed down into it. It was the first dry place
I'd been in, in days. I used a cantrip to dry myself off, but I left the dirt
and fell asleep almost instantly.


 


I woke up to a clicking noise in my
earpiece. It was a preprogrammed alarm, to let me know when phase two was ready
to take place. Getting to my feet I looked around. One of the three was on watch;
the other two were sleeping now.


"Hold this position until you
get orders otherwise," I told him.


"Where are you going,
Sir?" He asked, looking at me a little bewildered.


"Out. I have my orders, you
have yours. We won't be meeting again, good luck soldier."


Going outside I looked around
again. It was dark, the display on the radio unit said it was two in the
morning. 


Moving towards the enemy, I found a
good place to stop for a moment and dropped my pack. I loosened my clothing,
took off my boots, slit a hole in my pants for my tail, and shifted into my
champion form. Next, I dumped my pack out onto the ground. There was a larger,
heavier, weapon inside which I quickly assembled. Then I slung my carbine on my
back. Connecting the ammo container to the heavy rifle, I then slung that over
my back over the carbine. Picking up the heavy rifle I checked the feed chain
to make sure it wasn't kinked and wouldn't get in my way, then I charged it,
and picking up a lead-lined pouch, I clipped it to my harness and started
forward.


Everything slowed down as I made
contact with the enemy. I had the rifle on single fire, as one shot from it
would blow anyone it hit to pieces, and I ran as fast as I could through their
lines, only shooting those who were in my way. 


Thankfully they weren't expecting a
single soldier, and just as thankfully, there were a lot less of them tonight
than there had been this morning after that massive battle where we had
attacked on all fronts at the same time. I picked up a number of wounds, but I
only had to burn a couple of healing spells to deal with them. 


Five more times I engaged elements
of the enemy, as I continued to jog towards my target. 


It was just outside of my
destination that I picked up Nikki and two other champions that I'd only met
once before when we'd all gotten here and been given the plan.


We all grunted at each other and
then charged and attacked the target's defenses.


We were all carrying the same
weapon, I guess it best compared to a fifty-caliber chain gun. I didn't really
know exactly what it was, just that it was nasty and normally you only found it
on vehicles, being too heavy for a human to carry. But as champions, we were
all more than able to handle them. 


As we hosed down the defensive
troops, other champions from our side joined us in the fight. By the time we
made the entrance to the building, I'd dumped the rifle and pulled my carbine
back out, as I'd used up all of the rifle's ammunition.


I honestly lost all track of time
as we made our way down inside the command bunker. This was where the
commanders, leaders, and supposedly even the head priests of the enemy were all
holed up, running the war. 


The bunker was supposed to be
inviolate from any attack, impervious to the most advanced bunker busters that
this world had to offer, and from what Suzona had told us, they had some pretty
advanced ones.


Hence this plan of using ten of the
fifteen champions which were now fighting for Isengruer. Suzona was not part of
this of course; she was busy preparing for a follow-up raid with the remaining five
other champions.


We actually only needed six for our
mission to be successful, but surprisingly, or maybe not surprising considering
the kind of people who owed Isengruer, nine of us had made it here. 


By the time we made it down into the
very guts of the bunker, eight hundred feet below the surface, we'd used up all
of the weapons and ammunition we'd brought, and had been scavenging from the
dozens of dead guards and other defenders we'd killed on our way down here. A
few of us were even carrying heavy machine guns that had been set up at some of
the guard points along the way. 


All of us were wounded, I don't
think we had a healing spell left between us; we'd even had to resort to
carrying one of our numbers who had lost a leg. We were all hording the very
last of our magic, for one last spell when we got to the bottom.


"We're here," someone
said.


"Huh?" I mumbled and
looked around. There was a heavily armored door before us. It was six feet
thick and there wasn't a weapon that could pierce it. 


Well, not a conventional one.


The ground shook again, and a blast
of dirt and rock came in from the hallway we'd just charged down as it collapsed
behind us.


"Fools! You are all trapped!
You will die in there! Our champions and our soldiers are even now making their
way down to destroy you!" Came broadcast over a speaker, which was by one
of the several cameras that had no doubt witnessed our arrival.


I shook my head; Suzona had called
it almost exactly, even down to what they would say after they collapsed the
entryway behind us to 'trap us' as they prepared to kill us. 


We all gathered around in a circle,
the guy missing a leg hobbling up next to me. I opened up the lead pouch on my
harness and pulled out the special glove that was inside it, and put it on my
right hand. It had a large lump in the front of it; it was like holding a rough
wedged shaped rock. I peeled the protective covering off of it, then I put my
left arm around the one-legged guy on my right to steady him as we all moved in
closer, standing shoulder to shoulder now.


"Okay, like we practiced
it," Jonathon, one of the champions who I'd only met when we got here
said.


"One."


We all raised our hands over our
heads.


"Two." 


We all grabbed on to each other
tighter with our left arms and braced our feet.


"Three!"


We all slammed our right hands
forward and together, in the center of all of us, like we were all high-fiving
one another. Sort of like you see a football team doing just before they all
broke to go take on the other team in the big game. And as we did so, nine
sub-critical pieces of plutonium came together as we all burned our last
cantrip, which gave us the speed and power to force them together as only a
champion using magic could.


The last thing I remembered was my
hand starting to feel warm as all of our gloved hands came together.


 


§          §


 


 


"Hi Fel," I sighed and
held out my hand to take the beer that he was already handing me.


"It worked of course,"
Fel told me as I drained the mug. 


I shook my head, "I've never
been part of an atomic bomb before," I handed him back my now empty mug
and he gave me another one. "I think that may well have been the most
messed up thing I've ever done."


"Yeah, Suzona is a pretty
ruthless woman," Fel laughed, "almost as bad as Eveon."


"I'm almost willing to bet
that she got that idea from Eveon." I shook my head, "Has anyone,
anywhere, ever done something as crazy as that?"


Fel laughed and shook his head,
"No, not that I know of."


I nodded and took another pull from
the mug. "I thought the fight back when I first got here was nasty. Then
the one we fought down south of Marland. Or even that one I helped Dezba
with." I looked up at Fel, the god to which I had sworn my service so many
years ago. "But this, this one was way beyond that. How many people died
on Suzona's side? How many did we kill? I started out with a thousand men, Fel.
A thousand. And in less than a month I lost damn near all of them."


Fel nodded and reaching over he
ruffled the hair on my head and I purred. I couldn't help it, he was my god
after all, and when he showed me affection, my whole soul lit up like a
Christmas tree. I was committed now after all.


"Modern warfare can be the
most vicious of all warfare," Fel said, "especially when it's a holy
war, a war of complete and utter extermination.


"You've probably heard Suzona
mention it in the past, normally wars there are small ones, limited ones. They
possess the abilities to destroy so much that it's usually small scuffles,
fights of honor, counting coup. But this time, the opposing god went beyond
that, way beyond that. He allied with three lesser gods, whom he promised to
give permanent places in his pantheon, and unleashed the very weapons that
tradition and honor had forbade over three hundred years ago when they had
their last big world war.


"All of the other gods knew
that once Isengruer went down, they were next, which is why no one complained
over his bringing in so many outside champions, his own use of proscribed
weapons, and they most definitely are not complaining about what Suzona and Isengruer's
on world allies did once the enemy lost its leaders, its high priests, and all
but one of their champions."


Fel shook his head and actually
looked a little wistful.


"Isengruer lost a quarter of
his followers, and that was before you and the others showed up. In the battles
you fought while you were there, especially in the last five days during this
suicide attack, he lost almost ten percent more."


"And the other side?" I
didn't want to ask the question, but I had to know.


"In the eight days it took your
soul to come home, Suzona, her forces, and her allies, killed over ninety-nine
percent of the enemy. They spared no one. Not the women, the children, not even
the animals. They killed everything. They've made it clear to the rest of the
world that anyone harboring even one member of the enemy will be attacked and
slaughtered.


"Not that anyone in their
right minds would give them any shelter, considering what they were
preaching."


"Harsh," I sighed, but
only because I'd done almost as bad myself.


Fel nodded, "Yes, it is. But
they broke the rules that all of the gods had agreed to on how the game was to
be played there. Several of the champions that were helping you were from that
sphere after all. Most of the gods there agreed with the example being made,
and the ones that don't," Fel shrugged, "they know not to say
anything."


I nodded and finished my beer and
stretched.


"So, going out to meet the
recently departed?"


I shook my head, "You know
that old saying 'I'll sleep when I'm dead'?"


Fel grinned, "You know you
can't be tired, you are dead."


"Yeah, but still, it's the
thought that counts!" I laughed and lied down on a couple of the chairs
and decided to just pretend, while enjoying being warm, dry, and comfortable.
I'd go out later and connect with my people, but for now, I just wanted to
forget about that last month.











Two


Riverhead


 


 


I was back at my inn in Riverhead,
spending time with Darlene and my kids. It was nearing the end of winter,
almost spring, and I had already decided to spend a bit more time here this
year than I normally did. Both because of the one-month interruption I'd had to
go help Suzona, as well as just the simple fact that Darlene hadn't seen me in
well over two years.


She never complained, however,
because in her mind she didn't really feel like she deserved me. Especially now
that she knew exactly what I was and what my station in life was. Which was
silly, because if anyone had married up in this relationship, it was me.
Darlene was still as lovely as ever, and still as loving. Marrying her may have
been a decision made more out of practicality than love, but looking back, it
was still one of the two best decisions of my life. 


"I were thinking, my
Love," she said to me as we were getting ready to start the day,
"that, if it were alright with ye, that five children would be enough? I mean
if ye would like some more...."


I smiled and pulled her close and
gave her a kiss. "Five is fine with me."


"Are ye sure, Hon? I mean I've
noticed just how much ye enjoy the children, so I could...."


I stopped her and kissed her again,
"Five is perfectly fine."


Darlene smiled, "I wasn't sure
how'd ye feel about it. I mean I do enjoy giving ye sons and daughters, but it
does get harder as one gets older."


I laughed, "Well, you're not
old yet," I smiled and hugged her, "but five is definitely
enough."


Finishing up on dressing we went
out and set about opening up the inn for the day's business. In Riverhead,
everything started with sunrise, and that was when we opened up our doors for
the day. Because there was no one else to do it for us, unlike say back at
Rachel's castle where we had servants and staff to handle all of that stuff and
I could actually sleep in to the indecent hour of eight.


It was nice to see the kids were
taking to the work rather well, even Chaucer, who normally worked the later
hours to let Darlene have dinner with the kids, was up earlier and more than
willing to help out. Sarah, Darlene's sister, was up early of course; she had
three children of her own and was pregnant with number four. She and Chaucer
were doing rather well. 


Life at the inn was rather steady
and predictable. Sometimes I had thought it to be just a bit dull, but after
everything I'd recently gone through, dull was good. Plus with five children,
eight if I counted Sarah and Chaucer's, it really couldn't be considered all
that boring. Added to that, once a month we had dinner with Duke Lias and his
wife. An event that used to scare the daylights out of Darlene, having grown up
on the absolute bottom rung of society here. It had taken her years to adapt to
her new standing in life.


It was around noon and I was
tending bar with Chaucer as Darlene and Sarah were giving the children their
lunch and overseeing their chores when Nikki walked in.


"Hey, Bro! Chaucer!" she
said smiling and coming up to the bar.


"Nikki, tis great to see ya'
again!" Chaucer smiled and reaching over the bar shook hands with her.


"Hiya, Sis," I said and
handed her the beer I'd drafted as she'd been shaking hands. "What brings
you around?"


"Oh, finishing up some tasks
for Ary, and rather than head back to the main temple, I figured I'd stop in
and visit for a few days. It's not like we had any time to talk at Suzona's and
well, you were gone for a few years there."


I nodded, "Yeah, I think I'm
gonna be catching up with things for a while yet."


"Ye know," Chaucer
started, looking around to make sure no one was paying us much attention,
"ye never really did tell me what happened."


"Umm, it's kind of hard to
explain..." I started.


"He went to the underworld and
killed an evil god along with all of his followers," Nikki said with a
grin. "It took him two years to find his way back."


"Nikki!" I said and shot
her a glare, Chaucer looked shocked at first, and then impressed.


"Anyone else and I'd say ye
were full of it," he said to Nikki, "but our William there, he's way
too chummy with our goddess to just be a regular man, just like you're not a
regular woman."


I sighed and shook my head, "I
get enough hero worship when I'm back there working, I really don't need any
here."


Chaucer laughed and picking up
another mug of beer he dumped it over my head.


"Oh, ye don't have to worry
about that none!" he and Nikki laughed as I sputtered.
"Remember, William, I knew ye when you were just a cold and lonely trader
looking for a place to spend the night!"


I shook my head again, but I
couldn't help smiling. There's something to be said for keeping your feet on
the ground. Yeah, I had a huge ego now, but spending time back here as just
another innkeeper, well a rather rich and successful innkeeper, did help me
keep it under control. 


I cheated and used a cantrip to
clean off the beer, which Chaucer didn't even seem to notice and then grabbing
my sister went over to sit at a table away from the others and catch up with
each other. Everyone in town knew exactly who and what Nikki was now, so
no one who came in while we were talking sat near us, making sure to give us
our privacy.


I often wondered what they thought
about me, considering my sister was Aryanna's champion. People knew I had a lot
of influence. They also knew I traveled extensively, and I think they believed
that I had some sort of connection to the crown, seeing the respect that Duke
Lias paid me.


"Anyway, Bro," Nikki
said, once we'd finished catching up on the events of the last two-plus years,
"part of the reason I'm here is that Mom and Dad have been asking about
you. Quite a lot, especially this last year, you've been gone way too
long."


I sighed, "Yeah, it's been
what? Four years since I visited last? Longer?"


"Also, they want to see your
kids, Bro," Nikki grinned.


"What?"


"I told them all about Darlene
and all of your kids, even showed them pictures."


"How the hell did you show
them pictures?" I gasped looking at her. Because of the differences in
physics between here and earth, regular film photography it turned out didn't
work here.


"Ary helped," Nikki
grinned.


I shook my head, but I was smiling
too, "She would."


"So, why not take them back to
visit?"


I looked at Nikki like she'd lost
all sense, "Are you serious?"


"Bro, after two years in the
void, the trip would do you a world of good. Besides, Darlene already knows all
about you, and yes, I've told her more than a bit about our home. She'd love to
meet your parents, and well, sooner or later at least some of my nieces and
nephews are going to start figuring out the portals. You're their father, I'm
their aunt, they know we're not exactly normal. One of us has to teach
them, and well, you're their father, so guess who gets to do it?"


I sighed and grumbled a little.
"Do they know about Rachel too?" 


Nikki shook her head, "I
figured one was enough right now, and Rachel's a queen, she can't just pick up
and go like Darlene can."


"I'll talk to Darlene. If
she's okay with it, we'll all go," I looked over towards one of the
windows, "when spring gets here."


"So that's a yes then,"
Nikki laughed.


"I expect you to meet us at
the trail in Pennsylvania with a large van," I warned her. I didn't even
think about debating whether or not we'd be there. Knowing Nikki and Darlene,
they'd already discussed this at some past date and come to an agreement.


"I'll be there, Bro, with
bells on! This should at least take the pressure off of me to have kids for a
while!"











Three


Earth - Long Island


 


 


I sat back sipping my beer,
enjoying the family get-together. My parents had finally broken down and sold
the house we'd all grown up in, and moved farther out on the island to be
closer to where my brothers Rob and Kevin had settled down and were raising
their families. Nikki mentioned it to me on the ride down here from Pennsylvania. It wasn't the only thing that had changed, but in some ways, it was the most
significant change of all. 


It really had been a long time
since I'd been back, four whole years. Considering that I'd spent two of those
years trapped in the void, I thought maybe Nikki had a point. 


So once the snow was gone I packed
up a cart and brought the whole family. 


Yeah, it was a bit risky, but after
everything that had happened, I agreed with Nikki that it was time our parents
got to meet at least one of my wives, as well as some of the kids. They weren't
getting any younger and I think they deserved to know that they had
grandchildren now, even if they weren't going to meet all of them.


Darlene knew that there was a lot
more to me now, having grown rather accustomed to my champion form. The kids
all understood when I told them that we were going to someplace different.
After all, they grew up in a world with gods, goddesses, and magic. 


I did lecture them all at length on
the things that would be different here and cautioned them on a few other
things as well. Travis, my oldest, and Carrie, my oldest daughter, both
understood, as they were sixteen and fourteen, respectively. Dennis, Sylvia,
and Rachel, didn't understand as much, as they were all younger. But they still
knew enough to be cautious about what they discussed with anyone beyond
immediate family.


My parents had both been incredibly
happy to meet everyone when we got here. They knew I was married and had kids,
they'd seen the pictures that Nikki had brought them, and now they were just so
thrilled to finally meet them and my wife in person. 


My brothers, their wives, and their
kids were all rather surprised as well. They were all pretty impressed with my
kids, they may have been the youngest, on average, but they were all a lot more
mature for their years both physically and mentally than the others expected.
Growing up in an inn and tavern in a medieval style world where your safety was
more your own responsibility than that of any government will do that to you. 


And then there was Darlene. Darlene
was hot, she knew it, and she was dressed to show it. She sure didn't look like
she'd had five children; one of the advantages of healing magic's being used as
part of post-natal care. Apparently, that massive donation I'd made to the
church on our wedding day had bought a lot more than just the good will of the
local priests. My sister Nikki, now being Aryanna's champion also probably
helped quite a bit with that as well.


So both of my brothers, as well as
their sons, kept stealing looks at her, as she sat with my mom, and my two
sisters-in-law, as they talked about cooking. 


Darlene's obvious deference to me,
and my doting on her did not go unnoticed either I was sure. 


"Mom sure looks happy,"
Rob said.


"That's because she finally
found someone who cooks," Nikki laughed. "So she's passing on all of
her recipes and secret cooking tricks."


"I still can't believe you
have five kids," Kevin said shaking his head.


"Actually," Nikki said
and smirked at me.


I rolled my eyes and shook my head
then took another sip of my beer.


"What?" Kevin said.


"Yeah, what?" Rob asked,
"You've got a mistress or something."


"Hell, with that at
home," Kevin said nodding towards where Darlene and the others were
talking, "why would you even want to risk it?"


"I travel a lot," I said
and took another drink.


"Seriously?" Rob said
shaking his head and looked at Nikki who was still smirking. "He's not
kidding, is he?"


"He's got another wife, a
concubine, and what is it now, Will, two on the side?"


I smiled, "With or without
children?"


Rob and Kevin looked shocked for a
moment, then Nikki started laughing at them and I just shook my head.


"You are so full of it!"
Kevin said and started to laugh as Rob joined in.


"Hey, she started it," I
said tipping my beer bottle towards Nikki. "I didn't say anything."


"Yeah, but you didn't deny it
either!" Kevin laughed.


"I have to say," Rob said
looking over at where the kids were all playing, "you've got some pretty
well-behaved children."


"Yeah, Darlene doesn't put up
with poor behavior," I said and looked over at the kids. Rob's youngest,
Gary, and Travis had been striking up something of a friendship, as they were
about the same age. Rob's second youngest, Michael, however, looked like he was
starting to cause problems.


"I think Mike there is about
to get his ass handed to him," I said.


Rob sighed and started to get up, I
put my hand on his arm, "They're just kids, let them work it out."


"He's nineteen, he's not a kid
anymore," Rob said looking at me. "I don't want your son to get
hurt."


"He won't. Between Nikki, me,
and a couple of others back home, Travis knows how to take care of
himself."


I watched the three of them. A
couple of the other kids were watching too. I couldn't hear what was going on
over the noise, but Darlene shot me a look and I waved her back. I wasn't
surprised she was keeping an eye on the kids. She did run the inn, after all,
so keeping an eye on a crowd wasn't all that hard for her.


Travis had his weight squared off,
though I don't think Michael noticed. When Michael tried to shove Travis,
Travis simply grabbed his arm, kicked him in the nuts, then yanked on the arm
pulling him off balance as Michael bent over gasping, and tripped him so he
fell onto the ground, face first. 


"Told ya," I said turning
back to my brother and taking another sip of my beer.


I was just about to ask Rob if his
son was a bully or just an ass when I heard Rob's wife Shelly start to yell
something, and everything shifted into high gear.


I jumped up out of my seat and
turned back to look at Michael and Travis. Michael was back on his feet, and he
had a knife. Travis was stepping back, away from Michael and had his hands up,
between the two of them. I was pretty sure that Travis could take him, but this
wasn't some random stranger, this was my nephew.


I whipped the beer bottle around,
casting a cantrip to steady my aim as I did, and it flew, bottom first, hitting
Michael in the right kidney with enough force that he dropped instantly. I was
actually surprised that the bottle hadn't shattered.


"What!" Rob said,
shocked, as everything snapped back into place.


"Well, he's going to be
pissing blood for a week," Nikki sighed.


"How did you...." Kevin
said looking at me in shock.


"I own an inn," I said as
if that explained everything, and just then Shelly started to scream.


"Take care of your woman, Rob.
I'll go deal with Mike."


"He's my son, Will!" Rob
said standing up.


"Yeah, and he almost got
himself maimed by Travis. Deal with Shelly and just be happy I didn't aim at
his head," I growled and jumping off the porch I strode over to where
Michael was laid out.


"Aw, Dad, I coulda' handled
him," Travis said.


I shook my head, "That's not
the lesson here, son. You don't pull a knife on family; your cousin here needed
a lesson. That's my territory."


I heard Travis gulp. "Yes,
Dad."


I grabbed Michael by the belt and
hoisted him up off of the ground as he laid there panting and groaning. I
tossed him over my shoulder and turned towards the back door of my parent's
house. 


"What did you do to
him?!" Shelly yelled at me.


"I got his attention," I
said glancing over at her, and then at Rob. Nikki was talking to Rob and
holding his arm. He had a very surprised look on his face. I guess he was
finding out just how strong Nikki had gotten.


"Where are you going?" Rob
asked.


"I'm going to have a talk with
Michael," I told him. 


"You're not going to do
anything to him, are you?" Rob was looking rather worried suddenly.


"That depends on him, but
don't worry, I'll let you have him back when I'm done with him," I said and
opening the door I went inside. 


"What did you do to me,"
Michael groaned.


"I hit you in the kidney with
a beer bottle. You'll be pissing blood for days and tired and in pain." I
walked over to the couch in the living room and tossed him down on it. He yelped
rather loudly in pain from that.


"Now, what the hell were you
going to do with that knife to your cousin, my son?"


He glared at me, so I bitch slapped
him across the face. Not too hard, but hard enough to turn his head and make
him yelp again in pain.


"I'm not your father, Michael.
I am your crazy uncle William who lives in a far and distant land and if you
weren't my nephew that bottle would have hit you in the head and you'd be in a
coma. Now tell me what the hell you were doing." I burned another cantrip
and put some force into my words.


"I was only trying to scare
him!" Mike blurted out, and then suddenly looked both surprised and
embarrassed.


"You pull a deadly weapon on
someone, to scare them?" I said in a voice that hopefully made it clear
just how stupid an idea that was.


"It was only a knife! It
wasn't like it was a gun or something!"


I sighed and shook my head, "A
stab wound two inches deep can kill you. Travis knows that, and he's been
trained to deal with it. But even with that," I looked down into his eyes,
"What kind of asshole are you?! Pulling a knife on your cousin because you
got shown up for acting like a dick? What's your problem, Michael? You don't do
that shit to family! What the hell is wrong with you?"


"He kicked me in the balls!"
Michael yelled back at me.


"And you probably deserved it!
I saw you push him, and who knows what the hell you were saying to him. What's
wrong with you? I already gathered from my brother that you've got
issues." I sighed and looked up at the ceiling, "Please don't tell me
that my brother raised a bully and a complete asshole."


"Why should you care?" he
said and leaned back against the couch, and then groaned in pain as it
aggravated his kidney.


"Because I'm your f'ing
godfather, that's why," I said. "And because obviously, my brother
hasn't been able to figure out what your problem is."


"That's 'cause they won't
listen to me! They want me to go to college! I barely made it out of high
school after I got left back! There has to be more to life than just school and
books!"


I stood there and looked at him,
"And just how is pulling a knife on someone helping?"


"He disrespected me!" 


"So what?" I said.
"What have you done to earn any respect?"


"I'm tired of everybody
looking down on me! Making fun of me! Nobody gives a damn about me, so why
should I care about them?"


I just sighed and shook my head,
"Middle child syndrome."


"What?" Mike said looking
at me.


"So why don't you go join the
army or something? That would get you away from all of this," I waved my
arm around, "let you prove yourself, and make something of yourself."


Michael looked down at his feet,
"I got arrested when I was seventeen for drugs. They won't take me, 'cause
I've got a record."


"I thought that shit all went
away when you turned eighteen?" I said a little surprised.


"I was still on probation when
I turned eighteen, so it went on my record."


"Damn, that sucks," I
said shaking my head.


"Yeah!" Michael said and
then swore, "I'll never be anybody. I'm too stupid, too worthless, and no
one will ever hire me for anything good, 'cause they can tell I got in
trouble."


"Well don't take it out on
your family," I said and just shook my head. I knew that things in New York had been getting obnoxious when I left, having a record at eighteen would mess you
up for life, but they used to purge all of that. Unless of course there was
more to this than he was telling me.


Michael just sulked looking at me.


"Michael, family is the one
good thing you've got in this world. Or any world, for that matter. I suggest you
go apologize to my son Travis for what you did."


"Or what?" He asked
looking at me, a combination of angry and wary.


I shook my head, "Or nothing.
But the day may come when you need a favor from him. Do you think he'll even
consider it if you don't? You're not a child anymore, Michael. And as you may just
have noticed, actions have consequences.


"I suggest you think about
that."


He grumbled a little bit as I
headed for the back door.


"Oh, one other thing," I
told him as I opened the door to go back outside. "Like I said before,
you're going to be pissing blood for the next few days. Try not to freak out
about it."


I heard him swear again as I went
outside. Both Rob and Shelly were looking at me, so I grabbed a fresh beer out
of the cooler and went over to the two of them. Nikki was already there.


"I can't believe you hit my
son!" Shelly started off and I raised a hand. 


"Let's not go there,
okay?" I said to her and turned to Rob, "Did he really get busted for
drugs?"


Rob sighed and Shelly's lips
tightened a bit.


"Yeah, he did. He's been in
and out of juvie a couple of times."


"Why didn't they expunge his
records when he turned eighteen?"


"Because they tried him as an
adult! That's why!" Shelly said angrily. 


"They can do that?" I
asked, surprised.


Rob nodded, "Some new thing
they passed a few years back. Mike got mixed up with a local gang. They all got
busted after a big police sting. Mike was the youngest and only had been with
them for a short while. But he was still a member. At least he only got probation.
The rest all got sent off to prison upstate."


I nodded, "So why's he been
acting up? Didn't you pay enough attention to him as a child?"


"William!" Shelly said
glaring at me, but I caught the look on my father's face out of the corner of
my eye.


"I was a middle kid too,
Shelly," I took another swig of beer, "and sis here was the daughter
my parents always wanted," I turned and grinned at Mom and Dad who both
looked a little embarrassed.


Rob sighed, "I was deep into
getting my business going when Mike was born. Until he was eight, I barely saw
him at all."


Nikki piped up then, "You
should talk to a judge about getting his record expunged so he can join the
army."


"They've become a lot pickier
about who they take these days," Rob said. "The all-volunteer army
has apparently become quite a hit."


I watched as Michael came out the
door and almost slunk over to where Travis was and talked to him a moment.
Travis nodded and smiled, then said something back and clapped Michael on the
back, who looked a little embarrassed and then walked away.


 


"And you wonder why I don't
want to have any kids," Nikki said to me later as we sat down to watch our
father cooking dinner on the grill.


"You just need to find a good
man to raise them while you're off doing Aryanna's work," I chuckled.
"That or you can leave them with Darlene or Rachel, they'd be more than
happy to take care of one of your children."


"Like you did with Cam?" Nikki smirked.


"Exactly."


"How's he doing, anyway?"


I shook my head, "No idea. I
haven't been there for some time now. The whole two years stuck in the void
thing really messed up my plans."


Nikki shivered a moment,
"Yeah, how are you dealing with that, anyway?"


I shrugged, "Fel took care of
it. When he put me back together, he made sure I wouldn't have any issues with
it."


"That's kind of scary,"
Nikki said shaking her head, "for someone to have that much power over
you."


I grinned at her, "They're
gods, Sis. They have that much power over everybody."


"But still, to mess with your
mind like that?"


I shrugged, "I trust Fel, hell
I even trust Aryanna and I don't work for her."


"Still," she said.


"Trust me; if you ever fall
afoul of a bad god, you'll be grateful for it. Just knowing that almost
whatever happens, that they can fix it, is pretty damn comforting."


Kevin came over again at that
point, so we discussed more mundane things until dinner and I was happy to move
on to something else. While Fel had fixed the worst of it, there were still a
few lingering issues that I didn't want to talk about.


I noticed that Michael was missing
when we ate, and didn't show up again that evening. Neither Rob nor his wife
Shelly seemed too worried, and he wasn't my kid anyway, so I didn't bother to
comment on it.


The next day things were going
okay; Nikki and Mom had taken Darlene and Carrie shopping. With Nikki along I
wasn't too worried about there being any problems. Tomorrow we'd head back
home, we'd already been here for several days and I could see that while
Darlene enjoyed meeting my parents, she really wanted to go back home to our
inn.


"Trouble," my Dad sighed
coming into the living room, where I was sitting with the rest of my kids
playing monopoly. I was surprised that they liked it as much as I had as a kid.
Stratego was also pretty popular with them. I'd definitely be bringing a couple
of copies back home with me.


"What?" I asked looking
up from the game at him.


"Michael never came home last
night. The police however stopped by this morning, asking about him."


"What'd he do?" 


"Got in a couple of bar
fights, apparently."


I laughed, "Hell, is that
all?"


"Things are different than
when you were a kid, William. He's not even allowed in bars, they raised the
drinking age to twenty-one."


"I'm surprised he even feels
like fighting after the kidney shot I gave him," I was surprised. I'd
gotten hit in the kidneys once long ago while sparring in college. I'd spent
the next day mostly in bed.


"He's probably taking drugs
again," my father said shaking his head.


"Rob and Shelly really messed
up with him, didn't they?"


My father sighed, "Shelly is
one of those mothers who thinks that punishing children is wrong."


"Hey, Dad! Can I move in with
Aunt Shelly?" Dennis laughed.


"And break your mother's
heart?" I shook my head. "You know how much she enjoys outwitting
you! Besides, it wouldn't be fair to your aunt or uncle to unleash you on
them."


"Why don't we just take him
back with us?" Travis said, studying his next move in the game. "I'm
sure Uncle Chaucer could get him a place in the guard."


"You'd still have to get him
out of the country," my father said.


"I don't think either Rob or
Shelly would appreciate my taking their son away," I sighed. "You've
seen how rare I come to visit; they'd probably not see him again for years, if
ever."


My father shrugged, "Still, it
beats jail. And that's where he's headed. He's got no discipline and a huge
chip on his shoulder." He shook his head, "Someone needs to do
something about that boy, before he kills somebody."


I sighed, "Talk to Rob and
Shelly. I'll talk to Nikki and Darlene and we'll see what we can do. If,"
I stressed the word, "they agree."


Later that night as I was getting
everything packed up and ready to return in the morning, Nikki came into the
room with Darlene.


"Any word on Michael?" I
asked.


"Nope," Nikki smiled,
"and there isn't going to be."


I looked up at my sister from where
I was sitting, "What'd you do, Sis?"


"Tossed his ass through a
portal about twenty minutes ago."


I just sighed and looked at her,
then went back to my packing.


"Aren't you even going to
ask?" She smiled.


"Darlene isn't glaring at you,
so I'm suspecting you had a good reason. As there aren't any portals within a
two-hour drive of here, that can only mean he's sitting in Aryanna's temple
right now, probably pissing himself."


"Eh, he was pretty
wasted."


"He's a spoiled brat,"
Darlene said, a little angrily. "I'm surprised his brother and sister
turned out okay."


"What'd he do?" I said
surprised, looking up at her.


"What didn't he do?" she
replied hotly.


I looked at Nikki.


Nikki grinned, "He made a few
inappropriate passes at her, and she was in the process of kicking the shit out
of him when I intervened. Seriously, I think that boy has a death wish or
something."


"Dad wanted me to take him
back with us," I shook my head. "Thankfully, I don't have to tell him
no now. Just don't bring him by the Swan, Sis. I don't care how drunk he might
have been, I don't want him around Darlene, got it?"


Nikki nodded and Darlene smiled.


"Anyways," Nikki
continued, "I'm gonna say my goodbyes and head out of here in a little while.
Someone's got to be there to deal with the little idiot when he finally comes
around."


"What are you going to do with
him?" Darlene asked.


"Enlist his ass in the
military, of course," Nikki laughed. "If that doesn't straighten him
out, he'll probably end up dead."


"What are you going to tell
Rob?" I asked her.


"Why should I tell him
anything?" Nikki asked.


"Because they'll go crazy
looking for him," I told her, "and I'm the first person they're going
to suspect."


Nikki thought about that a moment,
and then nodded, "Okay, Bro, I'll let him know I grabbed him." Nikki
gave me an evil grin then, "Just before I leave, so he can't try to argue
with me over it."


 


About a half hour later Rob burst
into the room. 


"Where is he!" he yelled
at me.


I sighed and looked at Darlene; we
were in bed, naked. Thankfully we hadn't been having sex, yet.


"Can't you knock first?"
I grumbled and tossing the covers back I sat up. I don't think Rob even noticed
I wasn't wearing any clothes.


"Where's my son! What did you
do with him?"


"How the hell should I know,
Rob?" I said standing up and looking at him. "Ask Nikki. Last I heard
she took him with her."


"Nikki's not here! Dad says
she left ten minutes ago!"


"So what do you want me to do
about it?"


"Get my son back here! That's
what I want you to do about it!"


I shook my head, "Even if I
could, Rob, I wouldn't. Right now the last person in the world you want talking
to that brat is me. He put his hands on my wife!"


"What?" Rob looked at me,
and I think he suddenly realized I was naked, and noticed Darlene was in bed
glaring at him.


"He made some very
inappropriate advances on Darlene; Nikki grabbed him and got him the hell out
of Dodge before I got my hands on him. Just be happy he's not in ICU
eating through a straw!" I growled.


Rob paled, "You
wouldn't?"


"Of course I would! I've
killed people for messing with my wives, Rob!" I yelled at him. "Dad
wanted me to take him with me when we left, see if I couldn't make something of
him. Well, Nikki did it first! I want no part of this; I had no part in this!
Now leave me and my wife the hell alone. Our sister knows her shit, if anyone
can straighten your son out, it's her!"


I grabbed him, turned him around,
and pushed him out the door, closing it behind him.


"Get dressed, get the kids up,
we're leaving now," I sighed and starting picking up my own clothing and
pulling on my cargo pants.


"You think there will be
problems?" Darlene sighed and tossing the sheets back she got out of bed
as well. I took a moment to appreciate her body. She might be in her early
thirties, but she was still as beautiful as when I first saw her sixteen years
ago.


She noticed my watching her and she
smiled back as she got dressed.


"I'm thinking that if we're
not here, then at least they won't be our problems."


I went downstairs then as she
roused the kids, who probably wouldn't be happy about any of this.


My mother was in the living room,
sitting down and shaking her head; I could hear that Rob was arguing with our
father as I entered the kitchen.


"How could you let her just
take him?" Rob was almost yelling. 


"She didn't ask, Rob. And
after the way you've all but ignored him, or made excuses for him, why the hell
should you care?" Our father responded rather hotly. "Michael is
going to end up in jail or dead. The police are already looking to arrest him
for assault; he's been caught dealing drugs how many times? 


"Just be glad your sister
stepped in and got him the hell out of here before he went to prison!"


Just then there was a rather
strident knock on the front door.


I swore, and looked at my mother,
"Someone called the police?"


My mother sighed and got up
"Shelly probably did."


I sighed loudly. Yeah, I had a fake
ID for Darlene, and hopefully the kids wouldn't need them. But all I needed was
for Rob or Shelly to open their mouths about them being 'foreigners' and my
whole family would be hauled off to detention by immigration. 


"If anyone asks, Darlene, I,
and the kids all left a while ago," I said to my mother as I ran upstairs.


"Okay, everyone in here,"
I said to Darlene and my kids and led them into the room Darlene and I had been
sharing.


"What's up, Dad?" Carrie
asked.


"Trouble, that's what. Your
Uncle Rob is being an idiot and now that the local version of the guard is
involved, I don't want to take any chances."


I heard my mother talking to the
police at the front door downstairs.


"So, we're all going to the
other place I live. You're all going to look different; you're going to be
different. Feliogustus is the god there, and he's friends with Aryanna. So
don't worry about anything."


I opened a portal then, and sent
them all through, bringing up the rear.


"What do you mean they're not
here?" I heard Rob saying as he came up the stairs. "I was just
talking to Will!"


I was almost tempted to wave to him
from the portal, but instead I stepped through and collapsed it, before he
could open the door.











Four


Feliogustus' Temple


 


 


I turned and looked at everyone
after I'd collapsed the gate. Darlene was of course, gorgeous, and I couldn't
help but look at her and purr, rather loudly too. Travis looked amazingly a lot
like Baron, with almost identical fur coloration and patterns. In fact, I could
see that they all looked very much like my children with Rachel did, more so
than the ones I'd had with Nara or Tareassa, with the sole exception of Sylvia
who now looked a fair bit like Mary, Nara's second daughter.


Nara, of course, was standing there
looking rather surprised and very pregnant.


Walking over to Darlene I put my
arm around her, "Time for introductions I guess," I said with a wry
smile.


"Darlene, kids, welcome to the
  temple of Feliogustus, my best friend, boss, and yes god. The lovely young
woman over there is Narasamman, Feliogustus's high priestess. 


"Nara, this is Darlene, my
other wife, and my children with her," I pointed to each as I named them,
"Travis, Carrie, Dennis, Sylvia, and Rachel."


"Wow," Nara laughed
walking up to Darlene and me while the kids all were looking themselves over in
surprise, "Feliogustus told me you were going to be here with a surprise, I
had no idea this was what he meant. Welcome, Darlene!" Nara said and
hugged Darlene who smiled and hugged her back. "Now I can see why our
William spends so much time away from us."


"So, Fel, going to say
hello?" I asked.


"Sorry, William, I didn't want
to shock anybody more than they already were," Fel's voice came into the
room, a bit softer than he usually spoke. I could feel Darlene stiffen slightly
against me, and all of the kid's eyes got a bit wider. They knew about gods,
their aunt was a champion after all, and they'd just begun to recently learn
that their father was one too.


"Thank you for the honor of
your home and your presence," Darlene said sounding only a little nervous
as she gave a little curtsey.


Travis and Carrie nudged the others
and they all made a small bow or curtsey as well. I smiled at what was
obviously Darlene's doing, she was a lot less accepting of bad manners than I
was.


"I'd wake the kids up, but
it's late and I suspect you're going to go visit Rachel first," Nara smiled.


"Kids?" Darlene asked,
looking at me, and then smirking at the embarrassed look on my face. She then
looked back at Nara and I think noticed for the first time that Nara was very pregnant. "Will's?" Darlene asked and motioned towards Nara's belly.


"Of course," Nara smiled warmly, "as Feliogustus's high priestess, I'm limited to only his champion
if I want to have children, and after seeing our William, I definitely
wanted children!"


I could feel my ears going flat in
embarrassment, but they came back up in surprise as Darlene leaned into me
rather hard and purred loudly.


"Of course you would,"
Darlene agreed happily and looked back up at me, "he is the best man in
the world."


"Even the queen agrees on
that!" Nara laughed.


I stood a little straighter then,
"I have two daughters with Nara, Dar, and yes, before you ask I love her
and them."


"Well, I can see that!"
Darlene giggled and patted Nara's pregnant belly.


"Did you say 'the
queen'?" Travis interrupted.


"Your father's other wife is
the queen here," Darlene said and I noticed that Travis, Carrie, and
Dennis suddenly got very wide-eyed.


"And," Darlene continued,
"you will behave yourselves or I will tan your hides."


"But doesn't that make Dad the
king?" Dennis asked.


I shook my head, "No, I'm the
queen's consort. Because I'm Fel's champion, I can't be king." I added a
whispered "Thank God," to that.


"Awww," Dennis complained
and I think Carrie looked disappointed, but Travis looked relieved, which I
found to be interesting.


Letting go of Darlene, I pulled Nara close and kissed her then. She looked surprised for a moment but then melted against
me and we spent a minute in a warm embrace until she finally gave me a little
push.


"You need to go see Rachel,
this is one time where she won't forgive you if you show up late," Nara sighed.


"I know," I smiled and
gave her another quick kiss, then letting her go I grabbed Darlene and gave her
a kiss as well. Thankfully she didn't seem at all upset about seeing her
husband kissing another woman, who was rather blatantly pregnant with his
child.


"Come on kids, time to meet my
other wife," I said.


"What's she like?" Carrie
asked.


"She's wonderful, just like
your mother," I smiled and gave Darlene another hug.


"I'll be back in a day or two,
to talk Fel," I said and giving Nara a pat on the butt I led my family out
of the temple and started up the hill towards the castle. It was dark out; the
time here usually seemed to run about three hours later than at my parent's
house. So while it was after eleven when we'd left there, it was after two in
the morning here.


Travis was carrying my daughter
Rachel, who was only five and while she'd found the changes in everyone to be
exciting, was already falling back to sleep.


"I'm a little worried about
this," Darlene whispered in my ear as we walked.


"Don't be, Hon," I said
and gave her a hug, "Rachel has known about you since we met and has
wanted to meet you for a very long time."


"Really? Why?" Darlene
looked a little surprised at that.


"Because she knows I love you,
so she wants to talk you into moving here, so I don't have to leave to go visit
you."


"That's sweet," Darlene
smiled.


"I've already warned her that
you're not a pushover."


"But she's a queen,
Will!" Darlene looked a little worried as she whispered to me.


"No, she's my wife, Hon, just
like you are. Outside, in public, she's the queen, and I treat her like that
and you should too. But in private she's my wife and so are you. What happens
back home when two wives meet?"


Darlene smiled, "As first
wife, normally I'd be the senior one. But back home you'd never see a man who
married a woman of my stature having a queen as his second wife."


"Your stature?" I
laughed, "What, pub owners can't marry a queen?"


Darlene's ears went down in
embarrassment, "I wasn't a pub owner when we meet, Will, I was just a
common tavern girl."


"Well don't let it worry you,
and besides," I said as we came up to the gates and the guards on duty
saluted to me, "we're here."


Darlene shivered a little, and I
gave her another hug and we walked across the grounds towards the building.


"This is a castle?"
Travis asked, looking around surprised.


"Different culture, different
values," I told my son. "The Hilander people started out as nomads,
so they don't separate their royalty from the rest with walls."


"But what if they're
invaded?"


"Then we attack them before
they have the chance to run away," Rachel said stepping out of the doorway
and smiling at me. "We're not the type to hide behind walls either."


Travis stopped and looked at Rachel
in surprise; I could tell Darlene was as well. Because Rachel wasn't wearing a
stitch of clothing beyond a pair of panties. There wasn't a nudity taboo here
with everyone being covered in fur of course, but we'd just come here from my
parent's house and were all still wearing a fair deal more clothing than anyone
else around.


I was suddenly very thankful for
the communal bathing traditions back in Hillshire, because I didn't want my
kids making fools of themselves when their first meeting with Rachel featured
her being all but naked. Rachel was a very beautiful woman, she was definitely
a 'ten' on the scale of things and she knew it, and was quite proud of her
looks. 


But when she saw Darlene with my
arm around her, I noticed her eyebrows go up just a fraction in surprise,
because Darlene was a 'ten' as well. Just as Laria had been raised to be a
tribute, Darlene had originally been bait used by a goddess to catch me. 


And I'd been happily caught ever
since.


"Rachel!" I said happily
and dragging Darlene forward with my arm still around her, I put the other one
around Rachel and pulled her against me and kissed her rather deeply. I could
feel a little bit of surprise and confusion from both of them, and after I
broke the kiss they were looking at each other, then at me, then at each other,
then back at me again like I'd lost all sense. 


And I realized then that I was
grinning like an idiot.


"Darlene, Rachel. Rachel,
Darlene. For the first time in my life, I have the two women who I love the
most together in one spot. Please don't kill me, let's go inside and I'll
introduce you to the kids."


"One moment," Rachel said
and untangled herself from me then turned to face Darlene. "Welcome to my
kingdom and to my house, I've very happy to finally meet you, Darlene,"
and stepping up to Darlene, Rachel gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.


"Thank you," Darlene
said, smiling back at her.


"Why are you awake?" I
asked Rachel as they both looked at each other and Darlene smiled, perhaps a
little warily, while Rachel looked incredibly pleased, like she always did when
she knew she was about to get her way on something. Which, being queen, was
damn near always.


"Feliogustus came into my
dream and told me you were back with Darlene here."


"He did?" I said and
wondered if I should be happy or mad.


"Yes, he did. Now let's all
get inside and I'll have the maids find our children a place to sleep."


"Our children?" Darlene
asked, looking at Rachel a little critically.


"Yes, my wife," Rachel
said and gave Darlene a suddenly very mischievous smile, "we're family
now."


Putting an arm around each of them,
we all went inside. After I'd introduced all of the kids to Rachel, I let
Darlene and Rachel sit down together and talk, while I got the kids situated in
rooms for the night.


"You have kids with three
women, Dad?" Carrie asked, looking at me a little surprised.


"Of course not," I
grinned back at her, "What kind of a man do you think your father
is?" I teased her, "It's five!"


Carrie looked at me a moment,
"Five?"


"Plus one with a
goddess," I admitted.


"Really, Dad?" Carrie rolled
her eyes.


"Fraid so."


"Well, don't tell
Travis."


"Huh?" I blinked.


"He's already got two lined up
back home."


"Travis?" I said
surprised, "But he's only sixteen!"


"And Mom was how old when you
married her?"


"Umm," I looked at my
daughter; apparently I hadn't been paying as much attention to Travis as I
should have been.


"Travis takes after Mom, Dad.
He wants to run the inn, have a big family, and open up a few other businesses
in town as well. With Mom staying here, he'll be happy to take the inn over and
run it himself."


I blinked, "Wait, Darlene
staying here? How can you say that? We just got here!" 


Carrie rolled her eyes again,
"Do you think Mom's going to pass up on the chance to have you around more
often? She's already gotten used to the idea of sharing you. Whoever runs this
castle for the queen better watch out; Mom'll have this place under her thumb
inna week."


"And just how do you know so
much, young lady?"


Carrie smiled at me, "Me and
Aunt Nikki talk, a lot. She's already promised to take me traveling with her
when I turn sixteen."


I just sighed and shook my head,
"I need to pay more attention to you guys."


"Dad, you've made it very
clear that you love us, every time you're home. We actually like not having you
tell us what we're going to do with our lives, unlike the other kids back
home."


"Thanks, Honey," I said
and kissed my daughter goodnight, and then as I left the bedroom I started to
wonder about just what kind of parent had I been when my fourteen-year-old
daughter knows more about what's going on in my family than I do? I resolved to
start paying more attention to my kids, or at least try, as the last thing I
wanted was one of mine turning into the kind of kid that Michael had. 


Though to be honest, I don't think
Darlene or Rachel would put up with that kind of shit for long. 


But still, better to be safe.


When I came back to the living
room, I found that Darlene had stripped down to the same amount of clothing
that Rachel was wearing and that they were both talking in a low voice to each
other, which stopped when I walked in.


"Please don't tell me that
you're talking about me," I sighed.


"You really are all we have in
common, Love," Rachel laughed.


"She has a point, Hon,"
Darlene said when I looked at her.


I sighed and shook my head, "You
both are great mothers, you're both very logical, you both like your feet
rubbed, and make the most wonderful noises when I nibble on your neck, you both
steal the covers, you both really like that position where I ...."


I was cut off as I got hit in the
face with two pillows.


"Bed?" Rachel asked
Darlene.


"Bed," Darlene nodded.


"Where's Laria?" I asked.


"I gave her the night
off," Rachel smiled.


"Another one?" Darlene
sighed and gave me a look. At least she was smiling.


"She wasn't his fault; they
gave her to him for saving their village."


"Ooo! I can't wait to hear
that story!" Darlene laughed.


"Bed!" I said and
striding over I picked them both up and quickly made for the bedroom before I
got into any more trouble.


 


I was a very happy man come the
next morning, even if I didn't get a lot of sleep. I think there was a little
'one-upmanship' going on between them, and while Rachel was pretty worldly in
some aspects, Darlene had started life as a 'working girl' you could
say, and as she now ran the inn, which had a lot of 'working girls' in
it, she definitely got a lot more exposure to things sexual than Rachel did.


So yes, Rachel was rather
surprised, and I think a bit impressed.


When we finally made our way out
for breakfast I was happy to see the kids getting along. Travis, Baron, Carrie,
and Suisan, were all talking together as they ate and seemed to be getting
along in one group, with Dennis, Sylvia, and Diament, in a second. One of the
maids was keeping Rachel, who was quite a bit younger than the others
entertained.


I guess it made sense that they
would pretty much sort themselves out by age, and while Travis was the oldest
by almost a year; Baron was being raised to be a king, so that sort of evened
it out maturity wise it seemed.


I gave each of the kids a hug, I
hadn't seen Baron, Suisan, or Diament for nearly half a year, and then I'd been
gone for those two years before that. 


I sat down then and let the maids
serve me breakfast and I watched the kids eat as Rachel and Darlene fussed over
them a bit, making introductions and sharing the kinds of things that made the
younger ones smile and the older ones blush.


Laria came in then with our son
Keith who was about three now and looking about as pregnant as Nara had last night.


"Laria," Rachel said
taking her over to Darlene, "this is Will's wife, Darlene. Darlene, this
is Will's concubine, Laria."


I watched as Darlene smiled and
hugged Laria, who had looked worried at first, but now just looked relieved.


I noticed that Travis and Carrie
had looked up when Laria came into the room, and both looked at me, then turned
to Baron, who I guess started explaining Laria to them.


All of my children here with Rachel
knew about the others, so my showing up with another wife and more children, I
didn't think was much of a surprise for them. I wasn't so sure about my
children with Darlene. I'd never told them, though I had told Darlene. I
wondered briefly if she'd ever mentioned it to them?


I ate my breakfast and continued to
watch and listen to everyone as they ate theirs and chatted with each other.
When the kids finished eating and started to get up, I raised my hand and
cleared my throat.


Suddenly I had everyone's
attention, even the maids, who I pointed at and made shooing motions with a
hand. After the maids had left I looked around at everyone and smiled.


"I don't expect your best
behavior because you're my kids. Your mothers, however, may feel differently
about that," I smiled over at Darlene, Rachel, and Laria.


"But," and I looked back
at them all, "this is your family, you are all brothers and sisters, and I
expect you to remember that. Travis, you're the oldest, but Baron here is the
crown prince and is going to be king, so you need to respect that. I hope you
all become friends, but regardless of that, you're all family and I expect you
to honor that.


"When you get to meet your
brother and sisters that I had with Nara, who you met last night, and with
Tareassa, who you haven't met yet, I expect you to treat them the same."


"What about Cam?" Travis
asked.


I smiled at him, "Nice to see
you remembered. I doubt any of you will ever meet Cam again, but if you do, the
same rules apply and I'll make sure he knows it as well."


"How long are we going to be
here for?"


I shrugged and glanced over at
Darlene and Rachel.


"That's up to your mother, or
I guess mothers," I added with a smile. "But a few days at least.
We'll be going home by a slightly longer route, so I'll have to make a few
arrangements.


"That's all I had to
say."


The kids all got up then, the older
ones heading off, the younger ones checking with their mothers before they too
went off.


"Any words for us?"
Rachel asked with a grin now that it was only her, Darlene, Laria, and my two
youngest, little Rachel and Keith.


"I'm not worried about Laria
so much as I am worried about you and Darlene getting along. I know both of you
well enough to know that you, Rachel, are trying to figure out how to get
Darlene to see things your way," I paused a moment, then smiled, "and
I know Darlene well enough to know that eventually, she's going to get over
your being a queen and that she'll teach you just how an innkeeper deals with
unruly customers."


Darlene's ears went flat and
Rachel's went up in surprise.


"You're not worried about
me?" Laria asked, surprised.


I chuckled, "No, because
you'll do what they tell you to, and then come and complain to me if they're
asking for too much. So Rachel, go easy on Darlene if you don't want any
unpleasant surprises, and Darlene, don't wait until Rachel's pushed you far
enough that you're upset, tell her right upfront if you don't like
something."


"Yes, Will," Rachel
sighed.


"Yes, Dear," Darlene
nodded.


"Anything else?" Rachel
asked.


"I'm going to go pay Nara a visit and talk to Fel. You two I do expect to be on your best behavior, as poor as
that may be," I smirked. "But if I hear you two even raised your
voices at each other, I'm going to be very upset. And if the claws come out, I
will definitely be tanning both of your hides."


Getting up, I walked over and gave
each of them a hug and a kiss, Rachel was a little grumbly, I knew she didn't
like it when I dictated any kind of terms to her. Darlene actually gave a
little purr of pleasure, and Laria was a bit clingy. I told her I'd spend some
more time with her later and that I still loved her.


 


 


"I need your help with
something, William," Fel's voice suddenly manifested in the room I was in
with Nara, whose feet I'd been rubbing. 


"Now?" I sighed rolling
my eyes and looking at Nara who grinned at me.


"Hey, I asked him to at least
give me a couple of hours with you before he asked," Nara chuckled.


"So whatever it is, it's not a
rush job?" I said going back to rubbing her feet.


"Actually, William,"
Fel's voice replied, "I will need you to leave shortly. I was willing to
give Nara a few hours of your time, because I could."


"What about my family?" I
asked as I leaned over and gave Nara a kiss. "I can't just leave them
here."


"Aryanna has agreed to help,
so I'll be able to gate them from my temple to a much closer location than
you'd been planning on using."


I nodded; sometimes I forgot that
Fel could open up a portal from his temple to almost anywhere, especially if
the local god was cooperating.


"Thanks, Fel. So what's the
job?" I asked.


"Smuggling."


I stopped and looked up at the holy
symbol that hung on the wall of Nara's room. That was the problem with
disembodied voices; you never knew where to look, so normally I'd look at one
of Fel's symbols.


"Smuggling? How do I fit into
a smuggling job? I don't know anything about smuggling."


"True, but you have worked as
a trader and before you ask this is actually a lot more complicated than you
might suspect. The reality I'm sending you to is a nodal point, a major
nodal point. Having access to a nodal point is an important accomplishment for
a god such as I, William."


I nodded and got the message, this
was a serious job and I had to do my best.


"What's a 'nodal point?'"


"Just as Troy was a point on
the end of one of the infinite arms of the realities, nodal points are where
many of those arms begin."


"And the rules are different
there?" 


"Yes, the rules are different
there. Another god was asked to help, but they weren't able to, so they
recommended me."


"Ah," I nodded, "so
if I screw up, you'll both be mad at me."


"Precisely," Fel agreed
with a chuckle.


"So who am I helping?"


"Vikoria the Bountiful. There
are people there waiting for you there now."


Nodding I got up and headed for the
door, stopping I turned and looked back at Nara, "Please take the kids up
to meet the others, and let everyone know I got called away."


"I'll take care of everything,
and I promise to referee any fights," Nara said with a grin.


"Better you than me!" I
laughed.











Five


Deans World  


Shrine to Vikoria the Bountiful


 


 


I stepped out into the sunlight and
blinked. Turning around I took in the scene around me, I had expected to come
out in a temple, or some sort of building, and surprisingly I hadn't.


I was standing in front of what I
guess was a fairly large outdoor shrine. Large for a shrine that is. It was
maybe ten feet high, and twenty or thirty feet wide. It had an altar on it, a
series of columns, with a low wall behind it with some very colorful frescos
painted on it. The pictures were all of a very bountiful harvest, and a rather
attractive woman of indeterminable age whose appearance, was rather bountiful
as well. The most interesting part of the picture was that she was pregnant.


Off in the other directions from
the shrine was a large grass field for probably a hundred feet, which then gave
way to what looked like well-organized rows of crops on the other side of a low
picket fence, basically farmland. 


I could see several farmhouses
further off, all in all, a very pleasant rural setting.


Turning back to the shrine, I
focused on the one person who had been kneeling before it, and who was now
standing back up and using a pair of gloves that they were holding in one hand
to knock the dust off of the knees of their pants.


"Took you long enough," a
feminine voice grumbled and then they turned and I saw that it was indeed a
woman, she had short red hair that stood up straight on the top of her head,
and the band of the goggles that were pushed up onto her forehead above her
grey eyes was no doubt helping with that. She was wearing a leather jacket, not
unlike a bomber jacket, that came down to her waist, with a dark red blouse
underneath that showed off her charms rather nicely, as well as complimented
her hair.


Her pants seemed to be tailored to
fit, as again, they showed her figure, which I had to admit was trim and
admirable. They were a very dark grey, with a pair of pouches like cargo pants,
but no visible pockets, and the boots she was wearing on her feet came up to
her knees, but had low heels.


She was also sporting a button down
flap holster, which looked to contain a fairly large pistol, there were large
knives sticking out of the tops of her boots, I thought I spied a shoulder
holster under the jacket, and there was a leather pouch of sorts, hanging off
of her belt on her left hip.


"I was busy with the high
priestess when I was summoned," I told her. "So there was some delay
involved."


"Obviously not enough of a
delay to get dressed I see!" she said, scowling at me. I looked down at
myself. I was wearing the same clothes I'd been wearing when I left my parent's
house in New York, namely a loose pair of cargo pants and nothing else. We had
been in a bit of a rush and I had been in bed with Darlene when my
brother had busted in on me. I found it a bit curious that Fel hadn't given me
more to wear, but I just shrugged and looked at her.


"My name's Will, you
are?"


"Annoyed, very annoyed,"
she said, looking me over.


"Well, Annoyed. Can I call you
'Ann' for short?" I smiled and walked up to her. She came up to just past
my nose, so of course, that meant she had to tilt her head back to look at me.
From the way she was scowling, I suspected that she was getting less happy by
the minute.


"You were supposed to be this
big tall brute of a catfolk warrior," she said, still scowling.


"You mean like this?" I
asked and shifted into my champion form. The loose cargo pants suddenly fit
rather snuggly, embarrassingly so I might add as they now showed off all of my
'charms.'


She blinked in surprise and took a
step back from me, and looked me up and down, a little color coming to her
cheeks as she saw just how well my pants now fit.


"How did you do that?"
she asked.


"Is this what you
wanted?" I asked and putting my hands on my hips I looked down at her and
gave a soft growl.


Surprisingly she smiled, "It's
definitely an improvement! Now come on and let's go to town and I'll see if we
can't get you some weapons," she grabbed my arm and pulled, coming to a
sudden stop as I had planted my feet and wasn't moving.


"What?!" she said turning
to glare at me once more.


"My name is Will," I said
looking down at her rather pointedly, "what's yours?"


"Oh!" and she had the
manners to at least look a little embarrassed. "It really is Ann. Captain
Ann Roy."


I smiled at her, "Pleased to
meet you, Ann. Are you Vikoria's champion? Or one of her priestesses?"


Ann looked at me in surprise,
"What's a 'champion?' And no, I'm not a priestess of our Goddess; I'm just
a follower, though as a ship's captain I do have some more sway in the
congregation than the average follower."


"Huh," I thought about
that. Fel had said the rules were different here. 


"Come on, we can't stay
here," and grabbing my arm again she started off around the shrine with me
in tow.


"I didn't know that you
catfolk warriors could change forms," Ann said, glancing back at me.


"I'm a special case," I
told her.


"I can see that," she
smirked glancing back at me a second time, though her eyes were definitely
focused south of the border this time. I just shook my head and looked up to
the sky.


"So where are we going?"
I asked.


"To town. My ship's there and
we can see about outfitting you as well."


I just nodded; the path she was
leading me towards was around the other side of the shrine and now I could see
the town off in the distance. Most of what was around here, however, were
farmland. I noticed that I really didn't smell the ocean or any large body of
water, so that made me wonder where her ship was.


"So why are we walking?"
I asked her as we stepped through one of the gateways in the low fence that
surrounded the shrine and started off down a dirt road.


"I didn't want to draw any
attention to what I was doing, obviously."


I nodded and thought about that a
moment. 


"So what are you going to tell
everyone when you show up with a seven-foot tall catfolk warrior?"
Normally when I showed up, regardless of what I looked like, because I was
there with the local champion or some member of the clergy, people didn't ask
much in the way of questions. But standing out the way I did, I suspected there
would be more than a few.


"Oh, ummm...."


I sighed, "Why don't you just
tell them that I saved you from a band of brigands and you offered me a
job?"


"Well, we'd need a band of
brigands first, wouldn't we?"


"Oh, I wouldn't worry about
that too much."


"Why?"


"Don't you see that group of
men waiting for us up ahead?"


"Dammit," she grumbled.


"There's only four of
them," I said as we continued to walk.


"But you're unarmed; they'll
have knives, maybe even guns."


I snorted at the 'unarmed' comment
and flexed my claws where she could see them.


"How common are guns
here?" 


"Around here?" Ann shook
her head, "Not very. They're expensive in the best of places, and this
isn't the best of places. Knives and swords are more common."


"Why aren't you wearing a
sword?" I asked glancing over at her.


"I was," Ann sighed,
"a very nice one too. But I had to offer it to the lady in order to get
your help."


I nodded, that at least made sense.


I watched the four men as we walked
down the road towards where they were waiting. I could see as we drew closer
that there were a couple of small bundles sitting on the side of the road, I
guess they were trying to look like just a couple of farm hands taking goods to
town or something. But they'd been idling there for a lot longer than any
farmhand would. 


They all had rather large sheath
knives, about the size of a bowie knife, but nothing more in the way of
weapons. They were all rather big as well, which was probably why they didn't
run when they realized just how big I was.


"Hey there!" one of them
called as we came close, "We was wondering if you could help us out!"


"I don't think so," Ann
said and continued walking, but the man who had spoken stepped in front of her
with his hand held out to stop her, his other hand on the butt of his knife.


"Well just hold on there a
minute, Miss! You haven't even heard our proposal yet."


I noticed the other three were
spreading out around us, all of them putting their hands on their knives as
well, getting ready to draw them. 


So I kicked the one closest to me
in the balls as everything slowed down, which with my strength probably would
cripple his sex life permanently. Then I skipped to my right and punched the
one there in the face, knocking him back.


There was a rather loud explosion
at that point and glancing over at Ann I saw she had her pistol in her hand and
the man in front of her had a rather shocked looking expression on his face and
a nice hole in his chest. I had to admit that I was surprised at just how fast
Ann had been able to draw and shoot from that holster. 


The fourth one was just now
starting to react to what was going on by pulling his knife out when Ann shot
the man in front of her a second time as I closed with the one pulling the
knife. I feinted at him with my left hand, which caused him to bring the knife
up, and then I kicked him in the stomach, claws out. 


He went flying back from the force
of the kick, my claws having ripped through his clothing and cut him rather
deeply. Ann shot him the moment he hit the ground.


Turning back to the other two, the
one I'd punched in the face was sprawled out on the ground, either dead or
unconscious, and the one I'd kicked in the balls was curled up in a ball on the
ground keening in a rather high-pitched voice.


"That was fast," Ann said
looking over at me.


I smiled back at her, "Yeah,
it's a cat thing. You're pretty quick with that gun of yours."


"I've had to learn to
be."


"Whatta we do with
these?" I asked and motioned to the four men.


Ann shrugged, "Take their
knives, go through their pockets and I guess we ride into town now instead of
walking."


"Sounds good to me."


 


Fifteen minutes later we were
sitting on the front seat of the wagon as the horse took us into town. We'd
dragged the dead bodies out of the road and off onto the side of it. Well
except for the one who was now curled up and sobbing. Ann just wanted to shoot him
but decided not to waste the bullet.


"I wonder where they came
from?" Ann said.


"They probably followed you
when you left town."


Ann shook her head, "I was
pretty careful to make sure no one saw me go. I snuck out last night, in the
dark."


"Then just plain bad luck I
guess."


"I don't know," Ann
smiled at me, "after I sell the cart and the horse, I won't have to pay so
much to get you outfitted."


"There is that," I
agreed.


The rest of the ride into town was
quiet. I spent most of it looking over the town as we got closer. The buildings
were either wood or brick, and several of the brick ones looked old. Obviously,
this town had been here for a good long time. The level of technology, however,
was confusing. They obviously had electric power, and they had trains as well
because we rode over a train crossing when we got to town right after the dirt
road had turned into a paved one.


As I didn't see any water tanks
along the rail line, I suspected that they weren't steam locomotives either.


But I didn't see any cars in town.
It was either people on bicycles, or horses, or horse-drawn wagons or
carriages. The carriages, however, were all rather modern looking and well
made. 


"Is everything around here
pulled by horses?" I asked Ann.


"Yup," she nodded,
"it's not cost effective to haul fuel-sludge out this far to the smaller
towns."


"Fuel-sludge?" I asked
and looked at her.


Ann looked at me like I was daft,
"You ain't never heard of fuel-sludge?"


"I'm not from around here,
remember?"


"Sorry," Ann sighed,
"I keep forgetting that I summoned you here. Honestly, I can't believe
that it worked."


"Then why'd you do it?"


"Cause I had a dream and the
Goddess told me to." Ann shrugged, "I've never had a dream like that
before, I'm not exactly the most devout when it comes to following Vikoria, but
well, nothing ventured nothing gained.


"I am gonna miss that sword
though. My father left it to me."


We pulled up in front of a stable
at that point and both of us got out of the wagon. Ann walked up to the man in
charge and started to dicker with him, so I just stood back and looked around
the town some more. 


Most of the people here were human,
just like Ann was, but I didn't get all that many looks, which made it clear to
me that I wasn't as much of an oddity as I had first worried I might have been.



Those that weren't human fell into
two types, the ones that at first I thought were humans, until I noticed
certain differences and those obviously not human at all.


The first group I first mistook as
children. I eventually realized they were just a smaller race that resembled
humans. There was also what I started to suspect were elves, because they were
a lot better dressed and better looking than the average human.


As for the ones that obviously
weren't, well first there was the lady with a rather large set of feathered
wings folded neatly behind her body and her feet looked just a little different
from where I was standing. There were also a group of beings that I could only
describe as four-foot tall hamsters, who were all wearing bib overalls and
straw hats. They were obviously farmers and when they spied me, they just kind
of looked away and hurried quickly along.


"Will!" 


I looked up and Ann was beckoning
me over, so I stopped people watching and walked over to her.


"Let's get some shopping
done."


I nodded and followed her down the
street and into a clothing store where after a few wide-eyed glances from the
saleswoman, I ended up with a couple of well made red and gray linen shirts, a
jacket that was a lot like the one Ann was wearing, and another pair of equally
tight pants. I thought about going for something looser, but the way Ann and
the Saleswoman were eyeing me when I tried on the tight ones, I decided to go
with what they'd picked out.


Yeah, selfish I know.


Then we went to a general store
where I got a got a bag to put my gear in, a rather nice pair of serviceable
swords, with sheaths that I slung on my back sticking over my left shoulder,
several knives that were a lot better than the crappy ones those thieves had
been carrying, and the usual odds and ends that you need for day to day life,
plus ones that you apparently needed here, like a pair of my own goggles, a
pair of gloves, and a set of what I can only describe as 'spats' as they
covered the tops of my feet and my ankles. I also got a pair of sandals; I
probably could have gotten a pair of boots, but the problem with boots was that
you couldn't use the claws on your feet in a fight, and I was used to going
barefoot as a Hilander anyway. The only reason I wore sandals was really just
to keep my feet clean.


Once we were done there we headed
out and Ann hailed a horse-drawn carriage and getting in she told the driver to
head for the docks.


"How far away are the
docks?" I asked her.


"Far enough that I don't feel
like walking it," Ann smiled.


I nodded and looked around some
more; we were going up the side of a hill so once we got to the top of it I
figured I'd have a good view of the land in front of us. Looking back behind us
I could see the town a lot better now, it was about four square blocks, with
some houses surrounding it, until it suddenly all just turned into farmland. 


I could see the railroad tracks
that came around the hill at one point, and then crossed what I guess was the
north end of town before vanishing into the distance. The sky itself was mostly
blue, with a lot of clouds. Most of them were white, but some of them were
definitely a darker color, almost black or brown or something. 


I guess they got some freaky
weather around here.


We came over the hill and my eyes
went to the horizon first in search of the ocean, then, when I didn't see one,
they quickly drooped down to settle on the small lake that was at the foot of
the hill, and the two rather strange looking ships that were sitting in it.


The two streams that fed the lake
and the one that left it after going over a small dam were not big enough for
the ships sitting in it.


I turned to Ann who was studying
the scene before us.


"Which one of those is
yours?" 


"The Grey Moth, it's the
larger one."


I looked back at the strange ships
as we started down the hillside. Growing up on an island, I had seen a lot of
different types of ships in my life, but nothing like these before. About the
only thing they had in common with the ships I'd grown up around was that they
had hulls that were sitting in the water. Hulls that from here appeared to have
the same basic shape as some of the ships from world war two, a longer nose
that tapered out to the front, with the widest point amidships, with the back
end that was almost square, but not quite. The nose also rose higher than the
rest of the ship.


The wings coming off of the
gunwales and dipping into the water were not anything I'd ever seen on a ship
before. Neither were the four nacelles, two near the front two at the back,
that were currently pointing straight up, but I had a suspicion they could all
be rotated to face forwards.


There was a large deckhouse with a
steeply sloped face just front of amidships, with a second, smaller one on the
stern. There was also what looked like two small cargo cranes, both mounted
atop and to either side just front of the rear deckhouse. Just behind each
crane and sticking out and facing slightly back were what I suspected were
smokestacks.


The other ship was about one-third
the length of the Grey Moth, had a single deckhouse at the back with that same
sloped design, and had a hull shape more like a Chinese junk. As we descended
and drew closer, I could see it had a wooden hull, where the Grey Moth's hull
was definitely something like metal or fiberglass. 


And it was big, very big.


"How long is that thing?"


"Two hundred and twelve feet,
with a fifty-three-foot beam and a hundred and eighty-one-foot wingspan,"
Ann said, smiling. "She's one of the fastest freighters in the skies of
Seven Worlds."


I nodded and looked at the man
driving the carriage, then back at the two ships. They were tied up to separate
piers coming off of the main dock, and I could see the lookout on Grey Moth
watching us approach was using a spyglass of some sort. He then waved and
yelled something to the crew on the deck who immediately went to work; I assume
getting ready to cast off.


"Come on, Will," Ann said
and paying the driver she jumped down and headed for the docks at a trot.
Grabbing my bag I jumped out and followed her. I had a lot of questions, but I
figured they could wait until we were at least underway. 


As we ran down the pier they were
already casting off and the moment we ran up the gangplank, it retracted into
the side of the ship. 


Interestingly enough, the deck was
wooden, while the rest of the structures were either metal or what looked like
some type of fiberglass. I could understand a wooden deck, the deck took a lot
of abuse and wood was a lot easier and cheaper to replace than most other
materials. I followed Ann though a hatch and up a steep staircase that was
almost a ladder, then we came out into the ship's bridge.


Like most bridges I'd ever been on,
it had windows all across the front and about ten feet back on both sides,
though these were all sloped back instead of straight up and down. You could
easily see everything in front of and to either side of the ship. 


There were two women already on the
bridge, neither of which was human. The first was the shorter of the two and
she was calling out commands to the crew on deck via a speaker, as well as
talking over some sort of an intercom as she called out power settings to the
engines. She was the shorter of the two women, that is if you didn't take her
wings into account. She was obviously one of the winged people that I had seen
in town and her large birdlike wings were folded behind her and rose up above
the back of her head, matching her black hair in their color. 


The rest of her looked fairly
humanoid, though the irises of her eyes were a rather interesting shade of
yellow. Looking her over she was dressed in an outfit that wasn't much
different than Ann's, other than the allowances made for her wings. She had an
olive complexion, what skin I could see looked to be the same as a human's, and
she had breasts and a nice figure. Looking down her legs they also looked
normal, that is until I came to her feet, those were most definitely different.
Her feet looked a lot more like the feet of a bird, with four toes forward, and
one to the back, all of which were tipped with claws. She obviously wasn't
having any issues standing on the flat deck, but I didn't doubt that she could
grab things with them.


The other woman was standing at the
ship's wheel. Or perhaps I should say 'wheels'? There were two of them, and
each had a smaller wheel set inside it, that turned with the larger wheel.
There were the normal heading devices that I was used to seeing or at least
something I could identify as such. But there were a number of other
instruments, some of which had needles that moved with the wheels. I had no
idea what any of that did, other than obviously steering the boat.


The woman herself was a feline, not
unlike me, though her fur was as black as printer's ink and her eyes were a
very deep green. She was also dressed the same as Ann, only she had a pair of
binoculars hanging around her neck, which drew my eyes to a rather modest, but
still nice, bosom. She was definitely younger than Ann, who'd I'd have put in
her late twenties. Same for the bird-woman, if their ages ran like a human's
did, and not say like a parrot's. 


The helmsmen noticed me looking at
her but quickly returned to the task at hand. If it wasn't for the way her tail
had started to flick just a little at the tip, I would have thought her totally
unaffected by my presence.


"Captain," the bird-woman
acknowledged, "do you wish to take command?"


"No, Alerie. Take us out.
Anything to report before I show our new hand to his room?"


"No, Captain. The Good Profit
is the ship in the other slip; they put in this morning about an hour after
sunrise. They're a local commerce hauler."


"Thanks, carry on."


"Aye, Captain," Alerie
said and turned back to watching the ship, which was now fifty feet away from
the docks and moving at a decent pace. I was impressed, because I'd barely even
felt it.


"All engines, even up! Zero
pitch! All hands prepare for flight!" Alerie called out on the intercom. 


I looked around, I could see the
two forward nacelles, which had been leaning back slightly, suddenly moved to
straight up and down, and a deep droning, like a large engine, started to
increase somewhere in the bowels of the ship. 


"Never flown before?" Ann
asked, looking at me surprised.


"Not in something like
this," I told her.


"Scared?" she asked.


I snorted, "Hardly, I know competence
when I see it."


I noticed they all smiled at that.


"All engines, ahead
one-half!" Alerie called out, and I could feel the ship start to vibrate,
ever so slightly.


"One moment while we
harmonize!" a gruff voice called over the intercom and then the vibrations
settled out.


"Helm, make your fan pitch
fifteen percent."


"Fifteen percent, aye,
First," the helmsman said and as I watched she set a lever on the control
board before us and almost immediately I felt my weight increase slightly as
the ship started to rise slowly up out of the water. 


Going over to one of the sides of
the bridge I looked out and I could see the wings, which had been dipping down
into the water slowly come clear as the water ran off of them. As soon as they
were fully out of the water I heard the cat woman at the helm call out,
"Wings clear!"


"Helm, make your fan pitch
twenty-three percent."


"Aye, fan pitch twenty-three
percent, First."


Suddenly it was like being on an
express elevator in a high-rise as the ground quickly started to fall away
below us. 


"Helm, transition to forward
flight, turn to heading two, six, eight."


"Aye, transitioning to forward
flight, coming around on port to course two, six, eight, First."


I turned and watched as she spun
the wheel on the left hard while turning the one on the right slowly. We turned
like a helicopter would on its central axis, and then started off as the two
front nacelles rotated down to face forwards with just a slight upward angle.


"Helm, climb and maintain
eight thousand feet."


"Aye, eight thousand feet,
First."


"That was impressive," I
said looking back at Ann and smiling. 


"Come," Ann said,
"let's get you stowed away. Alerie, Adonna, carry on."


"Yes, Captain!" They both
replied and the helmsman turned and winked at me, before going back to her
flying.


Ann led me out through a hatch in
the back of the flight deck and down a hallway.


"My cabin is here," she
pointed to the first door on the left, "Radio room is across the passage.
My day room is behind that and the first officer's quarters are here on the
right. The plot room is through the door there," Ann pointed to the door
at the back of the hallway and we started back down another ladder.


"You get one of the paying
passenger's quarters, seeing as we don't have any right now. The mess is on the
port side of the ship, and the rest of the officer's quarters are on the
starboard side. General crew quarters are the next flight down, below
decks."


"How many crew do we have
onboard?"


"Twelve, you make it
thirteen," Ann looked at me a moment, "I would appreciate it if you
called me 'Captain' while we're on board my ship, Will."


I smiled at her, "Of course,
Captain. I do have one more question," I said in a soft voice and leaned
in closer.


Ann looked me up and down, and I
think she almost blushed.


"And that would be?" she
asked looking up at me.


"Just why am I here?"


She did blush then; I guess she'd
been expecting a slightly different question?


"Umm, once we're underway and
the watch has been set, I'll summon you up to my day room, along with my
officers, and we'll discuss it."


 


About a half hour or so later I was
summoned up to the Captain's dayroom by a crewman I hadn't met before. He told
me his name was Tanveer and he was human, about five eight I'd say, with short
dark hair and a light complexion like Ann's. 


When I came into the room, there
were already people seated around the table, Captain Ann was seated at the
head, with Alerie seated on her right and a female gnome I think, on her left.
There were two more women, one was a human female, she looked to be in her
forties and bore a striking resemblance to Ann, though her hair was black
instead of red. The other was an elf, so I had no clue at all. Same for the
male dwarf.


"Will, please be seated,"
Ann said and motioned to the chair at the other end of the table.


Nodding I made my way around to the
other end and sat. The table was maybe ten feet long, so it wasn't really
crowded with the seven of us, the room itself was big enough that it had a desk
in it as well. Even my quarters were fairly large, all things considered, the
bed in it was queen-sized and there was a fold up desk, a closet, and a couple
of chairs.


"Allow me to make
introductions, Will. This is Alerie Darkwing, my first mate, who you've already
met. The woman on my left," Ann motioned to the gnome, "is Venmyra,
she's our quartermaster. The woman next to her," Ann motioned to the older
human woman, "is our cook, Kanika. Seated across from her, is Daniella
Latenta Paronator Latham, or Dani for short. She's our weapons master. Last of
all is Dusty Sevenoaks," she motioned to the dwarf, "he's our
engineer and chief machinist."


I looked at each of them as she
named them, and nodded. Venmyra was a small and somewhat wizened looking gnome,
wearing heavy clothing, a wool cap, and a pair of glasses. She even had on a
pair of fingerless gloves. It was a bit cooler inside now that we were up in
the air, I suspected she probably was cold.


Kanika looked to be older than the
other human women; she had fine dark hair that was pulled back behind her head
with a hair tie. She had fine features and long fingers, like a piano player.
She was actually rather attractive with the same light-skinned complexion as
Ann, their Captain. She was dressed the same as the others, but instead of a
leather jacket, she was wearing a chef's apron with a brace of knives attached
to it.


Dani, the elf, was blonde and fair
and very much worth looking at, even if the hair on the left side of her head
had been shaved off, while the hair on the right side fell down past her
shoulder, some of it in long thin braids. She was also wearing a pair of
coveralls, more like a flight suit, with the zipper down to her navel, exposing
a lot of very perfect skin and an enticing cleavage. Whether that was for my
benefit, or she always went around like that, I had no idea. She looked rather
punk and I was surprised that her nose wasn't pierced.


Dani was also wearing a pistol on
either hip, another under her shoulder, and a pair of the ever-present goggles
pushed up on her forehead. 


Dusty was interesting. Like dwarves
I'd met elsewhere, he was shorter than the others, probably only five foot, but
he looked to be at least as strong as I was. He had a thick black beard and
thick black hair under a heavy black leather cap. He didn't just have knives
and guns on his body; he also had quite a few wrenches and other assorted
tools. His clothing was all heavier than what the others wore, and from the
burn marks and grease stains and tears, I wasn't surprised by that. 


"I don't see what's so special
about him," Dani said, "other than how well he fills out his clothing
that is," and she smiled at me.


"I don't leave the seat up and
I like to snuggle," I said and smiled back at her.


Kanika laughed at that and Alerie
snorted.


Ann smiled, "Well, he's what
was delivered, and I for one have no desire to look ungrateful."


"Well at least Adonna and Nue
are going to be happy," Dusty chuckled.


"Yeah, they have been
complaining about the lack of boy catfolk for a while now, haven't they?"
Dani smirked.


Ann rapped on the table with her
hand, one of the rings on it clacking rather loudly.


"Let's not get off track here.
I haven't really had the chance to talk with Will here much on the trip back to
the ship, though I can say he is a very fast and deadly fighter. He also
doesn't appear to know much about our situation or the world in general. 


"Would that be correct,
Will?"


I nodded, "Most times when I'm
sent off to do a job for another god or goddess, I get a briefing and told what
I'm needed for. Between the time I was told I was coming here and the time I
left, I think I had about a minute."


"I was praying there for four
whole hours," Ann said, looking at me.


I shrugged, "I just work here,
I'm not one of the gods. All I know is that the job got passed to my god on recommendation."


"Your god?" Dani asked.


I nodded, "I'm a champion. I
work for the god Feliogustus in a place far far removed from here."


"So you're not from
Vikoria?" 


"Oh, I'm from her, I'm on loan
for the duration. 


"What's a champion?" Ann
asked.


I shrugged, "Pretty much what
it sounds like. Every god supposedly gets one, they assign us tasks and jobs
and we support their church. We get certain benefits and abilities. Now,"
I looked around the table and then back at Ann, "would someone please tell
me why I'm here?"


"Well," Ann sighed,
"it's like this, we're smugglers...."


"Yeah, I noticed," I
interrupted her.


"What, you did?" Ann
blinked, "How?"


"Incredibly fast ship, you're
all armed to the teeth, and you have her," I pointed to Dani, "a
weapons master. Cargo ships don't worry about speed and they rarely go armed,
and they never have someone of her caliber onboard. What are you, a
blockade runner?"


"Whoa, two points for tall
dark and sexy," Dani laughed.


"Definitely not as dumb as he
looks," Dusty agreed, grinning.


I'll give her this, Ann wasn't even
flustered.


"When we have to be, yes, we
are. But lately we've run into a serious problem, and as it involves our
goddess, I guess she decided to show us her favor and grant our prayers for
help."


I nodded and leaned forward, arms
folded on the table before me.


"On the other side of the
Seven Worlds, the followers of our goddess often find themselves put upon and
even persecuted. In most places, we're welcomed because of our abilities at
agriculture and ranching, but on Rossiya, a certain cult has come to power and
they've been isolating and killing or enslaving a lot of our people. 


"We're not soldiers," Ann
looked at Dani and Dusty then, "well; most of us aren't that is. But we
are capable of defending that which is ours, when we have the weapons
and the ammunition for them."


"So you want me to kill
them?" I asked looking at her.


Ann's eyebrows went up just a hair
and she quickly shook her head no, "What? No! Of course not! What we need
is your help in smuggling arms and ammunition through their blockade! It seems
that no matter what we do, or what we try, they're always there, waiting for
us!"


"Who's waiting for you?"


"One of their ships, often
they've got someone shadowing us the moment we pop out into Rossiya. As we've
always come out in someone else's territory, they haven't dared to attack
us...."


"Yet," Alerie
interjected.


"...but they're on our tail as
we make our way to try and provide our people with supplies."


I nodded, "How big is their
fleet?"


"It's big enough," Ann
sighed, "the cult of Two Rivers has become powerful on Rossiya, though it
has yet to expand to any other of the Seven Worlds."


"It's only a matter of time
until they do, though," Dusty grumbled.


"And right now they only have
a small part of one country to patrol," Dani added, "so it's not like
they have their might spread out all over creation."


Kanika piped up then, "And
it's not our goddess's way to provoke or engage in direct confrontation. The
other gods and goddesses apparently aren't concerned with the Two Rivers cult
yet, neither are any of the established kingdoms or countries. They view them
mostly as an annoyance due to their remote location and believe that the war
between Two Rivers and the Madrian loyalists is none of their business."


"Wait, there's a war on?"


"It's a civil war," Ann
sighed, "Two Rivers is trying to overthrow the monarchy of Madria and
institute a theocratic government. Several areas of Madria have fallen to their
control, and we have many people in those."


"Just how long has this civil
war been going on?"


"Four years, and it shows no
sign of letting up soon," Ann sighed.


I thought about that a moment,
"Who's supplying the Two Rivers' people with their ships and
weapons?"


Dani answered that one,
"Apparently they've been buying them from other countries on Rossiya, and
even some from the neighboring world of Savoy. It appears that they've been
preparing for this war for at least a couple decades, if not longer. They
started out as a fairly harmless group that mainly preached enlightenment for
the masses, and equality for the downtrodden. Over time they started to become
more militant and forceful in their preaching and their methods."


I shook my head, "And Madria
was a quiet and peaceful country before this?" 


Dani snorted, "Not exactly,
but there was a fairly large gulf between the 'haves' and the 'have-nots.'
Let's just say that it's been ripe for revolution for a while now."


I thought about that a moment and
then asked the obvious question.


"If your people are mostly
farmers and ranchers, which are the folks normally at the bottom of the social
structure, why are the Two Rivers people making war on them?"


"Because they say our people
should give up all of the food and other things we produce for free. That
because we have so much, it's our obligation to give to those who have so
little," Ann sighed.


"Mind you," Kanika spoke
up again, "they're not willing to pay for any of that food, not even a
little bit. Which makes it hard for the farmers to put in their next crop or
the ranchers to feed their livestock."


"And non-compliance is
punishable by death?" I sighed shaking my head.


"I see you've run into these
people before," Dani grumbled.


"History is full of
them," I nodded. "I have no doubt that the leaders of Two Rivers live
like kings."


"But that's only because
they're doing their gods work," Dusty said in a sarcastic voice.


"So how far are we from
Rossiya?"


"Why?" Ann asked.


"Because I want to see what
one of those ships looks like, and who's on it."


"What for?"


"Because I can't figure out
how they're finding you otherwise."


"Do you really think you
can?"


"I wouldn't be here if I
couldn't, now would I?"


"We're over three weeks away,
we need to spend some time to pick up more weapons and ammo, as well as do a
little trading to cover the costs of what we've lost."


I frowned at that, "What
happened to the weapons and ammo you had, if you weren't able to deliver
it?"


"We took it to those area's
that aren't yet under the control of Two Rivers," Ann said, "I
decided that it would be better to shore those places up, now, while we still
could. Also, they are often able to smuggle some small amount through to those
who need help using local channels, just not anything like we're capable of
carrying."


"Plus," Venmyra said
speaking up for the first time, "while we may engage in a little
bit of smuggling," a number of people around the table chuckled when she
said that, "we're still a cargo ship and we need to engage in regular
trade."


"If only to appear legitimate
to the authorities," Ann agreed.


"And while such trade doesn't
pay much, it still pays," Venmyra continued, "fuel-sludge and
replacement parts are not cheap. Having had to effectively dump our stocks on
those last three trips for the same prices we paid for them hurt our bottom
line."


"Which means?" I asked.


"Which means we have to do
some other trading before we can try our hand at Rossiya and Madria
again." 









Six


Deans World - Grey Moth


 


 


I found out just before the meeting
broke up that we were smuggling stolen and prohibited elven goods into the
dwarven lands, and by lands perhaps I should have said worlds. They called it
the 'Seven Worlds' because that was the original size of the realm, but I
gathered from what Ann had told me, that there were a lot more worlds linked together
now. I wasn't sure exactly how it worked; I'd have to ask somebody about it eventually.
But right now I was tired, it'd been a long day for me, and I wasn't in a hurry
to tell everyone just how little I knew.


Ann had work do to, which didn't
surprise me, as she was the Captain. 


"You wouldn't be able to equip
me with a pistol, would you?" I asked Dani as I followed her out into the
passageway.


"Can't wait to get me alone,
huh?" Dani smirked.


"I didn't know you were into
cats," I smirked back at her.


"I'm not into anything; it's
what's into me that counts!" Dani snickered and then nodded her head to
the side indicating for me to follow her. 


We went down the stairs and then
she led me out the back of the main deckhouse across the deck towards the rear
deckhouse. I had to admit that Dani definitely looked good in those coveralls
and had a rather nice butt. When we stepped outside, the air was a lot colder
than inside and I noticed she zipped up immediately and pulled her goggles
down. 


I had left my jacket in my
quarters, and even though I had my fur under the linen shirt I was wearing, I
regretted not having it. At least I had my goggles, which I also pulled down,
the wind out here was pretty serious, and when I thought about how high up we
were, falling overboard definitely would ruin your whole day.


I could see the cargo hatches,
which was really most of the deck between the two deckhouses, as Dani led me to
a small breezeway that was set before the hatch into the rear deckhouse.
Probably to make it easier to open and close the hatch, and keep most of the
wind from blowing inside.


Once we'd gone through the hatch
and I'd secured it behind us, she led me into a room with a locked hatch that
she used a key to open. Once inside she closed the door behind us, put the key
away and then dragged the zipper on her coveralls back down to her navel. 


"Down boy," she laughed
as I watched.


"Most women wouldn't be so
quick to expose so much of themselves in a locked room with a complete stranger
who's way bigger than them," I told her, looking into her eyes and trying
to figure out if she was coming on to me or not.


"Most women aren't armed to
the teeth either," Dani said with a wink.


I nodded, acknowledging her point.


"But be a good boy, and maybe
I'll be nice to you a little later," Dani's voice suddenly got very husky
and she put her hand on my arm for a moment.


"But," she turned and led
me over to a locked metal cabinet, "playtime can wait. Let's see what you
know about firearms and if I have one that will fit those large hands of
yours!"


I just shook my head and followed
her over to the cabinet as she unlocked it.


"Ever fired a pistol or a
rifle before?"


"Lots of times," I told
her, looking over the collection. I wasn't a gun nut or even much of an
enthusiast, but these looked more or less like many of the pistols and rifles
I'd seen before. "But I have to warn you, they probably worked differently
than what you have here."


"Really? Firearms work the
same all throughout the Seven Worlds. Oh, there are some differences in
designs, but that's about it."


"I'd rather not take anything
for granted."


"That's a healthy attitude
when it comes to any weapon," Dani agreed. "Now grab a seat over
there, and let me see what we've got. If nothing here fits, I'll see what I can
bargain for at our next stop."


 


We went through several pistols,
most of which didn't fit my hand well at all until we finally came to one that
was fairly large and surprisingly heavy compared to the other ones. It looked a
little strange, in some ways it reminded me of a Luger, but it had a much
larger handgrip and an eight-inch barrel.


"Huh, looks like I finally
found a use for this," Dani said watching as I practiced sighting down the
barrel and flipping the safety on and off with my thumb.


"Try pulling the
trigger."


"And risk blowing a hole in
the wall?" I said, glancing at her.


"Ah, you really are smarter
than you look!" Dani laughed. "Let me show you how it loads, so you
can check that it's unloaded."


It turned out the gun was unloaded,
I'd expected it was, but I'd learned a long time ago that expecting and knowing
were two different things. The action worked much like that on a Luger, the top
flipped up every time a shot was fired and ejected the spent casing straight
up. When the last round fired, it locked in the up position, unless you
de-cocked it. 


You loaded it from the top, either
one round at a time, or by slotting a stripper clip in the top and pushing the
rounds down into it. It held ten, and each of the rounds was a lot larger than
what I'd seen went into the other pistols. They were fifty caliber, and about
three inches long.


"What are these?" I asked
her.


"Oh, those are hog
rounds."


"Hog rounds?" 


"Yup, they pack one hell of a
kick. Most folks would hurt themselves shooting that thing, but you look strong
enough to handle a trench gun without breaking your wrist. Come; let's go take
a few practice shots."


Dani led me out of the room and
down the passageway to the back of the ship. Going through another hatch we
were outside on a covered deck that looked out past the stern. It wasn't very
windy here and pulling out a set of earplugs she put them in her ears, and then
handed me a second set, that actually fit. 


"Go ahead and try it."


Nodding I just sighted off the back
of the ship and squeezed off a shot. It was loud, a little smoky, and it did
have a fair bit of recoil, but in my champion body it wasn't anything I couldn't
deal with. I fired off five more shots in quick succession, getting a feeling
for it.


"See if you can hit
this!" Dani called and tossed a small orange ball off the back of the
ship.


Kicking into high gear I burned a
cantrip for accuracy and pulled the trigger. The first shot missed, but the
second shot hit it, as I corrected.


"Nice shooting!" Dani
said, smiling at me.


"Thanks!" 


"Let's go inside and get you a
holster."


Ten minutes later I had a button
flap holster on my thigh, and Dani had handed me a large box of ammo, and
another smaller box of clips, along with a pouch to hold the clips, once I'd
loaded them.


"How hard is this ammo to
find?" I asked her as I gathered everything up.


"It's rifle ammunition, so
it's pretty common. Now," she smiled at me and grabbed her zipper, which
was back down at her navel, "what do you say we...."


A soft tone chimed over what I
guess was the intercom four times.


"...go get dinner," Dani laughed
and pulled the zipper back up.


"You knew that was coming,
didn't you?" I laughed.


"You'll never know now, will
you?" Dani winked with a grin.


 


Dinner was apparently a whole crew
affair, except for whoever was standing watch at the helm. Kanika was actually
a great cook, and there was a lot of food. Obviously, no one was in danger of
starving on the Grey Moth.


Personally, I was starving,
as I hadn't eaten all day, so I dug in with a will. I was seated at a table
with Ann, Alerie, and Adonna who had made a beeline for the spot next to me the
moment I'd sat down, and her tail was now flicking against mine as I ate, and
her foot was lightly rubbing along mine as well. I wondered if she was just
flirting like Dani had been, or if she was being serious? 


"I see Dani got you a
pistol," Ann said watching as I ate.


I nodded, "It's pretty loud
though."


"We'll be hitting the gate to
Lassen about an hour from now," Ann continued. "I'd like for you to
be on the bridge for that."


I nodded, "Sure, I'm curious
as to how that works."


"The portals out here are
fairly large, it's not really an issue," Adonna said.


"As long as you can see
them," Ann agreed.


"Why wouldn't you?" I
asked, curious.


"Not everyone can see the
portals," Adonna said. "It's one of the requirements of being a
helmsman on any of the ships that go between the worlds."


"How many people can see
them?"


"I'm not really sure; I can
see them, as can Nue. Alerie and her husband can both see them and our Captain
can as well. I don't know who else."


I looked at Ann who paused a moment
in thought, "Dani can see them, and my mother of course."


"Your mother?" I asked
looking around.


"Oh," Ann looked a little
embarrassed for a moment, "Kanika is my mother. I don't call her 'mom'
onboard, seeing as I'm the captain."


"Ah," I said and nodded,
then turned to Alerie "And your husband is with us?"


"Yes, he's our lookout and one
of the watch standers."


"Who else is married on the
ship?"


"Dusty," Ann nodded over
towards another table where Dusty was seated with a female dwarf. "That's
his wife, Branwaen. She's his machinist mate as well. It really is the two of
them that keep the Moth running so well and so fast. There's nothing that the
two of them can't fix."


"How'd you end up with such a
varied crew? Is that common around here?"


Ann shrugged, "Everyone wants
a dwarven engineer, if they can get one. I've known Alerie since I was a child,
the rest," she smiled, "it just sort of happened."


"So what's Lassen like?"
I asked and then listened to Ann and Alerie talk about Lassen as I started in
on the dessert on my tray. Adonna's foot had moved to the other side of mine,
which I didn't mind, she was rather attractive after all. 


Lassen it seemed was a bit cooler
than where we were now, a world called Deans. It had a lot more trees, but the
same amount of sky islands, whatever those were. It was primarily a human land,
but there were a fair amount of elves, cats, and harpies because of all the
trees. 


Harpies were what they called the
winged people like Alerie. 


"How many races are there in
the Seven Worlds?" I asked between bites of my dessert.


"Well, you have humans, elves,
dwarves, gnomes, catfolk, goblins, orcs, harpies, halflings, the merfolk, and
the occasional strange thing that pops up now and then."


"That's a lot of different
races," I said and put down my fork. Adonna's left hand was starting to
run up and down my thigh under the table.


"Well, the Seven Worlds is a
pretty big place," Adonna said with a purr. "Maybe I could tell you more
about it later?"


I noticed Ann rolling her eyes, but
I smiled back at Adonna anyway. "That would be nice."


"We better get up to the
bridge and start getting ready," Ann said.


"Yes, Captain," Adonna agreed
and untangling herself from me she got up and stowed her tray and other
utensils in a wash rack, as Ann and Alerie did the same and they all headed out
of the mess.


I finished up my own food quickly,
then carried my tray and dishes over to where I'd seen them stow theirs. Kanika
was cleaning up the kitchen, while a young man I hadn't seen before took the
trays and the plates and started to clean them.


"What are the hours of the
mess?" I asked Kanika.


"Breakfast is at seven, so is
dinner."


"What about lunch?" I
wanted to know as I'd missed mine yesterday.


"From eleven to one you can
come in and get something, though there's always tea and coffee available for
anyone on the late watch."


"Thanks," I nodded and
then went up to the bridge to watch our portal translation. I had been starting
to feel the portal as I was talking to Kanika, it felt like the same kind of
portal I was used to using, only by the time I got up to the bridge it felt a
lot stronger than I was used to. When I came out onto the bridge I walked quickly
over to one of the windows and looked in the direction I felt it. It was dark out;
the sun had apparently set while we were eating.


"You can see portals?"
Ann asked, sounding surprised.


"I can feel it," I told
her as I searched until I finally saw it. It was at the tip of a small mountain
peak, obviously we'd been descending for a while now. I'd never seen a portal
that large before. 


"Damn, that's a big one!"


"Wait, you said you could feel
it?" Ann asked, and I noticed that Alerie was looking at me as well.
Adonna was concentrating on flying the ship, and I noticed a second and equally
attractive dark-furred cat female was standing back against the wall and examining
me.


I nodded, "Usually from about
a mile away, this one though I think I started feeling even farther away.
Normally they're only about ten or so feet around, that thing is what, three
hundred?"


"Five hundred and
twenty-six," Adonna said in a soft voice as she leveled us off and set us
up on a straight flight path.


"Captain, ship is on
course!" Adonna said in a louder voice then.


"All engines, ahead one-quarter
speed," Ann said.


"All engines, ahead one-quarter,"
Alerie replied and I noticed they had an engine telegraph, one of those things
you saw on old movies with a handle on the top and you move it back and forth,
end to end, to ring the bells and alert the engine room that you're changing
settings, and then set to the desired speed. Alerie set it to one-quarter
ahead, and a moment later it rang by itself and the indicator went to the same
mark and the ship began to slow.


"How fast can we go through
it?" I asked as I wasn't aware of any speed limitations myself.


"As fast as we want," Ann
said, "but by convention, you slow down to fifteen knots so you can avoid
anyone coming from the other direction."


"Does that happen often?"
I asked.


"Often enough. The portals to
the second ring are still big enough for two average ships to pass through at
the same time, as we're going clockwise around the ring; we take the upper half
of the portal. It's the ones on the third circle you have to be careful with,
they're only two hundred and twelve feet across, and the Moth just barely
fits."


"I'm surprised there isn't
more traffic."


"There's more than one
portal," Ann replied. I noticed she was checking her instruments and
looking out at the portal now herself.


The intercom came on then, "Bow
lookout reporting! No contacts! All clear!"


"Helm, you're clear to
proceed," Ann said.


"Aye, Captain, proceeding
through the portal," Adonna said and I could see she was dealing with a
mild crosswind, but the ship was still dead on target.


"How many of these portals are
there?" I asked as I watched us draw closer. It really was a big sucker.


"There are fifty-two mapped on
Deans world, which is the standard on the second ring," Ann told me
without taking her eyes off Adonna's flying.


"They all go to the same
place?"


"Thirty-six of them do, If
you're heading west, they take you to the next world in the ring. If you're
heading east, they take you to the previous one. The remaining sixteen lead to
the third ring."


"Huh," I said and thought
about that. The smaller portals that I was used to, only worked when you went
through them in one direction. If you walked around 'behind' it, there was
nothing there.


"Five hundred yards, no
contacts!" came over the intercom.


"That's the forward
lookout," Ann told me as I continued to watch.


"Three hundred yards, no
contacts!"


Alerie leaned forward to the
intercom, "All hands! Portal crossing in thirty seconds!"


"One hundred yards, no
contacts!"


The moment the tip of the ship
entered the portal, we were pulled through it almost instantly. I'd never
noticed that with the smaller portals before. Yes, you seemed to go through one
in an instant, but it was really like walking through a door. Even on a horse, it
seemed like that, but then you weren't all that long when you thought about it.


But with a two hundred twelve foot
long ship, it was slightly disorientating and a little dizzying as one moment
we were on one side of the portal, and then we were through it an instant
later.


"Helm, turn to heading zero,
three, six. Climb and maintain six thousand five hundred," Ann ordered.


"Aye, turn to heading zero,
three, six. Climb and maintain six thousand five hundred, Captain," Adonna
responded and started to spin the wheels.


"Secure from portal crossing.
Alerie, once we're on course and on altitude, set the night watch."


"Aye, Captain," both
Adonna and Alerie replied.


I followed Ann as she left the
bridge, "How long until our next stop?"


"Tomorrow, around noon, we'll
land to refuel, then we'll continue on to our contact which is on the next
world in the second ring."


I scratched my head and thought
about that a moment as I followed her to the door of her quarters, "Why
didn't we just circle around the portal and head west through it again? Wouldn't
that take us to the next world?"


Ann stopped at the door to her
quarters and turned to look up at me. "No, we're in the first ring now.
That portal will only take you back to the second ring, and only if you're
going east. We have to fly to a different portal to go to the dwarven world,
same as if we wanted to fly to the first world."


"How many portals are there on
this world?"


"Eighty-four. Thirty-six to
the world we just left, thirty-six to the next one in the second ring, and
twelve to the first world."


Ann looked me up and down then and
seemed to consider something for a moment. "Now, if you'll excuse
me?"


"Sure you wouldn't like some
company?" I teased, smiling down at her.


"Umm," she bit her lip,
and blushed, "perhaps another time."


"Good night, Captain," I
smiled and turning I headed down to my own cabin. I heard her take a couple of
deep breaths, mumble something, and then open the door. 


Once inside my own cabin, I
stripped down and stretched out on the bed. I'd only just started to drift off
when I heard someone knocking lightly at me door.


"It's open," I called
out.


The door opened and unsurprisingly
it was Adonna, who was wearing nothing but a robe. Stepping into the room, she
closed the door behind her and then shedding the robe she smiled at me, wearing
nothing but fur.


"I thought you might like some
company," she purred.


"Sure you did," I smiled
back at her and patted the bed next to me. "You always welcome the new
crew members like this?"


"We've never had such a
handsome and well built male catfolk onboard before," Adonna said as she
joined me on the bed.


"Obviously not," I pulled
her close and kissed her as her hands started to get rather busy exploring my
body. 


We made love then, and it was
rather apparent that she hadn't been with another male in quite a while, so I
spent quite a few hours helping her make up for lost time.


I was just drifting off to sleep
again when there was another light knocking at the door.


"It's open," I called and
then grabbed Adonna's tail as she jumped out of bed, "Where are you
going?" I growled playfully at her.


Nue stepped into the room, also
clad only in a bathrobe and looked at the two of us.


"Close the door, lose the
robe, and get over here," I purred at her.


"What about Adonna?" Nue
asked, but she did as I said.


"You don't get to trade me
back and forth like a brothel slave," I growled softly. "Unless you
have a watch to stand, you come to my bed, you spend the night."


"Both of us?" Adonna
asked, looking a little surprised.


"What, you're okay with
trading me off, but not being in here at the same time?"


"Umm," Adonna and Nue
looked at each other.


"Well, there's a first time
for everything, and this I guess is yours."


Nue was a bit hesitant at first,
because she kept stealing glances at Adonna, though I got her thoroughly
distracted after a short while. Apparently, she'd been without a man at least
as long as Adonna, and by the time I was finished with her, Adonna had ants in
her pants again, which of course led to another round with Nue after I took
care of it. 


After which we all fell asleep.











Seven


Lassen - The Grey Moth


 


 


We all woke when the chime for
breakfast came over the intercom. Adonna was worried that she'd be late for her
watch because we all stunk of sex and she needed to clean up before she could eat
and go on duty.


I dragged each of them under my arm
and cast my cleaning cantrip, the one I'd learned to use on both me and Tom, my
mount back on Saladin. Thankfully it worked and the two of them both jumped and
then looked at me.


"How'd you do that?" Nue
asked.


"What did you do?" Adonna
said at the same time.


"Magic," I smiled and
then yawned. "Not that I have a lot of it. Now let's go eat, you two gave
me a hell of an appetite!"


Their ears went down and their
facial fur bushed out in embarrassment, but their tails curled around mine, so
I could tell that they were happy all the same.


They both grabbed their robes then
and ran off to their rooms to get dressed. I pulled on my pants and shirt, then
left to go get food.


"Where are the girls?"
Dani asked me as soon as I set foot into the mess.


"Passed out in my bed, where
you should be," I teased her as I headed for the serving counter.


"That hardly leaves me enough
room now, does it?" Dani teased back, playing with the tab on her zipper,
which as always was down around her navel.


Adonna and Nue came in rather
quickly then and made a beeline for the serving area. Apparently, I wasn't the
only one who'd worked up an appetite.


"I thought you said they were
passed out?" Dani laughed as I joined them at the serving counter.


"We have to go on duty,"
Nue said taking her food and heading over towards a table.


"Or we would be," Adonna
smirked, and followed Nue. A minute later I joined them, sitting in between the
two of them. I was surprised at how fast they were eating, but I guessed that
they really did have to go on duty soon. I got a kiss from each of them when
they finished, and then they put their stuff in the wash racks and left.


"Hope they're not late
reporting," I said looking over at Dani, who was taking her time with her
breakfast.


"Well the guys on late watch
can't eat until they're relieved, and those two are usually up before the call
to breakfast. I suspect it's more a case of embarrassment because they both
spent the night with you."


I shrugged, "On a ship this
small, it's not like you can keep a secret."


Dani snickered loudly then,
"That's got nothing to do with it!"


"Huh?" 


"You don't know?" Dani
raised an eyebrow and looked at me with barely contained glee.


"Know what?"


"They're sisters!" and
with that, Dani started to laugh rather loudly. Venmyra, Dusty, and Branwaen,
who were sitting at a table together and had been following the conversation
with smiles of their own, started to laugh as well.


I just shrugged, "Well, then
they should be used to sharing by now."


I thought I heard a plate break in
the kitchen as laughter came from that direction, while Dani almost fell out of
her chair, she was laughing so hard.


"You are an evil man,
Will!"


"That may be," I admitted
with a big smile, "but at least my bed's got room for you now!"


"I better leave while I can
still walk!" Dani giggled and grabbing what I guess was her coffee she
quickly retreated from the mess, just as Alerie and a male harpy came in,
followed by the only two human males on the crew, who I knew now to be Tanveer
and Chris.


"Well it's nice to see
everyone looking so chipper," Alerie said as she came over to my table.
"Will, this is my husband, Sadari. Sadari is our first lookout, as well as
Venmyra's assistant and our medic."


I stood and shook hands with him,
"You're our healer?"


Sadari blinked and shook his head,
"I'm not a doctor, if that's what you mean, I am however trained in taking
care of most minor ailments and stabilizing more serious injuries until we can
find one."


"We can't afford a doctor
onboard," Alerie told me, "we're not big enough or rich enough."


I nodded and sat back down to
finish my tea, the girls had definitely kept me up late last night so I needed
the caffeine.


"So the Captain told me we'll
be putting into a port today?" I asked as Alerie sat down to join me and
her husband went off to get food for the both of them. I could see she had him
well trained.


Then again, both Rachel and Darlene
had me pretty well trained too.


"Yes, our fuel stores are
getting low and we never like to have our tanks less than half full, right,
Dusty?"


"Hell's ya!" Dusty
laughed.


"Why's that?" I asked,
looking over at the dwarf.


"Come on down to my engine
room sometime and I'll show ya'!"


I nodded, "I'll have to take
you up on that sometime."


I turned back to Alerie as her
husband came over and set both of their trays down. Apparently, harpies didn't
eat a lot, or at least nowhere near as much as the others did.


"So when are we landing?"


"About three hours, we picked
up a tailwind last night, so we're further along than expected. She turned to
the two humans who were eating their breakfasts at the next table over. 


"Chris, when you're done
eating, please take Will on a tour of the ship, show him where everything is, both
above and below decks."


"Yes, Ma'am," Chris
replied with a nod.


Turning back to me, Alerie smiled,
"I'm sure our captain will have something for you to do by the time we've
finished refueling."


I nodded and smiled back at her,
"Thanks, I hate sitting around idle."


"Oh, with the way the single
women are eying you, I don't think you'll be idle much!" Alerie said with
a smirk.


"Really? I thought they were
all just teasing?"


Alerie gave me a look then, I could
see why she was the exec on this ship.


"Well, okay, Adonna and Nue
aren't, but we're all catfolk."


Alerie gave a small shake of her
head, and then smiled, "Will, this is what's known as a 'hen ship.' All of
the officers, with one exception," she nodded towards Dusty, "are
female. The owners of the ship are female. We spend a lot of time traveling and
not much time in port.


"And now we just dropped a
very handsome and buff rooster into the mix."


"Oh," I said and thought
about that.


"Just don't let it go to your
head," Alerie warned me.


"I'll do my best," I
smiled.


"That's what the girls are
hoping for," Sadari whispered and Alerie smacked him on the shoulder.


"Well, the trips have been rather
dull lately," Alerie sighed.


 


Three hours later and I was on the
bridge again as we approached the landing pool. Adonna smiled when she saw me,
Ann, frowned a moment when she saw that, but didn't say anything.


The tour of the ship had been interesting.
The main hold extended almost the length of the ship, though it was loaded by
removing the deck plates between the two deckhouses. The floor of the hold was equipped
with rollers to make moving cargo easier, and Chris told me that whenever they
took on or dropped off cargo they had to rearrange everything to keep the
center of mass in the same place. There were also fuel tanks and ballast tanks
distributed around the inside of the hull, and down the centerline of the ship
was a three-foot wide piece of what looked like stone that ran the entire
length of the ship. It had access ways cut through it every thirty feet, with a
larger one back by the main cargo hold doors. It went from the keel to the
bottom of the first level below the main deck.


"What's that for?" I
asked Chris. I was familiar with the practice of ballast stones for sailing
ships, but I'd never seen anything like that before.


"That's our lift stone,"
Chris had told me, "haven't you ever seen one before?"


I shook my head no.


"They mine them from the sky islands;
it's what lets the ship fly."


"Sky islands?"


Chris looked at me, "Ain't you
ever seen a sky island before?"


I shook my head again.


"Haven't you ever seen one of
those dark brown clouds before?"


"Oh, those!" I said and
nodded.


He gave me a strange look, but then
just shrugged and continued showing me the rest of the ship. I did learn that
Nue and Adonna shared quarters on the main floor, as Adonna was considered an
officer, if a junior one. Chris and Tanveer's quarters, which they shared, were
below decks. There was actually enough space to berth four more people in their
common room, so they were pretty happy with their quarters. Dani's quarters
were actually in the rear deckhouse, by the armory with a second set of rooms
for any 'paying' customers. 


Chris had been on the Grey Moth for
three years now and came from the same town as the Captain. Same for Tanveer.
He showed me the entrance to the engine room but didn't take me inside, as
other than the captain or the first mate, no one was allowed inside other than
Dusty or Branwaen.


"Why's that?" I'd asked
him.


"Because he's got a fist as
big as my head," Chris had told me and then with the tour finished he'd
gone back to his duties and I'd come up here to watch the landing.


The most interesting part was when
they pointed the engine nacelles backwards slightly to stop all forward motion.
Then they'd simply reduced power and lowered us slowly down until we settled
into the lake. 


Once we'd landed they shut down the
forward two motors and using the rear two Adonna very deftly brought us up
against the docks as Sadari and Tanveer had jumped onto it and quickly made the
boat secure.


Dani came up to the bridge then
while I watched Tanveer and Chris start to open ports of some kind on the front
deck and the engines all shut down. 


"Switch us over to shore
power," Ann told Alerie and then turned to Dani. "Yes?"


"I need to go ashore, Captain,
and see about replacing a few things."


"Here?" Ann said, looking
a little surprised.


"Oh, it' ain't that bad here,
Captain," Dani smiled. "Besides, I got my boys with me," Dani
patted her holstered pistols. "No one will bother me."


I watched as Ann considered that a
moment, and then noticed me standing there.


"Take Will with you."


"What? I don't need to have
him following me around," Dani scowled.


"That's an order, Dani. Will,
accompany Dani ashore, and take your weapons with you."


"Yes, Captain," I said
and went back to my room with a grumbling Dani behind me as I donned my jacket,
swords, knives, pistol, and the pouch with the extra clips in it.


"Come on," Dani grumbled
and led me out of my room and off the ship. I noticed that her zipper was up
almost all the way now and she had her hair tied back out of the way.


"Don't talk to anybody, don't
touch anything, and don't speak to me unless I ask you a question," she
grumbled as we walked down the gangplank to the dock.


"Gee and I haven't even had
you in bed yet," I joked.


"This is serious, Will. The
people here ain't exactly the friendly type."


"Smuggler's town?"


"Not exactly, but there are a
lot of 'em here. Captain likes to come here because fuel's cheap. But this is a
company town."


"Company town?"


"Yeah, and it's positively
criminal the way they can do business."


I shrugged, "Just tell me who
to kill and who not to."


"It's more than you I'm
worried about. The last thing we need is for the ship to get a bad rep here."


"Fine, I'll keep it to a light
mauling then," I joked.


Dani just growled at me, and we
struck off down the docks toward the town. 


When we got to the end of the
docks, we took the path up past the dockmaster's office and then we were
checked through a gate out into town. I couldn't help noticing that the guards
at the gate were all armed and they looked a lot more interested in who wanted
to enter the docks than leave them.


Dani led me down the main street at
a pretty good pace, though my larger size made it easy for me to keep up with
her. Looking around, most of the people here were either dwarves or humans. I
did see a few gnomes and what I suspected were orcs, all of which were pretty
big brutes with green tinted skin and shaved heads, though some had what looked
like a topknot.


"How come there aren't any catfolk
or harpies here?" I asked Dani in a low voice.


"That's cause they all work in
the brothels," she told me, "now keep your mouth shut."


"Willingly or
unwillingly?" I growled.


"Don't know, don't care. Shut
it."


I started to look around a lot more
carefully after that. I noticed that there weren't a lot of happy faces on the
streets. Everyone looked guarded, and where keeping an eye out. It was like
being back in New York City when things had been at their worst. 


We turned down a street, walked another
three blocks, and then turned down another, narrower street. There weren't very
many people on this one, and the few that were all seemed to be orcs. About a
third of the way down the block Dani turned and led us into a building.


We came into a small foyer; there
was an orc guard there, of sorts. He wasn't in any kind of uniform, though he
was armed and standing there watching things. He was big, probably as big as I
was.


"I'm here to see Bazz,"
Dani told him.


"Go away, elf," he
growled.


"You're new here, aren't
you?" Dani scowled looking at him. "Pick up the phone, tell him
Dani's here."


He growled a moment, but he picked
up the earpiece of the phone that was hanging on the wall. It was one of those
two-piece jobs like they used back in the nineteen twenties.


"There's an elf here with a
cat. Says her name is Dani."


"Okay, Boss."


He put the earpiece back on the
hook. 


"You can go in," he said
and opened the door.


I followed Dani and he stopped me.


"I didn't say you could,
kitty."


I seized him by the throat, "I
go where she goes. Either accept that or die. I'm fine either way," I
growled at him.


"Will!" Dani said looking
at me.


I grabbed the guard's hand, the one
reaching for his gun and banged his head against the wall, stunning him. Then I
looked at Dani and growled at her too. 


"I was ordered to accompany
you," by now my thumb and fingers had found the pressure points on his
carotid and I squeezed them and he rather obligingly passed out.


I let go of him and he dropped to
the floor unconscious.


"He's not dead, let's
go," I motioned up the staircase that was on the other side of the
doorway.


Dani glared at me, but she turned
and led the way, while I followed and split my concentration between that nice
butt of hers and what might be waiting for us at the top of the staircase.


"Dani, so nice to see you
again!" a rather large orc, Bazz I guessed, said as we came to the top of
the stairs and stepped into the room. He was seated behind a desk that was
equally large and I must admit rather nice looking. In fact, the whole office
was rather nice looking and that included the armed orc standing next to him.


"I thought I told Kurz not to
let the cat up?"


"You did," I said and
smiled pleasantly at him.


"Dani?" Bazz asked her,
looking concerned.


"Don't worry," Dani
sighed, "Will didn't kill him. He's just a little overly protective."


Bazz laughed, "Sleeping with
catfolk now are we?"


"Hey, I used to sleep with you,"
Dani growled at him, and that's when it clicked. All of the orcs here shaved
their heads; I hadn't noticed that before because I didn't really know that
much about orcs. Dani shaved half of her head.


"It's the fur," I said
with a grin, "it just drives her wild."


Bazz laughed rather loudly then and
Dani swore and gave me a rather stiff elbow in the gut.


"So, Dani," Bazz said,
still snickering, "what can I do for you?"


"I was hoping you had some
more of those rocket-propelled grenades, maybe some high explosives? Also, I
was hoping you might have some horse. We're heading off someplace where I know
there are people who'll pay well for it."


I noticed Bazz ponder that a
moment. "I might have some of those things. You've got money?"


Dani pulled the zipper of her
coveralls all the way down to the bottom, instead of her skin showing, however,
there was a very large flat envelope, which she pulled out and then opened up.


"Twenty thousand crowns,"
Dani said and pulled out a bunch of bills that were wrapped with a paper band
that had the number one thousand written on it.


"Hmm, how about a small
wager?" Bazz said.


"What kind of small
wager?" Dani asked.


"My boy against your boy. You win;
I sell it to you for half price."


"And if you win?"


"Me and you go in the back and
relive a few old memories," Bazz laughed, "And I keep the
money."


Dani growled at him, "I'm here
to do business, Bazz. Not play games."


"Yeah, well there is the matter
of what he did to poor old Kurz downstairs."


"Hey, I'm game," I said
with a grin. "Do I have to kill your guy? Or just beat on him until he
stops moving?"


The guard standing next to Bazz growled
then.


"Will! Shut up!" Dani
said and stomped on my foot. As she was wearing boots with a heel, it hurt. At
least she didn't break anything.


"On three," Bazz said.


"Bazz!" Dani yelled.


Bazz laughed and quickly counted,
"One, Two, Three!" 


I pushed Dani to the side and out
of the way the moment he started counting. The orc next to the desk just
growled louder and pulled out a large knife as Bazz counted. The moment Bazz
said 'three' everything kicked into overdrive and the orc started to come at
me.


For my part, I just stood there and
waited. The moment he got to me, I dodged to the side while grabbing his arm
and pulling him forward. Then I got behind him and just pushed him really hard.


Right through the doorway and down
the staircase.


"Oh!" I grimaced as he
flew through the air and then crashed down to the steps and started to roll
down the staircase.


I turned back to Bazz who had a gun
in his hand, but he wasn't pointing it at me, yet.


"Sorry about your guy," I
said with my hands up, "but if you shoot me, I can guarantee you that you
really won't like what I do to you."


"Where'd you find this
guy?" Bazz said to Dani.


"Our Captain found him. He's
supposed to be some sort of badass fighter or something."


I heard some groans coming from the
bottom of the stairs, followed by swearing and then someone starting to stomp
up them. Things were still in high gear, so obviously this fight wasn't over.


Bazz put the gun away and I turned
and kicked the orc coming up the stairs in the face, knocking him backward and
sending him rolling down the staircase again.


"I don't think he's dead
yet," I said turning back to Bazz. "But I'm not sure how many times I
can do that without killing him."


"Whatever Dani's captain is
paying you, I'll triple it!" Bazz said giving me an appraising look.


I smiled, "Thanks for the
offer, but then I wouldn't be able to shag that fine elvish ass over there, now
would I?" I said with a wink, and Dani actually blushed.


Bazz laughed loudly then and
getting up he walked around the desk and came over to the steps, where there
was a fair deal of groaning coming from the bottom.


"Go home and sleep it off
Brugo. You lost and I can't afford for you to die on me!"


"Yes, boss," came a pained
response, followed by a lot of swearing.


"I'll give you this, Dani. You
can still pick'em. Come on, I'll take you down to the warehouse."


 


An hour later and I was carrying
one very heavy crate balanced on my head, and Bazz had given Dani a pound of
'horse'. Whatever the hell that was.


She also hadn't said a word to me.


"So, ex-boyfriend?" I
asked her as we walked down the street.


That got me a dirty look.


"What? You're the one who said
you'd been sleeping with him."


"And that's why I didn't want
you to come along!" She grumbled.


"Afraid I'll tell the
others?"


"Yes!" Dani stopped and
rounded on me, "Ann's the only one that knows about my past on the ship,
and I'd like to keep it that way!"


I sighed, "Orcs and elves are
hereditary enemies here, aren't they?"


"I got thrown out by my family
and disowned. If I go back home they might even kill me!" Dani said
glaring at me.


"Kill you?" I was
surprised by that.


"I was a princess! I was
supposed to marry some prince who was going to be king one day and bring our
countries closer together."


"Damn! What happened?"


"That's none of your
business," Dani said still glaring at me, and then she turned and started
walking back towards the ship with me following. After a minute she sighed,
"Please don't tell anyone."


"I won't, I promise."


"I was worrying that you'd use
it to try and get me to sleep with you."


"I prefer my women to be
willing," I chuckled. "But I am curious about one thing."


"What's that?"


"Why orcs?"


Dani sighed and looked back at me
with a grin, "I like big men."


I had to laugh at that, "Well
they are pretty damn big, and while green's not exactly my favorite color, that
Bazz was a pretty interesting character."


"You're pretty big yourself
you know." Dani snickered then, "And of course there's all that soft
fur to rub up against."


We came to the gate then; Dani
floated a small bribe to the gate guards so we could go inside without them
looking in the box. When we got to the ship they were just finishing up
refueling, though why fueling used a thing that looked like a cement mixer was
beyond me. All I know was that it stunk.


The gangplank sagged a bit as I
walked over it, did I mention that the crate I was carrying was heavy? I was
getting pretty tired at that point; thankfully I was able to set it down once
we got to the entryway to the rear deckhouse. 


"Well let's get this all
unpacked and inside before we takeoff."


"You're a slave driver,"
I grumbled and grabbing the top of the crate with one hand, I let my claws dig
into it and then just ripped it off.


"And you're just a big strong
dumb slave," Dani laughed. "Now get to work you, and maybe I'll give
you a nice reward when you've finished!"


 I heard a zipper and looking up, I
could see that hers was back down to her navel.


"No rest for the wicked,"
I laughed and spent the next twenty minutes getting everything stowed in the
armory. It wasn't just RPG's and explosives; Bazz had thrown in a couple of
cases of ammunition, including a thousand rounds for the pistol I used. 


Seems he liked me.


We got it all packed away as the
ship cast off and started to taxi out away from the docks in preparation for
takeoff.


"One last thing," Dani
said and I followed her out of the armory, which she locked up, and then across
the hallway through another hatchway ... and into her room.


"I also like big men who can
kick ass and aren't afraid to stand up to me," Dani said turning around
and grabbing that zipper she pulled it all the way down.


Smiling I slipped my hands inside
her coveralls and cupped those nice full breasts of hers as I lowered my head
to hers and kissed her. I'd never kissed an elf before, and I have to admit,
she tasted good. I pulled the coverall back and down her arms, so the whole
thing could slide down to the floor as her hands deftly undid my pants and she
dropped to her knees as she tugged them down.


"Damn, you are a big cat, aren't
you?" she laughed.


I just purred.


 


I reflected on how I had missed
lunch, yet again, as we laid in her bed together. It was really quite the
contrast, her light skin, my dark tawny fur, her long and slender body, my much
larger and heavier one. She was still rubbing up against me, she really did
enjoy the feeling of my fur against her bare skin, but it was a lot slower now,
more relaxed. 


"Ann had told me that you
could move fast, but I hadn't believed it," Dani smiled up at me. You're
also a lot stronger than you look, and you look pretty strong to start
with."


I nodded and yawned, then slowly
started to stretch. 


"Ann said that the goddess
brought you here. I'd thought she was joking when she said that."


"Why?"


Dani shrugged, "Because my old
gods never helped me when I needed them? I mean I was a princess and I ended up
in some pretty bad shit, and nobody came, nobody helped me."


"Well, whose fault was
it?"


"My formerly betrothed.
Bastard ended up married to my younger sister too."


"Is that why you switched
gods?"


"I haven't switched so much as
I've just agreed to help. Vikoria at least seems to care about her people and
is trying to do something for them. I can get behind that. Why do you follow
her?"


"I don't," I smiled and
kissed her.


"What? But Ann said you
appeared at her shrine!"


"Like I said in the meeting, I'm
on loan from my god. He sent me here to help."


"Why?" 


I shrugged, "The gods play
games among themselves. They also form alliances and loan their champions and
such to each other. I don't always understand it, but I don't have to. I was
sent here to help, so I'll help. It's a good cause and while I don't know much
about Vikoria, my god wouldn't have sent me here if he didn't think I'd give it
my all."


"Sounds like you like your god
a lot."


I nodded, "Yeah, I do. Who
owns this ship, anyway?" I asked, changing the subject.


"Ann and her mother Kanika do,
why?"


"They do? How'd that happen?
I'd think a ship like this would be pretty expensive."


"It's been in their family for
at least three generations, maybe more. When her father died, Ann took it
over."


"What'd he die from?"


"Pirates. About six years
ago."


"Where you there?"


"I was onboard as a passenger.
After I saw what happened, well I asked to join the crew when it was all over.
You live among orcs long enough, and all that prissy princess elf shit gets
washed out and replaced with a lot of bare-knuckle brawling and bloodthirsty
weapon's smithing."


"How long was 'long enough?'
if you don't mind my asking."


"Almost thirty years. Bazz was
my twelfth boyfriend. You could say I got passed around a lot."


"And now the revealing
question," I chuckled. "Did you enjoy it?"


"Well, there were some bad
days and a couple of losers in there, but overall? I suspect my father thinks
I'm a changeling or that some dastardly dark elf got me on my mom instead of
him. I enjoyed it way too much supposedly for a female elf," Dani grinned
and kissed me.


"How old are you?"


"Fifty-seven. Still young and
rebellious for an elf. You're what, twenty-something?"


"Thirty-six. How old do elves
live to be around here?"


Dani shrugged, "Dying of old
age isn't exactly common for most of us. But if I were to, I suspect somewhere
around two thousand years."


"That's a long time."


Dani looked at the clock on the
wall, "Let's get up and get washed. It's getting near dinner time and the
last thing I want is everyone being able to tell what we've been doing for the
last six hours."


"Oh, I don't think they'll be
guessing," I laughed.


"Aren't you afraid Adonna and
Nue will be angry?"


"I'm more worried about
Ann," I admitted.


"Oh!" Dani laughed as she
got out of bed, "Got your sights set on her?"


"More like she has her sights
set on me," I grinned at her as I sat up and put my feet on the floor,
"By the way, just what the hell is that drug you bought?"


"Horse?"


I nodded.


"It's a powerful stimulant. The
dwarven mine workers love it because it lets them work harder and longer, so
they make more money."


"So they can buy more
horse?" I asked with a raised eyebrow.


Dani laughed, "Exactly. Don't
tell anyone else I have it. I'm not supposed to be smuggling drugs
onboard."


"So it's illegal?"


Dani nodded, "Very. But I've
been dealing it for a while now, so I'm up on the ins and outs."


"Using it as well?" I
asked in a slightly lower voice.


"Oh, now don't get all high
and mighty on me youngster!" Dani grinned.


"Is that a yes?"


Dani shrugged, "Once in a
while, but only when we're doing something dangerous and I have to stay awake
for days on end. Supposedly we elves can't get addicted to anything, but then
again, they also taught us that only an elven male could satisfy us in bed."


"So you don't take any
chances."


"Only on big catfolk,"
Dani winked and strutted over to the shower. Amazingly her room had its own
bathroom.


"Let me get cleaned up, you
can be next."


"I was going to head up front
now. I'll see you in the mess."


"Okay!"


I got dressed while she was in the
shower and used a cantrip to clean myself off, then went out on deck, after
pulling my goggles down and zipping my jacket up. Rather than go in the main
deckhouse, I went around it using the outside passageway. The wind was pretty
heavy now that we were underway and I was thankful for the wooden planks as I
dug my claws in and held on to the guide rail. 


Looking out over the side, I could
see our wings, which dipped down from the body of the ship at about a
twenty-degree angle. There were control surfaces of some sort on them, I
recognized ailerons, but I had no idea what the other things did. I really
didn't know all that much about aircraft really. 


The sun was setting somewhere ahead
of us, and the stars were coming out off the starboard side. I stopped and
watched them for a while; this place was really quite different from anything
I'd been to before. The job seemed simple enough, get supplies through to the
right people. There weren't many ways that the other side could know when we
were coming, but the fact that I was here meant it probably was their god
telling them. As I was a champion, I was invisible to that. So if I took the
stuff in by myself, no one would see me coming.


Well, I had to smirk to myself, it
was either that or they wanted me to kill everybody on the other side. After
some of the things I'd been through I wouldn't be surprised if some people
figured I'd be fine for such a job, but I couldn't see Fel sending me off on
that kind of thing right now.


By the time I headed back inside,
it was a quarter after seven and Dani was already inside. Adonna and Ann both
were curious as to where I'd been, so I told them I'd been cleaning guns out, and
then I'd gone out on deck to watch the sunset.


Dani snickered and I got a few
looks, but I didn't care. 


After dinner, I went and cornered
Kanika in the kitchen as she was cleaning up.


"After me now?" Kanika
laughed, "I think I'm too old for you, Will."


I snorted, "Hardly. Actually,
I wanted to get a better understanding of just what the 'Seven Worlds' are, and
well, you've been doing this for a long time, so I figured you're the best one
to ask."


"Well," Kanika said as
she started to put the cookware she'd just cleaned away, "The Seven Worlds
is tens of thousands of years old. The original Seven Worlds that is, though
it's undergone a lot of changes in rulers and size over all of that time.


"At some point back in our
history, the main world discovered the portals and that they led to six other
worlds. There were people on some of them, and over time the rulers of the
first world conquered all of them and established the Empire of the Seven
Worlds. They formed a dynasty that ruled for many thousands of years.


What happened next was they
discovered the portals that led to six more worlds, and each of those worlds
connected to two of the previous six. As many of those worlds were settled, and
by people who were just as advanced as the empire, if not more so, it led to a
bit of a shock and a couple more wars. That was when the dwarves and you
catfolk were discovered and added to the already existing Seven Worlds.


"At the end of it, the first
six that had been found were referred to as the 'first ring' and the second set
of six as the 'second ring.' And instead of all of it being ruled by one family
and one empire, it had all broken down into numerous countries.


"Then, about a thousand years
ago, they discovered the third ring. That was when the Harpies, Orcs, and Halflings,
joined the party. Some folks think we'll find a fourth ring eventually, but
with how much the smaller the third ring portals are, I doubt that most ships
would be able to sail through them, if any are ever found."


"What about the smaller portals?
The ones that lead to places outside of the Seven Worlds?" I asked.


Kanika shrugged, "I've heard
stories about them, and Ann told me that you were able to feel the portal
before we even saw it?"


I nodded. "I take it most
people can't do that?"


She shook her head, "Most
people can't see them, and even those that can, usually can't see them until
they're almost on top of them. Plus they're all up in the air, usually at the
tip of some hill or mountain."


"So nobody runs it all then?
It's just one big free for all?"


Kanika laughed, "The First
World still sets the standards, because it has the biggest and most powerful
countries and armies, not including the elves or the dwarves of course. But the
farther you get from there, the looser the rules tend to be."


I nodded at that.


"Do you ever go to the first
world?"


She shook her head, "Not if we
can avoid it. We don't often go out to the third ring either unless the money's
good. There's too many pirates, though in the first world they're called
customs agents."


I snorted at that, "Where's
Vikoria's main temple?"


"It's on the first
world."


"Really? Does that mean it's
been around since the beginning?"


"I honestly don't know the
answer to that," Kanika said with a shrug. "But as religions go,
we're fairly popular because our farmers and ranchers are good at feeding
people, and we're not very militant. That's why this whole thing in Rossiya is
so difficult for us. Our farmers are very fair about their prices, yet the Two
Rivers group refuses to be. We were only asked to help out six months
ago."


"So the church knows that
you're smugglers?"


Kanika blushed, "Vikoria and
her followers have a very lax understanding of taxes and contraband."


I laughed at that and shook my
head. "Well, one way or the other, I'll take care of it."


"Aren't we the humble one?"
Kanika chuckled.


I shrugged, "What's the point
of asking someone to do a difficult job if they don't think they can do
it?"


Kanika nodded, conceding the point.


"Well, I'm going to go get
some sleep."


"It's only eight, Will."


"Yeah, but Adonna and Nue
didn't let me get much last night."


"Oh, seeing as you spent this
afternoon with Dani, I suspect they'll not be bothering you tonight,"
Kanika said with a smirk.


"We'll see. When's our next
portal?"


"Tomorrow night."


"Really? Why so long?"


"The place we're going to is a
bit further away, so rather than go through a local one, we're going to sail
most of the distance here."


"And going through at night is
just more convenient, right?" I asked with a wink.


"Oh, of course!" Kanika said
with a straight face but winked back as well.


I smiled, "Good night,
Kanika."


"Good night, Will."


I went back to my room then and
stripped down to just my pants. Adonna had been a little cooler to me at
dinner, and while maybe I should have just shrugged it off and gone to bed, I
was still a little annoyed by her and her sister's plan to 'trade me off'
between them like I was property or something. 


I think I was finally starting to
come to terms with my tendency to stray and I most definitely didn't want to
sleep alone, if I didn't have to. Two years of nothingness still left something
of a mark on my soul and waking up alone at night really can put a chill down
your spine after that.


Besides, they came to me first,
right?


So leaving my room I went down the
passageway to Adonna's and Nue's room and let myself in. Adonna's watch ended
at nine, Nue's I think at three. They had a single queen-sized bed in the room,
which apparently they shared from the looks of things. So I just got
comfortable and closing my eyes I fell asleep almost immediately.


 


"What are you doing in our
room!" I heard as the lights came on, waking me up.


Sitting up and blinking while I
yawned I looked and Adonna was standing there, by the doorway, scowling at me.


"I didn't want either of you
to miss your alarm tomorrow morning," I told her, playing innocent.


"What?" Adonna blinked
and looked confused a moment.


"Well, you both overslept this
morning, and the last thing I want is either of you to get in trouble," I
said as I got up and came over to her and gave her a kiss.


I smiled as she growled and pushed
at me.


"You slept with Dani!"


"Oh? So it's okay to share me
with your sister, but not anyone else?" I teased her and put my arms
around her and pulled her close. She pushed back against me, but I was stronger
than her, and she knew it.


"Let me go!" She growled.


"In a moment," I told her
and then gave her butt a squeeze, "who I screw on this boat isn't any of
your business. But I very much want to sleep with you and Nue. Now if you want
me to be the type that only sleeps with a single woman, what makes you think
that woman is on this ship?"


Adonna did a double take,
"What?"


"I'm married; I have two wives
and a hell of a lot of kids. My wives know I have to come to places like this,
sometimes for a year or longer. If they don't mind sharing me, why should
you?"


"You're married?" 


"Yes."


"Why didn't you tell me!"
she growled angrily


"Why didn't you ask?" I
growled back at her. "Oh, I know why, you saw a big buff male and you
wanted him in your bed, so you just figured you'd show up in his room naked and
have your way with him, am I right?"


Adonna wilted a little at that.


"And what did you think was
going to happen when I finished what I came here to do, and left? Did you think
that I'd stay? Of course not, or you would never have started off by agreeing
to trade me off with your sister, so you could both have your fun, now would
you?"


That shot apparently hit the
target, her ears were down, her tail was drooping and I thought she might start
crying on me.


I sighed; I really can be a right bastard
sometimes.


"Come to bed," I kissed
her, "if you don't want to have sex, that's fine. Yeah, Dani is fun, but
she's not catfolk, and I'd rather spend the night with you and Nue."


"You just want to have sex
with the two of us," Adonna growled, but her heart wasn't in it now.


"Oh, and you didn't enjoy last
night?" I teased and her facial fur bushed out in embarrassment. I kissed
her again, "Let's get you undressed and into bed. We can just cuddle while
you think about things. I like you, Adonna, and not just because of last night.
After everything I've been through, having someone to hold at night is a rare
gift, so even without the sex, I still would have been happy with everything
last night."


She was grumbly and a little
growly, and a bit prickly, but she settled down once I tucked her under my chin
and spooned up against her with my arms around her. 


I woke up again when Nue came into
the room.


"I thought we were supposed to
be upset with you?" Nue asked looking at me, and a rather embarrassed
Adonna.


"What do you girls have
against Dani, anyway?"


Nue laughed, "Me? Nothing. Sis
just has a tendency to be a little bossy and possessive when it comes to men. Probably
because mom always had dad wrapped around her little finger. Now how about
helping me out of my things so we can pick up where we left off last
night?" Nue purred.


I smiled and after helping her get
naked, I took her in my arms and kissed her rather happily. We made love
several times using first the chair, and then the desk. Nue was a very
responsive lover and now that she was used to having sex with her sister in the
same room, rather shameless as well. 


"I think you better see to my
sister, before she dies of frustration," Nue laughed and nodded towards
the bed, where Adonna's tail was lashing angrily, but the look in her eyes was
pure hunger.


I untangled myself from Nue and
crawled up onto the bed with Adonna and started kissing my way up her body and
she immediately latched onto me like a drowning woman. When I finally mounted
her she went off on me like an explosion. Nue ended up sticking a towel in her
sister's mouth because she was almost yowling and I had more than a few cuts
and gashes on my back from her claws. 


When she finally wound down, I made
love to her a second time, during which she seemed almost embarrassed by her
behavior. But come the morning when their alarm went off both girls were once
again very happy and Adonna was incredibly affectionate. 


There were a lot of raised eyebrows
when we had breakfast that morning.











Eight


Grey Moth


 


 


"Will, I have a job for
you," Ann said to me after the girls had kissed me and headed off to their
own tasks.


"Sure, what is it?" I
smiled.


"We're going to be making way
rather slowly for the rest of the day, so we're going to take some time to do
some maintenance."


I nodded, "What do you need me
to do?"


Ann smiled suddenly and I started
to wonder if there just might be a little jealously going on with the Captain.


"What do you know about
holystoning?"


 


Four hours later and I knew a lot
about holystoning that I wished I hadn't. While I knew that teak wood decks
needed special maintenance, I'd never had to do it myself, and I'd always seen
power tools used to do it. 


But apparently the invention of power
tools had yet to hit the Seven Worlds, and instead, I was on the deck with a
large stone at the end of a stick. Water was dumped on the deck regularly by
either Chris or Tanveer as they worked alongside me, however, they were often
called away to help with other tasks from which they were always rather slow to
return, so mainly it was just me.


I had stripped down to nothing more
than a simple loincloth that I made from a couple of old towels that I
scavenged with Kanika's help. I didn't mind the work really; I just had the
impression that I was being punished for something. It was definitely cooler
here than it had been back on Deans, but as we weren't moving all that fast, my
fur, combined with the exercise, was keeping me warm enough.


"Attention! All hands! We're
being overtaken by a military vessel! Prepare for inspection!" 


I stopped and looked up at the
bridge, I could see Nue was piloting the ship and I waved to her and she made a
motion for me to keep at what I was doing while smiling. So I turned, bent over,
and mooned her, then went back to work.


Sure enough, ten minutes later
another ship had pulled up abeam of us on the port side, and a little higher so
that their wing was about three feet above the rear deck. I stopped to watch,
and five humans came sliding down the wing and landed feet first on the deck.
Four of them were armed with rifles; the one in charge had a holstered pistol. Except
for the weapons they pretty much reminded me of a coast guard safely inspection
that you got hit with whenever their officers got bored.


Ann saluted the man in charge,
showed him some papers, and then led him inside.


"Get back to work you!"
Someone called from the other vessel, and looking up I saw a guy with a mop on
the other vessel laughing at me. Guess I wasn't the only one in the doghouse
today. So I saluted him and got back to it.


Eventually, they came down and
inspected the front of the ship, where I was working. The inspection consisted
of them opening up and checking each of the refueling chutes. From the way they
were going over everything, I guess they were looking for contraband. As
everyone here was experienced smugglers, I really wasn't worried all that much
about them finding anything. They'd probably been through this a hundred times
before.


"Sailor," the one in
charge came up to me, "What's your name?"


"Will," I told him.


"Will, what?"


"Just Will," I said and
shrugged.


"And what is your position on
board the Grey Moth? The ship's manifest has you listed as a passenger, yet I
see you working out here like a regular swabbie!"


"I didn't have enough money
for the passage back home, and they said if I was willing to help with
maintenance, they'd take me on for less."


"And just where is home?"


"The native catfolk world,"
I added at the last minute, "Sir."


"And how did one such as you
end up so far away from home?"


I sighed and slumped over my stick,
if he wanted to hear a story, I had one for him. It was even true, though it
had happened to a friend's brother, and not me.


"Well you see, there was this
human woman, and boy was she rich and beautiful. She said she'd show me the
world and take me places I'd never been, and yeah she did that for six of the
most wonderful weeks of my life."


"And then?"


"Then she dumped me in a hotel
one night and stuck me with the bill! I had to work there for half a year to
pay off that debt and save up enough to go back home! I tell ya, Sir; those
human women of yours are deadly!"


Several of the men snickered and I
thought I heard one whisper something about 'having met her too,' while Ann
just tried not to laugh.


"Very well, oh and you missed
a spot," he said and pointed over to a place by the bow.


"Damn," I sighed,
"Thanks for catching that for me," and I dragged myself over there
and sure enough, I had missed a spot.


A half-hour later they left us,
their ship now positioning itself with its main deck below our wing, the five
of them going down it onto their boat, which then moved off away from us before
it then turned and flew away.


"So, what was all of that
about?" I asked Ann as she came out to inspect my work.


"Someone reported us to the
local authorities," she said, giving me the eye.


"For what?"


"Smuggling drugs, horse in
particular."


"Oh?"


"Supposedly a big tawny male catfolk
was carrying some."


"Huh. So they find any?"


"No, and they went through
your room with a fine tooth comb. You can go clean it up now."


I nodded.


"And Will?"


"Yes, Captain."


"If I catch you smuggling
drugs onboard this ship, I will put you ashore, no matter where we are."


I scowled at her, and she involuntarily
took a step back. "I have no money, Captain you know that because
you saw what I came here with. Everything I have, other than one single pair of
pants, you bought for me, or one of your crew gave to me. 


"And just why in the hell
would I want to smuggle drugs? Look, I know you're all smugglers and so you're
going to think that everyone else is a smuggler too. But you need to remember
that you asked for help, and that's the sole reason I'm here. Your
goddess trusts me, so you should trust me too."


Ann sighed and shook her head,
"What have I gotten myself into?"


I looked at her a moment, then
taking her hands in mine I dropped down onto one knee so I wouldn't be looming
over her, and looked up at her.


"Why did you agree to run
weapons to those people?"


"Because they're killing them!
What was I supposed to do? Tell the church no, when they came and begged
me?"


"You could have."


"And then what? What would I
say to Vikoria when my time came? Oh, I'm sorry, but I was scared? Just how
well do you think that would have gone over?"


"You could have said no, you
were given a choice, you said yes."


"I'm not so sure about that,
Will," she grumbled.


"I am. You said yes, and when
you asked for help, you got it."


"I had to give up my father's
sword!" 


"And you'll be rewarded, don't
doubt me. Just trying to do this puts you in a good light with your goddess. If
you succeed, you will be rewarded, maybe not in this life, but trust me she
won't forget this, ever."


"You make it sound so
simple."


I laughed, "It's never simple,
and it's never easy. For that matter, it's never cheap either. The gods can be
demanding, it's in their nature. They test us and they try us, they forgive us
when we fail and they reward us when we please them."


"Why did you sleep with
Dani?"


I stopped a moment, surprised by
the sudden change in topic.


"What?"


"Why did you sleep with
Dani?"


I shrugged, "Because she's
hot? Because she's fun? Because she wanted me to?"


"She told me that she told you
her history. Doesn't that bother you?"


I frowned at her, "Why should
it?"


"She slept with monsters, for
years, how can you look past that?" Ann asked looking incredulous.


"If that bothers you, then why
did you hire her?"


"Because I needed someone who
wasn't afraid of the monsters, like the ones that killed my father. Or like the
ones that are killing those poor farmers and threatening all of the others. How
do you face down a monster? How do you lead others to face them, and maybe even
be killed by them? They want me to face monsters, and they sent me one man? One
half-naked man, whose only interest seems to be how many of my officers he can bed?"


I smiled and patted her hand,
"Ann, the biggest monster you will ever meet in your entire life is
kneeling before you and holding your hand."


She stared at me a moment, then
just shook her head.


"You'll figure it out
eventually," I said with a smile, "Just remember one thing."


"Only one?" she asked, a
little skeptically.


"Right now, you hold my leash.
If you point at something and tell me to destroy it, I'll do it, regardless of
the cost."


"Someone has a rather
over-inflated opinion of themself I see," Ann smiled just a little bit as
she shook her head.


"No, I just have one hell of a
temper," I smiled and stood back up. "Just, whatever happens, don't
worry about me. Take care of the crew first, okay?"


Ann smiled just a little bit more,
"That's the first thing you've said that makes sense."


"Great! Now, how about a quick
roll between the sheets before dinner?"


"How about you finish that
spot over there and stop trying to get in my pants?"


"Well, where's the fun in
that?" I grinned as Ann just shook her head and went back inside.


When I finally did make it back to
my room, Ann hadn't been lying; the entire place had been tossed, rather
thoroughly. They hadn't destroyed anything or stolen anything at least, but it
still took a good half hour to put it all back together and clean up the mess. 


 


We made it to the portal a couple
hours before midnight. I had been entertaining Dani in her cabin for most of
that time, though when we started to draw near Dani insisted on getting dressed
and putting on our weapons.


"Why bother? I thought the
whole idea of going through at night was so no one would see us?" At this
point the ship was running completely dark, no navigation lights, nothing.


"Cause sometimes pirates like
to stake out the portals, looking for easy pickings."


I nodded, it made sense.


"Besides, after we go through,
I suspect our helmsman is going to be very unhappy if you're not in her
bed."


I laughed, "Jealous?"


Dani snorted, "Hardly. I'm not
relationship material, I'm just looking for a good time," she patted me on
the ass then, "and you're a serious good time."


"Well you're not so bad
yourself," I laughed as we walked out onto the short rear deck. Chris was
already out there, as he had the aft watch.


"Aww, shit," Dani swore
and hit the intercom on the bulkhead.


"Captain, we have a ship
overtaking us from behind!"


It took me a moment to find it, it
was pretty far behind us, but it was showing navigation lights and I could see
that the red and green marker lights were slowly moving farther apart, which
meant it was gaining on us.


"Can you make anything
out?" Ann's voice came back over the intercom.


"They're running navy
lighting," Dani replied. "My guess is the guys who inspected us this
morning have decided to come back and give us another look."


"Five hundred yards, no
contacts!" Sadari, on the bow watch called out.


"I guess we'll see if they
follow us through the portal," Ann told us. "We're too close to veer
off now.


I watched as they continued to
overtake us, they were coming up rather fast.


"Looks like they mean
business," Chris sighed.


"I hope this doesn't mean that
they're gonna trash my room again," I sighed.


"Grab on to the railing,"
Dani told me when Sadari called out the hundred-yard mark.


I noticed both she and Chris were
already doing it, so I did as well and then a few seconds later we shot through
the opening and the ship start to veer slightly to port. I really wasn't
disorientated from the transition, probably because I'd made so many in my
life, but Chris was definitely swaying.


We were maybe a hundred yards from
the portal when suddenly the ship that had been trailing us popped out fast
enough that it seemed to have literally appeared just behind us. 


Dani and Chris both swore then and
Dani hit the intercom first only because she was faster.


"Pirates!" she yelled.


I looked closer at the ship that
was now abeam of us, and which was banking hard to draw closer, its engines
already reversed and at full throttle to keep from overshooting us as a number
of grappling hooks came shooting over at us. I could see what looked like at
least two dozen men on the rail, and they were all pointing weapons at us.


Dani was already firing her pistols
as I drew mine and started to take shots at the men on the rails. With the
cross breeze, and the distance, they weren't easy targets, yet Dani dropped two
of them quickly, while I think I might have wounded one.


"To the main deck!" Dani
yelled and bolted back into the passageway that led forward. I was hot on her heels,
as everything had already speeded up with combat being joined. I reloaded my
pistol as we ran, happy that I'd practiced it more than a few times since I'd
been given it, and then we were out onto the deck as the battle was joined.


Dani took cover behind the base of
one of the cranes while Chris took cover in the doorway, so I moved to try and
get some partial cover behind the other crane on the side that was closer to
them. Burning an accuracy cantrip I pointed at one of the guys on the rail as
their ship started to move in closer to ours and kept pulling the trigger until
he dropped, then tried to walk it over to the next guy, when suddenly our ship
shook and their ship started to tilt towards ours!


I'd forgotten about the wings! They
had slid their wing in behind ours, as their ship was shorter. As the winches
attached to the grappling hooks pulled us closer, the wings made contact with
the hull of the opposing ship, causing the decks to tilt up in relation to each
other. Our ship being heavier didn't tilt up as much as theirs did, but instead
of both ships decks being parallel, they were now at something like a thirty-degree
angle to each other which made it difficult to find cover, unless you were
prepared for it, which, unfortunately, they were.


The ship bucked and shivered a few
times, then as both ships locked together, then they both started to slowly
spin and the deck jerked under our feet as I guess Adonna at the helm tried to
work us free. Shots started to rain down around us, I could see they were
preparing to board.


"Cut the ropes!" Dani
yelled.


"Repel boarders! Repel
boarders!" Ann's voice came screaming over the intercom.


Swearing, I finished reloading my
pistol and I just said 'screw this' and ran for the other ship, cutting across
the deck at an oblique angle, so as to not make it an easy shot for anyone
aiming at me.


I got hit twice before I got to the
rail and launched myself across the gap and using my pistol I shot first one, and
then a second pirate before I landed on top of a third, feet first, claws out.


He shot me, but he died right after
that and I was forced at that point to pop two of my healing spells on myself. 


Drawing one of my swords from the
sheath on my back with my left hand I fired down the line of pirates along the
rail, killing another two as about a dozen of them jumped across the gap to the
Moth, whether that was to get away from me, or to launch their attack I
couldn't tell. 


I got shot in the back then, and
turning around I stabbed a man in the face as I burned another healing spell
and sticking the spent pistol back into the holster I drew my other sword and
ducked back out of the line of fire, behind the sole deckhouse on the pirate
ship. 


I could hear them coming my way, as
their feet pounded on the deck, so I just waited and then stabbed the first one
to come around the corner as I kicked the other one in the chest hard enough to
knock him over the rail as he screamed and fell to his death.


Looking around I made note of where
the pirates were on the deck and realized that they were all looking at me now.
I jumped up using my champion's strength and reversing the swords I thrust the
pommels of the swords over the roof's edge as I rose; I managed to catch them
on a lip and pulled myself onto the roof as a number of people unloaded their
weapons on the spot where I'd just been standing. 


Squatting down out of sight I
sheathed both swords and reloaded my pistol, moving forward to where a man was
sitting behind a shield and taking pot shots at my fellow crewmembers on the deck
of our ship. I guess he hadn't heard me pull myself up over the ledge, but then
between the gunfire and the screaming of the people below, I wasn't surprised.


I don't think he even knew I was
there until I kicked him in the back of the head, crushing his skull.


Scanning our ship, I could see that
there were a lot of dead bodies on the deck, and Dani was still picking them
off with her pistols. She'd retreated back around the side of the rear
deckhouse, but was still holding her own. 


Someone came thundering up the
access way to the roof then, looking for me I guess, and I had to get busy with
defending my own life once more. I didn't have many healing spells left, and
right now I didn't think it would be wise to run out.


We traded shots for a few seconds
before I finally got him in the hand and he dropped his pistol while screaming.
That was all it took for me to cover the distance with my enhanced speed and thrusting
my pistol in his face, I pulled the trigger and blew the back of his head off.
I jumped down through the hatch to the floor below, landing in a crouch and
found myself on the bridge of all places. 


There was a young catfolk woman at
the wheel, naked and with a collar around her neck with a leash leading from it
to a ring set in the ceiling. There was also a rather attractive middle-aged
woman standing behind her with a gun who immediately took a shot at me as I
rolled across the floor. She missed and a moment later my fist hit her in the
face and she flew back into the wall and hit it, then slid down to the floor in
a boneless heap.


"How do I release those
winches?" I asked the girl at the wheel, who was now trying to cower from
me, but the leash wasn't letting her get too far from the controls for the ship.


She pointed at a board by where the
other woman was lying on the floor, limp.


Moving over to it, there were ten
toggles under ten buttons, I flipped all of the toggles up and immediately the
boat began to rock as it quickly leveled off and I could see that the Grey Moth
was starting to pull away.


Taking stock of my surroundings I noticed
that there were only two ways onto the bridge. The first was a door from the
back on the starboard side of the bridge that led to a small deck and probably a
ladder down to the main deck. The second was a staircase behind a low wall that
came up on the other side. I spied the intercom on the wall as I was looking
around and got an idea. Going over to it I hit the 'all hands button.'


"All hands! This is your new
captain speaking! Abandon ship or die!" I called out burning one of the
cantrips used to put force into a champion's words. The more of them that ran
away, the easier the fight would be.


I turned to the young woman at the
wheel, "Keep us straight and level, if possible, trail my ship," and
I motioned towards the Grey Moth, which had pulled away a fair distance by now.
I didn't know if the hooks had fallen off once they went slack, or the lines
had been cut by the crew, I didn't have time to investigate as the sounds of
feet pounding up the stairs to the bridge heralded the arrival of more pirates.


I turned back to the stairs and
shot the first man as he came into sight, then I vaulted over the low partition
between the bridge and landed between two more pirates. They both had swords,
but the problem with swords in a stairwell is that they're not good for all
that much when someone drops into your midst. 


Between my claws and my champion's strength
it was bloody, but at least it was quick. 


By the time I had gotten out to the
main deck, I saw several of the pirates jumping over the transom. Before I
could get back there, I saw what looked like a small launch moving rather
quickly away from the ship. Before I could go investigate, I heard screaming
coming from the bridge, and turning around and running back up there, the woman
I'd hit was apparently still alive, and in fact, was trying to get back up to
her feet while the catgirl was kicking at the woman.


I pulled out a knife and cut the
leash on the girl catfolk at the helm, then I manhandled the woman down onto
the deck and rather unceremoniously stripped her naked. Using the clothing off
of the corpse of one of the guys I'd shot, I trussed her up.


"Help yourself to any of those
if you want," I told the young woman, who was alternating between watching
me and trying to follow the Grey Moth which by now was quickly pulling away. 


"What?" She gasped.


"If you want to put some clothes
on, feel free to use those. But hey, if you want to parade around naked, I
don't mind," I smiled at her. "Just don't lose my ship."


"M... Master, if we want to
catch your ship, we'll need to go faster."


I looked at the engine telegraph,
it was set to 'all ahead full', but the repeater was still at 'all ahead
one-quarter.'


"It's Will. Call me Will. You
are?"


"Bi..." she stopped a moment;
I think she was going to say 'Bitch'. 


"Carol, my name is
Carol."


I smiled at her. "Call me on
the intercom if you need me, I'll go see if I can figure out the engines and
make sure there's no one else left onboard."


"Yes... Will," Carol replied,
her eyes wide.


I ran back down the stairs and did
a quick circuit of the deck, those that weren't dead yet, I quickly finished
off. Next, I went below decks, the living quarters were pretty nasty, except
for the captain's and what I assumed was the first mate's. Then it was back to
the engine room when I found two men chained to the engines, both dead. Some
bastard had run them both through with a sword before abandoning ship.


The engine controls weren't hard to
figure out; there were two large engines that looked like diesel generators. So
I just pushed the throttles for the engines forward and then pushed the
throttles for the motors up to max.


And then quickly pulled them back
down as the ship started to vibrate. I remembered then something about
'harmonizing the engines' and I noticed that there was a smaller lever beside
each of the larger ones, so I slowly increased the large levers to halfway, stopping
each time the vibrations got noticeable and then played with the smaller levers
until the vibrations were just a small hum. There were gauges there
specifically to help with the harmonizing, though it seemed more like I was
tuning an instrument than synchronizing engines.


Once I got it to halfway, I was
afraid to do any more than that. I went back upstairs to the bridge to check on
Carol then.


"I'm sorry, Will, I, I lost
them," Carol said, looking at me fearfully.


I sighed, "Not your fault,
they killed the slaves in the engine room before they ran off and I'm not very
experienced with these engines."


"Where do you want me to
go?"


"How well do you know the
area?"


"Very well, I've been sailing
here since I was an apprentice, before I was," she shivered then and her
mouth started to move but nothing was coming out. I could see her knees unlock
as her body started to collapse. Grabbing her I cast another cantrip to put a
little force into my words, "You're safe now, Carol," I said and pulled
her into a hug.


And immediately I found I had a sobbing
woman clinging to me tightly.


I let her cry herself out for a
while, while stroking her back and telling her everything would be okay. I then
carefully pried her off and helped her put some clothing on, while the former
Captain glared at the both of us from the floor. Once I had Carol calmed down
and back at the controls I told her to wait while I went back down to the
engine room to turn the engines down to a slower setting. There was really no
reason for speed if I had no idea where to go after all.


I spent the next hour searching bodies
and tossing them overboard and binding my captive in actual chains, using ones
I found below decks. Then I hung her by the wrists from a ring in the ceiling
in the bridge, with her feet and legs tightly bound. From the way she was
glaring at me, I was glad that I had gagged her. I really had no desire to hear
anything she had to say.


Carol told me that the woman's name
was 'Captain Jane' and that she was a fairly well-known pirate. She and her
crew would waylay ships and after either killing or enslaving their crew, would
put a prize crew aboard and take them back to Mangan, the city back in Lassen
where we'd put in for fuel, to sell off their prize on the black market. 


Captain Jane was apparently very
wealthy. I'd have to take the time to find out just where she kept her money,
as she was no doubt about to make a large contribution to the cause.


"Where was your ship headed,
Will?" Carol asked me.


I shrugged, "I never thought
to ask our Captain," which I realized wasn't the smartest thing to do.
Sure, I didn't know where we were, or much about this place, but that wasn't
much of an excuse. "I was just a passenger."


"Well, I know a few places we
could go," Carol said looking at her former tormentor, "and the
bounty on Captain Jane there would pay us well."


I smiled, "I'm sure it would.
Why don't you go take a shower and put on some clean clothing, if that exists
on this boat. I'm going to go find the radio and see if I can't raise my
ship."


Carol nodded slowly and then smiled
at me a little shyly as she hustled off below decks.


Doing the 'eyes and ears' thing I
opened a link to Fel.


"Fel, I need to know where to
go to catch up with Ann, also I think this pirate just might have some
worthwhile information."


Jane started to make some noises, her
eyes going wide as I opened a portal back to Fel's on the bridge. 


"Your days are numbered,"
I told her as I unhooked her from the ring in the ceiling I had her suspended
from, and just before I tossed her through I stopped and smiled at her,
"And that number is zero."


That done, I collapsed the portal
and laid down on the floor to take a quick nap.


 


§          §


 


"Hi Fel," I said and took
the glass of beer he handed to me.


"William, I see you've been up
to your usual antics?" Fel laughed.


"Taking out pirate ships is
hardly my usual," I grinned.


"I was talking about those two
sisters, Nue and Adonna," Fel said with a smirk.


I could feel my face warming a little,
as I smiled guiltily, "In my defense, I didn't know they were
sisters at the time."


"But you didn't let it stop
you afterward, did you?" Fel said with a cheerful grin.


"Yeah, but they just seem so
innocent!" I laughed, "It was hard to resist."


"Unlike that Dani, right? For
a princess, she sure is a kinky one."


Now I could feel the fur on my face
bushing out as my tail curled in embarrassment, "Oh yeah, there's no doubt
about that. She's anything but innocent."


Fel nodded, "And neither is
Adonna or Nue, or anyone else on the Grey Moth, William."


"Huh?"


"They're smugglers, criminals.
Ann didn't circle back to help you, she just left you and took off. The loyalty
they have to each other is tenuous at best, the loyalty they have to you is
considerably less. You're going to need to work on that, William."


I sighed, "I did tell Ann to
worry about the crew first and me second."


"Yes, you did, but she should
have come back. Vikoria is going to have some very unpleasant words with Ann in
her dreams tonight, and she thought you should be forewarned."


"If they're so unreliable, why
is Vikoria even using them?"


"Because she has no other options
available. Vikoria is basically a fertility goddess and her clergy just don't
have the kinds of resources or abilities to rent and crew a large ship or
engage in gunrunning. They're really not up to dealing with this kind of thing.



"You see, William, Vikoria has
been working on Ann for a year now to get her to help. Ann really isn't all
that devout of a follower, but the church made some very tempting promises and
offers to Ann if she did this task. But even then, it took several dreams and
other actions to set her on the right path.


"Then the moment something bad
happens she scurries off to her old ways. Thankfully you got control of the
ship and you weren't stranded, but Vikoria isn't happy about Ann's little
crisis of faith. So she's going to get you some help, but it's going to be a
while. She doesn't want to take the chance of Ann getting cold feet or trying
to back out of their agreement."


"Another champion?" 


"No, an experienced priestess.
The realities of this are that you can't do it alone, and Vikoria's hands are
very much tied."


"Rules?"


"As well as some other
things."


I nodded; there was still too much
going on here that I didn't understand yet.


"The way the realms are laid
out here is really pretty strange, is that common for the core realms?"


"It's one of the many possible
ways that it can happen," Fel said with a nod.


"Are there regular portals in
the rings here as well?"


"Yes, but until you get out to
what they call the 'second ring' none of them link to anything but the worlds
in what they call the 'Seven Worlds.' All of the regular portals in the 'first
ring' worlds only link to the center world or to the other worlds in the first
two rings."


"Huh. So, get anything of use
out of that pirate?"


"Oh, quite a bit, William,
quite a bit. She had a fair amount of her loot stashed onboard her ship, I've
put the locations in your mind, so you can gather it up after you wake."


I nodded, "And where do I find
Ann and the Grey Moth?"


"They're headed for a small
town called Zuver, which is where they're going to be unloading their smuggled
goods. But they won't stay there for very long. They need to be gone before
sunrise if they don't want to arouse suspicions. After they finish there,
they'll be heading to a large mining town called Second Chance. You should be
able to get there before them."


"Assuming my pilot knows how
to get there."


"I'm fairly certain she will.
The pirates have traded there before."


"Oh, great," I sighed,
"What will they think when I show up with their ship and no one
else?"


"I would suggest slipping off
the back and swimming ashore before you dock," Fel smiled. "Then it
will just be another mystery."


I nodded, "Well I hope Carol
can swim."


"William, I need you to load
Carol down with as much of the gold, money, and gems that you can, once you
land, then open up a portal and send her to me."


"After all she's been
through?" I sighed, I'd do it, but I wasn't sure I felt good about it.


Fel smiled and patted me on the arm
reassuring me, "Don't worry, I'll take good care of her. But you have to
understand that she's broken now William, I saw what they did to her when I
went through that pirate's memories. She's going to need a lot of help and you
more than anyone know that I can give it."


I nodded, he had a point.


"Now I suggest you go check on
her, she's only been keeping it together this long because she hasn't had a
chance to deal with it by herself."


I nodded again and after taking a
final drink of beer I set down the mug and stood up.


"Okay, Fel. Thanks, and please
let my family know that I love them."


 


§          §


 


I found Carol crying in the shower,
curled up in a ball. Sighing, I turned off the water, pulled off my own blood
covered shirt and pants, then went and found a relatively clean towel and got
her out of the shower and started to dry her off. Fur is always a bit of a pain
to dry, but at least she had a short pelt, so it didn't take too long. For the
most part, she just shivered and was unresponsive until I finally lifted her
face and looked her in the eyes.


"I need your help to land us.
Once we're down, I have a friend who can help you, okay?"


"I want to go home," she
sniffed and leaned into me, putting her head on my shoulder.


"Where's home?"


"Silver Lake, it's on
Juntura."


"Is that far from here?"


"It's two worlds over, but I
haven't been any closer than here since they made me a slave when they took the
ship I worked on two years ago."


I thought about that, two years?
With these people?


"They only kept me alive
because catfolk helmsmen have the best night eyes, and they needed that in
order to strike in the dark. But the men still used me every chance they
got," she hiccuped then and her body shuddered.


"Do you know how to get to
Second Chance?" I asked her, getting her mind off of that topic quickly.


"Is that were your friends
are?"


"It's where they will be
soon," I nodded.


"I can find it; we've been
there lots of times. If you can get the speed up to half, we can probably be
there in six hours."


I gave her a kiss on the forehead.
"Why don't you go back up to the helm, and I'll go see about the
engines."


Carol shook her head, "I don't
want to go up there without you, Captain Jane is up there."


"Jane is gone, Carol. I took
care of her while you were in the shower. Why don't you put some clothes on,
and I'll take you up to the bridge and show you?"


She nodded quietly and raided some
of the cleaner clothing from the Captain's room, then I brought her up to the
bridge and she looked around, then for the first time since I'd seen her, she didn't
look scared. Standing by the controls she looked at the instruments and started
to make a heading change.


"Half speed would be
best," she said softly.


"You got it!" 


 


It took me about fifteen minutes to
get the engines up to that speed and balance them enough that my teeth weren't
rattling. I then spent another half hour or so gathering up all of the
captain's loot as well as a few other trinkets that caught my eye, one of which
was a very nice sword. I fit all of the cash, gems, and gold into three large
bags, and then a few gems and stacks of cash in a smaller bag, which I slung
across my back. 


I'd also taken the time to find a
new shirt, my old one had way too many holes that I didn't want to have to
explain to anybody, and once I'd used the cleaning cantrip I didn't have to
smell the previous owner anymore.


Then I hauled it all up to the
bridge and set it by Carol, who looked at it surprised.


"No sense in letting it go to
waste, is there?" I told her with a smile.


"No, I guess not," she
said, a little shyly.


"So, just how do those
controls work?"


Carol brightened a little then and
we spent the rest of the trip with her teaching me how to fly the ship. I
wasn't very good at it, but at least it took her mind off of other things. The
sun was just starting to peek over the horizon when she pointed to a fairly
large lake.


"That's Crystal Lake. Second
Chance is that large town to the north."


I nodded, "Set us down just
outside that small cove on the east of the lake," I pointed to where the
shadows would last the longest as the sun came up.


"You don't want to sail up to
the docks?"


"Does the former captain have
any friends here?"


"Umm, I think so?"


"Then no, I don't."


Carol nodded slowly then. "I
need you to run down and set the engines to one-quarter. Then listen for my
commands, I'll use the intercom."


"Okay!" I took her head
between my hands and kissed her on the forehead once again and ran down to the
engine room where I quickly adjusted the power as she'd instructed. After about
ten minutes she called down and told me to set everything to 'ahead slow' and
wait.


I felt it when we hit the water
then and she then called and told me to shut down the front two engines. A
minute later she told me to shut everything down.


When I got back up to the bridge
she was looking at me, rather lost.


"What happens to me now?"


"What happens is I'm going to
send you to my friend," I told her as I picked up the first bag and slung
it over her shoulder. She almost staggered and then looked at me curiously.


"He asked me to bring most of
the treasure that was onboard. I guess he needs it for something."


"You talked to him?" she
looked at me a little incredulously.


"Yes," I said and put the
second bag over her other shoulder, this time she did stagger.


"Here, hold this," I said
and handed her the third and final bag.


"What's going to happen to me,
Will?" she said suddenly looking very young and very scared.


Taking her head in my hands again I
smiled at her as I opened the portal up right behind her. "I'm going to
send you to my friend Feliogustus. He's helped me many times, he can help
you."


"Will you be there?"


"Eventually," I gave her
a kiss then, and while she was still a little bit confused I walked her
backward, then gave her a push through the portal and then collapsed it.


Looking out the window I could see the
ship was now drifting rather slowly towards the town, which was still a fair
distance away. The shore at least didn't look like too far a swim, considering
what I was carrying.


Leaving the bridge, I made my way
down to the starboard wing. The sun was starting to lighten the sky and I was
sure people were starting to wonder what was up with the ship, so I quickly
stepped over the rail and slid down the wing into the water. Gasping at how
cold it was, I set off swimming for the shore as quickly as I could. Hopefully,
I could find a warm breakfast in town before I had to go find the Grey Moth and
get back onboard.











Nine


Alturas - Second Chance


 


 


There was a road that ran around
the lake that I found almost immediately after crawling out of the water, so
about a half hour of jogging later I made it to the outskirts of the town. The
road had started out as not much more than a dirt one when I first found it,
but another one made from well packed crushed rock soon joined it, and now it
was actually paved. 


There were houses and shops to
either side of the road, and the closer I got to town, the denser the buildings
got. Soon there were two and three story buildings lining the sides of the
streets, with shops on the ground floors and I guess the owner's living
quarters above, or maybe even apartments. Second Chance was apparently a rather
large town, a lot larger than I had expected.


The inhabitants were starting to
appear as the sun came up into the sky, and that was a very interesting affair.
The vast majority of the people I saw were dwarves, like Dusty and his wife. I
think it was the style of dress that threw me the most however. I was used to
thinking of dwarves in D&D terms, or fantasy stories. Dusty and his wife,
being engineers and mechanics were pretty much always dressed for their jobs on
the ship.


These people were not. Oh, there
were ones dressed for obvious shop work, and the ones wearing what I could only
guess where police uniforms were seriously armed and even armored. But the
appearances of the rest were as varied as any place I'd ever been, and seeing a
dwarf in an obviously very expensive three-piece suit was quite the surprise.


Enough that I stopped and looked.


"Can I help you, Sir?" He
grumbled at me, politely I might add.


"Is that silk?" I asked
him.


"Of course it's silk!" he
said with a frown.


"Wow, your tailor is amazing!
I've seen some nice suits in my time, but that one is incredible!"


He smiled at me then, "Yes it
is, isn't it? Jacobs is an amazing man, you should see my tuxedo, have a good
day, Sir." and with that he tipped his hat and walked off as I watched him
go.


In my defense, it really was an
amazing suit and the last time I'd actually worn one was at my brother's
wedding, which was probably twenty years ago. Still, I found it a bit odd that
I'd been so easily distracted.


Shaking my head I continued on,
though I did stop and ask one of the police officers the way to the docks, then
followed his instructions. Once there I flagged down another one and asked
where the ships' crews liked to go for breakfast.


"Why would you want to go
there?" he asked, looking me over. I hadn't seen a single catfolk so far
this morning, other than dwarves I'd only seen humans, halflings, and a couple
of gnomes. I wondered if there were racial prejudices against catfolk here?


"To book passage home of
course," I told him.


He grunted and pointed down the
street, "Turn right, then left down the next block. The 'Good Egg' is
popular with most crews."


"Thanks, Officer!" I said
and I turned right where he'd pointed and when I got to the street he'd told me
to turn left down, I stopped and looked it over. It was clean, orderly, and
full of what looked like regular hard working types.


So I kept going.


Two more streets over and suddenly
I could see a couple of beggars panhandling in the street and a lot of seedy
types lurking about, and all of the people who were obviously ship's crewmembers
were well armed. This was more the kind of place that I felt a crew of
smugglers would frequent. I'd put my pistol in the pack I was carrying when I
came to the edge of town, as well as wrapped up my two swords plus the fancy
one I'd decided to take as well. 


I put my holster back on, checked
my pistol and holstered it, pulled out a wad of bills from the backpack full of
money and gems I'd taken, and stuck them in my pocket. Then I slung the two
swords on my back where I could draw them easily and started off down the
street looking to see just what kind of food I could get here.


By the time I came within sight of
the docks, there was only one real choice, because the other places hadn't
opened up yet. I couldn't see the Grey Moth tied up at any of the docks, but I
could see a couple of ships in the distance coming this way. I wasn't worried; Fel
said they'd be here, so they'd be here.


"What can I get ya'
handsome?" The waitress, an older human woman asked as I stepped into the
bar, which was called 'Gannon's.'


"Food, lots of it. Something
to drink as well."


"Let me get you a table,
follow me."


"I'd rather have a
booth," I told her looking over the place, about half the booths were
full, but there were a couple of larger ones in the back, where it was darker,
that were empty, "in the back. Where it's dark."


She stopped and looked at me.
"The booths are for ship's crews, you don't look like you're from a ship,
handsome."


I reached into my pocket and pulled
a bill off the top of the wad I'd stuck there. When Ann had taken me shopping,
I'd figured out the currency pretty quickly, so I knew what the bills on the
wad in my pocket were worth. I pulled out what was the equivalent of a hundred
dollar bill back home and handed it to her.


Both of her eyebrows went up a
notch.


"When Captain Ann and the crew
of the Grey Moth shows up, show 'em to the table. Now go get me something with
a lot of meat and a mug of your best ale," I said with a wink and headed
straight for the darkest booth in the back. It was big enough it could probably
sit most of the crew and it had an unobstructed view of the front door, as well
as a clear shot to the back exit.


Five minutes later I had a large
mug of ale, two large plates of some sort of sausages that tasted wonderful,
and a loaf of rather tasty bread with a slab of butter.


I'd gone through both plates of
sausages and she'd just brought me something that looked like scrambled eggs
with more sausages mixed in as well as two more mugs of ale when I saw Ann,
Alerie, Sadari, Venmyra, Kanika, Dani, Adonna, and Nue all come in together. 


I could see from here that they
were not a happy looking group, and several of them looked to be rather tired,
especially Ann.


The waitress met them, and looked
over the group, then waved for them to follow her back to where I was sitting.
About halfway to the booth, Dani's eyes met mine and she blinked and then
smiled and nudged Adonna who started to squint in my general direction. 


"Here's your booth,
Captain," the waitress said as Ann stopped and looked at me, in shock.


"What are you doing
here?"


"Waiting for you," I
smiled, "Captain."


Dani had already pushed past her
and was sliding around to sit on my right, Adonna, followed by Nue, did the
same, but on my left.


Alerie shoved Ann into the booth as
Venmyra laughed rather loudly.


"He got you good, didn't
he?" She cackled at Ann, and then slid in to sit next to Dani as Kanika
followed her and Sadari followed his wife, who was now sitting next to Ann.


Who was still staring at me with a
mixture of surprise and what looked like anger.


"How did you get here?"
she hissed in a very low voice.


"Didn't you see the 'Fast
Profit' floating out there on the lake?"


"So that was the boat
that attacked us," Dani said in a low voice.


I nodded, "Yup. Now it's just
another derelict. Thought about torching it, but I figured leaving it out there
with no crew and no bodies, just lots of blood stains, would be a touch more dramatic."


Dani laughed and slipping her hand
under the table she gave my crotch a squeeze, while Adonna leaned over and
kissed me.


"We all thought you were
dead," Adonna said.


After Adonna had finished with her
kiss, Nue leaned over her sister and kissed me as well.


"How did you even know we were
coming here?" Ann said, "I know I didn't tell you."


"Oh," I smiled at her,
"I had a dream."


I snickered as Ann flinched in her
seat.


"Yeah, kinda like that, only a
lot nicer."


Ann scowled a moment and looked
like she was about to retort when I held up a finger as the waitress came back
with mugs of ale for everyone.


"Order whatever you
like," I told them, "I'm buying."


"I thought you were
broke?" Ann said.


"Oh, I picked up a few things
on the flight here," I looked at the waitress and pulling out another bill
I handed it to her across the table. "Food for my friends, and keep the
beers coming."


She smiled and took the bill and scurried
off rather quickly.


"Now, what do you say we let
bygones be bygones and just enjoy a good meal?"


Everyone picked up their mug,
except Ann, who suddenly jumped in her seat and grabbed hers. I suspected that
Alerie had just kicked her under the table. 


We all had a toast then and I just
smiled and relaxed while the others ate. It didn't take long for the conversation
to pick back up. Venmyra dominated a lot of the discussion talking about what
cargos they should be looking for and no one mentioned their last delivery,
which was only wise I guess, as they had been breaking the law no doubt.


When everyone was finished, I held
up my hand, stopping them before they got up.


"Captain, I know you had to
give up something that was rather dear to you a few days ago. Now I don't know
if this will make up for it, but I came across this last night and I thought
you might appreciate it."


I pulled the sword I'd found in
Captain Jane's cabin out from between my back and the pack, where I'd stuck it
earlier, and handed the sheathed blade to her, hilt first.


She stared at the blade a moment
and then took it. 


"Thank you, Will," she
said in a soft voice. 


She drew it then and looked it
over. I didn't know a lot about blades, but I knew enough to know that it was
an expensive piece of workmanship. Probably why that pirate captain had kept
it. Apparently, it met her expectations because she smiled and I heard Dani
make some appreciative noises.


"Okay," Ann said as she
put the sword back in its sheath. "Venmyra, Alerie, and I have to see
about some cargo. I'll expect to see you back at the ship in a few hours."


"I need to check with the
local helmsmen guild," Adonna sighed, "Nue and I will see you all
back at the ship."


"I have some business to take
care of," Dani said and latched onto my arm as everyone started sliding
out of the booth.


That got a few snickers and looks
from the others and Dani just grinned. Once I'd settled up the bill and we'd
stepped outside, Dani started dragging me up the street and farther into town.


"Now where are we going?"


"I need to see a man about a
horse," Dani snickered.


"You still have that?" I
asked, surprised.


"Course I do! Elf's gotta make
a living you know!"


"I thought Ann paid you?"


Dani snorted, "Hardly. I get
room and board and first choice on any weapons we find."


"And whatever smuggling you
can do?" I chuckled.


"That's more of a private and
personal matter," Dani smirked.


"Well, I'd ask you how you got
it past the inspectors they sent after us, but I'm not sure I want to know. So
why did everyone seem so unhappy when you all showed up to eat this
morning?"


"The Captain was rather bitchy
this morning. We delivered our load a couple of hours after the pirate attack,
spent another couple of hours unloading, and then immediately spent another
four hours flying here. When the Captain came out of her quarters this morning
she was not at all happy."


"So no one was upset about her
leaving me behind?"


Dani shrugged, "The girls were
annoyed, they apparently like having you in their bed at night. The rest I
don't think really care one way or another. I don't think anybody is too
thrilled with this whole bit about smuggling guns for the goddess."


I looked at her and flicked an ear.


Dani laughed, "Before you
start giving yourself any airs there lover boy, we've been to bed twice. It's
gonna take a lot more work than that before you're just another feat between
the sheets, no matter how much I enjoy it."


"Then why are you dragging me
along?" 


Dani snorted, "You killed
Captain Jane and her entire crew, then flew her ship here by yourself and
landed it. If you think I'm not gonna get as much mileage out of you as I can,
you're delusional."


"Well at least you're
honest," I shook my head, but I was smiling.


"Caring and sharing, I'm not.
Also, I want to send a letter back to Bazz letting him know one of his people
ratted me out."


"I figured he did that."


"Bazz wouldn't rat out the man
who raped his wife and knifed his mother. Orc's got principles and he sticks to
them like a gnome sticks to gold. That's why he's still a friend and why I
trust him. There aren't a lot of criminals who keep their word or who won't
sell you out if the money's good enough. Those that are, they get
respect."


"A crook you can trust? Sounds
like a politician that stays bought," I joked.


"It's more common than you
think among the higher bosses."


I looked around as we started to head
into a rather nice part of town.


"What about Ann?" I
asked.


"The Captain?"


I nodded.


"If she wasn't trustworthy I
would have either quit or killed her by now. I'm not the forgiving type."


"I would never have
guessed," I chuckled.


We continued into nicer and nicer
parts of town, where the quality of our own clothing was starting to make us
stand out. Finally, Dani walked into what looked like an office building,
leading us through it and right out the back door, then across a narrow alley
and into another hallway, up a flight of stairs, and then she knocked on a
rather nice looking door.


"Who is it?" A deep voice
called.


"Dani."


A moment later I could hear a bolt
being withdraw, and then the door opened and there was a rather fine looking
dwarf in an expensive three-piece suit.


"Dani, so nice to see
you!" he said and shook hands, then turned to me, "Well, I see we
meet again, and your name is?"


"Will," I told him and
shook hands.


"Greetings, Will. I'm Danvin. Come
in please, both of you," and he stood back and motioned us inside, closing
and bolting the door behind us. Dani had pulled the zipper of her suit all the
way down once again and was reaching down to the inside of her left thigh. I
head what sounded like tape being peeled back, and then she pulled out the
large fat envelop that she'd gotten from Bazz. Zipping back up, she passed the
envelope to Danvin, who took it and went over to a large desk that dominated
the room. 


I took a moment to take in my surroundings;
the walls were wallpapered in what looked like red velvet, with some repeating
patterns that ran up and down the walls. There were a number of portraits
hanging on the walls, a very fancy grandmother clock, and two windows looked
out onto the street. 


There were also several rather
comfortable looking chairs in the room, around a low table that was in the
center. The desk, which was across from the windows was set a bit lower than it
would have been for a human. The wood it was made from was obviously expensive
and had a rich finish which caught my eye, same as the coffee table in the
center of the room.


Danvin had placed a large glass
tray on the blotter on the desk, and with a rather sharp penknife, he had slit
open the envelope and poured the contents out onto the platter. As I watched he
manipulated the powder with the knife, and eventually, he took a very small
pinch of it on the tip of the knife and held it out to Dani, who came over and
snorted it up her nose. 


He then took another small bit and
snorted it himself. 


Danvin sat down then, pinched his
nose and inhaled a few times, then blinked, his eyes watering.


"I'm impressed, this is really
pure. I'll be able to cut this four times, easily."


"Oh I'm sure it'll get cut
more than that," Dani laughed. I noticed her pupils had gone rather wide.


"Forty thousand?" Danvin
asked.


"Agreed."


Danvin then pulled eight banded
stacks of bills out of a drawer in his desk and handed them to Dani.


"Until next time, Dani,"
Danvin said, standing up and shaking hands with her.


"Until next time."


We turned and left then.


"So, want to do anything
before we get back to the boat?" Dani asked grabbing on to my arm and
leaning into me after we left the building.


"You okay?" I asked,
looking at her.


"Oh, it's the horse. It always
makes me a little grabby, among other things!" she said in a husky voice.


"How about we see if I can
find some better quality swords?"


"What's wrong with the two you
got?"


"They're cheap and they're
plain. Aren't dwarves supposed to be able to make really good weapons?" 


"And here I thought you'd want
to drag me off and jump my bones," Dani snickered. "But yeah, I know
a place."


"Is it a good place?"


"It's reasonable."


"Let's go someplace better
than 'reasonable'" I smiled.


"I'm not giving you any money,
Will," Dani growled, "I may be stoned, but I'm not that stoned!"


"Don't worry about it."


"Okay, I won't!" She
smiled and two blocks later we came to a place that was so nice that they
didn't want to let us in until I opened my backpack and showed them all the
cash stacked inside.


"Shouldn't that be in a
bank?" the dwarf at the door gasped.


"Banks get robbed," I
smiled at him, and he waved us inside.


Twenty minutes and a fair amount of
the money in my pack later we left with a truly high quality pair of swords and
two fairly nice daggers as well.


"I see you took the time to
grab more than just a pretty sword for the captain before you left that
boat," Dani said leaning into me as we walked.


I nodded, "Now, how about we
get back to our own ship and we find out just what our captain's plans are now?"











Ten


Second Chance - Grey Moth


 


 


The captain was nowhere to be found
when we got back, apparently, she was still negotiating on a cargo or
something, so I just went down to my room, stuck the bag full of money under
the bed, stripped, and lay down. I'd been up for almost two days and I hadn't
been getting all that much sleep before that. I'd also noticed that my magic
had been returning rather slowly, so I was pretty worn out. 


I crashed pretty hard then and was
asleep the moment my head hit the pillow.


 


When I awoke, it was dark outside
the porthole that was the room's sole source of illumination during the day.
Nue was curled up against me, and my nose told me that Adonna had been here as
well. I was rather surprised that I'd managed to sleep through that. I didn't
know if I should be pleased or not that they were willing to come into my room
without asking, then again, I went into their room without asking, so it
probably only seemed fair to them.


From the slight vibration and the
ever-present sound of the ship's generators, obviously, we were underway once
more. Most of my magic was back, so while it was coming back a lot slower than
normal at least it wasn't blocked. Stretching I decided to wake Nue up and have
a little fun, or maybe even a lot of fun.


 


"So, miss me?" I asked
her much much later when we were relaxing, pleasantly spent.


"Maybe a little," Nue
purred.


I laughed, "Ouch, I think you
just murdered my ego."


She shrugged as she laid cuddled up
against me, I still had my arms around her and was enjoying the feeling of her
body against mine. Something I found I enjoyed a lot more now after two years
in the void.


"So many people come and go in
my life now. It's hard to form attachments to anyone who isn't on the crew, and
well, most of the people we do meet aren't the kind you really want to make a
commitment to."


"And I am?"


Nue sighed, "No, you're not.
You're just here for this mission that the Captain let herself get talked into.
Once that's done, you'll be gone like all the rest. But," Nue looked at me
and smiled, "you're here now, and I'm all for enjoying it while it
lasts!"


I smiled and kissed her, "I
was kinda surprised when you and your sister showed up that first night."


"Really? You sure didn't seem
surprised!" Nue giggled.


"Eh, in my business I get a
lot of attention from women, still though, you all being smugglers and stuff, I
kinda figured that you didn't want to get involved with a guy who's attached to
your goddess."


"Vikoria doesn't have a
problem with smugglers. Not sure why that is, it just is. Besides, how many
times does a girl get to sleep with a man who actually works for her
goddess?"


"Oh, so that's it, you just
want me for my connections!" I grinned and kissed her again.


"Actually I just want you for
your body," she giggled and whacked me with her tail, "girls on boats
don't get action from toms like you very often. And we got you here to
ourselves for quite a while yet."


"I don't know, we've been
going pretty fast so far."


"That's because we were
carrying light high-end goods. Now we're on the slow part of our journey."


"How's that?"


"We picked up a shipment of
pig iron, copper, zinc, and fluorspar. The Moth is so heavy now she's almost
wallowing as she flies. It's going to take a day just to get back to the portal
we came through."


"We're going back to
Lassen?"


Nue shook her head, "No, we'll
be circling around and going through the other side to get to Zenia. But once
on Zenia, we have to sail for two weeks to get to our next port of call, and
we'll have to refuel once along the way."


"Why?"


"Because half of the ship's
thrust is being used to keep us aloft now. The Captain really loaded us down. I
guess she's still upset over what happened."


"The pirate attack?"


"Well, that and because we
lost Chris in the fight."


"What!" I looked at her
in surprise.


"Didn't you know?" Nue
looked at me, equally surprised.


I sighed and shook my head,
"No, I didn't. We didn't lose anyone else, did we?"


"No, between Dani's shooting
and your counterattack, we got away without any real damage. Adonna told me
that the Captain had asked for full speed when she heard how badly he was
wounded, but he died before we could get to Zuver. Didn't Dani tell you?"


I shook my head, "No, she
didn't."


"That's, that's rather
odd," Nue said looking thoughtful.


"Why?"


"Chris and Dani were actually
friends. Most humans avoid elves, but then Dani isn't 'most elves,'" Nue
chuckled, "I think they were sleeping together."


"Oh a ship this small, you
didn't know?"


"I don't interact with the
regular human crew members onboard very much."


"Oh? Why not?"


"Because most human men only
have one thought in their head when it comes to catfolk women," Nue
sighed.


"Well, isn't that true for
catfolk men?"


"That's different," Nue
giggled, "cause we feel the same way about them."


"So what's Zenia like?"


"It smells," Nue
grumbled.


"Really?"


"Well, not all of it I'm sure.
But the places we go will. Zenia is where the Captain comes from. It's mostly
human, though there's a fair amount of dwarves there as well. It's where most
of the sky ships are built, which is why we're carrying so much metal.


"The world is mostly plains,
supposedly they once had lots and lots of trees, but they cut them all down to
build ships. There's a fair bit of ore processing and fuel-sludge processing
that goes on there as well. So yeah, it smells."


"And after that, we go to
Juntura?"


Nue purred at that,
"Yup!"


"Is that where you're
from?"


"No, I'm from Syzkilmyr, which
is in the third ring, and only accessible via Juntura. But Juntura is where the
flight academy I attended with my sister is. It's the most prestigious in all
of the Seven Worlds."


"Oh? Why's that?"


"Because only catfolk can
attend," Nue purred and snuggled in closer.


"Huh, I'd have thought the
harpies would be better helmsmen?"


"They don't have the coordination
with their hands to work the controls very well, and their night vision isn't
as good. Nope, we're the best. The tenth emperor of the Ronfar Dynasty, Vaspian
the Indomitable, back when all of the Seven Worlds was united under one empire
founded that school"


"What's Juntura like?"


"It's lovely, a lot of its
forest and jungle, more so even than my home Syzkilmyr," Nue looked at the
pocket watch she'd left on my dresser. Until that moment, I hadn't even
realized it was there. "I need to go on watch soon. I'll tell Adonna
you're awake," Nue grinned.


"What time is it?"


"Oh, you have a lot of time
before you have to go on duty, don't worry!"


 


We hit the portal about an hour
after sunrise and I was summoned to the Captain's dayroom immediately after.


"Morning, Captain," I
said and closed the door behind me; it was just the two of us.


"With the loss of a crew
member, I'm afraid I need to ask you to help out until we can replace
him." Ann sighed and shook her head then, "I've known Chris since he
was born, I've only ever lost one other crewman before. I'm not looking forward
to having to tell his parents when we get to Wainwright.


"Be that as it may, I'll see
if I can find a replacement when we get there. But until then I'll need you to
pick up his duties."


I nodded, "Of course, and I'm
sorry about what happened, I had no idea that we'd lost anybody."


Ann eyed me then. "I was a bit
worried you might refuse, until you took on those pirates and then sailed their
ship into port solo, I thought your only real skill was with the opposite
sex."


I laughed, "Well, I am good at
that too, and I'd be more than happy to show you sometime," I added with a
wink as she scowled at me. "I am curious as to when we're going to pick up
our next shipment of weapons?"


"On Juntura. We had been
picking them up on Nuris, close to the portal. But I'm worried now that Two
Rivers may have agents there who've warned them that we're coming. So this time
I thought I'd pick them up further out."


"Does Two Rivers have any
temples on Nuris?"


"There are rumors that they
have a shrine there, but so far they're only rumors."


"What about on Juntura?"


"Oh hell no, they'd burn them
down."


"Why's that?" I asked
looking at her, a little surprised.


"The catfolk only allow
temples to the catfolk gods on their world. The only exceptions that they make
are for the old gods of the empire, and then only because they were forced
to."


"So Vikoria is an old goddess
from the empire?"


"Oh no, she's one of the
catfolk goddesses."


"Then how come she looks
human?" 


Ann shrugged, "No one knows,
but that's had a lot to do with her spreading throughout the old empire. That
and her followers being more interested in feeding people than in
fighting." Ann sighed and shook her head once again. "I still don't
understand why those Two River people are attacking us."


"Control the means of
production and you control the people."


"Huh?"


"Old quote from my home world,
like I said, I've seen this before." I saluted Ann with a grin,
"Well, if you'll excuse me, Captain, I believe I have work to do
now?"


Ann actually smiled then, "Go
see Venmyra, she'll tell you what to do."


 


And so my life as a regular
crewmember aboard the Grey Moth started. My first four-hour shift was spent
doing general tasks around the ship, which Venmyra had written on a schedule,
so unless something broke, not much changed. Basically, it was just chores,
everything from cleaning up the kitchen to mopping the floors. With only two
people doing the basic scut work, there was a lot to do. 


My next shift, after lunch, was
helping Dani.


"Hey there, lover boy,"
Dani said with a wink, "have I got a job for you!"


I rolled my eyes and followed her
into the armory, there was a crate there and it was full of bullets. Or
cartridges rather. And there were a lot of them, all just piled in there.


"What's this?"


"Got a deal on some ammo to
replace what we shot during the firefight. Problem is, it's all loose and no
one really had any idea what's in there. So you and me are gonna sort it,
checking each round, and then put them in the proper box."


"That'll take days," I
said eyeing the size of the crate.


"Yup, and I have no doubt
about half of it is crap. But, it was cheap, and if only a third of it is good,
it was worth it."


Sighing I sat down at the table and
grabbed a handful of rounds.


"And here I thought working
with you was gonna be fun," I teased.


"Oh, don't worry, there'll be
plenty of bed tests," Dani grinned back at me, "keeping the weapon
master well lubed is an important function after all."


"Was that one of Chris's jobs
as well?" 


Dani sighed, "I'm gonna miss
that boy, he had some rare talents and was a fast learner."


"How come you didn't tell
me?"


"Eh," Dani shrugged,
"it's an elven thing. Mortals come and go all the time in our lives, so
it's a bit of a downer speaking about the dead ones all the time. So we don't.
As far as I'm concerned Chris just stepped out and maybe one day I'll see him
again."


"You're not that old, you
know," I said picking up what was obviously an ammunition gauge to make it
easier to sort by caliber and length.


"No, but I've grown up with
it. A hundred years from now, you'll be gone, but I'll still be here. Hell, a
thousand years from now I'll still be here. Thinking of where you'll be then
isn't exactly a pleasant thought."


I thought about that a moment,
"How did you deal with that when living with the orcs?"


"Poorly," Dani sighed.
"That first guy, Guntz, I really fell for him pretty hard, then after a
decade, he started getting old on me. So I tried to leave him. That didn't go
over well either until one drunken night I told him just why the hell I'd left
him, that seeing him growing old was killing me."


"What'd he do?"


"Traded me to one of his
friends for a really nice rifle!" Dani laughed, "Damn I loved him for
that. He also warned all of his family that when he died I wasn't to be allowed
within a mile of the funeral."


"So he got it then."


"Yeah, he got it. Most of you
mortals don't however, which can take all the fun out of things."


"Don't look at me, I'm not a
mortal," I said as I started to put the cartridges in the labeled boxes
she'd set out.


"Oh really now," Dani
replied sarcastically.


"Part and parcel of being a
god's champion. You don't think they'd just hire regular mortals to do their
work, do you? It's part of the charm of the job. You never age a day, unless
you want to, the entire time you work for them."


"What happens when you
quit?"


"Oh, you die pretty
much."


"Sounds brutal."


I grinned, "Not really, we're
guaranteed to go to our god's heaven. So while all you mere mortals and
immortals have to work for it, I've already got the backstage pass."


"Bastard," Dani laughed
and threw a cartridge at me. I caught it and added it to the sorting pile.


"Eh, it's not as easy as it
may sound. The kinds of jobs you get sent on can be pretty nasty. Also my
friends and family are all mortals, so they'll grow old and die while I live
on. For you elves at least, your friends and family will live just as long as
you do."


"Yeah, but I'm pretty much an
outcast," Dani sighed and then frowned at me. "You're taking all the
fun out of this."


Damn if she wasn't right.


"Bed?"


"Yeah, let's go play for a few
hours; this sorting crap can wait until tomorrow."


 


After dinner, I got to stand watch
in the engine room, which finally led to my first tour of the ship's engineering
spaces.


"I'm only letting you in here,
because you obviously had to know something about engines in order to land that
pirate ship without crashing it," Dusty growled at me as he let me into
the engine room.


"Well, I know a little
something about engines," I admitted, "though I sure don't know how
to harmonize them! I couldn't get over half power."


"What instruments were ya
using?"


"Umm," I shrugged,
"the chattering of my teeth?"


I was surprised that he laughed at
that.


"Well there's your problem!
Come on, I'll show you around, then I'll teach you how it's done."


He led me into the main engine room
then, and it was a maze of pipes, fuel and oil tanks, motors, cable runs, and
some very large ducting overhead that I couldn't make any sense out of. The
room ran the entire width of the ship, right up to what looked like the hull,
and I think it ran all the way back to the transom, but there was too much in
the way to be sure.


"First of all, most ships only
have two or three motor generators onboard, here on the Grey Moth we have four,
and they're all oversized."


He pointed to the engines then,
they looked almost exactly like diesel engines to me, they were definitely
bigger than the two in the pirate ship had been, and only two of them were
currently running. They were in two rows of two, with a lot of space between
them, though the ceiling in that area came down low enough that I'd have to
duck.


"I thought we were under full
power?" I asked looking back at him.


"Aye, the four motors are
running at about an eighty percent load," Dusty nodded and then grinned.


"Well, if they're running at
eighty percent, what do we need to have four engine-generators for? Why haul
around all that extra weight, if two will do?"


"That is a good question,
isn't it?"


I noticed then that there was a
second panel next to the one with the controls for the four engine nacelles.
I'd thought at first it was for the extra two diesel engines, but looking back
at that panel, there were controls there for all four of the diesels.


Dusty noticed me looking at it and
smiled when I looked back at him.


"We have two more
engines?" I asked, a little surprised.


"Yup, and they're big ones
too. Each one is twice the thrust of the engines in the outboard nacelles. My
pap got 'em off of an old wrecked ore hauler. Took us a year just to get them
in here. Had to reinforce a few things."


I looked around, "Where are
they?"


Dusty tapped on the low ceiling
between the generators, "Up in here." And with that, he undid a bunch
of fasteners and the ceiling panel split in two and hinged down. Up inside it,
were two very large motors. This was the first time I'd ever seen what was
inside one of the nacelles, and these were easily fifteen feet across. They
each fed into a six-foot-wide exhaust can that ran out through the transom.


"How are they fed?" I
asked looking at the front of each engine, which each had two large ducts
running to them.


"There's vents up on the front
deck, and in the bow. Most people don't notice 'em, because when these two
aren't running, they're closed. We had to take out the rear crew quarters,
which meant cutting down on paying passenger space, but when we crank these two
monsters up, there ain't nothing that can catch us."


"That's why you always keep at
least half a fuel load onboard, isn't it?" I asked as I remembered
something Alerie and Dusty had joked about last week.


"Those and a few other
tricks," Dusty laughed and nodded, "those two have a real big
appetite and they can go through half the ship's fuel load in a single day if
we run them full out."


"I don't recall seeing the
engine nozzles," I said, remembering what the stern looked like.


"That's cause they're under
the folding rear launch deck. We don't keep a launch, so it's folded up."


Well, now at least I knew what the
escaping pirates had jumped into I realized.


"So, we don't have any kind of
a launch or lifeboat?"


"There's a small launch on the
top of the bridge, but that's really about it," Dusty said as he swung the
engine access covers closed and locked them back into place.


"Now, let me show ya how to
harmonize the motors using something more than just ya teeth!"


 


Once I was done with the
engineering watch, I went to Nue and Adonna's room and spent the night with
them, until the next morning when I repeated it all over again. Though this
time we did get most of the ammunition sorted. The bottom of the box was in
pretty bad shape, so Dani just tossed it overboard.


It definitely made the days go by
faster, and when we made our refueling stop, I got a surprise; we were headed
for one of the floating islands!


Up until now, we hadn't gotten
close enough to any of them to really see one, and when you were higher than
one, it really didn't stand out well against the ground, not that I'd been
looking. 


But the one we were coming to was
fairly large, at least a mile across, and had actual docks that you flew up to
and moored at.


"Why are we stopping here,
instead of landing on the ground?" I asked Alerie in a soft voice as I
watched the entire operation on the bridge.


"Because the extra cost of the
fuel is offset by the expense of getting up to altitude with a load as heavy as
ours, plain and simple."


Adonna was flying the ship now of
course, and instead of using the engine telegraph she was actually calling out
the power settings to the engine room over the intercom.


The slip we were heading for was an
interesting affair. Basically, the ship first flew into a big crossbar, which
bent around the sides of the ship. Sadari and Tanveer made us fast to that, and
then we were pulled into a cave by a winch mechanism. The tricky part was when
we were inside the cave and the engines were now aiming down at rock instead of
the open sky. They had to be throttled back very quickly, first the front two,
then the rear two. 


Once that part was done, we were
hauled down a track, still hovering, until we were pulled into what was best
described as a dry-dock type birth. Then the engines were shut down and we were
tied down by a local crew.


"Okay, Will, go down on deck
and help with the refueling," Ann said. "Everyone not involved with
refueling, you're free to go ashore. We'll be here until tomorrow morning while
Dusty does an engine inspection."


I left then to go down onto the
front deck and helped Tanveer pull off all of the refueling covers. The
fuel-sludge I'd learned was just that, sludge. It didn't flow well through the
pipes, and it wouldn't flow at all through anything smaller than about an inch
unless it was heated up.


Considering how cold it was outside
at altitude, refueling was going to take a couple hours, at best. They used
what looked like a big cement mixer, which was set on rails so it could move
around easily, and then poured the sludge down a chute.


The other problem with refueling is
that not only did the stuff smell pretty nasty, but the colder it got, the
stickier it got. Also, it had a tendency to give chemical burns if you got it
on your skin. So this was definitely a job for the lowest members on the totem
pole and as the newest member of the crew and an 'unskilled' one at that, it
was now my job.


When we finally finished, it was
late and we'd missed dinner. The only crewmembers on the ship were Ann and her
mother, who both said they had no interest in going ashore. Tanveer wasn't
interested either, so going back to my room, I cleaned up, thankful once again
for the cantrips I got as a champion. Put on my gear, grabbed some cash from
the backpack still stashed under my bed, and went out to hit the town.


Honestly, who could pass up the
chance to walk around on an island that was floating in the sky?











Eleven


Zenia - Grey Moth


 


 


Islands in the sky it turned out
were terrible places to live as there wasn't much water and damn near
everything had to be brought up from the surface, so it wasn't just the fuel
that was expensive. My dinner had cost three times as much as I expected, and
drinks with the crew cost just as much. So I quickly ended up back on the ship.


Then it was back to the schedule
we'd been on for another week while we slowly made our way across the sky to
our next stop. By the time we set down at the docks to unload all of the metal
we'd brought I had started to feel like a member of the crew, and the crew
pretty much treated me just like I was. 


We spent two days in port,
partially because Ann had to go visit Chris's family and tell them about their
son's death. I spent about a third of my time with Dani, who wanted me to go
with her while she 'procured' a few things. The other two-thirds were split
between the girls, who wanted me to go with them when they went shopping, most
so I could carry things, and the remaining third was just with the crew as a
whole as we either went out to eat together, or dealt with picking up supplies
and hauling them back to the ship.


Nue had been right though, Zenia
really did smell. It made me think of New Jersey more than once. At least I
didn't ask anybody 'what exit?' when they mentioned they were from here.


When we left we had a hold full of
merchandise that we were hauling to some trader and two dozen female catfolk
who set up hammocks in the hold up by the bow.


"What's with all the
catfolk?" I asked Adonna who was watching them when they came onto the
ship and growling at any of them who looked at me twice.


"Their contracts are up, so
they're heading back home with the money they made."


"Contract?"


"They're brothel
workers," Adonna growled at another fairly pretty one who smiled at me. I
found it kind of interesting that she was so interested in defending her
'turf,' namely me.


"That many?" I guess I
looked surprised.


"Catfolk are popular with the
men," and she looked at me and winked, "as well as women, of many of
the other races. Every brothel has some, either on contract or as slaves. It's
a good way to make a lot of money fast, especially if you find a good house and
are careful with your money."


I put an arm around her and leaned
into her, it didn't stop the others from looking, but at least the growling
stopped.


"How long are the
contracts?"


"One to two years."


"Wow, that's a long
time."


"Eh, it's not that bad,"
Adonna said, and then she blushed.


"You did it?"


"How do you think my sister
and I could afford helmsmen training? That's why we were in the same class,
even though she's younger than me."


"Nice to see you took care of
her."


"Well she is my sister,"
Adonna sighed.


"So how long until we drop off
this load?"


"Four days, we're light so
we'll make good time, and Dusty wants to exercise the extra engines for a
while. So we'll be running faster than normal. Just be warned to stay out of
the hold."


"Why? Don't like
sharing?" I chuckled.


"Most of those women are
loaded now and looking for a husband. Or at the very least a father for their
cubs."


"Well, I can't really afford
to spend any time chasing their tails, the Captain will kill me if I don't get
my work done," I chuckled. "Do you know if she hired anyone on to
replace Chris?"


Adonna shook her head, "She
couldn't find anyone she trusted. With what we're doing on the next few trips,
she's a little paranoid about anyone she doesn't know personally joining the crew."


"Where are we headed to on
Juntura?"


"Portland."


"Portland?" I looked at
her surprised, "How'd they get a name like that?"


"It's the oldest and biggest
of the port cities."


"Is that where the helmsman
academy is?"


Adonna shook her head, "No,
it's a couple hours flight away. Portland's skies are way too busy to have a
bunch of students messing around in it."


I thought about Carol suddenly, the
girl I'd rescued from the pirates.


"Where's Silver Lake?"


"What, do I look like an
atlas?" Adonna chuckled, "Just cause I'm from Juntura, it doesn't
mean I know where every place is on it."


I nodded, at least that meant it
wasn't a big place. I'd have to ask Fel how Carol was doing, I just hoped
Rachel didn't find out about her and think she was one of mine, I had a feeling
that wouldn't go over very well at all.


Once the passengers got settled,
and both Ann and Alerie made sure I was kept well away from them, we buttoned
everything up and set sail and settled down quickly into our shipboard routine.
Though on the second day out, Dusty planned to run those two extra engines to
exercise them.


I had the night watch; the plan was
to run the engines after the sun had set. It wasn't exactly common knowledge
that we had those two extra engines onboard. The passengers were told that we'd
be running the backup generators for testing that night, and as they were all
below decks, they wouldn't see anything.


When the extra generators were
started, you could feel it, there was a little extra noise of course, but
mostly you could feel just that little bit of extra vibration through your feet
as you stood on the deck.


When he engaged the engines, it was
actually fairly smooth. Ann was on the bridge, and Adonna was at the helm. All
of the crew were on duty actually, this was something that wasn't done often,
so everyone needed to be familiar with it.


As the two extra engines were
brought up to speed, the other four were cut back, but even with that, I could
see the airspeed gauge, that I was now quite familiar with, rise quickly. It
wasn't long before it wasn't safe to be out on the deck, or you'd be blown off
of it, as our speed passed two hundred knots! 


"Just how fast can we
go?" I asked Ann as Adonna worked at keeping the ship under control.
Obviously flying at these speeds wasn't easy.


"Two hundred and sixty, though
Dusty claims he knows a trick that can take us up to almost three
hundred."


I sound of the wind flowing over
the bridge was loud enough now that we had to raise our voices to be heard,
"Is that safe?" I asked.


Ann shook her head, "Probably
not. We've had the Moth up to two hundred and fifty a couple of times; it's
built to take it. But flying it becomes a strain and if anything broke at those
speeds I don't know if we'd be able to keep control. Few ships can go much
faster than two hundred knots anyway, so the need for us to hit that kind of
speed for anything more than setting a record is moot."


Ann shook her head, "And we'd
probably run out of fuel in record time as well."


I watched as we ran at two hundred
and ten knots for the next hour, Ann commanding us through a couple of small
course changes during that time. When the throttles were reduced back to normal
speeds, Adonna gave a sigh of relief.


"Rough?" I asked her.


"Let's just say it a bit more
stressful. I'm not used to flying at those speeds. One twenty-five is more than
fast enough."


"Well, let's go inspect the
damage," Ann said and leaving Alerie in charge on the bridge, Ann took
Tanveer and me out on to the deck where we spent the next hour carefully
inspecting everything. We had to stay clear of the inlets for the two engines,
as they were still running, but other than a few guidelines that had loosened
up, nothing appeared broken.


When the two engines were finally
shut down after four hours of use, I was sent below to help Dusty inspect them,
while the regular watch was set and those who could go back to bed did.


"What do you need me
for?" I asked Dusty when I entered the engine room. "I don't know
anything about these motors."


"You're big, and you're
strong. You get to hold stuff!" He laughed and then unbuttoned the ceiling
panels to expose the two big turbines.


"Don't worry, this won't take
long, I just want to make sure nothing's wrong. We had to use these the last
time we tried to drop off one of those arms shipments and I'm sure we'll be
using them again. I just wish I knew how they knew we were coming."


"They were ready for
you?"


"Yeah, they'd pick us up no
matter where we crossed into Rossiya. The last time they set one of their
larger ships on us, even though we weren't in their territory. Kinda surprised
they had the stones for that. But they're holding their own in the war, so I
guess that's been making them bold.


"But enough talk, let's get
these engines checked, I'd like to catch a few hours sleep myself before the
sun comes up!"


 


The engines were in fine shape,
though it took an hour to run all of the checks Dusty wanted to run. Then he
sealed them intake and exhaust ports, buttoned the ceiling back up, and put a
cover over the engine controls that hadn't been there before. 


"What's the cover for?" I
asked him.


"Oh, whenever we have
passengers onboard, or when we're in port, I cover up the controls so it's not
obvious that we have the extra engines. I do the same if we get an inspection
like we did back in Lassen. Just in case someone ends up in the engine room who
doesn't belong, helps us keep our secrets!" Dusty laughed.


He then had me help him change the
oil on the main diesel generators while the backups where running, then we set
everything back to normal and about an hour before the sun was due to come up,
we finally made it off to bed.


I think it was the first time I'd
slept alone in weeks, but honestly, I was tired enough that I didn't care.


 


§          §


 


 


 I picked up my beer and nodded to
Fel.


"Hi, Fel. I was starting to
wonder if you'd forgotten about me," I joked. "So far this really
hasn't been much of anything beyond a long and boring trip."


Fel laughed, "I daresay that
the elf and the two sisters have kept it from getting too boring for you, William?"


I grinned and shrugged, "Yeah,
that part hasn't been too bad. But it's been three weeks since I got here and
we're still what, a week from where we're supposed to be? I'd think everyone
we're supposed to be helping will be dead by the time we get there, at this
rate."


"Captain Ann is a bit
reluctant about all of this, she was fairly rattled after their last run-in
with the Two Rivers group, and they actually followed her all the way back to
the prime world. That was the reason she picked you up as far away as she did.
She was already off their normal trading routes and Vikoria felt it would be
better to get someone there sooner, instead of later, to help steel Captain
Ann's resolve."


"Still," I pointed out,
"after a month, will there be anyone there worth saving?"


"Oh, I wouldn't worry about
that, the Two Rivers people aren't stupid, they don't want to kill the very
people who are feeding them. Well, at least not yet. Once they've got their own
people in place to take over the farms, then they'll kill them."


I shook my head, "Great, how
nice of them."


"Yes, they're just such a
philanthropic religion," Fel agreed. "But it's the game we all play
to some extent or other. Vikoria knows that she's going to lose a lot of her
people on Rossiya over the course of this war. Her hope is to at least try and
save some of them.


"Arming those who haven't been
attacked yet has helped her people tremendously, getting arms to those who are
in the lands that have already fallen, but who are trying to resist will help
as well."


"Who is being sent to help
me?"


"One of Vikoria's priestesses
will be joining you when you get to Juntura."


I nodded, "That'll help Ann
with her resolve, I'm sure."


"Oh, she'll be there for more
than just that. She's a trained helmsman."


That caused me to stop and think
for a moment, "They're tracking the Grey Moth because their god can see
it, aren't they?"


"Gods, and yes, they
are," Fel confirmed.


"Gods?"


"Two Rivers is actually made
up of two gods, Ral and Par. Ral the Green and Par the Blue. Duo's aren't
common unless they're pantheons, but they were formed together. Husband and
wife team actually," Fel shrugged, "they fight a lot I've been told."


I shook my head at that and went
back to my previous question.


"So, we're expecting to sneak
in, because they can't see the priestess or me? But what about everyone else on
the ship?"


"You're going to need a
smaller ship, one that just the two of you can operate, obviously."


I remembered the rumrunners from
prohibition. The waters back home where I grew up were full of them, the coast
guard having sunk dozens of them. The world war two patrol boat, or 'PT' boat
was really just an adaptation of one of the more successful rumrunner's boats.
It was larger than a cigarette racer, but it was very fast and carried a lot of
cargo.


"Exactly," Fel smiled,
reading my thoughts.


"Does Ann know about this idea
yet?"


Fel shook his head, "No. It
will be up to you and Adell to tell her."


"Adell?"


"That's the priestess."


"Oh!"


"There is one other thing I
need you to deal with when you get to Juntura, William. That is the real reason
I brought you here tonight."


I sat up and listened, anything
important to Fel was important to me.


"As soon as you can, I need
you to rent a small boat and take it to Silver Lake. There's a particular spot
I want you to go to, I've already put that in your mind, so you won't have
trouble finding it, once you're there."


"That's where Carol is from,
isn't it?"


"Yes," Fel nodded.
"Once there, I want you to build a shrine to me. When the shrine is
complete, open a portal at the very center of it."


I nodded again and started to think
of just what kinds of things I'd need to build a shrine. I knew how to create
and set ward stones and sanctify holy ground, though it would take me a while.
I'd have to start on the ward stones now if I wanted to have them done in time.


"How's Carol doing?" I
asked as I started thinking of just want kinds of things I would need and
wondered how much I could buy?


"She's doing very well, very
well. Just make sure this gets done William, this is important, very important.
Don't tell anyone you're doing it, either."


"That's going to be
hard," I said, "I'm going to need help getting there and buying
things."


"You can let the elf help you
with buying what you need to buy, and renting a boat to take it there, but you
need to go there alone."


I nodded and took a long drink from
my beer, "Okay, got it. Did Darlene and everyone make it home okay?"


Fel smiled, "Yes, they're all
fine."


I asked a couple of questions then
about Nara and Laria and their deliveries, I now had two more sons it seemed.
Then I went back to sleep as I knew I wasn't going to be in bed much longer, as
I still had my morning duties to do, even if I'd been working all night.











Twelve


Juntura - Portland


 


 


"There you are," Adonna
said to me as I caught up with her and Nue at breakfast. "I'd wondered
where you'd gotten off to when I woke up this morning."


"Let me guess, you went and
looked below decks first?" I asked grinning, and then I laughed as she
blushed.


"Well, it was a bit unusual
for you, Will."


I nodded, "I was checking over
some of my gear. I'm going to run into the city when we land; there are a few
things I need to look into."


Truth was, I was only able to
enchant one ward stone a day. My mana came back a lot slower out here, and it
took me several hours to do each one. I'd taken care of the last one this
morning in my quarters. I'd decided to use four silver ingots that I'd found
among the loot I'd taken when I'd raided that pirate ship. They were identical,
having been cast at the same place, and silver doesn't rust. It came out of the
ground after all, so putting it back in there would be fine.


"The Captain is still worried
about you disappearing below decks," Nue giggled. "I think she's
still shocked that you didn't go down there and just have a four-day orgy with
the women down there."


"Or that they didn't come up
here and drag you off," Adonna grumbled.


"Why would they do that?"
I asked.


"They wouldn't, but our
Captain has a low opinion of the kinds of women who are willing to work as
prostitutes."


I gave Adonna a look then and she
gave a small frown, "No," she said in a very low voice, "I never
told her and you'd better not either."


"Do you think you could show me
how to find a place on the maps upstairs?" I asked, changing the subject.


"Sure, I guess. What are you
looking for?"


"Silver Lake."


"That's twice you've mentioned
it," Adonna said, looking at me, "what's so important about that
place?"


I sighed, trying not to be too
dramatic about it, "The helmsman on that pirate ship was from Silver Lake.
She died when I took the ship, she was a slave and they'd done some very bad
things to her. She asked me to go talk to her parents, tell them what had
happened to her."


Both Adonna's and Nue's ears
drooped at that.


"I hope you don't want me to
go with you for that," Adonna said.


"Yeah, me neither," Nue
agreed softly.


"No, I'm going to go take care
of it myself," I told them. "Course the Captain won't be happy that
we'll be stuck here until I get back."


"I'll have a few words with
her," Adonna said and leaned into me and then kissed me, "no one
begrudges anyone talking to the parents of a victim of pirates."


"Thanks," I smiled and
gave her and Nue each a hug. "I'm not looking forward to it either, but
well, I promised to do what I could."


After we finished breakfast I went
and tracked down Dani.


"What's up, Lover?" she
asked, grinning.


"As soon as we hit the docks,
I need to go take care of a few things. I figure you'll be the least busy, so I
need you to help me."


"I thought that was my
line," Dani laughed.


"Just be ready," I told
her, "I need to get started right away, as soon as we tie up."


Dani nodded, "As soon as the
gangplank goes down, I'll be on it."


"Thanks," I said and gave
her a hug.


"Oh, don't worry, I'll be sure
to make you work it off," Dani grinned and smacked me on the butt as I
left.


 


Landing was something I was quite
used to now, as well as helping to take in the lines and tie the ship to the
dock. I went and got the pack with all of the loot then ran into Ann as I
headed for the gangplank.


"Adonna told me what you're
doing, so don't worry about it. I have to wait for someone here as well,"
Ann confided in me.


"Yeah, I'm not looking forward
to it. I'll want to ask you about the weapons we'll be smuggling when I get
back," I told her, "I have a few ideas and I'll want to go over them
with you and the priestess."


"How'd you know about
her?" Ann asked, giving me a strange look.


"Same way you do," I
grinned, "It's why I'm here after all."


Ann just shook her head, "I'll
be so glad when all of this is over."


I left her then and headed off the
ship. Dani was waiting for me at the bottom of the gangplank.


"So, where to?" Dani
asked


"I need to rent a small boat
that I can fly myself. Then I need to buy a bunch of things, get them delivered
to the ship, then I can head off."


"What kinds of things?"
She asked


"Some barrels of ale, and
wine, a large heavy table to serve them on, some mugs, cups, and a tent."


"I thought you were going to
console some parents, not have a party?" Dani snickered.


"She wanted them to have a
party in her memory," I said and then shrugged, "I'm using the money
I stole from the pirates to pay for it, so it's not like I care."


Dani looked thoughtful for a
moment, "You know, I kind of like that idea. Especially as the pirates are
going to be paying for it. In fact," Dani grinned then, "I know where
to get the really good stuff!"


"What about the boat?"


"Oh, that's the easy part,
especially in this town so close to the helmsman school. Now, let's go rent a
cart so we can haul all of this stuff down to the docks."


 


Six hours later I was following the
map that Adonna had drawn for me as I piloted the boat carefully out of town.
The thing was piled full of kegs and the gear that I'd need to build the
shrine, so of course it was ungainly and difficult to fly. 


The boat itself was an interesting affair;
to me, it looked like a cross between a trawler and a regular airship I guess.
There was a small deckhouse at the front of it, the ship behind that was just
one big open hold than ran all the way down to the hull. At the very rear of
the boat, there was a transverse mounted motor-generator, just one, and the two
engines that moved the boat were mounted up on the stern. 


There were four short wings that
stuck out of the hull, two in the front, two in the back, and you could
actually land on them. Fuel and ballast tanks lined the sides, and the 'flight
stone' was actually a series of stones that were located in different places
throughout the ship. The thing that was the most curious about it, however, was
the gas bag that hung above the ship. Something that I hadn't seen on any of
the ships I'd seen here so far, but I had now seen on quite a few of the
smaller boats. 


It was explained to me as this: the
boats were all very positively buoyant. But when loaded down with cargo the
only way to make them positively buoyant, or even neutrally, was to dump
ballast. But then once you unloaded your cargo, your ship would float away. So
to combat that problem they used a gas bag of hydrogen or something. You could
pump gas back into the holding tanks, or even just release it and buy more
later. Yes, it slowed the boat down some, but it was easier to deal with for
those who didn't know what they were doing.


Which led to the last problem: I
didn't know what I was doing. Oh, I knew how to sail, and I now knew enough to
actually fly the boat. As for the engines, well a motor is a motor and I know
motors well enough, especially after the time I've spent working with Dusty.


But I didn't have a helmsman
license or any kind of training at all. And while you don't need one to
fly a boat. Nobody is going to rent you one of theirs if you don't have it.


So I had to buy the boat. Oh if I'd
rented a pilot I could have gotten away for a tenth of what I ended up
spending, but when your god tells you nobody is supposed to know, then nobody
is going to know. So it was either hire someone I'd have to kill or buy the
boat.


My backpack was now once again
empty. I did have a few bucks left over that were now in my pocket, however, so
I wasn't completely destitute.


I spent the next six hours flying
out to Silver Lake, not because it was all that far away, but because I was
afraid to go any faster than twenty-five knots. When the sun went down, my
speed decreased as well, but once I got to Silver Lake I was able to find the
spot Fel wanted me to go to, even in the dark. It just took me a few hours
more.


Once I got the boat landed and
deflated the gas bag, I set the anchors and started to unload everything. There
was a lot of stuff here and once that was done I took a short nap.


Two days later, and it was done. It
had taken me twenty-four hours just to bless all of the ground and set the ward
stones. Part of why it took so much time was I had to lie down and take a nap
to recharge after every couple of blessings. It was definitely a lot harder to
do this here, so far away from Saladin. Combined with how long it took me to
recharge, it made for a very tough job. At least until I got the ground all
sanctified and set as holy. After that, it was a breeze because I was able to
recharge instantly. 


Of course, then I had to set about
the physical labor of actually building the shrine. I put up the tent, moved
all of the casks and barrels inside, set up the stands, the lights, then I
brought in the nice and very heavy table I'd bought to serve as the altar. I
used my ring, the one that identified me as Fel's champion as the 'relic' or
holy item in the altar as I set and blessed it. 


Basically, the whole thing was just
a small tavern in a tent out in the middle of nowhere. Just the bar was also
the altar. I don't really know what the theological difference is between a
shrine and a church, all I knew was that blessing the altar was something I was
able to do.


When it was finally done, I took a
moment to catch my breath, and then I opened up a portal just as Fel had told
me too. Almost immediately a woman stepped out of it, carrying three large
bags, which she dropped immediately.


"Will!" she said and
smiled, "You can drop the portal now."


I did and then it hit me who she
was, "Carol?"


"It's High Priestess
Carol now," Carol said and walking up to me as I stood there staring at
her in shock she wrapped her arms around me and hugged me, then kissed me.


Carol was a very attractive
catfolk woman. She'd been good-looking before, but now, cleaned up and looking
happy and confident, she was hot.


She was also naked.


Oh, and she was in heat.


"Time to get to work,
stud," she growled, "I need to thank you not only for saving me but
for introducing me to your friend Feliogustus."


"What?" I blinked and
tried to take it all in.


"Simply put, Feliogustus is
expanding. As his only priestess in this sphere, that makes me his high
priestess here. And that means I get dibs on you, Will." Carol giggled
then, "and it's time to start increasing the flock. Though after what
Nara's told me, I don't think you'll be minding all that much."


 


"Mmm, that was nice,"
Carol sighed and snuggled up against me. Night had fallen; it was probably
starting to get late. "As much as I'd like to keep you here for myself, I
need to get you and your boat back to Portland, before people start to
complain."


I nodded and gave her a kiss.
"Yeah, I better get going if I want to be there by sunrise."


"Don't worry, I'll help. I
need to go in to Portland myself for a few things."


"You sure?" I said, a
little surprised.


"I grew up around here Will,
that's why Feliogustus put the shrine here."


"Umm," I nodded and
looked around and then looked back at her, "are you going to be
okay?"


Carol smiled, "I'll be fine, don't
worry."


"I'm," I shook my head,
"I'm a bit surprised by all of this, to be honest. When Fel told me he
could help you, well I had no idea this was what he meant to do to you."


Carol laughed, "I was
surprised when he asked me to do this as well, but honestly until you came
along and saved me, no one had answered any of my prayers. Feliogustus did. He
also healed my mind and made me whole again. So of course I said yes. 


"Oh, I suspect this isn't
going to be easy, but after the last two years of my life, nothing will ever be
hard again," Carol said with a smile and then kissed me again.


"Now, let's get some clothes
on and get out of here. We should be able to get you back to your ship within
the hour."


I nodded and getting up I got
myself cleaned up and dressed and then we went out to the boat. Carol didn't
bother to inflate the gas bag, she said she didn't need it, and the trip that
had taken me over six hours she made in under an hour.


"Feliogustus told me you were
going to be looking for a small boat to smuggle guns in," Carol said as I
tied us up to the docks behind the Grey Moth. "This one's in good shape
and it won't stand out, it's old, a bit beat up, and there are thousands of
these everywhere."


Carol kissed me again and then
handed me something.


"That's to replace the one you
just used."


And pulling her cloak around her,
she hopped off the boat and quickly went walking down the dock towards the
town. Looking at what she handed me, I saw it was my champion's ring or at
least a copy of the other one. So slipping it on I got off the boat and then
went over to the Grey Moth and started up the gangplank.


"Where have you been?"
Tanveer asked looking at me, then in the direction of the retreating figure
that was Carol.


"Busy. That boat back there is
ours; we need to send a few people down to secure it."


"I'll let the Captain
know," he said and going over to the intercom he told her I was back, and
that I'd brought a boat back with me.


"Send him up to my
dayroom!" I heard come back, so nodding to Tanveer I headed off in that
direction.


When I walked into the room, Ann
was sitting at the head of the table, and there was a middle-aged human woman
sitting on the far side.


"Adell?" I asked as I
leaned across the table to touch hands with her.


"William?" she smiled
back.


"Just Will," I said with
a smile. The moment our hands touched I could tell she was one of Vikoria's
priestesses.


"You two know each
other?" Ann asked.


"No, our respective gods just
told us who we'd be working with," Adell said. "So, did I just hear
that you bought a boat?"


I nodded, "Yes. I had a little
advice on it, but you might want to look at it and tell me what you
think?"


"What do you need a boat
for?" Ann asked us.


"Simply put, Captain,"
Adell said turning to face Ann, "the gods can track this ship by the
people on it. But William and I can't be seen by them. So if we fly the ship,
with the cargo on it, they won't see us coming and we'll only have to deal with
the normal patrols."


"So I'm just to drop the two
of you off then?"


"I suspect we'll be making
several trips," Adell said, "I doubt any boat that he bought is going
to be able to haul everything we loaded into your cargo bay this morning."


Ann looked thoughtful for a moment,
"Would we be laying up on Thayne, or Nuris? I'm guessing you'll take the
portal through to Rossiya?"


"Nuris would be too far,"
Adell said and then turned to me, "can you see portals? The regular
ones?"


I nodded, "But we'd need one
eighteen or twenty feet across, the wings on the boat stick out a fair
bit."


"Let's go take a look at this
boat of yours and see. Captain?"


"I'm going to go pull the
charts for Thayne and see if I can find a couple of good places for us to lie
low while you two make your deliveries," Ann said and got up from the
table. "The idea of us not having to face down or outrun any of the Two
Rivers' navy is the best idea I've heard all day."


"Sounds like a plan," I
said as Adell got up and came around the table.


"So," Adell said after
we'd left the Captain behind, "the Captain tells me you're quite the
fighter as well as the ladies man, though she's not sure which you're better
at?"


I grinned and shrugged, "Let's
just say that when she decided I looked better in tight pants that I thought
she had a few interests herself."


Adell laughed, "Yes, looking
at how well you fill them out, I guess I can understand that. But I think you
can put the Captain in the 'looks but doesn't touch' category."


I nodded, "Yeah, I kinda
figured that, but it doesn't mean I can't tease her about it."


"So you know how to fly an airship?"


"Only slowly and not very
well. I understand the engines a lot better."


Adell nodded and didn't say
anything until we'd gone down the gangplank to look at the boat. Dusty was
already hooking lines to it, and a pair of small winches that I'd never noticed
before were flipped out on the back of the Grey Moth.


"Ah, a cargo skiff,"
Adell said looking it over. "That'll do nicely."


"Ah, Will!" Dusty called,
"Just the man I want to see. Come give me a hand and we'll winch this up
to the rear boat position. Then you can help me inspect the engine and the
motors."


I sighed, what I wanted to do right
now was go to bed.


"No rest for the wicked,"
Adell grinned at me.


"Watch it, or I'll start
chasing your tail as well," I growled and climbing onto the boat I set
about helping Dusty. 


Twenty minutes later we had the
boat winched up on the back of the Moth, Dusty had the rear launch platform
lowered, and then the boat set down and secured to it. It blocked the view of
the exhausts from the two engines completely, but they couldn't be used with
the boat secured here. 


But apparently, the cargo skiff had
been made with this type of storage on larger ships in mind. There were extra
cleats on the port side that tied to the special mounts on the back of the
Moth, and all four of the wings folded up against the hull, to increase
clearance. There were even connections between the skiff's ballast tanks and
the Moth, so ballast could be added or removed, if necessary.


Once we had it secured, Dusty had
me go with him down into his engine room where we grabbed a couple of toolboxes
and some droplights. We hauled them all up into the back of the skiff and then
spent the rest of the night tearing down and rebuilding the diesel engine. Then
we did the same to the generator it drove and after that the two turbofans that
provided the skiffs thrust.


We finished about an hour after
sunrise, just in time for breakfast.


"We can check the airbag and its
pump systems after we launch," Dusty told me. 


"I was thinking of bed
first," I grumbled.


"Why would you want to sleep
when we've got all these new toys to play with?" Dusty laughed and
motioned towards the rest of the gear on the boat.


"Because I'm tired?" I
complained and yawned.


"Ack, sleep is for the weak!
Now, go eat and once we're in the air, we'll get back to it."











Thirteen


Thayne - Shirttail Creek


 


 


Eight days had gone by since we'd
left Portland. When we'd taken Adell onboard, we'd also taken a large shipment
of arms, six thousand rifles and over a million rounds of ammunition. That
worked out to three hundred crates of rifles, and six hundred crates of
ammunition. There were twenty guns to a crate, and ten metal tins of two
hundred rounds to a crate of ammunition. If we put a hundred rifle crates and
two hundred ammunition crates into the skiff, we had a stack that came up three
feet past the gunwales. 


Personally, I just wanted to
uncrate the rifles and throw them all in a pile. It wasn't like they'd break
and it would let the load sit lower, and we wouldn't have the weight of all those
crates to deal with. As rifles went, they were a pretty simple bolt-action
design. I took one out and tested it, they may have been simple, but they were
fairly easy to use and were accurate to a couple hundred yards.


"They'd be better off with
semi-automatic combat rifles," Dani grumbled. We were lying in her bed and
I'd just finished saying a very energetic goodbye. When this was over I
wouldn't be getting back on board the Grey Moth, I'd just go straight home, so
unless we came back here while they were offloading supplies, I wouldn't be
seeing her again.


Last night Nue and Adonna had also
spent a great deal of time saying goodbye, enough that I hadn't gotten a wink
of sleep, but I wasn't about to complain.


"Anything is better than
nothing," I pointed out as I rolled over and kissed her, "and these
are about as simple as simple can get."


"Well the next load we're
picking up in Nuris, so I'm hopeful we'll get a lot more conventional
arms."


I shook my head, "I didn't
know you cared, Dani."


"I just don't like seeing
people get screwed over, that's all. How many trips are you two planning to
make?"


"Well, it will take us three
just to move all of the stuff we brought this time, then I guess it depends on
what you leave for us when you come back next week. I have no idea just how
many rifles they want us to smuggle in."


"Well six thousand is a hell
of a lot," Dani admitted with a grin. "If we can keep this going for
a month or two, it'll add up pretty quickly."


Someone knocked on the door, then I
heard Adell's voice call out.


"Come on, Will! The Captain
wants to get out of here, and we need to get ready to leave ourselves!"


"That would be my cue, I
guess," I laughed and gave Dani a hug and another kiss, which she returned
rather earnestly for a change.


"Take care of yourself,
Lover."


"Until we meet again," I
smiled and getting out of bed I got dressed and grabbing my things I went to
the door, taking a last look at Dani as she laid on the bed watching me, a
truly beautiful sight.


"Sheesh, what took you so long?"
Adell grumbled as I joined her in the passageway and followed her to the stern,
where we climbed over the railing and then down into the boat. All of the lines
had been cast off, except for two, and the gas bag was inflated keeping it at
neutral buoyancy. The remaining two-thirds of our shipment had been lowered to
the ground below us and covered with a camouflage net. We'd be coming back here
after each trip to reload, and Ann would come back about once a week with the
Grey Moth to leave us more weapons to smuggle.


"Care to find out?" I
teased. "After all, we're going to have a lot of spare time on our hands
during the daylight hours."


"I don't need any more
children, thank you."


I snorted, "Haven't you ever
heard of 'recreational sex?'"


Now it was Adell's turn to snort,
"I'm a priestess of a fertility goddess, there's no such thing as
'recreational'. We have sex, we end up pregnant."


"Wow, that's rough,"


"Oh not as rough as your
girlfriends are going to have it," Adell snickered suddenly.


"Huh?"


"That blessing I did last
night when we made anchor here?"


"What about it?" I asked
as I started to get just a little worried.


"There was a fertility rite
thrown in there with the rest of it. Trust me; you're going to be a
father!"


I sighed, "Well damn, I should
have left some money or something for Nue and Adonna."


"Don't forget your friend
Dani!"


"But she's an elf!"


"Elves can breed with damn
near anything," Adell chuckled as she moved to the small cabin and I
pushed the button to start the generator up. "Part of why they're so
popular!"


I shook my head as the diesel
engine came to life, "She's going to be pissed!"


"Cast us off!" Adell
called, and then added, "Don't be too sure of that, elves can be pretty
strange, and that one is definitely the strangest."


I came up behind her and gave her a
hug, "Well," I whispered in her ear, "what about humans? Can
they breed with anything?"


"Humans? No. A priestess of
Vikoria?" Adell swatted at one of my hands, "Yes. Now behave
yourself. We got work to do and we need to find that portal."


"Yes, ma'am!" I said and
saluted, laughing. I took a look over the side as we moved off of the platform,
which immediately folded back up into place as the Grey Moth slowly moved away
from us. I couldn't make out the net that was hiding the gear down below, which
was good, and then I turned to watch the Grey Moth as once clear of us it
quickly picked up speed and left us behind.


I'd been onboard for over a month,
the last three weeks of which I'd really just been another member of the crew.
It felt a little weird watching it sail off without me, usually, I was the one
who left, this was the first time that a place I'd grown used to left me
instead.


We turned and sailed off up the
canyon in the opposite direction. The place we were going was only about twenty
miles from here; Fel had given me the location of all the relevant portals the
last time I'd slept. But we were staying well below the ridgeline until after
the sun had set. We had to stop and wait until night fell, once we got to the
end of the canyon, but as I had a fair bit of sleep to catch up on, I didn't
mind.


It was a couple of hours after the
sun had set when we finally came close enough to the portal that I could feel
it.


"We're about a half mile
away," I told Adell, moving to stand beside her in the small cabin.


"Point."


Stuck out my arm and gave her
directions as we went. My night vision was a lot better than hers, so as we
descended into the small ravine that the portal was in, I ended up standing
behind her with my mouth by her ear so I could whisper directions as she looked
down my arm as I continued to point the way.


"You just don't give up, do
you?" Adell teased as I leaned into her.


"This from the woman who just
got my girlfriends unexpectedly pregnant," I purred back.


"Better watch out there Will,
if we live through this, I just might take you up on that offer."


"Un-huh," I purred and
gave her ear a lick, which earned me an elbow in the gut.


"Twenty yards!" I told
her then. "Better stop so I can see just how big this thing is."


By the time we had stopped, we were
about five yards from the opening and ten feet above the ground. The portal
itself was on the ground so I carefully jumped over the side and went to check
it out. 


Stepping through, I could see that
it opened onto another ravine like the one we were in, though this one was a
lot wider and shallower. Other than that, not much was different. The portal
itself was twelve feet wide. 


Going back through the portal I
jumped up and grabbing the side of the boat I hauled myself into it.


"So, how big is it?"


"Twelve feet."


"That's not a problem; we're
only about eleven feet wide with the wings folded up."


"What about that?" I
asked and pointed up at the gas bag. 


"We'll just deflate it and
drop our ballast instead."


"Then what do we do after we
unload all of this?" I motioned towards the boxes.


"Is there water on the other
side?"


I nodded.


"Well take on more ballast and
re-inflate the bag. That's all.


"That'll take us an
hour," I pointed out.


"Then we better get started,
hadn't we?"


 


Two hours later we were well away
from the portal and had climbed up into the clouds and were making good time.
There really wasn't much to do right now, and we had two nights of sailing
ahead of us. We'd both agreed to start with the place furthest from the portal,
to make it harder for anyone to guess just where we'd come out if they figured
out we were using a regular portal, not one of the huge shipping portals that
everyone else used.


When it got close to dawn, we
descended down out of the clouds, found a good spot to hide, then landed and
deflated the bag. I'd spent several days of the trip out here painting
camouflage patterns on the top of the airbag, and then I added a net over all
of it as we made camp. Hopefully, no one would see us from the air, on the off
chance that anyone flew by.


We didn't bother with a watch, if
someone found us it was all over, so there wasn't much of a point to it. We
just put our bedrolls down on the floor of the cabin and after a few snide
remarks about my sudden lack of clothing, we went to sleep. 


When I woke I wasn't all that
surprised to find my arms around Adell and her face buried in my chest. I was
never big on sleeping alone and if there was a member of the opposite sex
within reach, I wasn't averse to cuddling up to them.


Apparently, she had pretty much the
same idea. Because when she woke up she just yawned, smiled, and then gave me a
playful shove.


"If you weren't such a
furnace, I'd be complaining right about now."


"I do have my uses," I
said with a yawn. "So just how many kids do you have anyways?"


Adell gave me a look, "Well
that's an odd question for this early in the morning."


"Well you said you didn't want
anymore, that implies that you already have a few."


She nodded, "Twelve, I have
twelve. My youngest is three."


"And you're here?" I said
giving her a look of my own now.


"I was the only one with the
skills available, I was a helmsman myself before I got the calling and joined
the church. Honestly, I'm surprised you care."


"I'm pretty protective of my
kids, and," I gave her a goofy grin, "their mothers. Part of why I'm
annoyed at you pulling that whole fertility thing, if you're not pulling my leg
about it. I'm gonna have to try and come back here and make sure that they're
taken care of."


"Seriously? I thought you
champions were all in the 'fornicate, impregnate, and vacate' club."


I laughed and shook my head; I
hadn't heard that one before. "Nah, I figure I make their lives
rough enough with my not being around to help take care of the kids, that I
should do whatever I can to make their lives easier. Part of why I don't go
around knocking up every gal that lets me get her in bed.


"That reminds me, just where
is Vikoria's champion, anyway?"


Adell shrugged, "I haven't the
slightest idea if she even has one. With all the worlds she's got followers on,
I suspect they're pretty busy with more important things. Vikoria's church is
pretty spread out, there's no central authority, we don't even have a high
priestess. For the most part, people tend to just leave us alone, all we really
want to do is tend our crops or our flocks and be fruitful. 


"Yeah, some places put limits
on where we can live and all that; they say they don't want to be buried in an
avalanche of her children. But we're okay with that, we know better than to
overrun the land like a plague of locusts." 


That made sense. If you were all
about animal husbandry, you knew about over breeding.


"What about you? How'd your
god get involved?"


I shrugged, "Beats me. I think
someone else was asked but couldn't help out, so we were recommended. Best I
can figure it out, the gods all trade favors and as a champion, I'm one of
those favors."


"Sounds rough."


"Oh, I don't think so. Every
time I go off and do something, that's one more favor my god can call in if he's
ever in serious trouble. I mean we live to serve, right?"


"Most stories I hear about
champions is that the only serving they do is their own ego."


I laughed, "Oh I've met more
than a few of those! And I admit I suffer from that from time to time myself. I
mean, if we didn't have huge egos and a ridiculous amount of self-confidence,
we'd never take the job in the first place," I said still chuckling.


"Well, let's get the gas bag
inflated and get on our way, the sun's almost set."


"What about dinner?"


"We can eat that as we go.
I'll show you a little trick I learned using the exhaust pipes on the generator
to cook on."


 


We got to our destination a little
after midnight. 


"I see a dozen people," I
told Adell as I stood behind her with my arm pointing out straight for her to
sight down.


"What are they doing?"


"One is waving at us; the
others are looking around nervously."


"Anyone else out there waiting
to ambush us?"


I shook my head, "Not
yet."


"How big is the clearing they
want us to land in?"


"I'll guide you," I told
her and resisted the urge to give her ear a nibble. The fact that she kept
grinding back against me was distraction enough. If there was one thing Adell
wasn't, it was afraid of me. I guess she was getting even with me now for last
time when I had licked her ear.


When we were only a few yards off
the ground she told me to go back and shut the engine down as she started
venting the gas out of the bag above us. We had enough to charge the bag
several times, and there were a couple of extra bottles to recharge back at our
camp with the rest of the weapons.


"Thank Vikoria!" the man
who had been waving said as soon as we touched down. "But we need to
hurry, there could be a patrol coming through here at any time."


"Then bring those wagons over
here," I grunted as I started to pick up boxes and toss them over the
sides onto the ground.


Seeing what I was doing, the others
immediately scrambled to get the wagons, and then started loading up the
crates.


"How bad is it around
here?" I asked as I continued to move the crates as fast as I could. I had
noticed that most of the men here were human, though two of them were catfolk.


"Not too bad, yet. They've
only killed a couple of us for talkin' back to them."


"That's not bad?" I said
in surprise.


"They killed everyone over in
Turnerville last month," one of the catfolk men growled. "Said they
didn't need 'em anymore, that they had the faithful to run their farms
now."


"Wow, that's pretty
cold."


"A lot of the women and
children got away, so we took 'em in. Seems the Two River folk don't care much
about them, guessin' they figured they'd all starve or something. The idea of
compassion and caring for those in need isn't something that ever occurred to
'em. But they killed every man over fourteen. Rounded 'em up and shot 'em dead.
Then they just started killing anyone who wasn't running away fast enough for
'em."


I growled at that and started
moving crates faster, but it still took me a good half hour to empty out the
boat, even with two of them climbing aboard and helping. Each of the carts was
driven off as soon as we got it filled; one of them told me that they'd have
all of the guns and ammo parceled out before the sun came up. The local priest
turned out to be the man who had been waving to us, and both he and Adell were
involved in performing a blessing the entire time we sat there unloading.


As the last crate cleared the
gunwales, the two men jumped over the sides and the boat started to slowly
float away from the ground.


"Are you going to inflate the
bag?" I asked.


Adell shook her head, "I got
us set just slightly positive. As soon as we're up a couple thousand feet,
we'll start the engines and get out of here. I don't want to attract any more
attention than we already have."


"When are they going to attack
the Two Rivers people?"


"Not until they have to. Right
now no one knows that we're arming them. All of the guns are blessed, so they
won't show up no matter how hard their gods go looking for them, and with the
prayers and spells we were doing, while you were unloading, nothing could be
seen either. That landing space was holy ground. If you'd jumped out of the
boat, you probably would have felt it."


"Huh, neat trick."


"Yeah, we've learned a few
things over the years. Now, go get ready to start the engine and then come back
up here and let me frustrate you some more!" 


 


We spent the rest of the night and
all of the next day running about as fast as we could run, though we didn't
head directly back towards the portal we'd come in by. We weren't carrying
anything illegal or proscribed; in fact, we weren't carrying anything at all,
so we figured if we got stopped we'd just play dumb. But neither one of us
thought anyone would waste the time stopping an empty cargo skiff.


After the sun had set, Adell took
us down to a couple of hundred feet above the ground and we made our way to the
portal we'd come through. We made it back to our camp an hour before sunrise,
and I spent the next six hours loading us up for the next trip. Adell helped
some, but it was still a lot of work and the crates with the ammo, which I
loaded first, were the heaviest of the bunch.


We had dinner, and then we both got
comfortable on the deck again and quickly fell asleep.


 


The next trip wasn't as long, but
it was still two days out and a day and a half back. That group of people wasn't
as worried as the previous group had been, so far the Two Rivers people hadn't
been giving them any grief yet. But they'd heard the stories, so they were
happy we were there, and I had three people helping me unload, so we got out of
there a lot faster.


The third trip sucked, but only
because it was raining the entire time, and I got soaked to the skin. When we
got to the delivery point there were only five people there because they were
being watched heavily, so not only did I have to unload the boat by myself, but
I had to get out of it and help load all five of the wagons. 


We ended up leaving quite a few
crates at the landing site, though at least someone had dug a hole to hide them
in. But by the time we got out of there I was covered in mud, and shivering. 


Adell took pity on me and rather
than spend the next day flying back, we holed up and spent the day in my
bedroll as she showed me that she was quite familiar with the kinds of
recreational fun that couldn't get one pregnant, even when one's god was a
fertility goddess. 


When we got back to our camp on
Thayne, we saw that the Grey Moth had indeed shown up while we were gone; there
were another two hundred crates of rifles there, as well as four hundred crates
of ammunition. Opening them up and looking at them, I could see that Dani had
gotten her way; all of these rifles were semi-automatic. They also used a
different type of ammunition, so each case in the crates actually held more
rounds. I loaded up half of the stuff immediately while Adell went and prayed
for guidance on where we were going next.


Both of those trips went off
without a hitch; though on the second trip we unloaded half of the weapons and
ammo at one place, then flew on to unload the other half the next night at
another. 


By the third week, it had all
gotten to be fairly routine. Adell and I had gotten rather comfortable with
each other, though we still teased each other whenever we could. While loading
the boat still took at least six hours, I'd figured out how to stack everything
now so I could unload all of it within thirty minutes, twenty if I had help and
they did exactly what I told them.


The guns we'd been shipping in were
starting to be used now as well. The Two Rivers people had moved to take over
the farms in two of the towns we'd supplied and the resulting slaughter of the
Two Rivers people had taken them by surprise. Several more towns staged
uprisings then, and suddenly Two Rivers was having to pull troops from the
front in its war to secure its food, supply lines, and rear areas, while the
forces of Madria, the kingdom they were trying to overthrow were quick to take
advantage of it.


"Adell!" I said running
into the small cabin.


"What?"


"There's at least a hundred
people in the clearing up ahead, and there are soldiers coming from the west! A
lot of soldiers!"


"Damn, I was afraid of this,
how much time do we have?"


"Maybe ten minutes," I
told her. "They're coming pretty fast."


She turned and looked at me,
"What do we do?"


"What?"


"Will, I don't know a damn
thing about war. I'm a priestess, you're not. Tell me what to do?"


"We land," I gave her a
hug, "I'll start unloading as soon as we are about the touchdown. You
crouch down and stay out of sight, when I tell you too, just floor it and get
us out of rifle range."


Adell just nodded and I took my
spot behind her once again and guided her in, only for once she was shivering
and we came in a lot faster than we normally did.


"You have soldiers coming from
the west!" I called out and I started throwing rifle crates over the side
before our keel had even touched the ground. I then grabbed a couple of the
ammunition crates and tossed them over for good measure. 


The men on the ground didn't even hesitate;
they tore into the boxes immediately and started to parcel out the rifles and
the ammo. I had to start throwing the rest over the other side, to make sure I
didn't hit anybody. 


The second our keel hit the ground
we were swarmed by a dozen men who were grabbing the boxes and throwing them
over the sides as fast as they could. I heard the gunfire starting then, as the
group who'd gotten the first boxes took up places along the ground and starting
shooting on the soldiers that were riding towards us.


That caused them to stop almost
immediately and they buttoned up their vehicles as their own soldiers got out
of the back and laid down on the ground and started to return fire. 


I checked to make sure Adell was lying
down on the floor as the bullets started to whiz by. Two of the men on the back
with me were hit almost immediately, so I just healed them and tossed them over
the side as well and continued to unload. The remaining men didn't even slow
down, even after one got shot in the head and sprayed several of the others
with his brains. 


By now we were down to just the
ammo crates and someone had targeted the cabin as it was starting to get hit.


"Everyone out!" I growled
and the remaining six men at that point all jumped over the sides and I ran to
the cabin and reversed the pitch of the blades and floored the throttle as I
got hit three times. 


Dropping to the floor I healed the
worst of it and then checked Adell as she quickly stood up and took the
controls.


"I see a light off in the
distance, off starboard!" 


Grunting in pain I pulled myself
over to the side and looked out, sure enough, there was a boat out there, and
it was heading in our direction.


"We got company," I told
her.


"Hold on, and lighten the load
as much as you can!"


I looked in the back, there were
still four crates of ammo back there, so crawling back I used the last of my
healing spells and started to carefully pitch the crates over one after the
other. I heard the diesel rev up to maximum then, so I grabbed on to one of the
ropes that had been used to hold the cargo down and held on for dear life as
suddenly I was weightless and Adell drove the boat straight towards the ground.


 


The next hour was almost sickening
as I underwent a ride that would have done any rollercoaster fanatic proud. A
couple of times I looked up over the side of the boat to see that we were
flying at treetop level, sometimes even below it, on a winding course as we
dodged who knows what, all the while the other boat tried to give chase. 


I heard them open fire on us
several times, but Adell was keeping us moving too much for them to ever hit
anything, and eventually, after I don't know how long, they just gave up and
turned around and left us alone. Of course, by then we had gained a
considerable distance on them.


We then just made a beeline
straight back for the portal, getting through it just as the sun started to
rise.


"Damn, what a mess," I
said looking over the boat as we started to head to our camp. The cabin had at
least twenty bullet holes in it, as well as a fair deal of my blood on the
floor. The open cargo area had pieces of bone, brains, and a lot more blood
splattered around it.


"How many holes are there in
the hull?" Adell asked me.


"Too many to count," I
sighed. "But only a dozen or so many it all the way through. The starboard
fan nacelle has a few holes it though."


"Well, that explains why it's
been trying to pull to the right all night. At least the motor is still
working. I just hope we have enough patches in the repair kit for the gas bag,
it's got sixteen holes in it."


I shook my head and laughed.


"What's so funny?" Adell
asked.


"No one is going to believe
that we're just a couple of harmless cargo haulers with this many holes in the
boat."


"Well, we could wait for the
Grey Moth to show back up, and borrow some tools to patch and repaint the
boat."


"That'd take a few days, maybe
a week."


"Yes, but they're going to be
looking for us pretty thoroughly now," Adell pointed out. "So we'll
probably have to lie low for a week anyway."


"Well after a month of hauling
guns, I sure could use a break," I admitted.


"Well, let's get back to our
camp. I could use some sleep after all of that," Adell said with a yawn.


"Sounds good," I agreed
and spent the rest of the trip checking over the diesel engine. It had been hit
a few times as well. The valve cover had a hole in it, but a piece of tape had
stopped any oil leaking. The heads and the block had been hit a couple of times
as well, but the bullets had only left lead smears where they'd hit. Whatever
the engine was cast from, it was definitely a lot harder than the bullets that
had hit it.


"Will!" Adell called,
"We're in luck! The Moth is here!"


I looked up from my inspection of
the generator, which appeared to have a nicked cable and looked. Sure enough,
the Moth was hovering in the narrow valley. Adell was waving, but I couldn't
see anyone on the deck. I couldn't really even make out who was on the bridge. 


One of the cranes swung out then
from the deck and pointed at us.


"What are they doing with that
crane?" Adell wondered out loud, "I don't see any cargo on it."


There was a bright flash at the
back of the crane's boom and then I suddenly remembered that each of the cranes
had a rocket launcher attached to them. The only real 'heavy' armament on the
ship.


"They're firing on us!" I
yelled, "Run!"


I heard the engines spool up to
full then, and as I watched a black dot with a glowing fire all around it came
streaking directly at us, it looked like a giant flaming donut. Even with
everything slowed down as my speed boost kicked in, I was only just starting to
jump over the side of the boat when the missile hit us. 


It must have hit us in one of the
fuel tanks because the first explosion only blew the boat apart. The secondary
one, however, lit up the cloud of fuel that had vaporized when we were hit.











Fourteen


Fel's Bar


 


 


"What happened?" I
grumbled as I came to, sitting at Fel's bar. I grabbed the mug sitting there in
front of me and drained it. The simple fact that it tasted wonderful and that
everything was in clear focus made it obvious that I was once again dead.


"They were infiltrated by
agents when they were buying another load of weapons. They forced Ann to tell
them where they'd been dropping off the weapons, and then they simply waited
for you to show up," Fel told me.


"Adell?"


"She's dead."


"What about the others on the
Moth?" I asked.


"Their fates are still being
decided, though several of them are already dead."


"Still being decided?" I
looked up at Fel, "How long have then been holding them?"


"You only died seven days ago,
William."


"What? How?" I looked at
him confused. I know the plane I was on had been pretty far from home.


"I have a shrine on Juntura
now, William. As soon as your soul made it to that realm, it came immediately
here. So you only spent three in limbo on Thayne, then another three on Nuris.
Hadn't you noticed that your mana from me was recharging at a more normal
rate?"


I shook my head, I hadn't actually,
and I should have, but then I hadn't been doing all that much with it since
then.


"So what happens now?" I
asked him.


"Now?" Fel smiled and
handed me another beer. "Nothing. You're done, you finished the
mission."


"I did?" 


Fel nodded, "You shipped over
sixteen thousand rifles to Vikoria's supporters. Using those weapons her people
launched an attack on the Two Rivers' rear areas and threw all of their
logistics and supplies into complete disarray. The Two Rivers' military leaders
had to pull a third of their army and send it back to pacify the uprising,
which caused their offense to crumble. Madria is now trying to take back what
they lost. 


"So Two Rivers is having to
dig in, in order to hold what they've won, and they're being forced to
negotiate with Vikoria's people."


"They'll do that?
Negotiate?"


Fel nodded, "They're farmers
and ranchers, William. They're not really soldiers. They'll fight when pushed,
like most people, but if Ral and Par, the Two Rivers' gods agree to leave them
alone and stop seizing their farms, property, and food, they'll lay down their
arms and just go back to feeding everyone. 


"It's their nature after
all."


I sighed, "And here I'd
thought I was helping to win the war."


Fel laughed and ruffled my hair
with a hand, "No, William, you were there solely to improve their
bargaining position."


I purred as he ruffled my hair. I
couldn't help it, it felt good. He was a god after all.


"So what did you get out of
it?" I asked after that little wave of euphoria had passed.


"The shrine of course."


"I'm a bit confused by
that," I admitted, "I thought you were each restricted to a single
sphere?"


"The core worlds are
different, William. Juntura is the absolute base of the arm of the infinite
that this realm exists on. Each of the worlds in what they call the first two
rings is a base world."


"So you can build a shrine
there?"


"I could build a temple there
if I were to gain enough followers."


"Really?" I was pretty
surprised by that.


"Yes, really," Fel said
with a grin.


"Then why hadn't you done it
already?"


"Because you have to be
invited into the core worlds by an already established god or goddess of
course. Because there are a very large number of conditions that have to be
met. I needed to have a worshipper from a core world, actually from Juntura.
When you came across Carol, I decided to recruit her, and after all the help I
gave her, she was more than willing."


"She said she was a high
priestess now, that you got a new one because of the new realm. Does that mean
you can get another champion?"


"Sadly, no," Fel gave an
exaggerated sigh, "I guess I'll just have to keep making do with you,
William."


I couldn't help smirking at that,
but I recalled something Adell had told me then.


"Wait, Adell told me that
Vikoria doesn't have any high priestesses, she didn't even know if they had a
champion, and now you get what, one per each of the realms there?


"I don't get it."


"The rules are very different
in the core worlds because technically all of the rules down all of the arms of
the infinite that fan out from that portion of the core are as subsets to it.
So you have choices as to what rules you must follow. 


"I'm already locked into the
rules of Saladin, so I must follow them there. I do gain one high priestess, as
Juntura is our root world. I can send priestesses or priests out to the other
core worlds, and I can even build shrines on them, but I can only have temples
or churches on Juntura, though I can also have churches on Syzkilmyr.


"Vikoria is operating under a
different set of rules. While she does not get a high priestess, and she can only
have priestesses, not priests, she can have as many temples, churches, or
shrines, as she wants on any of the core worlds, and that includes the first
three rings."


"And her champion?"


"She traded away her ability
to have a champion once she had a significant presence on all of the original
core worlds. But she gained the ability to summon champions from other realms
if their god was willing to supply them."


"Aryanna recommended you,
didn't she?"


"Actually, Sireen recommended
me. She was quite taken with your commitment to life, William. Vikoria is a
fertility goddess at her core, even if that fertility tends to focus more on
the lands than on the people. You're a doting father, when you have the time to
be," Fel grinned at that, "you're also a good husband."


"Speaking of being a good
husband, I really need to spend some time with Rachel and Darlene, and yes,
even Nara and Laria. But how did Sireen end up involved with Vikoria?"


"Back when Sireen was in her
glory days, her champions traveled far and wide. Somehow they got involved with
one another. Now, shall we go outside and talk with the recently departed?"


I nodded and standing up I
stretched.


 


 


Nara got me first of course; she
always did after I was reincarnated. I spent the rest of the day and the night
with her, and she introduced me to my newest son, Oren. My other two daughters
by her, Tiru and Mary were also happy to see me, Tiru, which was short for
Tirumalamman, a name which almost made me wince every time I heard it, had
started training to be a priestess several months ago and was doing very well
in her lessons. 


I think Nara was hoping she'd grow
up to replace her as Fel's high priestess, and considering who her parents
were, she definitely had a shot at the job. I think my casual ways with Fel
were rubbing off on her however, because she treated him more like an uncle
than a god. 


And Fel, of course, encouraged her
outrageously. If you thought having your grandparents spoil one of your kids
was bad, think of just how much worse it could be when a god did it.


Mary at least appeared to be a more
normal eleven-year-old, well at least for being one of my kids she did.


When I walked into Rachel and my
rooms at the castle I definitely got the surprise of my life, Rachel was there,
along with Laria who was nursing my newest child, but Darlene was there as well
and was looking very pleased.


"Will!" They all said
together, with a smile.


I got mobbed then by Rachel,
Darlene, and the rest of my kids, though Travis, Carrie, and Dennis were
missing.


I spent a few minutes giving out
kisses and hugs, especially to Rachel and Darlene. Then I went over to Laria
who was busy nursing Quinn, and sitting down next to her, I carefully picked
her up and set her in my lap as she nursed him, and just laid my chin on her
shoulder as I kept an arm wrapped around her as Rachel sat on my right and
Darlene on my left.


"I'm not complaining, mind
you," I purred, "but I wouldn't mind an explanation."


Rachel spoke up first, "We
decided it would be easier to share you if you didn't have to keep traveling
back and forth all the time."


I looked at Darlene.


"Travis wants to run the inn, and
he's old enough to take it over now. I know it's hard on you, Hon, running back
and forth between us, and I love you so much for actually taking the time to
show me that you care. This way you don't have to constantly choose between us,
we both get more of your time, and I get to make sure you're well taken care of
all the time," Darlene finished with a wink and I glanced over at
Rachel who had that look she got whenever she got her way.


"You let her talk you into
it?" I asked turning back to Darlene.


"Oh no, I talked her
into it." Darlene smiled one of those truly blinding smiles of hers.
"She either competes with me, or she sides with me. Besides, her servants
here really weren't up to the level they should be. I mean really, Rachel is
the queen of the largest kingdom on the continent! When you're the best, you
really need to make sure that you show it."


"How many of the staff
quit?" I asked looking at Rachel, who laughed.


"None. They like the idea of
claiming they're the best and want to be able to prove it."


"So where are Carrie and
Dennis?"


"They went back with Travis.
Your sister is going to take Carrie under her wing when she turns fifteen, and
Dennis said that while he liked it here, he'd rather go back home."


I nodded then and just listened as
everyone told me what I'd missed in the last several months that I'd been gone
as I nuzzled Laria and paid her attention. I figured that between Rachel and
Darlene, she'd probably been feeling rather left out. So when Quinn was done
with his breakfast, and Laria was done with hers, I picked her up and carried
her off to the main bedroom.


"Hey! What about us?"
Rachel teased.


"Laria missed out when I was
here last, it's only fair she gets me first," I smiled, "Plus I
figured I'd give the two of you some time to make plans."


"So, how have they been
treating you?" I asked Laria after I'd gotten her alone.


"They've been treating me
well, Will. I was worried when you got back that I'd never see you again."


"Oh?" I said, surprised.


"They get along so well now
it's scary. I figured that between the two of them I'd be left out completely.
They didn't fight over you, Will, they negotiated, while the high priestess,
Narasamman sat there and watched. They talked about who would be responsible
for what, and quickly agreed that Rachel runs the kingdom, being as she is the
queen, but that Darlene would run the castle, seeing as she ran your inn so
well."


"What about me?"


"Darlene admitted that she
felt you loved Rachel more than you loved her, but she also knew that you'd
never abandon her because you did love her. And that after meeting Rachel she
could see just why you loved her. So she felt that as she loved you more than
anything else in her life, her only real choice was to come here and help the
one you loved more than her because that would make you happy."


I blinked at that, "Wow, what
did Rachel say to that?"


"'That having Darlene as an
enemy was obviously the stupidest decision she could ever make and after she
finished moving all of her stuff into the master bedroom, would she help her
negotiate all of her trade agreements in the future?' and then they got up and
hugged and gave each other a kiss and Darlene moved in."


I snorted and gave Laria a kiss, I
knew Darlene could be tricky when she wanted something, and while I felt a
little bad that yes, I did in fact love Rachel more than I loved her, I still
loved Darlene more than anyone else after Rachel. I also had to admit I did
like the idea of having the two of them here, together, now that it was a
reality. 


Then again, I also liked the idea
of having Laria here and Nara not that far away. 


I'd still have to stop in to the
White Swan occasionally to check up on Travis, but it was a lot easier to stop
by for a day or two, then for months at a time.


I focused all of my attention on
Laria after that and made sure she knew that I wasn't going to let her get left
out. She was in a much happier mood when she left to give Quinn his lunch.


Shortly after which Rachel and
Darlene joined me in the bedroom. At least they brought food.


"So, Nara didn't warn
you?" Rachel asked.


I shook my head, "When I'm
with Nara, the last thing she wants is to discuss anything that distracts me
from her." I grinned at the both of them, "Not unlike the two of you.
So Laria told me that you've both become friends and allies?"


"I like her," Darlene
said and sliding up next to me, she kissed me.


"Who, Laria?"


"Oh, her too," Darlene
giggled, "but Rachel here, I like her. Then again, Will, I don't think I
could not like someone who ye love. Ye're a picky man; Hon. I know ye
won't love just any woman. Ye love her, and that's good enough for me to want
to love her too."


I smiled and gave her a hug, then
looked at Rachel.


"Yeah, the sneaky bar wench is
right," Rachel said with a purr and crawled up along my other side to give
me a kiss as well. "You wear your heart out in the open, Will, and it's
not hard to see that you love her, and honestly? I've wanted to get her to move
here for years now so I'd have you both under my control."


"Oh? And how's that working out
for you?" I laughed.


Rachel mock growled, "Tavern
owners are a lot trickier than bar wenches, and when I went and asked
Feliogustus for pointers he just laughed at me and said he'd never sell out
another innkeeper."


I made a note that maybe Fel and I
should talk about this as well. But it could wait.


"Well, I'd be lying if I said
I wasn't happy to see the two of you getting along. Laria seems to think you've
become best friends, and honestly I hope that's true. Because now that I've got
you both together here, I really don't want to go back to the way things were. Though
there is just one little thing I want you to remember."


"Oh?" They both asked
together and gave me that look that women give to their husbands when they
think he's going to ask for something stupid, like being in charge.


"Don't shut Laria out,
okay?"


"I think we can manage
that," Darlene purred, "Right, Rach?"


"Definitely, Darl,"
Rachel purred back. "But right now, I think we have someone here who we
need to spend the rest of the day using and abusing."


"Oh! I can finally show you
all of those tricks I learned as a bar wench!" 


 


The rest of the day, and that
evening was very entertaining as well as educational. Rachel might be
adventurous in bed, but Darlene truly had no shame.











Fifteen


Hiland Castle


 


 


I woke up after a dream that had
left me just a little uncomfortable, for all that I was having trouble
remembering what it was about. I was sandwiched between Darlene and Rachel, and
I recalled just how many times I'd woken up between Nue and Adonna like that. 


Of course, I didn't really love
either Nue or Adonna. I liked them, I definitely liked them a lot, but we all
knew when it started that it was just a passing thing. I wondered what was
going to happen to them? They were just members of the crew after all, but I
had a nagging feeling that whatever it was, I wasn't going to like it.


Then I remembered the little
'trick' that Adell had played on us before we'd left and suddenly I remembered
that I had two, no, three, children out there whose mothers might just be in a
world of hurt.


I know I shouldn't really care all
that much about it, odds where they'd be fine, and it wasn't like I was
positive they were really pregnant. Adell might have just been having one over
on me. In the almost four weeks we'd worked together, I'd learned that she
really did have a pretty quirky sense of humor.


Still, I'd better go talk to Fel.
He'd know. 


"Will?" I turned and
looked at Rachel who was looking at me.


"Yes?"


"You're growling."


I sighed, "I think I have some
unfinished business."


I watched as her eyes narrowed,
"What did you do this time?"


"I was sleeping with a couple
of women on the ship I was working on. Nothing serious, but it gets boring
sailing all the time."


"And?"


"And I think someone may just
have set it up so I got them pregnant."


"You're not bringing them back
here!" Rachel's voice was soft, but I could hear the growl.


"No, of course not. But their
ship was captured after I left, and suddenly I'm worried about my children. If
they really did get pregnant. If those women are even still alive."


"William..." Rachel
started but was suddenly cut off.


"Rach," Darlene said
softly.


"No!"


"Rachel," Darlene sighed,
"why do we love him?"


"Dammit! He just got
back!"


"So go bitch to your god, he's
the one that keeps sending him out," Darlene said and then yawned.
"But our man has to do, what he has to do. Just like you do, just like I
do."


Rachel grumbled and then sighed.
"You're right. I swear though, in the future I think one of us is going to
go with him just to keep him out of this kind of trouble!"


"Well, I need to see to the
staff and make sure they've got breakfast started," Darlene said as she
stretched on the bed beside me. "Try to eat something before you go, Will.
And do have someone let us know if you're not coming back tonight?"


I gave Darlene a kiss and a pat on
the butt as she got out of bed, then I gave Rachel a kiss and she gave me a pat
on the butt as I got up to follow Darlene.


"Take Evean with you,"
Rachel said.


"Huh?" I looked back at
her.


"Take Evean, she'll be happy
for the time with you, and she'll definitely keep you out of trouble."


"Evean?" I looked at
Rachel, "Evean is trouble all by herself!"


"And Jane, I like her. Take
her along too."


I thought about that, while it
would be very helpful having the two of them with me, I had no way of getting
them, or their respective gods, to agree with me and I said as much.


"And that's why I'm the Queen
and you're just my love slave," Rachel said with a smirk. "Now go,
and don't forget something to eat. I might as well go harass my commissioners
after I've had some breakfast myself."


"Yes, your majesty!" I
said and sketched a bow, then went out to grab a quick bite and head down to
the temple. 


 


"Morning, Fel," I said as
I walked in through the back door to the temple, "Just how bad is
it?"


"They're slaves now, William.
They've been sent to one of the church's bordellos."


"Two Rivers has
bordellos?" I said, surprised.


"They're not exactly a nice
and friendly group," Fel admitted.


"Are they really pregnant with
my kids?"


"I'm afraid so, William."


I sighed, "Damn. I guess I
need to go back and free them. Can you tell me where they are?"


"They're in Rossiya, after
they were captured and you and Adell were dealt with, they went there."


"How close can you get me to
there?"


"Well, William, that's where
the problem is. If I send just you, Vikoria will help because it's her
followers. However, I honestly believe that none of you will survive the
attempt."


"And if I bring Evean and Jane
like Rachel wants me too?"


"Then I can send you through
to my shrine on Juntura, however, you'll have to get from there to Rossiya on
your own."


"So either I go against stiff
odds, or I show up after they've been getting raped for a week two."


"Adonna was a prostitute
before so hopefully it won't mess her up too much, and Dani's kinky enough to probably
not be bothered by it. Nue however, I suspect that she will be hurt by
it."


"And you can fix her."


"Yes, though there will be a
price of course."


I nodded, I knew how gods worked, and
they always had to get something for their help.


"I think agreeing to raise her
child as a follower of mine isn't too great a price though, do you?"


"No, not really. So, are Jane
and Evean willing to go? And if not do I have to ask Rachel to offer whatever
bribes she's thinking of offering?"


"Jane will be here shortly,
same for Evean. Evean actually is very willing to help; Rogen, however, would
appreciate some sort of bribe." Fel's voice gave a small chuckle,
"Course he'd let her go anyway, even if you didn't. He spoils her worse
than I spoil you."


"I'll make sure we do
something for him. I'll even try and do something for you," I grinned.


 


 


"Will! How nice to see you
again!" Carol said as I stepped out of the portal in front of the shrine.
"Introduce me to your friends!"


I'd come through as human, same as
last time, but I quickly shifted into my champion form. Both Jane and Evean
also came through as humans, and I did a double take when I saw Evean before
she shifted. Her human form, which was her base form just like it was mine,
actually looked good. The cleft pallet was gone, as were the port stains on her
face. She noticed my surprise and winked at me as she shifted into her champion
form as well. 


I gave Carol a hug and introduced
her to Evean and Jane. I'm sure Fel had told her we were coming and all of
that. But it still paid to be polite.


"We need a ride to Portland,
and from there we need to make our way to Rossiya, any ideas?" I asked
Carol as she led us out of the tent and around behind it.


"Well, I have a small boat I
can take you into Portland on. Once there I can point you in the direction of a
number of captains and ships that take passengers. It will just depend on who's
in port."


"Why don't we just buy a ship
and fly there ourselves?" Evean asked.


"Because it's a long way and
flying these things isn't all that easy," I told her. "I'd rather
wait until we get near to where we want to go," and I winked at Evean
then, "and steal one."


Jane sighed and Evean just laughed
while Carol giggled as she led us up to the 'small boat' she had parked behind
the tent. It was smaller than the cargo skiff I'd bought, but not by much. It
also had twice as many engine nacelles and no gas bag.


"Been spending some of that
money I see," I said looking it over.


"Well, there's only one of me
right now, and there are things Fel wants done, so I have to do a fair bit of
traveling."


"Sounds good to me," I
agreed and we all followed Carol onto the boat. She started the twin diesel
generators and once they were running showed us where we could sit and look out
the windows. I went up to the cockpit with her and we chatted a bit as she took
off and flew us to Portland. If I thought the last flight had been quick, this
one seemed to take half as long. This boat was way faster than the previous
one, and apparently Carol was a bit of a speed freak.


"So Feliogustus told me about
what happened to you on Thayne," Carol said as we drew near to Portland.


"Did he mention the little
trick that Vikoria's priestess pulled on me?"


Carol snorted, "Yeah, she
should have warned you about it, unless of course one of the girls asked her to
do it. But honestly, you're just looking for an excuse to go save them, aren't
you?"


I nodded, "Yeah, I think
you're right. If Fel had told me that they weren't pregnant I think I would
have told him I felt like a member of their crew and I just couldn't abandon
them like that."


"Don't be afraid to ask any of
Vikoria's priestesses for help, but only do it if you really need it.
Feliogustus tells me that she likes you, so once she finds out you're trying to
save those very children that one of her priestesses created, you just might be
able to call in a favor or two."


"You think so?"


Carol snorted, "I followed her
for years until I changed to Feliogustus. True I wasn't very devout, and
Vikoria's only real strength is the number of her followers and their economic
power. But that means she has priestesses almost everywhere."


"I didn't see any while I was
on the Grey Moth, well other than the one we picked up."


"How often did you leave the
docks?" Carol asked, glancing at me as she starting to maneuver us into a
landing at one of the places for smaller boats. It was on land, and not that
far from the docks where the bigger ships were berthed.


"Not very," I agreed.


"Well, we need to make a
detour to a gun shop, so I can get you some firearms, just so people don't get
the wrong idea. Then I'll take you to the local passenger booking office."


"Sounds good, any other
suggestions?"


"It might be better if the
three of you went in human form, seeing as you all have that ability?"


"Why?"


"Because there are no catfolk
who follow Two Rivers, in fact, only humans are allowed to follow them. So
you'll attract less attention that way."


"Makes sense," I agreed
and shifted back to my base form here. "Evean, Jane, you hear that?"


"Sure did," Jane said and
glancing back at them, both were now in human form. 


"Help me tie the boat
down," Carol said as she powered down the engines, "then we'll get
you geared up and find you passage."


It didn't take us long to get the
boat tied down, and then Carol led us off to a nice, but reasonably priced
weapons shop. Interestingly enough, she knew the owner so we didn't have to
haggle as much. I opted to buy the exact same model pistol as I'd had before,
and I used the knowledge I'd gotten from working with Dani in the armory to
help Evean and Jane pick something they'd be comfortable with.


We also bought some good quality
swords and daggers while we were there, as the three of us had come through the
portal unarmed.


Once we finished there, we followed
Carol as she led us towards a clothing store of sorts. I only say 'of sorts'
because they sold armor as well.


"You'll all need some better
clothes to fit in, and you should get some light armor as well."


"What do we need armor
for?" Jane asked.


"Yeah, I'm not sure that we
really need to spend the money on it," I agreed. As a sailor on the Grey
Moth, I hadn't worn any armor at all. In fact, no one onboard had.


"It will let you pass
yourselves off as mercenaries," Carol told us. "Everyone knows that
there's a war on over there, so your traveling to a war zone instead of away
from it will make sense. Otherwise, you're going to stand out to those folks
whose attention you'd probably rather not attract."


We all had to agree with that.


"And look, they have very
reasonable prices on used armor."


"Used?" Jane asked
looking at it askance.


"If you all show up in new
armor, that'll attract even more attention, right? You're supposed to be experienced
mercenaries. Not new inexperienced ones."


"You sure know a lot about
this kind of stuff?"


"I was on a pirate ship as a
slave for two years," Carol sighed, "I picked up a few things."


"Sorry," Jane said,
blushing.


"Not your fault," Carol
smiled and helped us pick out what to buy.


Once we finished up and left, now
wearing the armor we'd just bought, Carol led us down to the docks.


"So we stopping in here for
lunch?" Jane asked as Carol led us into a bar. 


"No, this is where we're going
to find you a ship."


"I thought you were going to
take us to an office?"


"Bar, office, what's the
difference?" Carol smirked.


"One has better food and
drinks!" Evean laughed.


"Exactly."


Carol steered us over to a table
and we all sat down and ordered as soon as the waitress came over.


"Wait here," Carol told
us, then she got up and started going table to table, talking to the people
there. I quickly realized that a ship captain with some of their crew was at
each of the ones she stopped at. I recalled that several of the contracts for
shipping Ann had gotten were made in bars like this one. Well, maybe not as
nice as this one, Ann was a smuggler after all.


By the time our food had arrived,
Carol came back with a gnome.


"This is Ron," Carol
introduced us; "he's the quartermaster for Captain Oxmor, of the ship
Oxmor's Pride."


I looked Ron over, as gnomes went
he looked younger than Venmyra, he was a bit bigger and stronger looking as
well. I guessed that it was common for quartermasters to be gnomes, considering
that their business acumen was supposed to be better than most humans.


"Carol here tells me and the
Captain that you're looking to travel to Rossiya for work?"


The three of us nodded.


"Well, we can take you as far
as Thayne. We won't go to Rossiya, there are too many rumors now about that Two
Rivers crowd seizing regular merchants like us. But I'm sure you'll have an
easier time finding a ship going your way at Thayne than you will be
here."


"That sounds good to me,"
I said and smiled. "How much, and when do we sail?"


"We're sailing tonight just
before the sun sets. As for price, seeing as you're all merc's, the Captain has
authorized me to give you a discount, if you be willing to stand watch and take
part in the ship's defense."


I scowled a bit, "Are you
expecting trouble from pirates?"


"No, but there's those rumors,
and we heard that just last month a ship in Nuris got taken by some Two Rivers
folk disguised as longshoremen. Normally we don't ship mercenaries or their
like, but Carol here vouches for you and the Captain wants the extra security."


I nodded, "In that case, we
agree," I said and reaching across the table I shook hands with him.


"Does he speak for the both of
you ladies as well?"


"He does," both Evean and
Jane agreed.


"Then finish your lunch, and
I'll have one of the boys escort you down to our ship."


We thanked him, I gave Carol a hug
and she left us then, to head back to the shrine. After we finished eating a
young man came over and after introducing himself, we made our way down to
Oxmor's Pride.


 


We spent the next few hours getting
settled in; they stuck the three of us in a small cabin, which earned me a look
from Jane. I knew she was actually involved with Shin, the champion for that
island goddess back on Saladin, but I couldn't tell if she was thinking about
sleeping with me or warning me not to make any passes. As women were the
aggressors on the world she'd grown up on, it could have been either one.


We got a quick tour of the ship,
told what watches we'd be expected to stand, and when the meals were served.
Jane then excused herself and Evean latched onto me immediately and started
undressing me.


"Somebody's horny," I
laughed.


"I just want to show you the
new me, is all," Evean smirked.


I grabbed her head and pulling her
close I kissed her, "I was perfectly happy with the old you, and you know
it."


"What, don't you like
it?" She said with a very sexy pout.


"I like that you went and did
something for yourself, to make you feel better about who you are. Yes, it
looks very good, whoever you went and saw did a wonderful job. When did you get
it done?"


Evean went back to removing my
pants, and then did a few things that made me sigh happily before she answered.


"About six months ago. I went
back to Earth and found a top surgeon and got it all taken care of."


"Well, let's get you undressed
so I can appreciate all of his hard work."


"Her hard work," Evean
giggled.


"Her?"


"The surgeon was a woman. Now,
come here and show me that you still love me!"


 


I found out later that night that
Jane's look was definitely in the 'I don't want you hitting on me' category,
but I was fine with that. I know that she still disapproved of Evean's
incredibly loose sexual mores and thought I was crazy for sleeping with her,
but for all of our tangled past I had serious and sincere feelings for Evean,
and it was a constant source of wonder that she felt the same way about me. 


Because honestly, she could have
any man she wanted, and yet she still wanted me. Back on Saladin, she was the
most beautiful woman alive. On a scale of one to ten, she was a twenty. As a
human woman, because of the disfigurement she'd been born with, she'd been at
the other end of the scale. Even now, after the surgeon's work, she was
probably only a 'six' at best. Oh, she had a kick-ass body, there was no doubt
about that, and with the port stains removed and the little issues associated
with them, it definitely helped. But she was still only attractive as a human
woman, while Jane was well into the 'hot' category.


But the next morning when we went
to eat breakfast with the rest of the crew, every man's eyes tracked Evean, who
was leaning against me. Because one thing Evean had learned to do as Rogen's
champion was to exude sensuality. Sure, they'd look at Jane and smile, but
their eyes kept dragging back to Evean.


That was something she'd never been
able to do in the past, because few men could get by her looks and she was too
self-conscious about them. But with that problem gone, well I'd seen 'happy
Evean' in the past. 'Happy Evean' had dragged me into bed and almost killed me
from exhaustion.


I now had a very happy Evean
hanging off of me; I think her ego was probably larger than the ship at this
point as she just soaked it all up with a smile. I started to wonder if I was
going to survive this trip.


Later, while the three of us were
out practicing on the deck Jane came up to me when Evean ran off to get
something to drink.


"You don't think you could ask
her to turn it off, do you?"


"Turn what off?" 


"That blatant sex appeal. If
the rest of the crew didn't know that you were sleeping with her, I suspect
they'd all be trying to get her into bed."


"Not getting jealous, are
you?" I teased.


"There was a time I would have
been, I'll admit it," Jane chuckled and shook her head. "But now I
think I know better."


"I'm surprised you're not
giving me a lecture about staying away from her."


Jane snorted, "With you,
that's a lost cause, besides which she's laid claim to you pretty
obviously."


"Evean?" I chuckled,
"We talking about the same woman?"


"Don't be dense, Will. You
know how she feels about you, and I can see that a lot of it's mutual."


I grinned a little goofily at Jane,
"Yeah, I guess I do."


"Well, she may be a psycho,
but at least she's your psycho. I'll warn you right now though, Will,
you ever hurt her or turn her away and I can guarantee you that she'll spend
the rest of her existence making yours a living hell."


I sighed and nodded,
"Actually, I get that. Oh, I don't think she's as single-minded about me
as you do, Evean's a pretty smart and devious woman. And worldly, a lot more
worldly than I am. I think she just likes acting like my psycho girlfriend
because she thinks I get off on it."


"You would, wouldn't
you?" Jane laughed.


I shrugged, "Every woman in my
life has been a pretty smart and powerful gal. I'm just attracted to smart
women," and I winked at her.


"Well, she is smart,"
Jane admitted, "not that you'd know it from the way she acts most of the
time."


"So why all the concern?"
I was curious about that.


"How do you think Evean is
going to react when she gets to meet the two women who you thought enough of to
knock up?"


That made me stop a moment.


"I've already told the both of
you that I didn't do it on purpose."


Jane sighed and shook her head,
"Will, you are a wonderful man, a great lover, and a good friend. But
sometimes you're just thick."


Evean came back up then and passed
the jug of water she'd brought up with her around to each of us. 


I thought about Jane's comment as
we fenced against each other for a while. I knew most women liked having kids.
Hell, if I was one to go by, most men liked having kids as well. But I hadn't
been thinking of Evean like that. From what I'd picked up, most woman champions
didn't have children.


Or did they? Maybe they just didn't
tell anyone, for the very same reasons that Stephanie had counseled me all
those years ago to never admit to anyone the truth about how I felt about
Darlene or Rachel, or that I had children. 


And suddenly I started wondering
about just why Rachel had suggested I take Evean with me! Damn, that was the
problem with marrying smart and devious women. Especially ones who ruled
kingdoms and were way smarter than you were. By the time you figured out just
what they were up to, it was often too late.


And here I'd thought this trip was
just going to be a simple rescue mission.











Sixteen


Thayne  - Port Mowin


 


 


"So now what?" Jane asked
as we walked down the gangplank of the Oxmor's Pride. The trip had been a quick
one, only taking five days to get here. All things considered, it had been an
easy trip and Evean had definitely kept it from getting boring. Though I think
our discussion about the relative merits of the different roles in Casablanca
might have left Jane scratching her head. 


"We need to find a ship that
can take us to Gadston. That's where the bordello is that they're enslaved
in."


"And then what?"


"Then we check out the lay of
the land, go inside, gather up the girls, duck out the back, and just take 'em
back to Fel's. I figure he can open a gate back to the shrine and I can just
bring them back there."


"Before Rachel finds out,"
Evean snickered.


"Rachel already knows about
them, keeping secrets from her is not something I'm prepared to do. But yeah,
keeping them around wouldn't be a good idea. I was just as much a diversion to
them, as they were to me."


"Up until you got them
pregnant that is."


I sighed, "Yeah, there is
that, but it still kind of grates to let people who you were friends with end
up getting screwed like this. Yeah, it's not my fault, but it just doesn't feel
right, you know?"


"Anyone else, I'd say they
were full of it, but it's not like you haven't done things like this
before."


"He has?" Jane asked.


"Second time we met, he was
helping some of my people out. Cause he felt he owed it to me," Evean
replied.


"Wait, I thought he killed you
the first time you two met?"


"Yeah, yeah, I'm a boy scout,"
I sighed.


"But I like boy scouts!"
Evean giggled, "They know all those neat tricks with ropes!"


Jane just sighed, "Evean,
you're weird."


"Oh, just slightly bent,"
Evean laughed.


"More like severely," I
replied.


"You know, none of this is
finding us a boat," Jane interrupted.


"Spoilsport," Evean said
sticking out her tongue.


"Come on, let's cruise the
bars and see what we can find," I sighed and we headed off the docks and
up the street into the town. 


"Who owns the town we're
heading to?" Evean asked.


"Gadston? It's in Two Rivers'
territory."


"And they're in a war with the
local ruler, Madria, right?"


"So?"


"So that makes them the enemy
to a lot of the people here I bet. I think we better be careful about opening
our mouths and just watch what's going on. If we say we're mercs looking for
work in Madria none of the Two Rivers people are going to want to talk to us.
But if was say we're looking to work for Two Rivers, well, I don't think
that'll go over all that well either."


I nodded, "And Two Rivers is
mostly a religious group, and the moment we meet a priest, it'll be all over
for the three of us. So what do you suggest?"


"Smugglers of course,"
Evean smiled. "Gadston is probably paying a premium for supplies,
especially luxury items. Any ships that aren't their own are probably going to
have to deal with attacks from privateers or the other side trying to disrupt
shipping. So there's a good chance we might be able to find a job as crew
working on one of those boats. They're gonna need fighters after all."


"Sometimes I forget just how
smart you are," Jane laughed. "So just how do we find such a
place?" 


"Who are the people in any
town who know where all the trouble spots are?"


"The police?" Jane
suggested.


"Oh hell no! The clergy! Let's
go find the local temple to that goddess that owes Will a favor, and ask
there."


We were just passing by the dock
master's office so I stuck my head in and got directions. Twenty or so minutes
of walking later, and we were there.


"Yes? How can I help
you?" one of the priestesses inside asked coming over to me.


"We need to get to Gadston,
and we need to get there without coming to the attention of any Two Rivers
priests. So I was hoping you could tell us just where we might find a group of
merchants or smugglers who might be looking to hire on some extra crew for the
trip?"


She looked at me rather frostily,
"And just why would I help you with that?"


"That's between me and
Vikoria, so why don't you go ask her?"


"You expect me to
believe...." 


I put my hand on her arm and she
stopped, her eyes narrowing slightly.


"I see," she said instead
and patted my hand. "I don't know the docks that well, let me get someone
who can help you. Meanwhile, might I suggest you go to the pub next door? This
probably isn't the best place to discuss this."


"Thank you," I said and
grabbing both of the girls we headed next door to wait.


We didn't have all that long to
wait before an old man came in, looked around a bit, and then upon seeing us,
he came over to our table.


"Buy an old sailor a
drink?"


"Sure, have a seat and order
whatever you want," Jane said and nodded to the open chair.


"You folks new in town?"
he asked eyeing us over as he flagged down a waitress.


"Just passing through," I
smiled.


The waitress came and he ordered. I
put some money on the table as she left, enough to cover a couple of rounds.


"Tabatha told me you're
looking for a ship. She didn't tell me why and told me not to ask, but she said
you want to go to Gadston, and I gather you want to get there without arousing
certain suspicions."


I nodded, "Something like
that, can you help us?"


"I most certainly can, but
it'll cost ya'."


"How much?"


"Two hundred crowns."


"That's a lot of money for a
friend of the church to be paying," Jane growled.


"It's not for me, it's for the
guys I'm gonna hire."


"Care to explain?" I
asked.


"The Blue Star is in port
loading up with a shipment for Gadston. But they don't usually take on
strangers and they've got a full compliment. Fortunately though, a lot of folks
around here aren't exactly keen with the idea of people trading with the Two
Rivers folks. Too many rumors been floating around about them stealing ships.
After a sailor came back and claimed to have seen the Grey Moth sitting at
anchor in Gadston without her crew, well, let's just say that most folk won't
sail there anymore and won't have much to do with those that do."


"And just how does this get us
on board?"


"They all tend to drink at the
Crazed Hen, not too far from the docks. Now if you were to go there and maybe
befriend a few of them, when my boys show up and pick a fight with them, it'd
put you in right with them, if you saved their asses. Just make sure a few of
them get hurt enough that they'll be willing to sign on some help for the next
leg of their trip."


"Just how hard is it to get
into Gadston?" Evean spoke up.


"Up until last week, it wasn't
hard at all. Most folk here really don't care about their little war. As long
as there's money to be made, they'll sail. But taking a ship and a crew like
that? That's no better than pirates, and most sailors don't ken much with the
pirates."


The waitress showed up with his
drink then and picked up the money from the table I'd left for her, and moved
off.


After she was out of earshot I got
out two hundred crowns and paid him.


"Pleasure doing business with
you," I smiled and getting up we headed off for the Crazed Hen.


 


It didn't take us long to figure
out who the Blue Star sailors were because no one else was drinking with them
or talking with them. In fact, some of the other sailors were giving them looks
that were downright hostile. 


We took up a spot at the bar next
to them, and sure enough one of them started chatting up Evean, and unlike the
other sailors that she'd been shutting down, she started talking with him.


It wasn't much longer after that,
that another one was trying to chat up Jane, who was actually being engaging
and I found myself talking with one of the other sailors.


"So, what's everybody got
against you guys?" I asked after a couple of drinks.


"Oh, they'll all mad that
we're stilling shipping for that Two Rivers crowd."


I gave him a look, "What in
the hell for? Last time we were through here nobody seemed to care."


"Eh, some Captain got caught
smuggling and they took her ship."


"Um, isn't that what they
usually do?" I asked, giving him my best 'duh' look.


"Yeah, exactly! And we ain't
smugglers. We run a clean ship and make an honest living. What is it you and
your two friends do, anyways?"


"We're mercs, basically. We
heard that there might be business over in Rossiya, and we took a job guarding
a shipment on the way here. It was a one-way ticket, as they're not hauling
anything expensive back, but we figured we'd book a flight through and then
sign up with one of the groups over there. Only," I sighed.


"Only what?"


"Only we just heard that the group
that was hiring, isn't hiring anymore. So until we can find another job
guarding cargo, I guess we're gonna be staying here a while."


"Well with the way that whole
thing has been going back and forth, I'm sure if you're here long enough,
something will pick up. I just know that right now, with so many other captains
refusing to haul cargo to any Two Rivers ports that we're making a killing.
Course it also means we don't get any time off. We got in this afternoon and
we'll be shipping out come sunrise."


"So what's this Two Rivers
place like?" I asked.


The other guy laughed, "Two
Rivers isn't a place! It's the name of the group that runs the town we haul to.
We're traveling to Gadston. It's one of their oldest settlements, though by the
way things are measured around here, it's not really all that old, couple
hundred years at best."


"I'm Will, by the way," I
said and stuck out my hand.


"Josh, I'm the cargo master
for the Blue Star."


We shook hands and I bought him a
drink as he told me what Gadston was like, and what the people there were like.
I could tell he wasn't exactly crazy about the Two Rivers people, but money was
money, and they were willing to pay a lot of it.


I noticed as we continued to talk
that the bar was starting to get more and more crowded while we did. Some of
the newcomers were jostling the other Blue Star crewmembers and when one of
them hit on Jane of all people, that started an argument and then suddenly we
were in the middle of a full-on bar fight.


With our heightened speed and
strength, it wasn't hard for me or the girls to dodge most of the punches
thrown our way. I don't know if the old man we'd talked to had warned them not
to go hard on us, but they sure seemed to be trying. 


When people started to go down, I
decided it was time for us to act, and I stopped pulling my punches and picking
up a barstool, I used it to start driving the attackers back from my new
friends.


Jane quickly followed my lead and
did the same, while Evean took a bottle of alcohol off the bar and would take a
mouthful, then spray it out at the attackers. 


While holding a lighter in front of
her mouth.


That got them running rather
quickly as several of the attackers' clothes got set on fire.


I picked up Josh, who'd been hit
pretty solidly over the head with something and was now bleeding, and threw him
over my shoulders while helping up one of the other crewmembers who looked like
he had now had a broken arm. 


Jane led us all out the back door
while the bartender starting yelling threats at Evean, then we all quickly made
our way down to the docks and up onto the Blue Star. I carried Josh down to
what I guess was their small medical bay, the Blue Star was huge as ships go.
Easily half again as long as the Grey Moth had been, and probably three times
as wide.


"Who the hell are you?"
Some old guy yelled at me as I set Josh down.


"The name's Will," I said
looking up at him, "I was talking with Josh here when we were all attacked
by some group. It was pretty nasty."


I noticed that Evean and Jane were
there as well, also helping other sailors who'd gotten injured in the fight.


"He's telling the truth,
Captain!" one of the guys with Evean spoke up. He looked like he had a
broken foot from the way he was limping. "We were just all talking and
minding our own business when a bunch of guys jumped us. I think I recognized a
couple of crew from the Harshaw. If Will, Jane, and Evean hadn't helped us, I
think it would have been a lot worse."


"Why's that?" the Captain
asked.


"They're mercs, and after
seeing them fight, obviously pretty tough ones."


"What are a couple of
mercenaries doing in the Crazed Hen?"


I shrugged, "We got stranded
when the job we came here to work wasn't open anymore. So we're looking for a
guard job on any ships we can find heading back to Prime.  You wouldn't know of
anyone hiring, would you?"


The Captain shook his head,
"Can't say as I do, and right now if I were to recommend you for
something, odds are they'd be turning you down. We're not exactly popular right
now in these parts."


I nodded, "Well, we got your
men back here. I guess we'll be on our way then."


Josh grabbed my sleeve then; I
guess he'd regained consciousness while the Captain and I were talking.


"Captain, everyone saw them
fighting on our side. If nothing else we should let them sleep here tonight,
until everyone in town calms back down."


I looked at the Captain and after a
moment, he nodded. "Josh is right, I wouldn't be surprised if they
followed you back here and are just waiting to waylay anyone else who comes off
the ship. Harris!" the Captain called and looked around.


"Yes, Captain?"


"Find these three bunks down
in the crew hold for the night," the Captain turned to look at me and the
girls, "Assuming you need a place to stay?"


I smiled and nodded, "Thanks,
Captain."


 


 


When morning came, the three of us
were summoned up to the Captain's dayroom.


"Will, Evean, Jane," he
said nodding to each of us. "I wanted to thank the three of you again for
coming to the aid of my crew. Several of them were pretty badly hurt. I'd hate
to think of what might have happened to them if you hadn't been there."


We all nodded.


"However, we have a small
problem now. Five of my men really aren't able to do their jobs right now, and
I don't want to try and take them to the local doctor. Our medic says they're
fine, most of them really just need some time to heal, and we can always see a
doctor when we get to Gadston. 


"But it leaves me pretty short-handed,
and I know you said that you're all at loose ends right now, so I was hoping I
could offer you a berth for the next few days? It'd be a working berth of
course, if you don't mind taking on the chores of a sailor."


I looked at the girls, who all
nodded and then looked back at him.


"Captain, it sure beats paying
to stay in a flophouse while we look for work. We'd be more than happy to sail
with you."


"Thank you, all three of you.
Welcome aboard the Blue Star," he said and then shook each of our hands.


He called in crewman Harris then,
who took us around to show us our new jobs. It didn't take us long to get
settled in, I had a bit of an edge from my time on the Grey Moth, so I
understood how shipboard life here worked. Evean surprisingly knew a lot about
living on a ship as well, obviously there was a story there I'd have to ask about
some day. Jane was a bit lost, but she was a quick study and they only had to
tell her once what to do and she did it.


The trip there was three days long.
Not because it was all that far, but because the Blue Star was slow. I ended up
standing most of my watches in the engine room, cleaning and helping with the
general maintenance down there. The six diesel motors that they had turning
generators down there were huge. I was surprised that the engineer and his
mates were all human, but then I'd come to the realization that this was an all
human ship. It was also an all-male ship, though no one made any passes at Jane
or Evean while we were underway. 


Part of that I think was because
the Captain had made it clear that there would be no fraternization onboard
ship. Part of it I think was because they remembered how the men Jane punched
went down, and of course there were the ones Evean had set on fire. 


I think more than a few of the men
were shocked to find out that 'the crazy one' was my girlfriend.


We just made sure to behave
ourselves and not give the Captain or the crew any grief. We'd also decided to
slip off the ship quietly without being seen when we got to Gadston, the people
onboard had been beyond nice to us and we all felt a little guilty for getting
them beat up. So it wouldn't pay for them to be associated with the problems we
were going to stir up after we got to Gadston.











Seventeen


Rossiya - Gadston Harbor


 


 


The three of us were on the deck as
the ship sailed into Gadston. Like most of the port towns I'd seen, Gadston was
on the shore of a large bay, taking up about a quarter of the shoreline. There
were a lot of docks, and there were a lot of ships as well. I'd heard several
people claim that the Grey Moth was now moored here, and I wanted to see if it
was true.


"What's the difference between
moored and docked?" Jane asked me as I started to scan the water below. We
were still fairly high up, and at the rate we were coming down, I suspected it
would take us a good half hour to settle onto the water. Which, considering the
size and weight of the ship, was probably only wise.


"Docked is just that, you're
tied up at the dock. Moored means you've been tied to a permanent anchorage
that's set out in the water."


"Why would you do that?"


"Because it frees up space at
the docks and it stops anyone from just walking onto the ship. You either take
another boat out to it, or you swim out to it. I guess they haven't decided
just what they want to do with the Moth yet if it is moored out there
someplace."


"How long ago did they capture
it?" Evean asked.


"I don't know, but they killed
me and the priestess I was with twenty-two days ago. I gathered from Fel that
they put the girls into the whorehouse around the time we left to come here? I
didn't ask exactly what the date was on that, I didn't want to make any stupid
decisions."


"Do you know where the place
is?"


I nodded and pointed towards the
docks, "It's within easy walking distance of the docks. They cater mainly
to sailors, be they merchant or military. Basically anyone who has the
cash."


"Just how big is the
place?"


"Four stories, plus an
attached bar on the ground floor. Girls work in small rooms in the main
building, Fel couldn't tell me how many, in fact he couldn't tell me much of
anything about it."


"Why's that?"


I sighed, "It's holy
ground."


"They consecrated a
whorehouse!" Jane yelled at me. If we hadn't been on deck near one of the
motors, I suspect everyone would have heard us.


"Yup. So the moment we set
foot in there...."


"They'll know we're coming,"
Evean finished.


"And we can't open up a portal
back home only holy ground," Jane grumbled and then glared at me.
"And just when were you going to tell us about this?"


"I'm telling you now, aren't
I?" I shrugged, "Besides, what would telling you in advance have
done? Other than make you worry?"


I leaned over the rail and squinted
a bit. 


"I think I see her."


"Who?"


"The Grey Moth."


"Which one is it?" Evean
asked.


I pointed to one that was off from
the other ships, "That one with the long prow."


Evean looked down my arm and then
looked around the deck, then off towards town, then back down towards the
water.


"You know, if we slipped off
the back of the ship into the water when it landed, we could easily swim to it.
Then once it's dark we could climb up onboard and check it out."


"Why?" Jane asked.


"Yeah, why?" I seconded.


"Well you were smuggling
weapons, and hopefully there's still some onboard. If we're going to be taking
over a bordello, we're going to need a lot more firepower than just a couple of
pistols."


"Well, let's go get our
stuff," Jane said.


I looked down at the Grey Moth and
where it looked like we would set down on the lake. It was probably a half mile
away, but we were champions, so we could do it. It wouldn't even be that hard
to slip off without being seen, considering the size of the ship.


"What do you think the Captain
will do once he realizes that we're missing?" Jane asked.


"Keep his mouth shut,"
Evean replied. "He'll realize immediately that we're up to no good and
just be happy that no one will associate us with his crew or the ship. I bet he
won't even tell the crew that we're gone."


"He'll probably tell them that
he paid us off and leave it at that," I agreed.


 


Two hours later and we were pulling
ourselves up out of the water and onto one of the Grey Moth's stabilizing
wings. The sun had gone down and either Rossiya didn't have a moon, or it
wasn't up yet. In either case, it was pitch dark and we'd all shifted back into
our champion forms to take advantage of both the night vision, as well our
claws so we could climb up onto the ship more easily.


As we got up to the gunwale I could
see that there were lights coming from the ship's mess, leaking out from around
the closed shutters. I could also hear that one of the ship's generators was running.
Looking around carefully before slipping over the rail and onto the deck I
couldn't see anyone standing a watch anywhere, so I carefully slipped onboard
with Evean and Jane quickly following.


"Do you think any of the crew
is still here?" Evean whispered to me.


I shook my head, "I don't
know. I'm surprised that she's still sitting here, to be honest."


"So what's the plan
then?"


"We clear the ship; kill
everyone unless they're the original crew. Those lights are coming from the
mess, so we might as well start there. Try not to use any guns; I don't want to
alert anyone else onboard that we're here."


They both nodded and I led them
into the forward deckhouse. I quickly moved down the hallway to the door to the
mess as the girls checked the rooms I'd passed. There were only two passenger staterooms,
which obviously came up empty.


The door to the mess was dogged
open, which was standard for the Grey Moth, so light spilled out of the room
into the darkened hallway. Staying in the shadows I listened to the conversation
inside as I got my throwing knives out, gathering them up in my left hand.


"Is that dwarf done with the
rebuild yet? The Admiral's starting to get annoyed that we haven't put this
ship into service yet," a voice was saying.


"He told me that he fixed the
problem. Claims that when Bevin's men took the ship one of them put a hole in
an oil pump and that's what caused all the damage," A second voice
responded.


"Do you believe him?" a
third voice put in.


"I told him if it doesn't
work, I'd be throwing his wife's dead body over the side to feed the
fish."


There was a bit of laugher, then
the first voice said, "Smart move, that old dwarf is a tough bastard,
threatening him obviously doesn't do any good."


"Eh," the second voice
said again, "I suspect we're going to be shooting the two of them anyway.
I don't trust the lesser races, but I was told not to harm them, and I follow
my orders."


"I better go relieve
Mick," another voice spoke up, "before his dinner gets cold."


I flattened against the wall, as I
heard the footsteps approaching. He stepped out into the darkness of the
passageway, pausing a moment to let his eyes adjust when Evean grabbed his
shirt with one hand and yanked him forward into the darkness as she drove her
dagger up under his chin and into his brain.


She laid the dead body on the floor
and she and Jane looked at me and I pointed to the door. They both nodded.


Turning back to the door I took a
deep breath and ran into the mess. There were five men and a woman whom I
didn't recognize in the room. The woman dropped the plate she of food she was
carrying out from the kitchen and I started to throw my daggers as I burned an
accuracy cantrip and everything slowed down.


I took the two men furthest from me
first, two daggers at each of them, the first aimed at their right eye, the
second aimed at their heart in case I missed. I then charged the next farthest
man after that as I whipped my swords out and took him in the neck.


I saw a dagger sprout from the eye
of the woman who was now inhaling to scream. The plate she'd dropped hit the
floor then, and turning to look around the other two men were dead and Evean
was already turning the corner into the kitchen.


"All clear," she said in
a soft voice.


"Let's make sure the rest of
the deckhouse is clear, then we'll go below decks and work our way back to the
engine room," I told Evean. "Jane, you stay here in case anyone shows
up unexpectedly."


"Got it," Jane nodded.


It only took Evean and me a minute
to clear the rest of the current floor and the floor above. Moving below decks,
it was all empty as well as we made our way back to the engine room. 


The hatch to the engine room was
also dogged open, and that was not the way we did things on the Grey Moth.
Dusty had always insisted on it being kept closed. Creeping closer I could hear
the sounds of someone yelling at somebody else, the sound of the generator no
longer covering it up.


"What in the hells do you mean
it's broken!" a man's voice was yelling. "I thought you dwarves were
supposed to be gods damned geniuses when it comes to engines! And now you're
telling me that the fuel pumps are breaking down!"


"I warned those soldiers ta
keep their hands offa' my machines," I heard Dusty's voice come back,
"you can't blame me for what your own damn fools did!"


"Watch your tongue when you
talk about your betters, dwarf!" 


I peeked around the corner and
there was a soldier there berating Dusty, who was in chains, all but naked, his
body very obviously beaten bruised and filthy. I could see Branwaen was in a
similar state, only she was chained over on the other side of the room.


The soldier had what looked like a
long cattle prod and as I watched he took a swing at Dusty with it, shocking
him. I wasn't surprised that he didn't want to get close enough for Dusty to grab
him; the dwarf was probably as strong as I was.


He pulled back to hit Dusty again,
but I drew my pistol and just shot him in the back.


"You okay?" I asked Dusty
as I stepped into the engine room.


"Will? What are you doing
here? You're supposed ta be dead!"


I nodded, "Yeah, but I got
better. Where can I find the keys to those locks so we can get you and Bran out
of those chains?"


"Their chief has them."


I turned to Evean who was looking
into the engine room from the hatchway.


"Could you go upstairs, Ev, and
search the bodies?"


"Sure thing, be right
back."


"Who's the lass?" Dusty
asked.


"Girlfriend. Now tell me, just
what the hell happened?"


Dusty sighed as I walked over to
the dead man and started to search him, just in case he had a set of keys too.


"We'd put in to Port Sevin on
Nuris to pick up another load of arms that the Captain had ordered the previous
trip. It was getting hard to get our hands on them, with the fighting going on,
a lot of people were suddenly interested in buying weapons.


"Anyways, they showed up with
the crates on a pair of trucks and started loading and suddenly a dozen men
jump out of the back of each truck, storm up onboard the ship. They shot anyone
who gave them trouble and cast off and had us underway within minutes."


"And no one at the port did
anything about it?"


"Some tried, but they set off
a bomb in one of the trucks that started a big fire, so everyone was too busy
trying to put that out."


I shook my head and sighed,
"Who'd they kill?"


"Tanveer, Sadari, and Alerie
were killed when they took the ship. Then they lined everyone up and decided
that Branwaen and I could work as their slaves in the engine room until they
figured out what to do with us. The Captain they said was to stand trial for
war crimes, same as the rest of the crew. Venmyra wised off to them then, so
they just shot her in the head in front of everyone."


"What?!" I looked at him
surprised.


"They said no one would want
an ugly old gnome anyways. The man in charge then gave Kanika to his men to
play with, but told them they couldn't have Nue, Adonna, or Dani, as they'd
probably be sold to the brothel to cover the costs of the operation."


I winced at that, "And
Kanika?"


"She's dead now too. I don't
know if they killed her or she killed herself. In either case, it weren't very
pretty I'm sure."


"Damn," I said and sat
down on the floor shaking my head.


"It ain't yer fault son.
Honestly, I can't believe ya even bothered to come back, now that I know ye
ain't dead."


"You all made me a crew
member, when I found out you were still alive, well, I had to do
something."


"Plus he got them all
pregnant, and he's kind of protective about his kids," Evean grumbled from
behind me and I heard the jingle as she tossed a set of keys to Dusty.


"They're all pregnant?"
Dusty snorted as he started to undo the locks.


"Nue, Adonna, and Dani are.
That big blessing Adell did before her and I set off to deliver the guns? She
did a fertility spell," I sighed shaking my head. "So on top of
everything else I get to tell the three of them that they're carrying my
kid."


"Told ya'!" Branwaen
chuckled as Dusty tossed her the keys next.


"You knew?" I asked
looking over at her.


"I suspected. And thank
Vikoria that you're here because the last thing I wanted to do was give birth
to me own child working as a slave for these bastards."


"So what are ya plans now,
Will?" Dusty asked.


"We're going to attack the
bordello, free the girls, and get the hell away from here. Do you know if there
are any of the heavy weapons left up in the armory?"


"If not, I know where we can
find some, Will."


"Oh?"


"Son, this is a smuggler's
ship! There are hidden places everywhere! And Dani kept some of her favorite
weapons in them, seeing as they were illegal in half the ports we put in
to."


I nodded, "Well, I'm going to
go upstairs and see what's left. If you could find those weapons and bring them
up to the mess, after you've put some clothes on, I'd appreciate it."


"What about the Captain?"


I looked back at Dusty, "What
about her?"


"You going to get her
too?"


"I don't even know if she's
still alive."


"She any good looking?"
Evean asked.


I nodded, "Yes,
actually."


"Then if they didn't kill her,
they sent her to the whorehouse with the rest of the girls I bet."


I shrugged and got to my feet.
"I guess we'll just have to see."


 


We were all gathered around one of
the tables in the mess about an hour later. We'd dumped the bodies over the
side, after weighing them down with some of the ballast that sat in the bottom
of the hull so they wouldn't come floating back up anytime before we'd left.
I'd searched the armory and sure enough, all of the guns and ammunition were
gone.


So too I'd found, were all the
personal effects from all of the crew. Whether the soldiers had looted
everything, or the navy had come through and cleaned up as part of the process
of taking over the ship, it really didn't matter.


"We have these," Dusty,
who now looked a lot better after a shower and some clean clothes said and set
four rifles on the table. Each of them looked like a piece of artwork. They all
had the same design, but each was heavily engraved with different designs on
them. The stocks were also carved and richly polished.


"What are these?" I asked
picking one up, it was lighter than I would have thought, and the metal was
something I wasn't familiar with.


"They're fifteen caliber elven
Pit Vipers."


"What's a 'Pit Viper'? And
only fifteen caliber? I was hoping for something with a little more
power."


"Each bullet has a poison tip.
There's no cure for the poison and it's always fatal. Takes about a minute to
kill you, and you're in total agony the entire time. The elves made them for
fighting the orcs and some of the other creatures that they've always been at
war at. When the Empire took over they outlawed them, on pain of death, unless
you're an elf and you're on one of the elven worlds."


"How are they against
armor?" Jane asked.


"They'll punch through
leather, but that's about it. They're supposed to be incredibly accurate, each
one was handmade, carved from a single piece of adamantine. We have a couple of
extra magazines for each one, but you have to be careful, even touching the tip
of one of those bullets may kill ya."


Dusty looked up at me, "So,
what's yer plan?"


"How long before this ship can
be ready to fly?" I asked him.


"She'll fly now."


"I thought there was a problem
with the engines?"


Dusty snorted, "Yeah, I pulled
a circuit breaker and those morons couldn't figure it out. I was stallin' 'em
and hoping that one of those idiots would make a mistake and get close enough
that I'd get my hands on 'em."


"Well, we need to get into
town to the bordello. The second we set foot in there, they'll know we're
there...."


"Why's that?" Branwaen
interrupted.


"Because we're
champions," Evean told her.


"All three of you?"


"Yes," I sighed,
"all three of us."


"Ah," Branwaen nodded.
"What's a champion?"


"A kind of holy warrior,"
Evean said. "The whorehouse sits on holy ground. So the moment we set foot
in there, the Two Rivers' gods and any priests in the place are going to know
it, and you better believe they'll sound an alarm."


"And every soldier in town
will come running," I sighed.


"What if you staged a little
diversion?" Dusty asked with a big grin.


"Just how little are we
talking about?" I asked him.


"They left the rocket
launchers on the cranes. And I have a couple of highly explosive rockets to put
in them."


I looked around the table to see if
Evean or Jane had any protests, as they didn't I nodded my head, "That
would definitely draw off the soldiers and if it's loud enough they might not
even hear the alarms when we go in. So what are you proposing?"


"We sail the Moth up near the
docks. You three swim ashore. I'll give you an hour to get in place, and then
I'll use the rockets to start a diversion."


"Why not just sail up to the
docks and tie up at them?" Jane asked.


"Because three catfolk would
stand out."


"What about three
humans?" she asked and shifted. "We have the spare uniforms of the
guys we just killed in their quarters. If we do this nice and late tonight, no
one will think twice."


Branwaen blinked, Dusty didn't even
do that.


"It certainly would make it
easier," Dusty said with a nod.











Eighteen


Gadston Docks


 


 


It took a little work, but we were
able to make it so that Jane and Evean weren't obviously women in men's
clothing.


Okay, in Evean's case, it took a
lot of work, but the uniforms came with jackets and hats, so being late at
night, unless you looked closely, you wouldn't notice.


We hung the elven rifles on our
backs, under our jackets, because they'd just be too obvious otherwise. 


Sailing the ship up to the dock was
easy, on the water it behaved just like any other boat I'd ever sailed. I just
hoped one of the girls would be in good enough condition to fly, as I sure
didn't want to get stuck doing it.


No one challenged us when we tied
the ship up at the dock, and as we walked down the dock in the direction of the
town I noticed that there really weren't any guards out, anywhere, on any of
the ships. I could see the Blue Star a couple of piers over to my left. It was
all lit up and it looked like they were loading it now. I guess the Captain was
doing what Evean had predicted: Turning around as fast as he could, so as to be
out of here before whatever happened, happened.


When we got to the gate, there was
a military guard post with two guards posted in it.


"Make sure you have a copy of
your orders to get back in," one of them grumbled at us as the other just
waved us through the gate without a second look.


"Of course," I nodded and
gave a half-hearted wave back and then we started up the street towards the
bordello.


Like a lot of port towns, even this
late after midnight, there were still people about, and all of the bars looked
to still be open. But the streets were mostly clear and the few people on them
either looked to be drunk or tired and heading home for the night. We were
wearing uniforms and walking in lockstep, so we looked to be on official duty,
and one thing I'd learned is that when you're in the military, and you're off
duty, or drunk, the last thing you want to do is get anywhere near someone
who's on duty.


Because they just might decide that
they have something they want you to do.


So everyone steered well clear of
us, or kept their heads down and avoided eye contact. 


When we came to the bordello, we
just kept walking right past it, going around the block and making a complete
circuit of the building, taking a couple of minutes to examine it and take note
of the entrances. It was a rather plain looking building, four stories, very
small windows - all of which had bars on them. The first floor was larger,
that's where the bar was to 'meet' your date for the next hour or two, and the
entire place was surrounded by a low wooden fence, about two feet high.


Other than the nice entrance at the
front, there was a set of doors and what looked like a large trash bin at the
back of the place. When we drew near to the front again we stopped before
stepping out on to the main street and I looked at my watch.


"Okay, we have five
minutes," I said looking at Evean and Jane. "I'll go in the front
shortly after the diversion goes off. Give them long enough to start coming to
me before you two go into the back."


I'd described what Adonna, Nue,
Dani, and Ann all looked like back on the ship. Getting the four of them was
our first priority. If any of the other girls working inside there were slaves
and wanted to come with us, we'd take them as well.


"We'll meet back here if we
don't meet up inside. In any case, we need to start heading back to the ship in
fifteen minutes after all of this starts, because by then I'm sure Dusty is
going to need some help."


"Don't worry, we'll rescue
your brats for you," Evean smiled.


"When it comes to my kids,
you're one of the few people I know I can trust," I smiled and gave
her a snug, which earned me a strange look from her.


"Let's go, we don't have much
time left," Jane said and grabbing Evean by the arm they headed around to
the back, while I slowly moved to the front. Taking my jacket off before I
stepped back out onto the main street, I unslung the rifle and holding it in one
hand I draped the jacket over it. This late at night I hoped no one would
notice until it was too late.


"Welcome, Sir!" a greeter
standing out in front of the door said as I stopped at the front gateway, just
outside. I hesitated a moment, as the second I passed past that fence line, I
was sure I'd be on holy ground, and then all hell would break loose.


"Do you have any catfolk
inside?" I asked and looked at my watch, any second now.


"Oh! Of course we do! We even
have a few new girls!"


"They're all slaves,
right?" I asked.


"Thinking of buying one?"
he leered.


"Well, on my salary, only for
an hour or two!" I laughed, and then I shot him, just as the biggest damn
explosion I'd ever heard in my life went off! Everything was lit up as bright
as the middle of the day as a huge fireball started to float up in the distance
and the ground shook like an earthquake.


Shifting into my champion form I
ran forward, dropping the jacket and ripping off the shirt so I could get to my
weapons harness underneath. I didn't have any swords, but hopefully, with the
rifle and my pistol, plus the daggers, I wouldn't be needing any.


The moment I crossed onto the
property I felt it, it was holy ground, but it wasn't a temple. I guess Ral and
Par drew the line at having a church or temple in a bordello, but it was
definitely holy ground, and I'm sure there was an alarm going off somewhere,
but with the sounds of secondary explosions going off down in the bay and all
of the alarms on all of the other buildings and ships in port I don't think
anyone outside could hear it.


Charging past the front door I came
immediately into a bar. There were seven men standing around looking a bit
dazed and six women who were all sitting along the wall in lingerie. I shot all
of the men without hesitating and then turned to look at the two behind the bar
who were drawing pistols by this time.


I shot both of them, in the head
and they stumbled a minute but then stood back up.


I swore, priests. 


I shot them again as I continued to
close, and they started to return fire. I got hit once as I dropped the rifle
and pulling out a dagger I drove it deep into the eye socket of one, killing
him instantly as I got shot a second time by the other one. Burning a heal
spell I grabbed the gun and his hand, pushing it away from me, and drew my own
pistol and putting it to his head I pulled the trigger, twice, blowing his
brains out all over the bar.


That was one of the drawbacks of
the pit viper, the bullet itself didn't do serious damage, so if you could
neutralize the poison because you were say a priest, it was worthless as a
weapon.


Holstering my pistol I climbed back
over the bar and picked up my rifle. All of the girls were looking at me, eyes
wide.


"Who wants to leave this
place?" I asked.


"I do!" They all said,
and several raised their hands.


"Great. Stay down here and get
ready to leave. Where are the guards?"


They all pointed as one to the door
that I guess led to the actual bedrooms of the bordello.


Moving forward the door burst open
and four men armed with pistols charged into the room, the first three dropping
instantly as I shot them, the fourth one staggered a moment, but this time I
whipped out my pistol and emptied half the magazine into his head, killing him.



Stopping by the doorway to reload,
I could hear the sound of feet pounding down the staircase through the open
door on my right, which I guessed was the way to the upper floors. The first
few men down were armed, and I shot each of them. One of them was another
priest, but the press of the bodies behind him, made up of a large number of half-dressed
men, some of whom were obviously military; knocked him to the ground as I
killed them. So I just kept shooting up the staircase, the inevitable press of
people coming down, I guess because of the huge explosion, kept pushing the
pile of bodies higher, as no one could hear the sounds of the viper, which
admittedly was a very quiet rifle. 


Eventually, I took my pistol out
and shot the priest who was trying to dig his way out in the head. But by then
the few people left in the stairwell had seen the growing pile of dead bodies
and had turned around to flee back upstairs. 


I heard shots coming from the other
end of the hallway at that point, and sticking my head out, I could see that
Evean and Jane were having the same experience down at the other door. Several
of the doors on this floor were now open, and there were a few dead bodies
lying on the ground.


"I'll get this floor, you head
up!" Evean called and started going door to door. So jumping over the pile
of dead bodies, I started up the stairs. 


Somebody had barricaded the door,
which didn't work all that well as the door opened inwards to the stairwell. So
a couple of kicks and the furniture they'd hauled out was cleared enough for me
to shoot them.


I went door to door down the
hallway then. Apparently, they didn't allow weapons into the bordello because
none of the men shot at me. In the two cases where a girl willingly put herself
between me and the man, I told him to crawl under the bed and stay there and
told the girl to go wait downstairs in the bar if she wanted to leave with us.


Once I'd cleared all ten rooms on
the floor, four of which were empty, I ran back to the staircase I'd used and
started up to the third floor.


There were fewer men up here, three
to be exact. Two of them were hiding in the bathroom at the end of the hallway,
so I left them be. The other was holding a small knife to the throat of a girl.
Him, I killed.


None of the women on this floor
were human, interestingly enough; there were four harpies, two elves, and two
orcs. I'd never really gotten a good look at an orc female before, and these
two were actually kind of attractive. Which was probably how they ended up
here. Evean caught up with me on this floor, Jane was guarding the girls in the
bar now and it was really getting to be time for us to go.


Running up to the fourth floor
there wasn't a single man left alive. Apparently they hadn't been keeping track
of the foot claws on the catfolk up here because they'd used them to rather
deadly effect. Nine of the women up here were catfolk, and Nue and Adonna cried
out the moment they saw me and ran up to me, hugging me. 


The tenth woman was human, it was
Ann.


"Everybody! Head down the
stairs to the bar, mind the dead bodies, we're leaving!" I called out and
gave Adonna and Nue each a hug, and then a pat on the butt and pushed them to
follow the others.


"You're dead," Ann said,
looking at me.


"Yeah, it happens. I would
have been here sooner but it took a week to come back."


"But you were dead!"


"He's a champion," Evean
said from behind her. "Now, unless you want to be dead, something you
won't come back from, get your ass in gear. We need to get down to the docks
and get onboard your ship so we can get out of here!"


"My ship?" Ann said
turning around.


"Move!" Evean growled,
and I could tell she put some power into her words because Ann immediately ran
off after the others.


"Did you find Dani on the
first floor?" I asked Evean.


"I found three elves down
there, one of which was a guy, but I don't think they were who you were looking
for."


I swore.


"Look, we need to get going;
we can ask the other girls on the way to the boat. She's not in the building
and we need to leave, now!"


I sighed and turned to follow the
other girls down the staircase to the bar. 


 


When I got down to the bar there
were thirty-four women there, as well as a few more dead men. Jane had been
busy, stripping the shirts and jackets off of all the men who had them, and
putting those clothes onto the girls, who looked a lot less like hookers now.


I grabbed Ann, "Where's
Dani?"


"They found out about the
bounty on her."


"There's a bounty on
Dani?"


Ann nodded, "A big one too.
Her ex has been trying to get their hands on her for decades. He's a king now,
so I guessed he's upped the amount."


"Didn't he marry her
sister?"


"Yeah, but she shamed him, and
he wants her to pay."


"Great," I growled and
looked around the room.


"Okay! We're on the way down
to the docks! We're going to be moving quickly, so don't dawdle. Just keep
going!"


I turned to Jane, "Bring up
the rear, about twenty yards behind us, so you don't look like you're with us,
and pick off anyone causing trouble."


"Got it."


"Follow me!" I yelled and
I ran out the front door, into total confusion. Whatever the hell had blown up,
it had set things on fire all over town. The building across the street was
burning, and people were running around everywhere, half of them in their
underwear, so in all of that confusion we didn't stand out at all. 


A couple of people noticed that
there were a bunch of catfolk women running down the street and tried to stop
them. I shot one, Evean, who had turned back to human and was now topless, shot
another. I noticed Jane, who was still bringing up the rear, had also turned
back to human, so I decided to do the same before we came to the gate for the
docks.


The gate at the docks was utter
mayhem, there was a lot of people trying to get through, so I just pulled out
my pistol and started shooting people in the back. After the second one, the
crowd suddenly parted as everyone ran for their lives, leaving me with a clear
shot at the two guards who Evean and I then picked off.


As we ran down the docks there were
people awake on all of the ships, checking them over, and some of them looking
like they were getting ready to sail, while the others were watching what was
going on in town and a few watched us run by.


There was no one by the Grey Moth,
surprisingly, but when we got to the top of the gangplank, there was a pile of
dead bodies and Dusty waved us all aboard.


"Fire up the engines!" I
yelled at Dusty, "Adonna, get up to the bridge and get us the hell out of
here!" 


I went and untied the bow as Evean
got the stern, and suddenly a rocket launched from one of our loading cranes,
which had been hanging off to the side and struck a ship three piers over
causing it to blow up rather spectacularly, the shock wave rocking us over and
knocking everyone to the deck.


"What the hell was that?"
I yelled.


"A destroyer!" Dusty
yelled back.


Scrambling to my feet as I shifted
back to my champion form, I grabbed Adonna with one hand and Nue with the other
and ran for the bridge. We needed to get going, and we definitely needed to get
going now. 


By the time we got there, all of
the engines were running with the blades set to neutral. I guess Dusty had
prepped things for us. Adonna grabbed the controls and started to set the blade
pitch and I rang the telegraph to 'all ahead full' and we took off so hard then
that I almost fell to the floor a second time. 


"Captain!" Adonna called out,
"Where's the portal?"


"Steer one-three-five!"
Ann yelled, "It's an hour's cruise at full speed."


I hit the intercom, "Dusty!
Unlimber the big engines, give us everything!"


"You got it, Will!"


A minute later the telegraph rang a
second time as Ann called on the all hands for everyone to clear the deck and
go below as the two big engines kicked in. Looking over at Adonna her eyes were
wide open in fear and she was holding onto the controls with a death grip as
Nue just sat on the floor, hands wrapped around her knees and quietly cried.


I went and stood behind Adonna and
put an arm around her.


"You okay there?"


"I, I think so. But I've never
gone this fast before and if I don't hit the portal dead on at this speed,
we'll be dead!"


"I'll tell Dusty to slow down
once we get near," I told her.


"Is anyone on aft watch?"
I head Ann call over the intercom.


"I am!" Branwaen called
back.


"Are we being followed?"


"Not yet, and at this speed, I
don't think we will be!"


 


Ann let us run at full speed for
maybe ten minutes, then had Dusty throttle us back to three-quarters. I felt
the portal long before we got to it, and I helped Adonna steer us right for the
center of it. Thankfully no one else was transiting it then, or the wreck would
surely have been spectacular.


I gave Adonna a hug and a kiss, and
then I sat down next to Nue and pulled her into my lap.


"Where are they taking her,
Ann?" 


"Who, Dani?"


"Yes. Are they taking her
straight back to the elven worlds?"


Ann laughed, "No one from Two
Rivers would ever set foot on an elven world. No, they'll be taking her to
Prime and will probably go to one of the elven embassies there and collect the
bounty."


"How long ago did they leave
with her?"


"Two days."


"Can we catch them?"


"Will, they're on a
warship."


I growled at her, "I didn't
ask you if we could take them, I asked if we could catch them."


"Yes, we can catch them. They
won't be running fast, they'll want to save fuel."


"Fine, catch them."


"We can't take on a
warship!" 


"You won't be. I will."


I gave Nue a kiss and looked up at
Ann, "Remember when I told you who the biggest monster you'd ever meet in
your life was?"


Ann nodded and gulped.


"Well this monster is fucking
pissed."











Nineteen


Prime (Vroma) - Grey Moth


 


 


When Nue finally stopped crying she
fell asleep in my lap as I just sat there on the bridge and Adonna kept flying
us. Ann had left to go and talk to the other women we'd rescued, as well as to
go and talk to Dusty about the condition of the ship.


"How long were you in
there?" I asked Adonna after sitting there a while. She jumped a moment
and then looked at me, surprised.


"Twelve days. But we got raped
before that, by the jailers while we were waiting for our trial."


"They tried you?" I found
that a bit hard to understand.


"Oh, they make a lot of noise
about how they follow the law. They just don't mention how the trials are all
shams and the verdict is handed down before you even show up."


"Why didn't they kill
Ann?"


"The Captain?" Adonna
shook her head, "I think it was because the judge was a sadist. I know he
was her first customer and when he was done with her, she was bandaged up for
days afterwards."


I sighed, "That's some
religion that they got there, isn't it?"


"I don't think it's
that," Adonna sighed.


"Oh? Then what is it?"


"Those guns we delivered killed
a lot of their soldiers. A lot of their soldiers. The rear echelon
troops, they were all cushy jobs, the politically connected. So when push came
to shove, they got shoved pretty hard. The judge's son was killed by one of
those rifles we delivered. 


"So he took it out on us,
especially the Captain."


"And Nue?" I sighed and
looked down at her, cuddled up against me.


"Nue just couldn't cope.
There's a reason why I became a prostitute and got the money and she stayed
home. She doesn't deal well with most men."


I looked up at Adonna, "Wait,
she doesn't deal well with men? She sure seemed to deal with me well
enough."


Adonna chuckled, "You're a
very handsome man, Will, and you're also a kind and considerate lover. The kind
of men who show up at bordellos, well they're not like that." She sighed
and shook her head again, "It was hard for me, but it was terrible for
her, Will. She spent half the time there catatonic or crying uncontrollably.
They were giving her drugs morning, noon, and night, to get her to perform."


I nodded, "You know your both
pregnant by me?"


I was shocked then that Adonna
blushed.


"Wait, you knew?"


"We asked Adell to do the rite
that last night."


"Why?!" I asked
flabbergasted.


"Will, there are very few men
that Nue had slept with, very few. And like I said before, you're a very
handsome and considerate man. Nue told me that she doubted she'd ever meet
another man whose child she wanted."


"So she went to Adell?"


Adonna sighed, "We both
did." She looked at me and grinned, "After all, she was right. You
came back and got us! What other man would have done that?"


"Not many, that's for
sure," Evean said coming up onto the bridge.


"Hi, Ev." 


"Hi yourself. Gonna introduce
me?"


"Adonna, this is Evean, she's
a champion like me, and when she's not scaring the hell out of me, I enjoy
being her boy toy."


Adonna giggled and Evean snorted,
"Boy toy? I wish I had that kind of power over you. So, that's your sister
Nue in his lap?"


Adonna nodded, "It wasn't easy
on her."


Evean nodded, "I can see that.
What about you?"


"Huh?"


"How are you holding up? You
were there too."


Adonna shrugged, "I did a two-year
stint as a prostitute in one of the houses back on Alturas. I'm okay."


"Uh-huh, look, you need
someone to talk to, if you can't talk to him, come talk to me. I've got
experience with this."


Adonna gave Evean a long look, then
turned back to the window and just nodded.


"Care to sit for a while and
join us?" I asked Evean.


"I wish I could, but I got
thirty-one women down below who are all just as troubled as your girlfriends
here."


"Thanks for helping,
Hon." 


That earned me another strange look
from Evean, "I'm Roden's champion, of course I care."


"Are you going to send any of
them to him?"


"Why?"


"I'm going to send Nue to Fel.
He promised me he'd fix her."


"Why'd he do that?"


"Because he spoils me just as
much as Roden spoils you," I said with a smile.


"Roden doesn't have a shrine
here, if I send them to him, they'll be stuck there. But you may have a point.
I'll talk to him."


Evean turned and left the bridge
then.


"Why does being Roden's
champion mean she has to care?" Adonna asked after Evean had been gone a
few minutes.


"Roden is the patron saint of
the military and prostitutes."


"Really?" Adonna glanced
over at me in obvious disbelief.


"Yeah, really. Evean has a
very troubled past, and I think in some ways that makes her perfect for what
she does. I have a lot of respect for her."


"You love her, don't
you?"


I nodded, "Yeah, I do."


"So who is Fel, and how can he
'fix' my sister?"


"Fel's my god. When he sent me
here, he told me Nue would probably be broken, but that if I sent her to him,
he'd fix her."


"He can do that?"


"He's a god, Adonna, he can do
it. He's done it for others and he's fixed me after worse things were done to
me."


"I see," she paused a
moment. "And what will this cost you?"


"My son with her has to be
raised in his religion. Of course seeing as I'm his champion that's something I
want anyway. I'd like you to raise our child in his religion as well."


"I, I think I can do that. I
think once we get back to Juntura, I'm not going to want to go sailing for a
long, long time again, if ever."


"Adonna?"


"Yes, Will?"


"Do you want me to send you to
Fel as well?"


She was quiet for a long time after
that, and I was starting to drift off to sleep as I heard her say, "I'd
like that."


 


When I woke up, Nue was still in my
lap, clinging to me and Adonna was slumped against me, also asleep. A woman
that I recognized as one of the elves that we'd saved was now flying the ship.


"The Captain wants to see you
in her dayroom when you can make it," she told me.


I nodded and stretched, then waking
up Nue and Adonna I went to see the Captain. Adonna went downstairs to see what
kind of food was available in the mess. Nue didn't want to let go of me and I
didn't try to force it.


"Captain," I said and
gave another yawn as I found a chair at the table and dropped into it. Ann was
wearing what I guess had been the uniform of one of the men who'd been living
on the ship when we'd taken it back. The elf who'd been flying it had only been
wearing the lingerie that we'd rescued her in. 


Of course there were only three
males on the entire ship, Dusty, who was very much spoken for, the one we'd
rescued along with the girls, and me. And I didn't think any of them cared if I
saw them naked. Well, any of them other than Ann.


I put Nue on a seat next to me,
which she immediately moved against mine as she sat down, keeping a hold of my
left arm. Ann noticed but didn't comment on it.


"We'll be leaving Thayne in a
few hours, for Nuris. We'll need to land to refuel there before we can continue
on. We'll also need some basic supplies, but I should be able to arrange for
that to be delivered while we're refueling."


I nodded.


"We do however have a problem,
a big one."


"Oh?"


"We don't have any
money."


"If you look in my pack, along
with my gear you'll find some gold and gems, along with some of the local
currency. Feel free to take all of it."


Ann blushed, "I did that
already, it's enough for fuel, but not enough to cover food and well," she
looked at Nue who was only wearing a shirt off of one of the bodies, "we
need clothing, we need weapons."


"Ah," I nodded. "Let
me talk to Evean and Jane and see what they have."


"Thanks, Will. I was afraid to
ask them."


"When do you think we'll catch
up with the other ship?"


"I'm not sure, it may not be
until they make it through the portal into Prime. But we'll definitely catch up
with them before they get to Empire City."


"How's your new crew?"


Ann sighed and shook her head,
"I've got maybe eight effective sailors in the group, and all of them are
helmsmen. While most of the women and that one male elf were all sailors, most
of them are really in no condition to be useful. Some are catatonic."


"Nue and Adonna are going to
be leaving the ship when we stop to refuel."


Nue's grip on my arm suddenly
turned into a death grip as she used both hands. I put my arm around her and
pulled her close, she was shivering.


"What? I can't let you do
that, they're still my crew, Will!"


"Adonna has already agreed to it
and Nue will once I explain it to her. I suspect between Evean and me that
we'll be taking several of those who need help off the ship, so they can be
healed."


"How can you do that? You
don't even know where we'll be stopping yet?"


Now it was my turn to sigh, "I
work for a god, remember? So do the other two. My God will do it because I
asked him to. Evean's god will do it because prostitutes are part of his
followers, so it's only natural that he'd want to help them. 


"Besides, Nue and Adonna are
both carrying my children, so I have to take care of them."


"Is that the real reason you
came back for us?" Ann asked, looking at Nue who was pressing against me.


"It's the excuse I gave
myself," I smiled and gave Nue a kiss and she smiled back at me. "But
I would have come anyway. You treated me like one of the crew, and I just
couldn't leave you, not once I'd heard what happened."


"I still can't believe you
survived that explosion."


"I didn't. I died, Ann. It
wasn't the first time and it won't be the last. My god just picks up the pieces,
puts me back together, and sends me back out to do his work."


"You can't die?"


"No, I can die, and trust me
when I say it hurts. I just don't go on to the afterlife. Well not until I
decide to retire. Oh I know it sounds like a great deal, you get to live as
long as you want, you don't grow old and you come back every time you die. I
thought it was too, until I had to walk into a meat grinder a dozen times in a
row because I was told to," I shivered as I remembered that whole episode.
"But sometimes it's worth it."


I got up pulling Nue up with me.


"Now excuse me, I'll go talk
to the others," I stopped a moment and looked at Ann, "How are you
doing, Ann? Are you going to be okay? Is there anything I can do?"


Ann gave a weary smile and shook
her head, "I got my ship back and most of my crew. I'm okay, mostly. I
knew this was a tough job when I inherited it from my father. 


"Thanks for saving us, Will,
whatever your reasons were, and thank you very much for giving me back my
ship."


I smiled, "And you didn't even
have to sleep with me. See? I can be a nice guy!"


I left to the sounds of a heavy
sigh from Ann and headed down to the mess. I needed to see about getting some
food myself.


"I don't want to leave
you," Nue said as we went down the stairs.


"I want your mind healed, Nue.
I want you to be happy, and I want our son to have a healthy mother. This isn't
up for discussion."


"But I don't want to be alone!
I don't want to go!"


"You won't be alone, and
you'll be safe, trust me. If you want you can even have the memories of
everything that happened to you erased. Fel will take care of you. Besides,
Adonna will be there."


"But she's okay, she's done
that before, why would she be there?"


I gave Nue a hug, "Just
because she doesn't show it, don't think she wasn't hurt. Now, let's go get
some food."


 


The mess wasn't very full, and
there were two people cooking and serving, so after stacking a plate high with
food I went over to the table Adonna was at and dug in immediately. Jane found
me there not long after I got started.


"How is everybody?" Jane
asked looking at Nue and Adonna.


"Better," Adonna said.


Nue just shrugged.


"The Captain needs more
money," I told her, "So if you could contribute whatever you brought,
that would help."


Jane nodded, "I'll give her
what I have. Fordessa filled me in last night on where the ship is we're
chasing, and what it looks like. I gave the Captain the information a few hours
ago."


"Thanks."


"Ah, don't worry about it. You
have to stand by the members of your gang, even if you were only in it for a
short while, right?" Jane said smiling.


"Where's Evean?"


"She's down in the main crew
quarters dealing with the worst of them. Every time I think she's nothing more
than an oversexed manipulative flirt, she goes and does something like
that."


"I guess that's why Roden
spoils her so much."


"Roden spoils her?" Jane
asked, looking surprised by that.


"That's what Fel tells me,
usually right after dropping hints about just how much he spoils me."


Jane snickered, "That I can
believe. Fordessa has told me more than once that she has no idea why
Feliogustus lets you get away with half the things you do."


"Just lucky I guess."


"Well, I'll go let Evean know
you're looking for her."


"Thanks, Jane."


Evean came up not long after Jane
left and dropped down into the seat across the table from me.


"How's it going with the
women?" I asked between forkfuls of food.


"I think most of them are
going to be alright, given some time to recover. But I've got five who I'm
going to send to your Feliogustus, and four I'm sending to Roden."


"Why aren't you sending all of
them to Roden? Or Fel?"


"The ones I'm sending to
Feliogustus want to come back here. The ones going to Roden," Evean gave a
weary sigh, "they don't want to ever come back here again, and that
includes that male elf. They weren't just using them as prostitutes; the longer
you were there, the more abusive customers they'd sell you to."


"So it wasn't just a money
making operation."


"No, it really was a nasty
place."


"The Captain needs more money
to cover supplies than I was able to give her. Can you help out?"


"I can do that. When are we
stopping to resupply?"


"In a few hours, I guess we
can send everyone through then?"


Evean nodded, "Sure."











Twenty 


Grey Moth, in Pursuit


 


I soon found out why Ann had needed
so much money for fuel. We burned all of the fuel we loaded in just under twelve
hours as she had Dusty fire up the big engines. 


Sending the girls through the
portal hadn't been all that difficult, they were all used to portals living in
the core worlds, they were, however, both surprised and impressed that I could
create one.


Nue had been a little harder however;
she really didn't want to let me go. I think her lifetime quota for scary or
strange things had been exceeded. It was Adonna holding her and my promising to
check on her that finally got her to step through, well maybe I pushed just a
little, but she was crying the whole time.


We landed the second time as the
sun was getting low on the horizon and refueled quickly and took off
immediately. The description of the ship was that of a small corvette. It had a
turret-mounted gun at the front, and two smaller turrets on each side. It had
no rearward facing weapons because it had a landing deck on the rear and
carried a rather large pinnace that was also armed and a pair of landing and
boarding craft.


Dani wasn't the sole reason that
the ship was traveling to Empire City, which was the capitol of the largest
kingdom on Prime, and which had once been the seat of the empire back when the
Seven Worlds had all been ruled under one emperor and Prime was still called
Vroma. According to what Ann had overheard, they discovered who Dani was and
what she was worth during the trial when one of the other elves awaiting trial
would have nothing to do with her. 


Which meant that when the next ship
headed to Empire City was dispatched, they pulled her out of the bordello and
put her on it. 


Ann's plan was simple, which made
it a good one. We would catch up with the Twin Rivers' corvette after night had
fallen. She would rig our lighting to look like one of the fast messenger ships
that several of the kingdoms on Prime used. Considering how quickly we'd be
coming up on them, they hopefully wouldn't really think much of it. 


But in order for us to come close
to them and not arouse any suspicions, we had to catch them at the portal,
either just before, or just after, they went through it. Then our passing close
by wouldn't look too suspicious. 


She would have the helmsman fly the
ship close enough that Evean, Jane, and I, would be able to jump off the wing
on to the deck below. That part would be a little dicey because once they saw
us getting that close; they'd know that something was up. Also, the helmsman
would have to bleed off as much of our overtaking speed as quickly as possible
so we didn't get killed or badly injured when we jumped onto the other ship.


Once aboard, Ann and the Grey Moth
would make all haste in being somewhere else. The rockets they had worked well
at slow speeds, whereas the turrets worked at any speed. Also, the corvette was
armored, while the Grey Moth was not.


"Ship ho!" the forward
lookout called. We were coming up on the portal, I could feel it.


"What's the range?" Ann
called back to the lookout.


"Half a mile!"


"The portal's a little more
than a mile; I don't think we can catch them on this side of it."


I nodded, "Well, I might as
well go get ready. Take care of yourself, Ann," I said and then grabbed
her and gave her a hug. "I'll tell Dani you're heading to Portland on Juntura if she wants to join back up with you."


I was surprised when she hugged me
back. "Good luck, Will."


I left her then and headed down to
the port side wing. It was customary to overtake on the starboard side, so they
probably wouldn't think too much of it, until we started to get too close. Of
course, if we timed it just right and passed them as we came out of the portal,
maybe they wouldn't think twice.


We'd rigged a line all the way down
the wing, to the tip of it, so the three of us could get down there without
stepping on any of the control surfaces, or worse yet, falling off. We also had
simple cradle harnesses on, which we attached to the rope, again, to keep from
falling off.


By the time the three of us got
into position, we could see the lights of the other boat, which then distorted
momentarily as they went through the portal. 


Ten seconds later we went through
it, and we banked hard to the left for a moment, as our ship maneuvered to put
us over the deck. I heard a collision alarm suddenly start to sound on the
corvette, and then everything slowed down as our wing crossed over the top of
their ship, slicing through some of their rigging. 


I cut the rope on my harness with
the knife I'd had ready and jumped down to the ship below as Evean and Jane
followed suit, the Grey Moth immediately banking away and accelerating as we
dropped.


The alarm was cut as we hit the
deck, I guess whoever was on the bridge figured that they'd succeeded in
warning the other ship off.


"Damn! Did you see that! They
cut our rigging and lost a part of their wing!" I heard somebody swear as
we moved forward, our Pit Vipers drawn. 


"It's those stupid Imperials!
They pull that kind of crap all the time!" another crewmember replied, and
as the three of us came around the pinnace that was tied to the deck, the two
crewmembers saw us and opened their mouths in surprise.


And immediately collapsed onto the
deck in pain as they were shot. 


Running up the steep stairs to the
command deck I pushed through the door and shot a man in the passageway as I
stormed down it towards the bridge, passing several open doorways on either
side.


From the sounds of the shouts, I
could only assume that I was seen and people realized that armed catfolk on their
ship was not a good thing.


Bursting onto the bridge, I shot
the helmsman first and then started shooting everyone else as Evean joined me.
Jane was shooting into the rooms that Evean and I had bypassed as alarms
started to go off all over the ship and someone started to call "Repel
Borders" over the ship's all hands speakers.


Grabbing the engine room telegraph,
I signaled for 'all stop' and then made my way down the forward stairway to the
deck below.


It didn't take long for me to run
out of ammo for the pit viper rifle. We'd shot up most of our ammunition when
we'd attacked the bordello. I'd figured on taking a rifle from one of the crew
when we got onboard the corvette, but at first none of them were armed. So it
wasn't long before I'd dropped the rifle and drawn my pistol and started to use
that instead.


After I'd cleared out the officer's
quarters I went below decks to join back up with Evean and Jane, who were
fighting a group of soldiers who were barricaded into the crew quarters. This
group had a lot better weapons than the others I'd run across so far.


"Why don't you go take engineering
while we deal with these guys?" Evean said.


"Okay, who are they anyway,
and why are they better armed than the rest?"


"It's the marine contingent.
They're the ones who man the boats on the flight deck. Just go make sure we
don't have anyone else to worry about!"


I nodded and went back up to the
main deck and ran to the back of the ship, then after reloading my pistol I
opened one of the access hatches, fired a couple of shots inside, then dropped
down into the engine room.


And I was fighting for my life
almost instantly. Several of the marines from the crew quarters had obviously
thought to come back and secure the engine room, and they were all a lot better
armed than I was. 


I picked off a couple of the closer
ones as I dodged into cover and popped a healing spell. Then I crawled around
the engines shooting every engineer and crewmember I could find back there.
They were all trying to hide from me; none of the marines had thought to guard
the back of the engine room or to arm the other crewmembers. 


As I was now picking them off
unopposed it meant that they had to charge me before I killed everyone back
here. Which they did as soon as I paused to reload. 


I got shot again before I could get
into cover, then I got shot a second time as I engaged a marine at point blank
range. Thankfully I had healing spells, he however, did not. 


I continued to shoot and move
closer to the defenders, and this time when I ran out of bullets I drew my
swords instead of reloading. I was still cutting them down when Evean appeared
from behind them, shooting the ones I hadn't engaged yet in the backs.


"There's some crew back
there," I said motioning to the back of the engine room as I collapsed on
the floor and after burning the last of my healing spells, I started to bandage
my wounds, using the parts of the uniforms I was cutting off the dead sailors
around me.


I was still catching my breath when
Evean came back and dropped, painfully, into my lap, her face inches from mine.


"Before we go look for your
girlfriend, we need to talk."


I winced, "She's not exactly
my girlfriend, Ev."


"Oh? What is she then? A
fuckbuddy?"


I winced again, she was growling.


"She's a bit more than that. I
like her; I might even consider her a friend. But that's about it. I don't have
any real feelings for her."


"Yet you put your kid in her
belly!"


Yeah, Evean was growling all right.


"I told you, I didn't do it on
purpose."


"Yeah, I've heard that one
from you before!" she said glaring down at me.


I think my jaw dropped then as it
suddenly dawned on me.


"You're jealous?"
I said.


"Why should I be
jealous!" She growled even louder and she had grabbed my arms at this
point and I was pretty sure I could feel her claws starting to dig in.
"It's not like you ever mean to get these women pregnant! It just happens!
They're not your girlfriends after all, right?"


"If you want my children, why
the hell are you never around when you're in season?" I asked her, still a
bit shocked. I knew that she wanted me, she'd made that very clear and I was
starting to gather that either Rachel didn't mind, or that they'd come to some
sort of understanding. I just thought that Evean was waiting until Rachel had
grown old and died. After all, the two of us would be around for a very long
time.


"Like that would change
anything!" Evean snarled.


"I'd nail your ass so hard
they'd need a crowbar to get you up off the damn floor!" I whispered and
then grabbed her head and kissed her. Evean's eyes narrowed and she pushed
herself away.


"Only if Rachel wasn't there
though, right?"


"Why don't you come back to
Hiland with me and see?" I growled back at her. "Dammit Evean, you know
I like having kids, what in hell makes you think I don't want to have
them with you? I thought you were just planning on waiting until," I
paused a moment and lowered my voice, "until after Rachel was gone.
But," I grabbed her head and put my nose against hers, "If you want
them now, I'll sure as hell give them to you now and take whatever punishment
Rachel gives me."


I sighed and leaned back from her,
she was looking quite pleased suddenly.


"You know, she's the one who
told me to ask for you to come with me."


"She did?" Evean was
purring now. Damn, she could go from complete bitch to loving faster than any
woman I'd ever seen in my life.


"Yeah, she did. You two did
have that big heart to heart last year."


"That was more like an
interrogation," Evean chuckled. "So you think she'll let me have your
kids?"


"That's not her
decision," I growled softly. "I've told you before, Rachel is the
light of my life and the center of my being, I love her completely. But I love
you too, Ev. I don't know why the hell I do when you scare the shit out of me
half the time with the way you go full psycho at the drop of a hat. If Rachel
gets mad at me, she gets mad at me and we'll work our way through it."


"What about that other gal,
Darlene?"


I shrugged, "I love her too.
And I don't advise you getting into it with her; I don't like my women
fighting."


"Oh, so it's your women
now?"


"Damn right it is," I
smiled up at her. "If I'm going to have to pay the consequences for the three
of you, then at least I'm going to own it."


"If you two lovebirds are
done?" Jane asked. I had no idea just how long she'd been watching us.


Evean kissed me and cast a cure
spell on me as she did, and suddenly I felt a lot better.


Getting off of me she helped me to
my feet and we went and found the brig, which was at the front of the ship.


"Will?" Dani said looking
up at me. She was naked, dirty, and bruised.


"Sorry to ruin your kinky
weekend, but I thought maybe you'd rather not meet up with your ex," I
grinned.


"Let me out of here and I'll
show you a kinky weekend!" she smiled and hopped up off the bed.
"These guys really couldn't measure up anyways. So who are your
friends?"


"This is Jane, and this is
Evean, who is about to become my third wife."


"I never said I was marrying
you, Will," Evean growled and smacked me on the butt.


"Good, cause I never
asked," I said.


"The keys to the cell are in
that desk over there," Evean said. "How'd you get here? Hell, how'd
you even know I was here?"


"We came here on the Moth,
after freeing Ann and the others. She was the one who told me what happened to
you," I said as I got the keys and unlocked the cell door.


"Now, we probably should grab
one of those boats on the back flight deck and get out of here before this
thing crashes."


"Why would it crash?"
Dani asked.


"The engines are stopped, so I
doubt it's holding its altitude anymore."


"What?" Dani ran off and
I followed her, and I have to admit I enjoyed watching that nice ass of hers as
I did. When we got to the bridge she looked over the controls and grabbing the
helm she turned to me.


"Go down to the engine room
and dial up a quarter power."


"Why?" I asked looking at
her.


"How much money do you think a
navy ship like this is worth? Damn Will, we're about to be very rich!" 


"Umm, I work for a god, so do
Jane and Evean, we really don't need any money."


"Great! More for me! Besides
Ann's gonna need a lot of money to replace everything that was lost, pay the families
of our dead crew a memorial fee, and hire new ones."


She stopped and looked at me.
"Why are you still here? Go!"


I went, and five minutes later I
had all of the motors set to all ahead one-quarter. Once that was done Dani
turned the ship around and with Evean telling her where the portal was, as it
was still close enough for us to feel, she flew us back through it to Nuris.


Several hours later, once we had
things under control, Dani took the time to hit the shower and then raid the
officer's quarters until she found some clothing that fit while I stood at the
helm and kept the ship straight and level. Then, of course, she dug through the
captain's uniforms and went crazy with the rank insignia. At least she looked
good in it.


After that Evean, Jane, and I
searched all of the dead bodies when morning finally came and took anything
that was useful, then threw the remains over the side and cleaned up the worst
of the mess. At least we were flying over some mountains at the time, so some
poor farmer didn't suddenly find an entire crew of dead sailors decorating his
fields.


"So, how long is it going to
take us to get to Portland?" I asked Dani after we finished dumping the
bodies.


"I think we can get there in
about a week. We're flying a straight course with no stops and this ship is
pretty quick if we don't care about our fuel."


"Yeah, but you're the only one
here who really knows how to fly these things. I can steer, but not much
else."


"Oh I took care of that, we'll
have some help soon enough."


"Huh?"


"While you were dealing with
the bodies I got on the radio and called the Grey Moth. Captain Ann is only
about a half-day's flight ahead of us. She's pulled their throttles back and we
should catch up with them in a few hours, though I'm gonna need you to go back
down to engineering and get the power up to three-quarters."


"Great! So once we get them
onboard, we can go home," I smiled.


"Not so fast, Lover boy,"
Dani said. "Captain Ann told me she only had helmsmen onboard. She'll give
me three, which will get us to Portland where we can sell this thing. But I'm
still going to need you to work the engines. Jane and Evean can go, but I can't
do this without your help, Will."


"I'm staying," Evean said,
she had an arm around me possessively.


"If you don't need me, I'd
just as soon go now," Jane said.


"Take the pinnace, it's worth
the least of the three," Dani said.


"Why would I do that?"


"We're at eight thousand feet,
what else are you going to do?" Dani asked, giving Jane a look.


"Open a portal," Jane
said, and then did just that.


"Bye Will, Evean, Dani,"
Jane said and stepped through, dropping it the moment she was out of sight.


Dani turned and looked at me.
"Can you do that?"


I nodded, "We all can. Part of
the job. But only to go back home."


"So, you really did die when
your boat blew up?"


I nodded.


Dani sighed and shook her head,
"And here I thought you were just messing with my head."


"Well, there is one thing I
need to tell you. I don't know if you've figured it out yet or not."


"What?" Dani asked,
looking between Evean and me.


"When Adell cast that blessing
before we left, she also cast a fertility spell."


Dani groaned and swore rather
loudly, "Are you shitting me?"


I shook my head, "Nue and
Adonna talked her into it, though I gather it was mostly Nue's idea."


"So I'm pregnant," Dani
groaned again.


"Cats can get elves
pregnant?" Evean asked.


"Damn near anything can get us
pregnant," Dani grumbled. "I hate having kids."


"Wait," I stopped and
looked at her, "You've been pregnant before?"


"Yeah, Guntz, that first orc
who had me? We had a kid. Bazz and I have one too, which is why I know he'd
never sell me out. Our son would kill him."


"Is that why your ex hates you
so much?"


"Of course it is! I had a kid
with a filthy orc instead of him, even if it was his fault I ended up there in
the first place. It 'shamed' him that not only did I not die but I let
him get a kid on me. You see we can't get pregnant unless we want to."


"Or someone casts a spell on
you, say like a priestess from a fertility goddess?" Evean interjected.


Dani nodded and sighed, then looked
up at me.


"Wait a second; you said Nue
and Adonna are pregnant too?"


I nodded, "Yeah, why?"


"Ah! Then I can offload the
kid onto one of them, and let them raise it. It's their fault I'm pregnant
after all!"


"You'd do that?" Evean
said, looking just a tad surprised.


"I'm not exactly 'mom'
material," Dani grinned a little crookedly. "That's one of the
reasons I don't like having kids."


"Is that from living with the
orcs?" I asked her.


"No, it's from me still being
a kid myself!" Dani laughed, "We don't start to mature until we're
about a hundred. Oh, some grow up faster, but I'm not one of those. Hell most
of us don't have kids until our second or third century, and here I'm on my
third kid and I'm not even sixty!"


I shook my head, "Learn
something new every day I guess. Well, I'm going to set the engines and then take
a nap," I said and grabbed Evean.


"Hey, I'm not tired!"
Evean protested.


"It's not that kind of a
nap," I grinned.


"Oh!" 


"Want some company?" Dani
asked with a wink.


"You've got a ship to
fly," I said.


"Maybe later," Evean said
with a leer, "if you're good."


"Honey, I'm always good!"


I sighed and dragged Evean out of
the room, one kinky woman I could handle, two seriously kinky women just might
kill me.











Twenty-One


Juntura - Portland


 


"I want to thank you again for
coming back and saving me," Dani said and gave me a hug. "You too of
course," She said and gave Evean a hug as well. The crews were still tying
the ship up to the dock; I'd just finished shutting down everything in engineering.
Ann would be heading over as soon as they got the Grey Moth secured. We'd
followed them all the way here.


"So what are your plans
now?" I asked.


"Selling this ship will
probably take months, then I'll have this to deal with," Dani gave her
belly a pat. "So not much for a while. I think Ann wants to put her ship
through a refit before getting back on the trading circuit."


"You mean smuggling
circuit," Evean grinned.


"Well, a girl's gotta do what
a girl's gotta do," Dani smirked. "Until next time, I need to get
down there and talk to the dock master before he has a fit."


I nodded and watched as Dani walked
out of engineering, she'd come in while I was still shutting everything down.


"Well, let's go home," I
said and started to open up a portal when Evean put her hand on my arm.


 "We're going to my place this
time."


"Huh?"


"As much as I believe that
you'd give me a child with Rachel growling at you the entire time, I'd rather
we do it somewhere nice and private. Besides, I've been to your home, how about
coming to mine for a change?"


I smiled at Evean and pulled her
close into a tight hug and kissed her.


"What was that for?"
Evean asked, looking at me a little bemused.


"I'm just happy, that's
all."


She gave me a look for a moment,
and then her eyes widened just a hair, "You can't wait to get me home and
knock me up!"


"Yup," I purred, "I
still can't get over you wanting my cub. You can have your pick of any male you
want, but you want me."


"Just how long have you wanted
this?"


"Since the first time we slept
together," I admitted and kissed her again.


"Wait, what?"


"You are about to discover
just how much it meant to me, what you did for me as Evan. When we finally
slept together, I wanted you that night. And you gave me everything. Only two
women have ever done that for me before, Ev, and I married both of them.


"I just figured that being a
champion, you didn't want any kids. Well, maybe not right now at least."


"I'm almost tempted to go back
to your place after that little speech," Evean smiled and kissed me.


"Roden won't be mad at me for
this, will he?"


"Trust me, Will, Roden has
been very receptive to the idea of you and me having children. Now," Evean
opened up a portal to Roden's temple, "come on, Will. I have definitely
got a few plans for you tonight, and tomorrow, and the day after that!"


Stepping through the portal, we
came out in the back of Roden's main temple.


"Hey, Ro! I'm home!"
Evean called out smiling.


"I can see that," Roden's
voice answered back. "I see she finally got you, William."


I smiled and shrugged, "It's
hard to say no to the ones you love."


"Yes, William, I have found
that to be true. It's also very hard to say no to Evean."


"Un-huh," Evean chuckled,
"Just get Xia in here, I got a spell I want her to cast before I drag Will
off to have my way with him!"


 


 


A week later I gated back into
Fel's temple, having left behind a very happy Evean, and to be completely
honest, I was very happy as well. It really had been just as special with her,
as it was with Rachel and Darlene for me.


"Hi, Fel."


"I'd ask if you had fun, but
Roden already filled me in on everything," Fel chuckled.


I shrugged, "It was worth
whatever grief Rachel gives me over it."


"Oh, I wouldn't worry too much
about that."


"Really?" I asked,
surprised.


"Rachel is pragmatic, she's the
queen after all. She knows that Evean wants you, and is willing to wait to get
you. She figures if Evean is around, she'll rein you in because she doesn't
want to share you."


"What do you think she'll do
when she finds out I gave Evean a child?"


"As long as it's not taking
away from her time with you, she really won't care. Rachel knows that she has
limited time in this world. She's matured enough that she wants to maximize her
time with those she loves, and her mate."


"Which is me."


"Which is you. Sharing with
Darlene or Laria doesn't cut into her time with you so much because they're
there with her. Your being gone two years did not sit well with her, she knows
that there are things you must do, but she also knows that she almost lost you.
The only reason I even sent you to the core worlds was because the offer was
one I could not pass up, and which would probably have never been made
again."


"She was angry about it,
wasn't she?" I sighed.


"Yes, but she'll never tell
you."


I remembered something then, "You
know, once we've had some time to settle down, I think I'd like to take Rachel
to Juntura. She's always wanted to fly, and Carol does have that boat."


"It would be both easier and
safer than taking her to your old world," Fel agreed.


"So how are Nue, Adonna, and
the rest of the girls?"


"They're all much happier now
and doing well."


"Where are they staying? Here?
Or someplace else?"


"Oh, I sent them back already.
I didn't need to train them, though I daresay a couple of them are considering
becoming priestesses, Carol can teach them. All but one of them
converted."


"Does this mean I'll be going
back there? Other than to take Rachel flying?"


"Not for a while, William, not
for a long while. I promised Rachel that I wouldn't send you anywhere between
now and your son's wedding."


"Thanks, Fel. It really will
be nice to be home for a while." I looked around then, "Where's
Nara?"


"Visiting Rachel and Darlene
of course. In fact, I just told her to let your wives know that you're
home."


I smiled, "Well, in that case,
I guess I should get going."


 


END











Afterword


 


Hi! I'd like to thank you for
reading the most recent book in the Portals of Infinity series. If you enjoyed
this book, I'd like to ask could you please rate it. As an author, reviews and
ratings are my lifeblood, with 4 & 5 stars being the most important. Amazon
rewards us for good reviews by showing my book to people who they think will
enjoy it, like you did.


 


Some of you may now know that I'm
also writing under a pen name, Jan Stryvant. Those stories are a bit different
than what I normally write, so I would suggest reading the blurbs and any
disclaimers. There are links to that work on my webpage, if you are interested.


 


A few of you (maybe even more than
a few) might be wondering why there was such a long time between book #7
(Kaiju) and this one. It's not easy to say, but to try and simplify, the book
that was originally going to be this one, just wasn't working out and then a
number of real life issues cropped up. The reason I came back to this now (I've
always meant to, it was just taking a while) was primarily due to the urging of
William D. Arand of 'Super Sales on Super Hero's' and 'Otherlife' fame. I had
no idea he read my stuff until we got to talking one day as I read his
stuff. 


He has a new book out (Dungeon
Deposed - you can find it on his author page: https://www.amazon.com/William-D.-Arand/e/B01AY7PSG4
) if you haven't read him, I would suggest it. After all, he got on my case to
get back to Portals, but also I enjoy his work, so you probably will as well.


Blaise Corvin also prodded me a
bit, which helped. https://www.amazon.com/Blaise-Corvin/e/B01LYK8VG5  Delvers
LLC is really good, and you should help support his knife collection (he has
some nice ones!).


 


As to when POI #9 will be coming out,
probably not before the fall. I have a lot of books under the Stryvant name
that I've promised to write, so I need to get those completed first. Will we be
seeing more of the Seven Worlds? Perhaps....


 


 


Again,
thank you all for buying my books and reading them, I couldn't do it without
you!


John
Van Stry


www.vanstry.net
(more of my work, and some other things)


email:
vanstry@gmail.com


Mailing
list signup: http://eepurl.com/2qrO9


My
Patreon page: https://www.patreon.com/vanstry
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