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    One 
 
    Medina, Rossiya 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Helm, climb to three thousand, make our course two-eight-five! Engines full speed ahead!" 
 
    I listened to Bork's friend and our new captain, Kardez, rattling off orders as we came out of the portal from Thayne. We were in Two Rivers' territory now, and while Ral and Par knew we were here the moment we came out of the portal, I didn't think there was much they could do about it. 
 
    I'd given Thraznick, our ship's engineer, a week to get the Kashmir ready for action, which gave Eiger and Han time to raid some of the temple security to bring their marine's numbers back up to six on each team, and Jac had replaced the orcs he'd lost on his, which—when you consider just how few orcs there were on Juntura—was quite an impressive trick. 
 
    We'd also picked up another dozen fighters from Juntura, all native Junturan catfolk. A few of them followed Fel, but most of them followed Vikoria or one of the other Junturan gods. While Vikoria's priestesses weren't preaching war, they sure weren't saying anything against it, nor were they telling their followers anything other than, "If your heart tells you to go, know that the Goddess will go with you." 
 
    Rumor had it several other religions on Juntura were also preaching against Par, but I hadn't had time to stay there and find out. Fel had only just invoked what he called the 'don't poke the tiger with the stick' rule, and I think all the other gods in the Seven Worlds were still deciding which side of the fence they were going to come down on. Assuming, of course, they came down off the fence at all. 
 
    Hence the need to strike while Par and Ral's religion and followers were still in chaos. 
 
    We'd flown through Nuris as fast as we could, not stopping for anything, and we'd only stopped in Thayne long enough to fuel up. I'd run into town, literally, and ran into the Crazed Hen, the very bar we'd been hired onto the Blue Star at. 
 
    Then I'd told everyone there, "We're going to make a run into Rossiya and teach Par another lesson, and the time for you and your gods and their governments to help put Par back in her place will soon come to you as well, I'm sure." 
 
    Now we were here to do just that. It'd been two weeks since I blew up their temple, killing both Par's high priestess and Ral's high priest, plus both of their champions, as well as all their most senior clergy, all of whom had lived on the temple grounds. 
 
    "Lookouts!" Dani called over the intercom from her position on the bridge beside me, "Any contacts?" Then, "Nothing at all, Will," Dani reported as they all checked in. "Are you sure they know we're coming?" 
 
    "Par and Ral, yes. Everyone else? Not if they haven't gotten their high priests replaced. Until they do, Par and Ral can't talk to any of their clergy." 
 
    "Why can't someone just declare themselves the new high mucky-muck?" Neli asked from behind the controls as she stood on the bridge, flying the ship. 
 
    "Because the majority of the clergy have to agree on it, or it doesn't take affect." 
 
    "You both think they're fighting over it, don't you?"  
 
    Dani snorted, and I laughed.  
 
    "Oh, yeah, they're fighting over it, I'm sure. Probably took them a week just to gather up the people who were left from all the other temples," I said. "Any day now, they'll get their collective heads out of their asses, but until then," I smiled and growled, "we're going to sow us a little discord." 
 
    "I make us about ten minutes out, William," Captain Kardez said, looking out the windows and checking landmarks. 
 
    "I better join the men. Dani, you know the drill," I said. Leaving the bridge, I ran back to the launch deck. Each of the two launches held a dozen of our fighters, eighteen of which were our marines, and another six of our new 'regular' fighters, leaving our gunnery crew and an additional six onboard.  
 
    Nita was flying one, Alena the other. Both were understandably a little bit nervous about flying into combat.  
 
    Zed was with Nita—they were most definitely a couple now—and I wasn't sure who was more upset, the other catfolk women who couldn't 'entertain' him anymore, or the men who were unhappy that the hottest Junturan girl aboard was now spoken for by someone you really didn't want to mess with. 
 
    I would be flying with Alena, both because she was less experienced, and because I was the only other one here right now with any healing abilities. We couldn't afford to lose either of our pilots, nor the boats we were coming down in.  
 
    "Remember!" I called out. "We're after Par the Blue; anyone who follows Ral the Green may flee. Only destroy the images of Par!" 
 
    Everyone nodded, and we all strapped ourselves in. I'd had the launches rigged with ropes, so we'd all have something to hang onto, because the ride was probably going to be a rough one. 
 
    "Launch!" someone called out, the boat tenders cast us off, and we dove down to the surface, hard, as the Kashmir circled up high above us, the starboard side gun firing on the temple below. I figured we didn't have a lot of time—10, 15 minutes tops—before they got in touch with somebody via radio who would send a warship our way. 
 
    We wanted to be gone before that. 
 
    Nita came in hot and fast, with Alena following. She grounded at the front of the temple within a minute of us casting off, Alena landed to the side and clear of her fans, and everyone piled out of the boats as fast as we could.  
 
    "For Feliogustus and JUSTICE!" I yelled and invoked my champion's aura as I led the charge up the steps and into the temple, two of our fighters peeling off to find and dig up a ward stone. The grounds were still holy, as was the building. If they'd gotten a new high priest for either order, I'd be fielding all sorts of nasty attacks right now. 
 
    The inside of the temple was laid out in a half-and-half motif. The left side, Par's, was blue. Ral's, the right side, was green. 
 
    "Destroy everything on the left! Everything of Par!" I cried out and charged the main altar. That would have to go, of course, but I noticed there were two smaller sub-altars to either side. Up until now, I'd really had no idea what to expect inside one of the Two Rivers' temples. Hopefully they were all laid out the same. 
 
    "Kill the bitch! Kill her followers! Spare the good people of Ral!" Eiger, Han, and Jac chanted, exhorting their men as I charged the altar. I shouldered several clerics out of my way as they scrambled to put up some sort of defense, then the marines who were following me quickly killed them, and I made it to the altar unscathed. 
 
    Winding up with the sledgehammer I'd brought along for the job—one Zed had blessed for me the night before—I started in on the altar. The marble it was made from was strong, but five minutes later, it broke in half and exploded, knocking me back. Thankfully it had sent most of the blast down the aisle towards the front doors, as I'd expected and previously warned everyone else about. As we'd been keeping the aisle clear, and with so many of Ral and Par's powers being blocked because of their lack of a high priest, it was far less powerful than I'd expected and no one was killed or seriously injured. 
 
    I then joined the two who were working on Par's small sub-altar and made quick work of that as well. The explosion it made was a fair bit less, and several of us took a minute to piss on it as well, to make sure it was profaned. 
 
    "Let's go!" I called and looked around me as everyone headed for the door, lighting fires all along Par's side as they left. There were a lot of dead priests and priestesses on the ground. There were people huddling on Ral's side of the temple, looking terrified. 
 
    "We have NO fight with Ral the Green!" I yelled to them, using my champion's voice. "Par is a traitorous bitch! We will kill all who follow her and destroy all that is hers! She has brought this upon herself! Leave her! She is unworthy!" I finished as I followed the last of them out the door. 
 
    I noticed a few more bodies around the boats, but the men we'd left to guard them were still alive, if wounded. Unfortunately the two we'd set to find the ward stone hadn't had any success, but the mess we'd left would still hurt Ral and Par quite a bit. We boarded and took off, chasing after the Kashmir, which was now blasting away at a smaller airship that had apparently decided to make a stand. 
 
      
 
    "How'd it go?" Dani asked as I rejoined them on the bridge. 
 
    "No serious injuries, and we accomplished our goals. Obviously they still haven't sorted out their leadership issues." 
 
    "I've already turned us towards Broadmoor," Captain Kardez told me. "We should be there in an hour. I'm assuming it's safe for us to continue?" 
 
    "Yes, but keep an eye out. I'm hoping going deeper into their territory will confuse any warships looking for us. I'm going to check in with Bork down in the radio room and see what he's hearing." I gave Dani a hug. "How are our gunnery crews doing?" 
 
    "They tagged two small boats trying to investigate us," she said with a smile as she followed me down to where the radios were, "and our sharpshooters picked off several people on their decks." 
 
    "You mean you picked them off." 
 
    She grinned. "It was a bit of a challenge, and just sitting up here waiting for you to get back isn't all that much fun. I still don't know why you wouldn't let me go." 
 
    I sighed. "You've already got enough people targeting you, Dani. I don't think we need a god or a goddess on top of that." 
 
    "What about the others? They all went with you." 
 
    " I'm not sleeping with any of them. They're not my lover or connected to me in any other personal way. Par's a bitch. If you go down there with me, she'll use that as an excuse to come after you, I'm sure." 
 
    Dani gave me a dubious look as we got to the radio room. Bork was inside, scanning the frequencies. 
 
    "Pick anything up?" I asked from the doorway. 
 
    "Oh, lots! Did you know around a dozen ships are invading Medina?" he said with a grin. "Plus there was a huge battle fought in the sky over the city, there's wreckage everywhere, and several buildings were shelled. Oh, and the temple is on fire." 
 
    "Well, that's good," I said with a smile. "Any descriptions of what our ship looks like?" 
 
    "I lost count, and each one's different." 
 
    "Is anyone looking for us?" Dani asked. 
 
    "Yes, but everyone believes Medina is being invaded, so that's where they're looking. Right now, no one thinks this is a single ship, and several military ships have been dispatched with 'all due haste' to go there." 
 
    "Good," I said with a smile. "Now, let's get ready for our attack on Broadmoor." 
 
      
 
    The attack on the temple in Broadmoor was almost exactly the same as the one in Medina. The only difference was, this time they found the ward stone, and we spent a couple extra minutes destroying it. Then it was back up to the Kashmir. 
 
    "Onward to Ballard!" I called to Captain Kardez across the deck as I got off the launch. Ballard was a good two-hour trip from where we were. We were cutting across a good portion of Two Rivers-held territory, but it would put us on a good course to a portal that wasn't in their occupied territory, and we'd fly over some well defended territory once we left Two Rivers' borders, which would hopefully hamper any further pursuit. 
 
    I figured by the time we were finished with Ballard, if nothing else, we'd have the Two Rivers' navy on our trail. If not, well, there were several other ripe targets in the area. 
 
      
 
    Ballard started off the same as the last two, but this time Par started to manifest just as I destroyed her sub-altar, and the explosion from that was big enough that it threw me across the room, and I had to pop a couple of heals from the force of it. 
 
    "Light it up!" Eiger yelled, as Jac helped me to my feet. "We're done here!"  
 
    I called out the same threats and warnings as we left, but I could see Ral starting to manifest over his sub-altar as well. That would stop as soon as they pried up the ward stone that a couple of Jac's orcs were digging up and the ground became unconsecrated.  
 
    I thought I heard a howling of some sort when one of them smashed something with an axe while we loaded up the two launches, but I was no longer within the boundaries as we took off and flew back up to the Kashmir.  
 
    "Tell the captain to get us out of here!" I called out as soon as the two launches tied up to their mounts. Almost immediately, all the fans went to full throttle, and we came about. By the time I made it to the bridge, we were climbing up to 5,000 feet and on a straight heading. 
 
    "We're on course for the border," Captain Kardez said. "Should take us about an hour from here." 
 
    "How long 'til we hit the portal out?" I asked. 
 
    "Ten hours. So no more targets, then?" 
 
    I shook my head. "They finally got their clergy in order." 
 
    "No doubt burning down a couple of temples and slaughtering more priests encouraged them just a teensy-tiny little bit," Dani said with a smirk. 
 
    "Hmm, you may have a point there," I said with a grin. "Their airships will be getting intercept headings to come after us, so keep us going as fast as you can, as long as you can. How much fuel do we have?" I asked Captain Kardez. I knew he'd been doing a lot of maneuvering over the targets and engaging in running battles while we'd been down on the ground destroying the temples. 
 
    "Barely enough. I'm going to have to pull us back to 80% to have enough fuel to make it into Port Surber after we go through." 
 
    "Can you hold this speed until we get halfway?" 
 
    He nodded. "That'll give us more than enough to get there." 
 
    "Fine, go with that. Double the lookouts until we cross the border over into Madrian-held lands; after that, just double the ones aft." 
 
    "Do you think they'll bother?" Neli asked from the helmsman station. 
 
    I nodded. "Yes, I do. I'm sure they're both livid over what we did today. They know what we're trying to do." 
 
    "Then what good are we doin' if they already know what your goal is?" 
 
    I smiled and put an arm around Dani, whose zipper was about as far down as it could go. "Ral's not the one I have to convince here; his followers and priests are. If they decide to abandon Par, there won't be anything he can do about it—and in fact, once he realizes Par's going down, he'll dump her to save his own skin, I'm sure." 
 
    "Do you really think so?" she asked with a frown. "I mean, they're gods, aren't they?" 
 
    "Gods who never got along all that well back when they were humans, and apparently still don't now, even though they're divine," I said with a laugh. 
 
    "Now, if anybody needs us, we'll be in the owner's cabin," I said and dragged Dani back to our shared quarters. 
 
    Though I'm not sure 'dragged' was the best description, seeing as she was holding on to me without that much help. 
 
    "Bork!" I yelled down the corridor as we made for the room. "If anyone sounds like they're getting close, page me in my cabin!" 
 
    "Will do!" 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Two 
 
    Rossiya—over Madria 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dani and I were lying in bed, enjoying the afterglow and discussing the current state of affairs. 
 
    "So what are our plans once we get to Thayne?" 
 
    I stretched and yawned. "I think I'll go around to a couple of the churches and see if there's any interest in joining our little army, or at the very least, in having people travel around Thayne looking for churches or shrines. Fel got a lot of intel from the people we kidnapped a few weeks ago." 
 
    "Kidnapped and killed, you mean," she said with a snort. 
 
    I shrugged. "I'm not sure any of them would enjoy life as a catfolk on Saladin, and there's no way to send them back here, so it's not like there were a lot of choices. Besides, their god shouldn't have picked on us." 
 
    Dani rolled onto her side, facing me. "Do you really think anybody is going to join us?" 
 
    I nodded. "Two Rivers is on course to conquer as much of Rossiya, Thayne, and Nuris as they can grab. I wouldn't be surprised to find out they have designs on Savoy and Prime, as well. After that?" I shrugged. "These people are the type who are never happy with what they've got, and they can't bear the idea that someone else might be doing better than they are, or are happier than they are.  
 
    "Their entire philosophy is driven by jealousy and greed. No one is allowed to have it better than them, and only the approved are allowed to have it as good. Everyone else needs to suffer and contribute their all to the 'common good'—and understand, it's only the leaders who are deserving of the 'common good'. Everyone else just works as slaves." 
 
    Dani blinked and leaned back a little from the vehemence of my outburst. 
 
    "Touch a nerve there, did we?" 
 
    I sighed and rolled onto my back. "I've just seen it way too many times before. Even back where I grew up, a place with so many riches, it makes elven kingdoms look like pikers. People like Par and Ral prey on misery—misery they themselves create. The other gods know this, and any of the governments run by anybody halfway competent, well, they know it, too. These groups pop up everywhere in every history, it seems." 
 
    Dani thought about that a moment. "Well, a human's only attempt at building any kind of dynasty in the Seven Worlds isn't going to last very long, once the Elves and the Orcs decide to wage all-out war." 
 
    "One can only hope," I said with a smile. "Though it'd be better to stamp it out now, while it's in one small kingdom out on the third ring." 
 
    "If it's so rich where you come from, why the hell are you here?" Dani asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "You just said a moment ago that where you're from is so rich it'd make the elvish kingdoms look poor." 
 
    I smiled. "Yeah, I guess I did, didn't I?" 
 
    "So why are you here?" 
 
    "Hot elvish ass?" I said with a grin. 
 
    She smacked me on the forehead, hard. "Bad kitty! No more playtime for you!" 
 
    "Sheesh, there's no reason to be mean about it!" I said with a laugh. 
 
    "Uh-huh. Now, really. If it's so great there, why are you here? Or are you just telling tall tales?" 
 
    "It wasn't much fun for me, to be completely honest. I was working as an engineer, fresh out of school, and life sucked. I wasn't looking forward to a life as a wage slave." 
 
    "What's a 'wage slave'?" 
 
    "You work 9 to 5, five days a week, until you're old enough to retire. Weekends off, holidays. Get a house, a wife, a couple of kids. Go on vacations. Live a perfectly average, normal, and usually completely safe life." 
 
    "That doesn't sound bad," she said, frowning. "Actually, it sounds rather nice." 
 
    "I don't know. I thought life would be more challenging. Thought I'd get to do more interesting work in my career, but the hard jobs go to the more senior people, and that can take decades to get to. The place I lived had a population of like fifteen million people." 
 
    "Fifteen million?" 
 
    I nodded. "That's the city and the surrounding suburbs and stuff. I mean, it's one of the most important cities in the world, so there's a lot of stuff there. The country I came from was like two hundred and fifty million when I left, but it's all way too civilized, I think, and there aren't a whole lot of mysteries left back there—unless they decide to colonize the solar system and the other planets." 
 
    "Now you lost me. Solar system? Planets?" 
 
    "Didn't we have a discussion about gravity a while back?" 
 
    "Maybe? I don't remember." 
 
    "Well, I discovered how to travel to other realities via the portals and found I liked it a lot more on the ones I ended up on, versus the one I'd come from. But I think we've strayed from the point." 
 
    "Which point was that?" Dani asked with a grin. 
 
    "That there are gods who are going to want to help us slap down or even destroy Par and nip this whole issue in the bud, if for no other reason than to keep me from getting all the credit for it." 
 
    "Well," she said with a sly grin as her hand ran up my leg, "I can think of some other things you could be getting credit…" 
 
    "Will, we got trouble!" Bork called over the intercom. 
 
    Sitting up as Dani swore, I hit the reply button. 
 
    "Speak to me, Bork." 
 
    "A frigate just radioed in that they've caught sight of us and are slowly catching up." 
 
    "We'll be up to the bridge in a minute." 
 
    "Minute? You want to go up there all wet and sticky? I don't think the captain will appreciate you making his bridge smell like a bordello, Will!" Dani giggled. 
 
    I grabbed her and popped a couple of cleaning cantrips. 
 
    "Hey! What the…" She looked at herself and then me. "Damn, you really know how to take all the fun out of things." 
 
    "Dani, while I may not have lowered the boom on you, yet," I said with a bit of a growl, "when I'm around, I really don't want you messing with other men." 
 
    "This from a man who messes with other women." 
 
    "Yes, I'm a hypocrite and a chauvinist. However, there are two things about me that let me do this." 
 
    "Oh?" she asked giving me a look. "And what would those two things be?" 
 
    "First off, I can actually love you as well as my other women and will repeatedly prove it." 
 
    "Umm, you've been pretty good at that so far," she said with a thoughtful look, "and according to Evean and your wife, you do seem to be the type that commits. What's the other thing?" 
 
    "I can and will kill anybody who lays a finger on one of my women, and have, more than once. I've killed gods, demi-gods, and people by the thousands. Hell, one of these days, if your ex doesn't drop that bounty, he's going to get a very rude awakening," I said with a deep growl at the end. 
 
    "Will! You can't kill a king!" Dani said, laughing as we got out of bed and got dressed. 
 
    "Oh? Ask Zed," I replied with an evil grin. 
 
    "Now I'm afraid to!" she said, giving me a concerned look. 
 
    I grabbed the rest of my gear and ran up to the bridge as she followed behind me, zipping her flight suit up. 
 
    "What's up, Captain?" 
 
    "Bork says we have company, but none of the lookouts have spotted anything yet." 
 
    "I'll go back and take a look," Dani said and turned to head to the back of the ship, leaving the bridge. 
 
    "If we have to run the power back up to full, will we make the portal?" 
 
    "Yes, but we won't make Sevin." 
 
    "Hmm, I need to think about this. Let me take a look at what we're up against. Tell Eiger, Han, and Jacob to get their people armed and armored. We may be making a boarding action here in the next half hour or so." 
 
    "Yes, sir, William!" 
 
    I left the bridge and ran back to the fantail to join Dani, who was peering through the dusk behind us. We were still sailing in the general direction of the light, with the sun a few degrees off our portside, which probably explained why they'd spotted us before we saw them. 
 
    "Got 'em," she said after a minute of squinting. 
 
    "How fast are they overtaking us?" 
 
    "Oh, I'd say they'll be here in about 15 minutes, if those two ships flying up around 10,000 feet above weren't diving on them," she said, pointing up off the port stern. 
 
    "Huh?" I said, looking up and popping a cantrip I'd only recently learned to help my eyesight. Because they had their sides to us, I could see them. Two enormous frigates were diving, and as I watched, they opened fire on the Two Rivers' frigate that apparently hadn't even realized they were there. I borrowed one of the lookout's spotting scopes and got a better look, now that I knew where they were. 
 
    "I guess someone from Madria bet they'd try to intercept us as well," Dani said with a smirk. "They've probably been shadowing us for hours, just waiting for this opportunity." 
 
    We watched as the two ships continued their dives, putting shot after shot into the Two Rivers ship, which tried to take evasive action while bringing its own guns about. Either way, they weren't our concern anymore. 
 
    "Let me know who wins," I said and went back up to the bridge to let Captain Kardez know we didn't have to worry about the frigate anymore. 
 
    "The frigate's dead!" Dani called up to the bridge over the intercom just as I'd finished updating Captain Kardez on the situation. 
 
    "Will!" Bork called up from the radio room almost immediately after. 
 
    "What?" I called back down. 
 
    "The Medina navy would like to know if you'd like to make use of one of their ports to refuel. On them, no less! They'd also like to perhaps discuss a few things?" 
 
    "Sure, why not?" I called back. "Free fuel is free fuel. Ask them for directions and coordinate with the captain. I guess I need to put my good clothes on." 
 
    "You have good clothes?" Bork teased. 
 
    "No, Dani has good clothes. If I can talk her into wearing them, everyone will be too busy staring at her to care about what I look like!" I replied with a laugh and went back to our quarters. I actually did have clothing a lot nicer looking than what I was currently wearing. If I was going to meet important people on this trip, I needed to look the part. I didn't know what, if any, help Madria could give us; they'd been fighting this war for over four years now and only recently started turning the tables.  
 
    More due to the side effects of my own actions, I believed. 
 
    Maybe they could help point me in the right direction now that I was looking for allies. 
 
      
 
    We followed the ships into a military port, a large lake on the far side of the kingdom from where the fight with Two Rivers was going on. After we tied up, I left Bork and the captain to deal with refueling, while Dani and I went down the gangplank to meet with the locals.  
 
    There were four men waiting at the bottom, standing on the dock. All four were in uniform, so I did the 'eyes and ears' thing as we stepped off the gangplank. 
 
    "Gentlemen," I said with a smile, "please excuse my lack of familiarity with your rank. I'm William, champion for the god Feliogustus. My lovely elven friend here is Daniella Latenta Paronator Latham, whom you may or may not have heard of, and this is our ship, the Kashmir." 
 
    The oldest looking of the four men nodded and smiled. 
 
    "I'm Admiral Lebric Hiens, and this is Captain Kearin Avery, Captain Willic Lee, and Lieutenant Wesley Watts, my aide. I would like to extend his majesty's personal thanks for the services we've only recently discovered you've been doing for us, Champion." 
 
    I smiled. "Will or William, please, Admiral, and I'd like to thank your men for dealing with the frigate that decided to come after us." 
 
    "It was the least we could do, and I do mean the least, something I would like to remedy going forward if at all possible. Could I interest you and your friend Daniella in some food and conversation regarding how we might show even more of his majesty's gratitude?" 
 
    "Please," I said with a nod, and the admiral's smile got even more pronounced. He reminded me of General Holse; he had that rough look about him that made me suspect he'd worked his way up through the ranks. 
 
    I took Dani's arm, and we followed the four officers off the dock. 
 
    "You were the one responsible for arming Vikoria the Bountiful's followers, weren't you?" Captain Lee asked as we made our way across the street that fronted the docks. 
 
    "I had help," I replied. "Lots of help." 
 
    "Is your god an ally of Vikoria, then?" 
 
    "Not exactly; I was here to repay a favor, which was owed to Vikoria by another. However they were unable to repay it and asked my god to send me as a favor to them, instead." 
 
    "The gods trade favors?" Captain Lee asked with a slight chuckle. 
 
    "Some do," I said with a chuckle of my own. 
 
    "But that's not why you're here now, is it?" Admiral Hiens said as he led us on a direct path to a nice-looking club that sat on the corner, with a commanding view of the docks. 
 
    I shook my head. "No, this has become a rather personal affair, for both me and my god, Feliogustus." 
 
    We went inside the building, a doorman holding the door for us, and I followed the admiral up a set of stairs to the second floor. The place was nice, and from the number of uniforms in it, I guessed it was the officers' club.  
 
    The admiral led us into a private room with a view of the harbor and offered us seats with both a good view of the door and out the window. 
 
    "Please, be seated, and I'll have someone bring up something to drink," he continued. "It was only recently that our intelligence people started to figure things out. I'm sorry to say, this entire civil war caught us flat-footed. We've since heard about Gadston and your retaking of the Grey Moth, along with what you did to the Two Rivers' ship taking your friend Daniella here to Prime. I must say, that was very impressive. 
 
    "Until of course we heard about what you did to their main temple at Crown Hill." 
 
    "Yes, that was impressive!" Captain Avery said with a laugh, and both Captain Lee and Lieutenant Watts laughed along with him. 
 
    "Which brings me to my first two questions," Admiral Hiens said. "Why are you doing this, and what's your goal?" 
 
    "Par murdered his one-year-old son, who was also the child of his god's high priestess," Dani said speaking up for the first time. "That upset some very serious agreements between Feliogustus and a good many other gods." 
 
    "Really? I hadn't heard about that at all!" 
 
    "It's…complicated," I said, "as the affairs of the gods often are." 
 
    "So, your goal is revenge?" Captain Avery asked. 
 
    "Yes, I guess for the most part, it is. Ral and Par do need to be punished for what they did, but my goal, and the goal of my god, is to bring Par's religion to its knees, split it off from Ral, and break Two Rivers in half." 
 
    "And then?" 
 
    I smiled. "That depends very much on what the other gods and the governments involved want to do." 
 
    "So you don't know?" Captain Lee asked. 
 
    I shook my head. "I know what I'd like to do, but there's also what I'm allowed to do. There are other religions who have issues with Two Rivers and want to be involved. There's your government, and I'm sure several others here, as well as on Thayne and even Nuris, who are realizing how far Two Rivers has spread their particular madness. I've seen Two Rivers' commerce raiders as far away as Lassen and Deans. 
 
    "So…" I shrugged. 
 
    "So even the gods play politics," Admiral Hiens concluded. 
 
    "I guess that's as good a way to view it as any," I agreed. "Why they do the things they do isn't something we can always comprehend, but in this, I think it's fairly straightforward." 
 
    Admiral Hiens nodded. 
 
    "So what's your next step?" 
 
    "Recruiting help, of course. When I get back to Thayne, I have a number of stops to make, to see who else is interested in joining with us. Any help you could provide I'm sure would be appreciated by everyone involved." 
 
    "What about the other religions here on Rossiya?" 
 
    "If you know of any who'd like to be a part of this, I'd be more than happy to talk with them. My original plan was to fly through the portal to Thayne, because I was expecting to have a lot of ships chasing us. We just destroyed another three temples, and I'm sure they all very much wanted me dead even before that." 
 
    "Ah, good. I suspected as much." 
 
    Just then a number of stewards came into the room with several bottles of wine and platters of hor d'oeuvres. As those were set out, they went over the menu and took our orders.  
 
    Most of the dinner conversation from that point on was small talk and a few questions about how I'd carried off each of the attacks. I avoided giving too many details on those, for a number of reasons, beyond any false modesty I might have developed. 
 
    They were actually quite fascinated with Dani, and not just because of her beauty. Elves rarely came to Rossiya, and little was known about them, so she ended up fielding a good many questions. They'd heard of her, but only due to my actions in saving her. I found it interesting that they couldn't understand why her ex was so upset with her living among the other races. After all, he was her ex, which meant none of what she did was any concern of his. 
 
    I think Dani was particularly fond of that sentiment. 
 
    When they finally cleared away the remains of what had been an enjoyable meal, Admiral Hiens leaned back in his chair and looked over at me. 
 
    "I think, William, that we'll be more than happy to offer access to our four largest military ports for the ships of any who wish to help. We can offer access to our shops and craftsmen for ship repairs and maintenance. Fuel we'll help out with where we can, but our supplies were set up with our own Navy in mind, not that of a much larger fleet.  
 
    "We can also supply ships to join in the fight, as well as men on the ground, seeing as we're already at war with Two Rivers." 
 
    I nodded. "That's a lot, and I appreciate it, but I do have to ask—what's your majesty's goal? Do they seek to wipe out Two Rivers?" 
 
    Admiral Hiens shook his head. "Originally, that was the idea. Then the goal simply became to stop them. Now? If you can split them, cause a schism in Two Rivers, effectively destroying the religion and replacing it with two smaller and weaker ones, I suspect we'll seek to coexist. Sadly, we're not in a position to dictate terms anymore, so we'll take what we can get, and be sure to keep a wary eye on the remnants afterwards." 
 
    I nodded. "That would be wise." 
 
    "I'll have a list sent over to your ship of places here I think you should visit in your quest for allies. You may stay as long as you like, and I've already let it be known that your ship is always welcome to land here." 
 
    "Why, thank you, Admiral," I said, standing up and giving a small bow. "I appreciate the help very much, and I'm sure Feliogustus appreciates it as well." 
 
    "Killing the defenseless is something that doesn't sit square with me, or his majesty," Admiral Hiens said with a heavy sigh, "but I'm not sure any of the Two Rivers camp deserves that courtesy anymore. That your own god—Feliogustus, was it?"  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "That your own god seems to hold to that maxim gives me hope for cooperation. I think I'm going to have a lengthy discussion with his majesty over which religions we should allow to play a role in Madrian society from this point forward." 
 
    I nodded again. "Well, thank you again for the meal, the conversation, and the offer, Admiral." 
 
    Dani stood up, gave a small bow, and thanked him as well. 
 
    "Avery, please escort them back to their ship, and see to any other resupply they may need." 
 
    "Immediately, sir!" Captain Avery said with a smile, and we followed him back to the ship. 
 
    "If you need anything, you can either have the dockmaster summon me, or have him send me a note," Captain Avery said, shaking hands with us when we got back to the ship. "You've made us all very hopeful." 
 
    "Thanks. I do appreciate it." 
 
    "Maybe one of these days you could even spend a little time telling us all about Feliogustus?" he asked with a sly smile. 
 
    I laughed. "Oh, trust me, I'll make sure you learn all about him." 
 
    I watched him walk back down the dock as we headed up the gangplank, the catfolk marine on watch saluting us as we came aboard. 
 
    "Did they just offer Feliogustus the chance to build a church here?" he asked, smiling. 
 
    Dani laughed. "I think their king just offered Feliogustus a bribe." 
 
    I frowned. "I missed something, didn't I?" 
 
    "You sure did!" Dani said with a snicker. "That was his royal nibs sitting across from us! Do you really think—after having the tides of their war changed so suddenly, and so sharply—the king of Madria is going to trust a meeting with the man responsible to anyone else?" 
 
    I just shook my head and sighed. "I need to talk to Fel." 
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    "So, was that the king?" I asked Fel as I sat across a table from him in his bar, while my body was asleep in my cabin on the Kashmir. 
 
    "Yes, that was him, King Alistair Lebric Hiens Valinstar the Third, protector and lord of Madria and the Flying Isles," Fel said with a smile. 
 
    "I guess I'm building a shrine tomorrow, huh?" 
 
    Fel nodded, still smiling. "Yes, and make sure it has room to expand into a full church." 
 
    "Who do you need me to leave there? I could leave Zed, though that would leave me a little shorthanded." 
 
    "Don't worry about it. I've already discussed it with Carol, and she'll be arranging it with Nue. You don't really have time to linger here and convert anyone, but setting up a shrine will pave the way for the people Carol's sending out, and it will let the king know you got his message." 
 
    "Any suggestions where to set it up?" 
 
    " I'm sure Captain Avery already has a nice location for you, once you call him in the morning and ask for his help." 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "What about the other gods?" I asked. 
 
    "There are three here on Rossiya I want you to talk to. None of them are very martial or have the kind of following Ral and Par have, but they'll be helpful, and you want to bring on as many people as possible." 
 
    "To keep what happened with Quzelatin from happening here, right?" I asked with a slight frown. 
 
    Fel nodded. "Exactly. If Par goes down, I don't think you want that notch in your belt, right?" 
 
    I shook my head, "No, no I don't. I've given it some thought; being 'the Godslayer' wasn't enough to stop Par—who knows, maybe it even encouraged her, thinking she could easily slap down the champion with the over-inflated self opinion." 
 
    "You might be right, William. Par is without a doubt the more conceited of the two, and the more disparaging of other races. I'll know more about her once the shrine here is upgraded to a church. It will also help with my interaction with the other gods." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "The Junturans only allow their own gods to have temples on Juntura, though there are a few shrines to some of the more popular gods, and then of course, there are the temples the original rulers of the Seven Worlds, who discovered Juntura, forced them to allow. I can have 'regular discussions' with those gods quite easily, but for the gods who are not on any realty where I have a presence, there are constraints." 
 
    "More rules?" 
 
    "Yes, William, though they're not a serious liability, they still make for certain limitations. The shrine will help with that tremendously, and I may have you set one up on Thayne as well." 
 
    "That won't get you in trouble with the gods there, will it?" 
 
    Fel shook his head. "No, because I won't ask you to do it unless they're in agreement with me asking you to do it. There are several powerful gods on Thayne who very much want to be a part of this war against Par. They agree with the sentiment you voiced earlier, about 'stamping this out now, before it becomes a problem.'  
 
    "These are the same gods who were quick to line up behind me invoking what I called the 'don't poke the tiger with the stick' rule," Fel said with a grin. "They see allying with me as a good hedge against future problems—in short, a small investment now that has the possibility of a large payoff later." 
 
    "Because?" I asked. 
 
    Fel snickered. "Because I have a god slayer in my pocket, and I have a strong network of allies on both my home reality as well as via Aryanna and her network of friends and allies." 
 
    "Huh." I thought about that; it made sense. Fel had become well connected since my time with him, or perhaps he'd already been well connected. That was how he got me, after all. 
 
    "What's Aryanna think about this?" I asked. 
 
    "She's pleased, especially with you bringing Nikki here. While she can't establish herself here, the possibility of alliances with a few of the other gods or goddesses is something she's rather enthusiastic about." 
 
    I laughed and then thought about it a moment, recalling where Aryanna had told me her roots were, and how she'd gotten started. "She's talking with Vikoria, isn't she?" 
 
    Fel smiled and gave a small nod. "Yes, they're both farmers at heart, and they came up the hard way. They also have two things in common beyond that." 
 
    "Oh? What?" 
 
    "You and me," Fel said and then actually snickered. 
 
    "You?" I said, wide-eyed. 
 
    "I was once one of her followers. That's why Sireen asked me to send you, and Vikoria was agreeable. She had a connection with me, even if it was only a tenuous one." 
 
    I thought about that a moment, and then I couldn't help but laugh, as I thought about them comparing notes on the two of us. I wondered which of us was worse? 
 
    "I was a much more disreputable character than you are, William," Fel reminded me. 
 
    "Yeah, but I'm a lot more spoiled! You tell me so, constantly!" 
 
    "Well, there is that," Fel said with another grin. "I've put down the names and locations of everyone I want you to talk with, both here and on Thayne. Now, go and get some work done." 
 
    "Yes, boss!" I said, still snickering, and fell back asleep. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    True enough, Captain Avery was quite happy to hear of my desire to find a place to put in a shrine. I was standing in a nice little building in sight of the docks, if 5,000 square feet could be called little. 
 
    "I hope this is large enough for your needs," he said, sounding quite apologetic, "but this was the closest thing we could find to the docks, and I felt it might be best to locate it nearby." 
 
    I looked around the place. There were a number of storage rooms and offices in the back, which would be useful for whoever ended up in charge here, but the front area was 2,500 square feet, probably more, and the building had clear space all around it. I also got the feeling it had been recently vacated.  
 
    As in last night while we slept. 
 
    "How much to buy it?" I asked him. "Leasing isn't really the best plan with shrines or churches." 
 
    "Oh, it's already been transferred to your ownership," he said with a smile. "As the Admiral said last night, his majesty feels we haven't done enough to reward you for your help." 
 
    "Well, I hope that he's still saying that when we turn this place into a church in a couple of weeks," I said, looking around. "There are a couple of priests and other laypeople on their way here as of this morning." 
 
    "That quickly?" 
 
    "Gods have their ways of talking with their champions and making their desires known," I told him. "I'm going to need to hire some carpenters and get a bunch of work done, starting tomorrow. If you could recommend somebody, that would definitely help." 
 
    "I'll have them here at eight in the morning," Captain Avery promised. 
 
    "Great. Now I need to go back to my ship and grab the priest who's been traveling with me, along with some of the crew, and get this prepared. You folks don't have any problems with orcs, do you?" 
 
    He shook his head. "We really don't have enough interaction with any of the other races beyond the Junturans to have formed much in the way of prejudices against them." 
 
    "Why Junturans?" 
 
    "Because we've gone as far as hiring a number of them to helm our warships. We've discovered over the hundreds of years of your pilots coming here at the helm of so many trading and cargo ships that you really are the best at it. Even the emperors on Prime had Junturan helmsmen, and they had access to anybody they wanted." 
 
    "There is that. Oh, can we get a few people to keep an eye on the place until the clergy shows up?" 
 
    "I'll have someone come by later today. I assume you're going to be here working?" 
 
    I looked around. "Oh, yeah. Setting up a shrine is a several day affair. At least I don't have to be here to help with the church. But right now I suspect we'll be here at least a week, as I visit some of the people your admiral suggested." 
 
    Captain Avery smiled at me when I said that. "I'll be sure to let him know." 
 
    "Thanks. Now if you'll excuse me, I guess I need to get to work." 
 
    "Of course. Here are the keys to the building." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    I went back to the ship and grabbed Zed, one of the teams of marines that had come from Saladin, and the team that was all orcs. I figured this would be a good learning experience for them, if they were seriously interested in converting to Fel's religion. I also dragged Dani along and anybody else who might be interested. 
 
    I was surprised to find that we had a dozen ward stones aboard. Apparently Zed had had the foresight to prepare them and bring them onboard back when we first got the ship. I guess it only made sense that as a priest in virgin territory, he was already thinking about when he'd be setting up a new parish. 
 
    I helped him with blessing everything, though he was about five times faster and more powerful than I was. Still, by the time the sun was setting, the entire building as well as a 12-foot-wide band all around it was holy ground. 
 
    "Now what?" Dani asked, as Zed and the others started to pack up their things. 
 
    "We spend the night, that's what," I said and pointed at the two packs I'd had one of my marines carry out. One had the rest of my weapons, and the other had a bedroll, food, and a few other minor comforts. 
 
    "You want to sleep here?" Dani said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because if there are any Two Rivers agents in town, they'll come by tonight to cause problems." 
 
    "Hmm. Good point. Should we keep any of the guards here as well?" 
 
    I shook my head. "Hopefully they won't notice one or two missing. More than that, they might." 
 
    "Need I remind you that you're bigger than all the other Junturans, Will?" 
 
    I smiled. "Yes, but not the Orcs. So if a couple of them put up hoods, and folks don't leave until dusk, they hopefully won't get close enough to tell." 
 
    "So that's why you wanted us to come!" Jac said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Part of it," I admitted, "but I also do want you all to convert, and doing things like this will stand you in good stead when you do." 
 
    "I think one of these days we're all going to sit down and have a word with Zed about it," Jac admitted. "I think most of us are just waiting to see what Bazz does. If your daughter converts him, most all of us will convert as well." 
 
    "Bazz'll convert," Dani said with complete sincerity. "Trust me, I've known him and what he likes long enough." 
 
    "Huh, well, you would know," Jac said with a nod. "Let me get my guys, do one last round of the perimeter and make sure all the doors are locked, then I guess Zed and I will take them back to the ship. What time do you want us here in the morning?" 
 
    "Seven would be good," I told him. "Ask the captain to have one of the lookouts keep an eye on this place from the ship, just in case whatever happens becomes a bit excessive." 
 
    "Will do, Boss," Jac said. 
 
    I got the two packs open to set up for the night behind the altar Zed was just finishing up on. 
 
    "See you in the morning, Will," he yawned, stretching. "This really takes it out of you. Have a good night," he said and then got in the middle of the group Jac was putting together and stayed there as they left to head back to the ship. 
 
    "Do you really think somebody will try something?" Dani asked as I locked the door behind them. 
 
    "Considering how mad they are at me and Fel right now," I nodded my head and gave a soft laugh, "definitely." 
 
    "Well," Dani said, grabbing the zipper on her flight suit and pulling it all the way to the bottom, "how about we have some fun while we're waiting?" 
 
    "Elf, I like the way you think!" I said with a laugh. "Just one word of warning." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "If you decide you want to christen the altar, don't be surprised if you end up pregnant. Again." 
 
    She blinked. "Wait, what? Isn't that like profane or something?" 
 
    I snorted. "Feliogustus likes women, and he likes the idea of me getting them pregnant even more, so you've been warned," I said while smirking. 
 
    "Hmmm, maybe if he let me have a daughter," she said looking at the altar thoughtfully. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and decided that maybe I shouldn't have tried to pull her leg, because now if we did it and she didn't get pregnant, I'd probably never hear the end of it. 
 
    So instead I just grabbed her, peeled her out of her suit, then let her divest me of my own clothing. If anybody was going to show up, it wouldn't be until after midnight, I was sure. 
 
      
 
    I was immediately shocked out of a deep sleep, and sitting up, I could feel it—someone had ventured onto the property…someone who wasn't friendly. I grabbed Dani and shook her awake as I felt several more people enter the grounds, and then suddenly, a priest! Sliding off of the altar, I grabbed my weapons harness and quickly buckled it on. 
 
    "Company?" Dani whispered. 
 
    "Yes, unfriendly company," I said, drawing my pistol, flipping the safety off, and quickly running over to the front door. Three of them were at the door, and I could hear one of them working on the lock. The priest was moving around to my right; what he was looking for, I had no idea. I'd find out soon enough, I guessed. 
 
    I heard a muttered, "That did it," as the door lock clicked, so I grabbed the doorknob and yanked it open. The look of surprise on the faces of the three men was priceless. I shot the two standing behind the guy who was still kneeling from having picked the lock in the chest. They were carrying sledgehammers and had pistols in holsters on their belts. 
 
    The guy on his knees I just shot in the head, point blank, spraying his brains everywhere.  
 
    At that point, all hell broke loose. Five men opened up on me with their own pistols, and several of them hit me. Popping a couple cures, I ran around to the right, looking for the damn priest. He was the biggest problem I had, I was sure, and the one I needed to deal with first.  
 
    At least two of the people shooting at me followed; whatever the other three were doing, I'd worry about after I'd found the priest. The problem was, the priest was now running as well, and he was running around the building away from me. Why he hadn't left the confines of the shrine's consecrated holy ground was something I couldn't understand. I could only tell where he was as long as he was within the boundaries of the wards, on sanctified ground. 
 
    By all rights, he should have left it—after all, as a priest, he could feel it, too. 
 
    I suddenly got a bad feeling about what he was doing, and turning around, I ran the other way, coming face to face with the two who'd been chasing and shooting at me. I shot the first one in the face, and using my claws, I got the second one in the throat. I didn't wait to see if he was dying or not, but just ran as fast as I could back to the front of the shrine. 
 
    Where there were now several dozen men, all armed with rifles, trying to get into the building, though there was a small pile of dead men just inside the doorway. I immediately emptied my pistol, then drew both swords and waded into them.  
 
    I got shot constantly from that point on, popping healing spells non-stop as I cut them down, taking off limbs, heads, whatever I could. When I got dizzy, I popped a couple cure poison spells and just kept fighting. As long as I was on the shrine's holy ground, I could cast indefinitely, so I was unlimited on my spells. 
 
    When the priest finally came back around, he moved off holy ground and outside the wards, casting healing spells on the men as I was wounding them. 
 
    This was not good as I started to realize that several of the people down in the doorway weren't dead, and one of them was also a priest who was healing people as well, which was when I realized Dani was using a pit viper, and not a regular gun, which I now knew from experience didn't work well on people who could cure poison. 
 
    I hacked at the pile beneath me, trying to get to the priest, who was under several bodies, which meant I was now getting shot a lot. 
 
    "Switch weapons!" I yelled and popped a few more heals. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Don't argue with me!" I yelled, then cursed and went back to popping healing spells as I turned and killed people behind me, then with a muttered oath, I bowled a few to the side and ran straight for the priest, throwing one of my swords at his head. 
 
    As he dodged, I launched myself at him, leading with the other sword as I popped a couple more healing spells on myself, and the ones trying to get into the building turned and shot at me. 
 
    He hit me with something nasty, and it hurt…it hurt a lot. I used up the last of my healing almost immediately, as I was now off holy ground, and caught him in the leg with my sword. 
 
    But unfortunately for him, my falling down onto the ground meant I was no longer between him and all the bullets flying in my direction.  
 
    "Not at me, you fools!" he yelled, taking several bullets and having to cast healing spells on himself. While he was doing that, I pulled myself the last few feet across the ground, and grabbing him by the ankle, I pulled him down and ripped his throat out with my teeth. 
 
    Thankfully the shooting had stopped at this point, but I was still in a pretty bad way. Summoning up what strength I had left, I pulled myself back towards the shrine, crawling on my belly, wanting to get back onto holy ground so I could heal myself. That was when the next wave must have hit, and I started getting shot again. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Dammit." I sighed. "I'm dead?" I groaned, looking at Fel. 
 
    "No, you're in a coma. Zed showed up with Jacob, Eiger, and a bunch more, and they're currently massacring the remaining attackers. Dani dragged you back into the shrine, so you're barely hanging on until Zed heals you." 
 
    "Can I heal myself?" I asked and tried to cast a cure on myself. 
 
    Fel laughed. "No, but it was worth trying, I'm sure." 
 
    "They went after this a lot bigger than I thought they would," I said, shaking my head. 
 
    "They really do hate you, William, and they're not all that fond of me anymore," he said with a chuckle. "Oh, and you're right about the altar." 
 
    "Wait, what? I was teasing her!" 
 
    Fel grinned at me, and suddenly I got a sinking feeling. 
 
    "Tell her if she has sex with you on the altar, I'll give her a daughter." 
 
    "Umm…" I stopped and scratched my head and thought about Dani repeatedly saying she didn't want any more kids. 
 
    "Trust me," Fel said, still grinning. "You won't want to miss this." 
 
    "You're going to get me in trouble, aren't you?" I sighed. 
 
    "William! How could you even think such a thing? Besides, she just saved your life! Also, it's not often I get to have a good laugh at your expense." 
 
    I looked at him and didn't even bother to say what I was thinking. 
 
    "Okay, when have I gotten a good laugh at your expense lately? …Ah, Zed's casting. Have fun!" 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes with the sound of Fel's laughter in my ears. 
 
    "How is everyone?" I groaned and, sitting up, I looked over myself. I was pretty well covered in blood, brains, and other sorts of gore. 
 
    My head turned as Dani smacked me. 
 
    "What the hell were you thinking!" she yelled at me, and I noticed all the orcs took a step back. 
 
    "That there were only six of them," I said rubbing my jaw, "and I had to get the priest before he did something nasty." 
 
    "You should have just stayed inside!" she said, and it looked like she was winding up for a second shot. 
 
    "If they dug up one of the ward stones, this would no longer have been holy ground, and things would have gotten really bad," I said and put up a hand to stop her from hitting me again. "Honestly, I had no idea they'd commit so many of their people. Are any still alive?" 
 
    "Yes," Zed said. 
 
    "Give me a moment," I said, and concentrating, I opened a portal. "Toss 'em through," I said and motioned towards it, then cast a couple more healing spells on myself, as I still felt like crap. 
 
    "Did Captain Avery post any guards out there?" Dani asked, looking over at Jacob and Eiger. 
 
    "Yeah, we found them, and they were both dead," Jac said. 
 
    "How many were out there?" 
 
    "Thirty or forty," Eiger said with a shrug. "We haven't counted bodies yet. 
 
    "How many of them were priests?" I asked Zed. 
 
    "Three. You got one, one was trying to heal the priest you killed when we showed up, and there was a third one under a pile of bodies." 
 
    "Oh, right," I said and turned back to look at Dani. "The viper's poison can be stopped with a cure poison spell; that's why it wasn't stopping the priest, and I had no idea how much magic he had left. That's why I yelled at you." 
 
    "Oh," she said, looking a bit mollified. 
 
    "Where in the hell were you hiding that thing, anyway?" 
 
    She gave me a nasty grin. "That's for me to know, and maybe once you get out of the doghouse, I'll even tell you." 
 
    "This from the woman who shot me with poisoned bullets," I grumbled. 
 
    "Maybe you shouldn't have gotten in the middle of my targets! You move too damn fast, William! Besides, if you'd stayed inside, none of that would have happened! But no, you had to play hero and leave me to drag your heavy ass back in here before the others could finish you off!" she said, building up steam again. I don't know why she was so upset. 
 
    "You know I come back if I die, remember?" I said. 
 
    "That doesn't matter! Do you think I want to see you get killed, William? You still die! And then what do I do? What?" 
 
    Standing up, I used the cleaning cantrip on myself and took a deep breath. I'd gone through a fair bit of power, and it was taking me a moment to get my strength back. I recalled what Fel had just told me as I looked at Dani, who was positively fuming now. 
 
    It occurred to me then that she was still naked, so I undid my harness and let it fall to the floor. 
 
    "What do you think you're doing?" she growled at me. 
 
    "How badly do you want a daughter?" I asked, and I swear if I'd blinked, I would have missed it. Suddenly there was a pistol pointed at me, the muzzle probably about an inch from my eye. 
 
    "Get. On. The. Altar!" she growled. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am!" I said and smiled. "Does this mean I'm forgiven?" 
 
    "You're not going to…" Zed started as I grabbed Dani and dragged her over to the altar. "…Ummm, I think we'll go back to the boat now…" 
 
    "If you're lying to me, I swear to god, Will, and by that I mean Feliogustus, there will be a hell unleashed on you that you'll regret as long as I live!" 
 
    "Fel told me himself. Now, come here," I said, pushing the gun away from my head, and I kissed her. The response I got was pure Evean-grade lust. There was definitely something going on here. 
 
    But just what it was could wait until morning. 
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    Dani was…subdued the next morning and didn't say anything as I got us both cleaned up and we got dressed. Eiger and Jac had stayed—along with most of their men—and set up a watch, though I don't know if they'd been paying us any mind. Not that Dani would have cared, I was sure. As for me, making children really has an effect on my head, and I was so focused on Dani that nothing else mattered. 
 
    Zed showed up before the carpenters did, and I left the job to him as I took Dani by the hand and led her out of the shrine into a diner of some sort for breakfast. I bribed the waitress and got us a seat in the back and out of the way. 
 
    She still hadn't said a word to me by the time the waitress took our order, so I reached across the table and took her hands in mine. 
 
    "Talk to me, Dani." 
 
    "I don't know that I have anything to say, William," she said in a soft voice. 
 
    "Dani, if there's one thing I know, after all these years, it's that you've got a hell of a lot to say, and right now I'm sitting here, waiting to hear it." 
 
    She didn't say anything, so rolling my eyes, I sighed. 
 
    "Okay, how about we start with why Miss 'I don't want any kids, I'm still a kid myself' threatened to blow my brains out if I didn't give you another one?" 
 
    She snorted. "Like you'd say no! I've heard all about you, and not from just Evean, but from Laria, and even Rachel. You're a regular one-cat breeding machine." 
 
    "What are you afraid of, Dani?" I asked, looking into her eyes. 
 
    She shifted a little and looked away uncomfortably. "I'm worried." 
 
    "That you're pregnant?" 
 
    "No, I'm pregnant alright. I was everything an elf maiden needs to be up there on that altar last night!" she said with a soft snicker. She looked back at me then. "I'm worried that you gave me another son and not the daughter you promised." 
 
    "It wasn't me who promised that, it was Fel," I said with a smirk. 
 
    "Yeah, but you're the one who had to deliver! At least you didn't seem to be holding back any last night, even after I put a gun to your head!" she said and then giggled. "You know I'll shoot you if I don't have a daughter, William." 
 
    "Fel told me to tell you that he'd give you a daughter, but he didn't tell me why it was such a big deal to you. Well, he hinted," I said thinking back to our conversation, "but he didn't say why. 
 
    "So, Dani, why? Why is it so important to you to have a daughter that you'd agree to make another child, on top of an altar, with possible spectators in the room?" 
 
    Dani took a deep breath, distracting me with her lovely and barely contained cleavage, and sighed heavily. 
 
    "Do you remember what I told you about elves being able to get pregnant by damn near anything?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, you said the child is always the same race as the father." 
 
    "Yup, same race, same sex." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "I can only have sons with males of other races. That's it. That's the way it works. Kind of why some men of other races like elven women; they're guaranteed sons if we're bred by them. 
 
    "But no daughters." 
 
    I puzzled that out a moment. "Then how do you have daughters?" 
 
    "By getting laid by a male elf, of course! I mean really, William, do I need to draw you a chart?" 
 
    I nodded and smiled. "Yes, with pictures. Lots of pictures!" 
 
    Dani sighed. "You're such a…what did Evean call you? A boy scout?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "You're such a boy scout sometimes, you know that?" 
 
    "Yet I get all the lovely women," I said, smiling back at her, "and now at least I know why it was so important to you. You just got something you thought you'd never get." 
 
    "Oh, it gets even better," she said with a soft laugh and looked down at the table. 
 
    I got up out of my seat, went around the table, sat down next to her, and put an arm around her, earning me a puzzled look. 
 
    "Need I remind you that I have several women in my life that I love very much?" 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And I know when I'm about to hear the kind of 'true confession' you not only feel guilty about, but one you're worried how I'll feel about." 
 
    "Oh…" 
 
    "Dani, you're now carrying my daughter, our daughter. So, what else does your having a daughter mean?" 
 
    She leaned into me. "It means I can't be exiled, and I can't be shunned. It means I'm a princess again, and if I actually was disowned by my father, I'm now un-disowned." 
 
    "All that for having a daughter? Damn, it's no wonder Fel wanted to do that for you." 
 
    "William!" Dani growled and stomped on my foot with the heel of her boot. "This is important!"  
 
    I winced and popped a heal spell. "Yeah, I gathered that. So this makes you good with the people back home. Does this mean your ex will leave you alone?" 
 
    She nodded. "Yeah, he'll have to, or he'll be the one in trouble once word gets out that I had a daughter. You see, because an elf maiden can only have a daughter if she got knocked up by an elf, and because they were always worried about there being enough women, especially in the noble classes, once an elven maiden has delivered a daughter, she's pretty much immune to every social mistake, faux pas, and even one hell of a lot of crimes." 
 
    I turned to face her, took her head in my hands, and then laid the kind of kiss on her that Evean was quite fond of, and that even Rachel and Darlene at times like to lay on me. 
 
    By the time we came up for air, the food had been delivered—not that we'd noticed. 
 
    "Dani, I'm incredibly happy and proud that you're going to have my child, and happier still that I'll have another daughter. So, please, what's got you down?" 
 
    "Because I want it so much," she said with a heavy sigh. "I want to be accepted by my people again, William. I know I talk a tough line, and I'm proud of who I am and what I've done, but being an exile from my own world? Being shunned by damn near every elf I meet?" 
 
    I pulled her close and hugged her. "I guess this just means we're going to have a lot of daughters," I whispered in her ear, and then stuck my tongue in it and held her tight against me as she squirmed and kicked me under the table. 
 
    "Bastard," she said while catching her breath when I'd finally relented. 
 
    I smiled at her. "I get it, Dani, I really do. And honestly, sooner or later I would have found out about only having sons, and Fel would have straightened me out and offered to help. So this would have happened eventually; you just got here sooner, rather than later." 
 
    "Anyone else and I'd say you were full of it, William." Dani sighed, but she was looking happier now. 
 
    "Where have I heard that statement before?" I wondered aloud. 
 
    "Probably Ann. She used to think you were nothing but a womanizing a bag of wind, you know." 
 
    "Yeah." I smiled. "That was fun. Now, let's eat and get back to the ship. I've got a list of people I need to meet today, then we need to sail over to Newcastle, and I need to spend a day or two there. After that, we sail for Port Surber on Thayne, followed by several more stops as I visit a bunch of different gods' temples." 
 
    "I still find it hard to believe that you think others are going to help," Dani said with a shake of her head as she started in on breakfast. 
 
    "There used to be this saying about how it's easy to get something done when you don't care who gets the credit." 
 
    "I don't think that's the case here, William." 
 
    I laughed. "No, but it is a whole lot easier to get something done when everyone else wants to make sure I don't get the credit!" 
 
    She snorted. "That I can understand. Now eat your breakfast before it gets cold." 
 
    We walked back to the ship with her snuggled under my arm and looking a lot happier. I'd have to talk with Fel about it at some point, I guess—and thank him, of course.  
 
    I'd also make sure Dani's ex got the message, even if I had to deliver it to him personally. That reminded me that I needed to check up on Laria in a couple of weeks, and see about spending some time back home. 
 
    Which would probably end up with Nikki or Evean showing up and asking to come help me with my little war. I wondered if I could get Joseph or Dezba to help? The trick of course would be getting them here, but then again, it might be time to shuttle a few more priests through. 
 
    "What are you thinking about, William?" 
 
    I snorted. "There's definitely a lot I need to do. Things like bring in more priests, more troops, all sorts of things that go beyond just flying around and gathering others to the cause. Makes me wonder where I'm going to find that time to lead this battle." 
 
    "If no one wants you to get the credit, what makes you think they're going to want you to lead them?" she asked, looking up at me. "Just let the 'admiral' or his people know who's coming and step out of the way. I mean, your goal is a schism, right?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, and for all that I'd like to put Par in the ground, so to say, I'm probably not going to be allowed to do it. So the only way that'll happen is if someone else does it." 
 
    "Which probably will happen," Dani said with a thoughtful look, "as they've made too many enemies, from the sound of it. Though I suspect it'll take a few decades." 
 
    "We can only hope," I said and then saluted the guard as we went up the gangplank onto the Kashmir. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I did was get a piece of paper and write down all the information Fel had put in my head while I was sleeping—during those brief moments when Dani had let me sleep, of course. The few survivors I'd tossed through the portal had come up with a fair bit of information that hopefully the 'admiral'—or at the very least, Captain Avery—would find useful.  
 
    I then assigned one of the men to take letter I'd written to Captain Avery and make sure he personally handed it to him, and that he read it. Next I checked in with the captain to make sure there wasn't anything I needed to know about. 
 
    That done, I got dressed up in something nicer than my average clothes, but not too much nicer, then slung my pistol and my swords. I left Dani asleep in our bed and went off to meet the locals.  
 
    By myself. 
 
    I wanted this to be low key, and I didn't want to have to worry about protecting anyone else if things got out of hand. I wasn't too worried about whatever Two Rivers people might be left, because by now the king's people were probably using what we'd learned last night to hunt them all down. 
 
    When I got to the temple of Theo the Monk, I stopped just outside the little fence around the church, as I figured it was most likely holy ground on the other side of it, flagged down one of the guards, told them who I was, and asked if I could speak to someone. 
 
    "Are you sure you wouldn't rather come inside?" the guard asked. "I can assure you, we definitely don't have a fight with you. Far from it, if all that I've heard is true." 
 
    I shook my head. "Wouldn't be polite. Also, I think the gods prefer to keep a little distance between me and their people. After all, right now, I'm the one Two Rivers is mad at, so why draw anymore ire onto their people?" 
 
    He nodded. "I think I see your point. I'll be right back." 
 
    In less than a minute, he returned with one of the priests from inside. 
 
    "Ah, so you're the 'Godslayer'," the priest said, looking me up and down as I winced. 
 
    "Please, just call me Will." 
 
    He laughed. "You really do hate that name, don't you?" 
 
    "Yeah, people think it sounds cool, but they don't understand the baggage that comes with the title." 
 
    "I hadn't considered that," he said, looking thoughtful. "Something to meditate on, I'm sure. Now, as to why you're here, there really isn't much of anything we can offer that we haven't already committed to the war effort. I think you'll find that to be true of all the gods who have temples or churches in this town." 
 
    "I thought that would be the case," I said with a nod, "but I figured I should at the very least pay my respects." 
 
    He smiled and nodded as well. "Yes, a little diplomacy always helps grease the wheels of any allegiance. When you get to Newcastle—you are going there?" He paused a moment and waited for my nod, then continued, "Stop at the temples for The Ulhness and Peruna the Graceful." 
 
    "Why?"  
 
    "Because the majority of their followers lie outside the borders of Madria, and they've committed little to this war. Now that the tides are turning, they may wish to be on the winning side," he said with a sour look. 
 
    I thanked him for his help, and then went on to the next temple on my list. The reception I got at each of them was more or less the same. Some even made the same suggestion about where to stop when I went to Newcastle. By the time I'd returned to the Kashmir, it was approaching dinner. Zed filled me in on how things were progressing at the shrine. One of the men from Saladin had volunteered to stay behind and take care of it until the delegation coming from Juntura showed up, so I made sure he was well prepared for whatever might happen. 
 
    After that, I locked Dani and me in our quarters for the rest of the night, because I wanted her to understand how I felt about her and how much I wanted this child with her. She might have gotten a lot of the 'prissy elf princess' stuff washed out of her during her years among the orcs, but deep down, it was still a part of who she was, and suddenly might end up again. 
 
    So I spent the night being an adoring subject and treating her like a lot more than the bed warmer she sometimes liked to pretend she was. From the way she reacted, I knew I'd made the right choice. I was learning that Dani wasn't nearly as fearless as she pretended to be. Or as crazy.  
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Hi, Fel," I said and took the beer he handed me. "Dani is going to have a daughter, right?" 
 
    "William! Surely you don't doubt me!" Fel said with a laugh. 
 
    "I just don't think I could deal with the disappointment." 
 
    "Or being shot," he said with a big smile. 
 
    "Yeah, that too." 
 
    "Well, as much as I might find such a thing humorous, it wouldn't be fair to our Dani, would it?" 
 
    "You know, I had no idea that her being shunned, and I guess exiled from elven society bothered her that much." 
 
    "She hides it well," Fel agreed. "Well, from those around her. Being her god now, I have a little more insight into what goes on in her mind." 
 
    "So, was this something she asked you for?"  
 
    Fel shook his head. "No. I don't think it even occurred to her to ask for it." 
 
    "Then why'd you do it?" 
 
    "Because I'm her god and I care about my followers?" Fel asked, looking at me with a raised eyebrow and a cocked eye. 
 
    I shook my head. "No, I mean, I thought the rules required your followers to ask for your help before you could give it?" 
 
    "Ah," Fel said, nodding his head slowly. "Right. Well, this one was more along the lines of her having performed several selfless acts to help me, through helping you or Nue, and never once asking for anything." 
 
    "She's never asked you for anything?" I said, a little surprised. 
 
    "No, and I'm not sure she ever will, either, William. She remembers how all her prayers in the past were ignored, and she's come to that point in her life where she'll probably never ask anybody for help again, even when she really needs it." 
 
    "So, you gave her this because she'd never ask for it?" 
 
    "Giving her a daughter is a little thing, in the actions of a god, William. That the implications from that act are so huge—to her, and perhaps to many others—doesn't play into it. And," Fel smiled suddenly, "she did ask for it, in a roundabout way, when she told you to breed her or else after you passed on to her what I'd told you about the altar." 
 
    I stopped and thought about that. She had very much told me what she wanted after I'd passed on Fel's comment. He'd gotten her to ask for it without actually asking him for it. 
 
    "Damn, Fel, that's brilliant!" I said with a laugh. 
 
    "I'm a god, William; what do you expect?" he said, laughing with me. 
 
    "Obviously not enough, but still, it's nice to know you can still amaze me even after all these years of working for you. By the way, am I going to have to knock some sense into her ex?" 
 
    "That's a probability that's a lot closer to unity than I'd like." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because the elven gods would be very upset if you were to kill him, William." 
 
    I snorted. "Why do they even care? They ignored Dani, and according to her, he was the one who got her in trouble. She's not lying about that, is she?" 
 
    Fel shook his head. "No, she's not lying. He was a bit of a shit and a coward, and she paid the price for his actions. Paid a pretty steep price, if you want to know the truth." 
 
    "Then why are they worried about him?" 
 
    "Because his actions brought a lot of shame down on him." 
 
    "It couldn't have been too much if they still made him a king," I said with a growl. 
 
    Fel gave me an odd smile. "William, no one knows what really happened other than him, Dani, and Guntz. The shame he carries is internal, between him and his gods, and he's been trying to live it down and redeem himself ever since. It's made him a far better king than he ever would have become otherwise." 
 
    I sighed. "Annnnd that's why her gods never answered her prayers for help?" 
 
    "I'm afraid so, William. That's how we play the game sometimes. Dani was sacrificed for the good of her people, and it did do a lot of good." 
 
    I growled at the thought, and Fel smiled at me. "Yeah, I was a bit short with them over it, too. They weren't exactly happy with my 'redeeming' her, but because it's a 'divine' act, they can use that to further push Dani's ex down the road they want him to follow, as once again, he wasn't the one who saved her." 
 
    A thought suddenly occurred to me. "Hey, if it's his fault, why is he punishing her for it?" 
 
    "To save face. He's a king, William, and I know you've seen enough of them to know that they have strong opinions on their own righteousness." 
 
    I sighed and nodded. "Well, as much as I should be pissed, I guess I've been doing this long enough to realize that what's done is done, and they probably had a good reason for it. So fine, if I have to have words with him, I won't kill him." 
 
    I smiled evilly then. "But I might maim him a little bit!" 
 
    Fel laughed again. "A little maiming is always good for the soul! Now, about tomorrow?"  
 
    "Ulhness and Peruna, right?" I asked. 
 
    "Yes. Both of them can actually contribute a fair bit to this fight. So here's what I want you to offer them: If they help, I'll only build one more temple on this world, and I'll only build it at Newcastle." 
 
    "Why Newcastle?" 
 
    "So the king may learn more about me, of course," Fel said with a smile. 
 
    "That's a pretty big limitation you're putting on yourself there, Fel." 
 
    "I know," Fel said, still smiling, "and as they would say back where you grew up, this is a limited time offer; they need to act now before it expires." 
 
    "I'll be sure to impress that on them, Fel. What about when I get to Thayne?" 
 
    "Dani has the right of it on Thayne. They only need to be asked to help because of the way they're 'playing the game' there, as you would put it.  
 
    "Now that Ral and Par have their high priests replaced, the war is going to return to a more conventional approach. It'll take their side weeks, if not months, to get things back in order. This will give all our new allies time to get themselves organized and involved in the war. The other gods like our idea of going after Par and splitting her off from Ral." 
 
    "Assuming they fall for it," I said. 
 
    Fel smiled at me. "They're going to destroy Par; that's their goal. They've all been worried about Two Rivers, and now that they've been goaded into action by Two Rivers bringing another player into their game—another player with a lot more depth than any of them had realized—they want to even the playing field by doing away with Two Rivers completely.  
 
    "If they succeed in their plans, Ral will eventually realize that he has to break with Par for a chance at survival, or he'll go down with her." 
 
    "Wow, that's really going to destroy him, isn't it?" 
 
    "He'll become a minor god on the third ring, and it might even knock him all the way back to the beginning. Unless of course he splits with her as soon as possible and betrays her. Then he might stay a midlevel on the third ring, but it will be many hundreds of years before he can move beyond that, not until his wife's name has all but vanished from history and canon doctrine." 
 
    I just shook my head. "All because they couldn't just leave us alone after we'd left." 
 
    "Now you know why I push so hard to restrain you at times, William. It's all about the long game." 
 
    I nodded, and then recalled a conversation from years ago. "She should have thrown her champion under the bus, shouldn't she?" 
 
    "She should have, and it might have worked if he'd been willing to take the blame." 
 
    "I hope I never put you in that position, but if I ever do, or if you end up there through no fault of mine, don't hesitate, Fel. Better me than you, right?" 
 
    Fel smiled and reached over, rubbing my head and making me purr. "You have no idea how many gods would be jealous right now if they heard you say that. With your history, they all think I'm constantly fighting a complete prima donna to get you to do what I want." 
 
    "Well, good, then if it ever comes to it, they'll believe you." I laughed. 
 
    "Thank you, William, your loyalty is, as always, your greatest gift to me. Sleep well." 
 
    "Night, Fel." 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Five 
 
    Port Surber—Thayne 
 
      
 
      
 
    Both Peruna the Graceful and The Ulhness had accepted Fel's offer, and they'd been graceful about it. Both were interesting religions, from what I saw in my brief exposure. Peruna really was about being graceful, but not just in the physical sense, but also in how you acted and behaved. The Ulhness was a complete cult of personality. Apparently the goddess was a woman who'd been revered for her looks, her personality, her everything. When she was alive, she'd used all of it to great effect, amassing thousands of followers and a huge fortune. 
 
    But oddly enough, she'd never actually taken advantage of anyone and wasn't at all evil. People had fought and died for her many times, and from what I later learned, every cause was the kind of thing I would have backed. Fel had told me when we'd talked later that she really was a conundrum, as most cults of personality were at the very least shady, and most typically evil. 
 
    The gods I was about to visit on Thayne, he warned me, would be different. 
 
      
 
    Saminkaupunki was the first god whose temple I visited. He was one of the old gods of the old empire, and probably the most powerful of the five I'd be asking for help from. I'd again left Dani behind to oversee ship's business. We'd be going to Savoy next, and we definitely had plans for what we were going to be doing there. 
 
    Walking up to Saminkaupunki's temple, I stopped at the edge of the grounds. It was old—probably one of the oldest things I'd seen in the Seven Worlds. The architecture alone declared it had come from a different time, but it wasn't at all decrepit or run down. It was obviously cared for, but you could feel the weight of the years rolling off of it. 
 
    "Impressive, isn't it?" a man standing by the entrance to the grounds said. 
 
    "Yes," I agreed. "My name is William. I'm the champion of Feliogustus. I would like to speak to whomever is in charge." 
 
    "That would be me, William. I was informed that you would be here today. I'm DeGault, the prelate for Saminkaupunki on Thayne." 
 
    I smiled at him. "It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance. As I am sure you already know, I'm here to request Saminkaupunki's help, and the help of his followers, to deal with the goddess Par of Two Rivers on Rossiya." 
 
    "That's a lot to ask for, William." 
 
    "Yes, I know, but I believe it's in your god's best interests, and I've been tasked by mine to come here and ask for your aid in this." 
 
    "Will you be the one leading us in this adventure?" 
 
    "Only if asked, and even then, only unwillingly," I answered honestly. "I think we'll all be better served if the other gods, or perhaps their champions, work the leadership issue out between themselves." 
 
    "That's good, because I don't think any of our champions or commanders will be willing to listen to one as young and inexperienced as yourself." 
 
    I held my tongue and gave a small nod. Fel had also warned me that I would be dealing with a very large amount of ego. 
 
    "Where will we start this venture from?" 
 
    "The King of Madria has offered us the use of Port Sovereign. I don't know where the best place for us to start here on Thayne is, but I would suggest to whomever ends up in charge that it may be a good place to meet on Rossiya." 
 
    "That will undoubtedly be Thom the Bold, Saminkaupunki's champion." 
 
    I nodded. "Does that mean Saminkaupunki will join us in this quest?"  
 
    DeGault snorted. "If he doesn't, I don't see how it will get done. So yes, he will help. Expect to see our people in Port Sovereign fifty days from today. It'll take some time to gather resources." 
 
    I smiled and bowed. "I, and my god Feliogustus, thank Saminkaupunki, Thom the Bold, and you, Prelate DeGault, for your help in this matter." 
 
    "You are welcome. Now, excuse me, as I have work to do." 
 
    "Good day," I said with a smile and left him to head for the next temple. If they were all like this, it wouldn't be too bad, I figured. 
 
      
 
    The temple to Judal was the next stop. Judal wasn't as old as Saminkaupunki, but he had a large following, and was also a fairly militant god, though he mainly served humans, not really any of the other races. 
 
    Again, I stopped just outside the entrance to the grounds. 
 
    "Yes, may I help you?" a guard inquired. 
 
    "My name is William. I am the champion of the god Feliogustus, and I've come to talk with whomever is in charge here." 
 
    "Feliogustus, you say?" he asked, looking at me. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "How come I've never heard of him?" 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Are you the one in charge here?" 
 
    "No, that would be Prelate Rooney." 
 
    "Then why don't you go get him?" 
 
    "Her." 
 
    "Fine, why don't you please go get her?" I said as politely as I could muster. 
 
    "But I've never heard of you or your god." 
 
    "Are you telling me won't go get her?" 
 
    "Well, maybe if I knew who you were…" he said, smiling over at me. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and sighed. "Fine. I'm here to request Judal's help, and the help of his followers, to deal with the goddess Par of Two Rivers on Rossiya. Please convey my request to your prelate at your earliest convenience. Oh, and we're all meeting at Port Sovereign in Rossiya in fifty days. Don't be late. Good day," I said with a nod, then turned and walked away. 
 
    "Wait! I didn't say you could leave!" he yelled. 
 
    I just ignored him and kept walking. I had three more temples to visit today, and I didn't have time for pissing matches. They knew I was coming. I'd delivered the request. Nothing said I had to tolerate them being dicks about it. 
 
    "Hey! Get back here! You're supposed to wait for Prelate Rooney!" I heard him say, and then he swore. 
 
    "I order you to stop or else!" he yelled, and I heard the sound of him running towards me from behind. Now it was my turn to swear—surely he wasn't going to be stupid enough to actually attack me!  
 
    The moment everything shifted into overdrive, I had my answer. I dodged left and spun around. The bastard had his sword out and was charging me! I grabbed his wrist with my left hand, seized his belt with my right, spun through a full 180 degrees and launched him, with all of my champion's strength, back at the wall of the temple.  
 
    Then I watched to see if he cleared it, which he did, handily. Though from the sounds he made after he cleared it, I suspect he'd hit something pretty hard. Dusting off my hands as I turned around, I continued on to the next temple on the list. If he died, that was fine—he could convey my request to his god personally. But if all Judal's people were assholes like that guard, I had the feeling we'd be better off without them. 
 
      
 
    The walk to the temple of Ramona, the one goddess on the list, was a long one. I stopped at a small cafe and got lunch along the way. I probably could have hired a taxi, but I was angry over the reception I'd just gotten—after all, they'd known I was coming, yet they'd still put some ass at the gate who'd attacked me with a sword after being incredibly rude, when I'd offered him no insult at all. So I figured it would be better to walk it off and let my temper cool. 
 
    Ramona's temple was a much newer looking place than the previous two, and more colorful as well. Ramona was a huntress—the goddess of hunters and those who punish the wicked. Surprisingly, to me at least, she had temples on all the worlds the elves claimed as their own, as well as the harpy worlds. The only other thing that surprised me was that she wasn't on Juntura or Syzkilmyr. I wasn't sure whether she manifested as a human or an elf, or which she started out as, if she'd started out as either. Fel hadn't told me, and I hadn't thought to ask. 
 
    Stopping at the entrance to the grounds, I took a deep breath, smiled, and looked at the well-dressed guard standing there. 
 
    "Hi. My name is William, and I'm the Champion for the God Feliogustus. May I please speak to someone in charge? I've been tasked to request the goddess Ramona's help in our quest against Par of the Two Rivers, on Rossiya." 
 
    "One moment please," the guard said. "I'll fetch the priestess Trist; this shouldn't take long." 
 
    I nodded, then stood there and waited, trying not to fidget. I hoped this wasn't yet another stalling tactic—yes, Fel was small here, he probably had fewer than 500 followers in the Seven Worlds, and definitely less than 1,000. However, as I'd just shown, we weren't to be taken lightly, because back home, Fel was one of the big dogs, if not the biggest. 
 
    Another guard, who came over to replace the first guard, smiled at me and shrugged. 
 
    "I'm sure it won't be much longer." 
 
    I just nodded and tried to get an idea of how much time had gone by. They did have watches here, but I knew it would be rude to look at one, which was why I hadn't ever bothered to get one. Plus it probably hadn't been that long…I stopped that line of thought. These people hadn't done anything, and I really needed to stop letting the last one get under my skin. 
 
    "William!" I heard and looked up to see an older woman, with the guard in tow, headed quickly in my direction. She looked remarkably fit, and I got the feeling the hunting leathers she wore were not only her badge of office, but she probably used them, regularly, for their intended purpose. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am?" I replied. 
 
    "I am the priestess Trist, the prelate in charge of Ramona's temple here in Surber. How many I help you?" 
 
    I smiled happily. "Priestess Trist, I'm here on behalf of my god, Feliogustus, to request the goddess Ramona's help, and the help of her followers, to deal with the goddess Par of Two Rivers on Rossiya." 
 
    "I see, and who have you visited so far?" 
 
    "Saminkaupunki, whose priest here has agreed to meet at Port Sovereign on Rossiya in fifty days time. I've also conveyed my message to one of Judal's followers at his temple, but didn't receive any response." 
 
    She frowned, worrying her lower lip with her teeth. "What took you so long to get here?" 
 
    "I walked," I said with a sigh. 
 
    "Because?" she prompted. 
 
    "Because I was angry and I needed to calm down," I admitted to her. I didn't see any reason to lie. 
 
    "Don't make me drag it all out of you, William. Just tell me what happened." 
 
    "The guard refused to get Rooney, or whoever was in charge, so I told him why I was there and left because I'd had enough of his boorish, rude behavior." 
 
    "There seem to be claims of your attacking someone?" 
 
    I rolled my eyes and looked up at the sky above. "He charged me with his sword out. Oh, and I had my back to him, as I was walking away." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And I grabbed him and threw him back where he'd come from." I shrugged. "I made sure he cleared the wall." 
 
    "Don't you think that was a bit much?" 
 
    I shook my head. "No, I don't. You all knew I was coming; you all know I'm here to ask for help. Your gods told you I was coming, and my god told me to go to each of you and ask nicely. Politely. He wasn't just rude to me, he was rude to my god Feliogustus, yet rather than be rude back, I walked away." 
 
    I shrugged. "He shouldn't have attacked me. With his sword." 
 
    Trist sighed and gave me a pained expression. "He landed on his sword." 
 
    "He fell on his own sword? Such dedication!" I said with a smirk, and she looked up at me, and I could see she was trying not to smile. 
 
    "You are an evil man; you know that, don't you?" 
 
    "I'm reminded of it constantly," I said, still smirking, "and I'm also sure the next time I take a nap, I'm going to get a talking to." I shrugged, holding my hands up, and did my best to look innocent. "Most champions would have killed the idiot. I figured he'd break a few bones, but being on holy ground, they'd heal him, and maybe he'd learn a lesson." 
 
    "Well, Priestess Rooney was not pleased." 
 
    "No doubt. If we had a guy like that working at any of our temples, I'd be pretty unhappy, too." 
 
    She facepalmed. "You must be a constant source of amusement to your high priest, William." 
 
    "Priestess, and it was the murder of our child that started all this," I growled, and she looked up at me, wincing. 
 
    "Sorry, I didn't know." 
 
    I sighed, held up a hand, and apologized. "I'm not taking it out on you. Look, I am a bad man, I get that, totally. If Rooney just wanted me to cool my heels for a while, that would have been fine, but the guard was a rude idiot and then when I decided to walk rather than rise to the bait, as he repeatedly insulted my god, he did something stupid. 
 
    "If Judal doesn't like it, I'm sorry. He can bow out and keep his people home. He received the request, so he's free to join or not, as he sees fit. But if anybody thinks I'm apologizing for what I did, I think you might want to warn them that's not going to happen. I'm not the one who crossed any lines today, Priestess Trist, and in fact," I dug out all my money and handed it to her, "please ask the goddess Ramona to convey my regrets to Judal and Priestess Rooney over that idiot falling on his sword. While I fully intended to teach him a lesson for attacking me after insulting my god, I had no intention of giving him grievous injury." 
 
    I stepped back and smiled at her as she looked at what I'd handed her, then up at me. 
 
    "What's this?" 
 
    "A donation. That's all the money I have on me. Every Last Coin." 
 
    She gave me a shrewd look then. "You have been severely underestimated, I see." 
 
    "I just look stupid," I said with a nod and grinned at her. 
 
    "Blevans, get a car and see to it that William here is taken to Gomerty's temple, Vanham Estar's temple, and then wherever he needs to go after that. William, we'll be there. I'm fairly certain even Judal's people will be there. Rooney may be something of an idiot at times, but we all know this opportunity isn't going to come around a second time. Be well." 
 
    "Thank you," I said and bowed deeply. She smiled at me and then turned and walked away. 
 
    The guard she'd spoken to motioned for me to follow him as he led me around the outside of the grounds to where a car was parked, with a driver.  
 
    "Take us to the temple of Gomerty" he told the driver as we got into the back. 
 
    "Yes, sir, Guard Blevans," the driver said, then started the car, and drove off. 
 
    "I missed something back there," Blevans said in a soft voice to me. "What did you do when you passed the money to the priestess?" 
 
    "Exactly what you saw," I said and smiled.  
 
    He gave me a confused look but didn't follow up with any questions. 
 
    When we got to Gomerty's temple, I got out and walked over to the guard. Unsurprisingly, the prelate for the temple came striding up before I could say anything. 
 
    "William?" he asked. 
 
    I nodded. "Yes, sir, I'm William, champion to Feliogustus, and I'm here to request the aid of Gomerty, your god, in dealing with Par of Two Rivers." 
 
    He smiled. "Good, thank you. Am I correct in understanding that we'll be gathering our forces in fifty days at Port Sovereign?" 
 
    I nodded. "The king of Madria has agreed to help, and has offered us the use of his port and his shops." 
 
    "Very good!" the man said with a smile. "I'll get everyone started. Thank you, and have a good day." 
 
    "Thank you," I said, then went back over and got in the car. 
 
    "Did Priestess Trist call him or something?" I asked Blevans as he instructed the driver to take us to Vanham's temple next. 
 
    "Undoubtedly. Rooney, I gathered, had called her after you 'dealt' with their guardsman. She was quite upset." 
 
    "So he got injured." I sighed. "What's the big deal?" 
 
    "No, he got dead," Blevans said. "The idiot managed to run himself through the heart with his own sword." 
 
    "Damn, he really was an idiot, wasn't he?" I sighed, shaking my head. 
 
    "Sure looks that way. Oh, and he was the head of her guard. She specifically set him there to wait for you and force you to wait on her." 
 
    I sighed again. I was sure Fel was going to have words with me tonight.  
 
    "Well, at least the guy for Gomerty was polite." 
 
    Blevans snickered. "Course he was; Gomerty and Judal are often rivals. They probably all had a good laugh over that idiot getting taken down a few notches. Priestess Trist was just worried you wouldn't ask for anyone else's help after that." 
 
    "Oh? Why?" 
 
    "Because Ramona doesn't have any temples or followers on Rossiya, and she's hoping to make some inroads there and gain followers. Apparently there are some really good forests to hunt in, far to the north in the winterlands." 
 
    "Ah," I said, nodding like I understood. "I see." I didn't, of course, but it was best to be nice to the people who were being nice to me. 
 
      
 
    Vanham Estar's temple was…kind of simple, is about the only way I can describe it. It was bigger, and probably older, than Saminkaupunki's, but it wasn't as fancy, and it didn't stand apart from everything around it. It had clean lines and really nice rising towers to either side of the main steeple.  
 
    It looked both timeless and timely, which was pretty impressive when you think about it. Vanham Estar was a god of craftsmen—a master craftsman himself, according to legend—and when you looked at his temple, it showed.  
 
    A robed man with a long, black beard and a pillbox type cap was waiting out front when we stopped. He almost reminded me of a Greek Orthodox Catholic priest in his outfit. 
 
    "Ah, William," he said when I got out. "Please, come inside, sit for a while." 
 
    "Umm, are you sure about that?" 
 
    He smiled at me. "Vanham Estar has no quarrel with you, nor with Feliogustus, and in fact welcomes him back to the world of his birth. As for Two Rivers, we've always been their enemy, and we have no fear of them. Please, come inside." He turned to Blevans. "You may come or go as you wish, but you may prefer to wait outside in the car." 
 
    "I'll wait here, then," Blevans said, looking relieved. 
 
    Shrugging, I triggered 'eyes and ears' and followed as he led me up the steps and into the sacristy attached to the side of the temple. We were definitely on holy ground—I could feel it—and because it was attached to the temple, it was under the influence of the altar as well, I was sure. 
 
    There was a small, square table in the middle of the room, and he sat on one side and motioned for me to sit on the side across from him, then turned to the acolyte who was waiting. 
 
    "Jason, bring us tea and some snacks, please." 
 
    He nodded and quickly left the room. 
 
    "Before I forget," I said, "on behalf of my god, Feliogustus, I would like to request Vanham Estar's aid, and the aid of his people, in our quest against Par of Two Rivers." 
 
    "Yes, yes of course. Oh, I forget myself! My name is Pardy, and I'm the high priest of Vanham Estar." 
 
    "On Thayne?" I asked. I knew that some religions had a high priest on each of the worlds; most, however, only had one in all the Seven Worlds, but we were currently out on the second ring, which wasn't the kind of place you'd expect to find anyone truly important in such an old, large establishment. 
 
    "No, for all Vanham Estar's religion, not just here on Thayne." 
 
    I started to stand, but he waved me back into my seat. "Relax, William. Unlike the others, we have no issues with Junturans or catfolk, which is why we have temples there, and a fair number of Junturans as members of our church. We know better than to equate catfolk with animals simply because they have fur, unlike, say, several of my compatriots.  
 
    "Speaking of which," he said and smiled widely, "here comes one now." 
 
    The door almost burst open, and in stomped an older woman looking absolutely furious. "There you are!" she said and pointed at me. 
 
    "Allow me to introduce Judal's senior priestess and arch prelate on Thayne, Rooney," Pardy said. 
 
    "How can you sit there with that murderer!" she thundered. 
 
    "Rooney, whose house are you in?" a very old, but stern voice said, coming from above in the room. 
 
    "He killed one of my guards!" she said, but in a lower, slower voice now, as some of the wind had quite suddenly been taken out of her sails. 
 
    "Sit, Rooney," Pardy said and motioned to one of the seats at the table as the acolyte came back with teacups and set all three out, followed by another acolyte with a tea pot, a third one with cream and sugar, and a fourth behind that bearing several large plates with pastries on them. 
 
    "You want me to sit with him?" she asked. 
 
    "Yes, and eat, too," Pardy said with a smile. 
 
    She grumbled, but she took the seat and watched as one of the acolytes prepared her tea for her.  
 
    Mine was already done, so I picked it up and sipped at it, and eyed the pastries on the tray, taking one that looked a lot like a cannoli. 
 
    "Excuse me, William," Pardy said before I had the chance to bite into it. "A question first, if I may?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "Did you intentionally kill the guard who was sent out to harass and demean you?" 
 
    "Pardy!" Rooney protested loudly, sitting up straight. 
 
    Pardy smiled while I shook my head no. 
 
    "I was walking away, because he'd insulted my god several times, and I wanted no part of him. I delivered my message, turned my back, and walked away. He attacked me from behind—with a sword, I might add—so I grabbed him and threw him over the wall back onto holy ground. I thought he'd break a bone or two and learn some manners." 
 
    I looked at Rooney then. "I didn't mean to kill him, but I did mean to hurt him. He needed a lesson." 
 
    "Yes, well, he's dead now!" Rooney said, angrily. 
 
    "And whose fault would that be, Rooney?" Pardy asked in a soft voice while I ate my pastry. Unsurprisingly, it was delicious. 
 
    "He did it!" she said with a glance in my direction as I went for something that looked suspiciously like a cheese Danish. 
 
    "No, you did," Pardy said in that same soft voice and took a sip of his tea. 
 
    "I did not!"  
 
    Pardy sighed and set his teacup down. "He's called 'William the Godslayer' for a reason, Rooney." 
 
    I sighed. "I really hate that name." 
 
    "Why? Didn't you do it?" she said with a frown, looking at me. 
 
    "Oh, he did it alright," Pardy said. "In fact, he traveled to the negative plane to kill a god, all his priests, and all his followers." 
 
    The Danish was really good; I went after a turnover next. I noticed the expression on Rooney's face was one of disbelief. 
 
    "Don't forget, after their god tortured me in their hell for three days, I was trapped on the negative plane for two years before I could come back home," I added as I snagged the turnover. 
 
    "Now, Rooney," Pardy said, "you not only decided to make this man wait—which was just a foolish game, because it wouldn't have impressed him in any way—but you left a rude, boorish man to insult him during that time." 
 
    Pardy picked up his cup and took a drink while Rooney looked back and forth between him and me.  
 
    Setting it down, he smiled and looked at her. "Now, please, tell me, what did you expect to happen? What did you expect this man, who's destroyed more churches and temples than you've set foot in, to do? I must admit, I'm impressed that he just walked away. Most champions would have killed that oaf out of hand." 
 
    "But the captain of my guard is now dead!" 
 
    "Obviously you need to pick better captains, then, shouldn't you? Or did you tell him to taunt a man who's come to give us all what we wanted? An excuse to go to Rossiya, destroy Two Rivers before they come here and cause us troubles, and perhaps even gain a few followers in the process." 
 
    I went for another cannoli as I watched the power demographics playing out right in front of me. Fel had mentioned that Vanham Estar was one of the oldest gods here, and that his people were mainly craftsmen, many of whom were retired soldiers. So, needless to say, there were a lot of young soldiers who followed him as well, and while he might not be the most powerful of the older gods, he was very much respected, because he had this nasty little habit of always winning, when push came to shove. 
 
    Rooney had shown no fear when she came in here, and she'd only slowed down when called out by the god himself. Obviously she believed Judal was the more powerful of the two, yet she'd just been lectured like a wayward child, and was sitting there, all but sulking. 
 
    "Drink your tea, dear, before it gets cold," Pardy said and turned his attention to me. I noticed she did exactly that, busying herself with a pastry, as well, to avoid further questions. 
 
    "So, where are they planning to gather, William?" 
 
    "Saminkaupunki has agreed to gather our forces at Port Sovereign in fifty days to get organized." 
 
    "Ah, I see. The king of Madria has agreed to let us use his royal port, then?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yes, and he was very nice about it, too." 
 
    "Who's going to lead the group? Have you decided yet?" 
 
    Rooney started to say something, but she had pastry in her mouth. 
 
    "I don't know," I said before she could swallow. "I think Saminkaupunki's priest here thought his champion should lead. Personally, I was hoping there was someone who'd be acceptable to the five of you and the two in Rossiya." 
 
    "So not you, then?"  
 
    I shook my head. "For all that this is a very personal quest of revenge for both Feliogustus and me due to Par's behavior and the damage she's caused, I don't think it would be best for Feliogustus if I were the one to administer justice." 
 
    "But if were otherwise, you would, wouldn't you?" 
 
    I smiled and sighed. "Oh, yeah. We have this thing back from where I came from originally, called 'The Divine Wind'." 
 
    "What's that?" Rooney asked. 
 
    "Me attacking every Two Rivers temple at the same exact time, using suicide bombers on ships full of explosives, and destroying all of them." 
 
    "But…but there's over a hundred of them!"  
 
    "Yeah, it would be a small challenge, but my one-year-old child, born of our high priestess, was murdered, and they abrogated an agreement between all the gods back on our world. Trust me when I say, there are a lot of people, and gods, out there who'd be more than willing to send me their best to die for our cause." 
 
    The look of horror on her face as certain things dawned on her wasn't something I'd expected to see. Honestly, I wasn't sure what I would do, given the choice, but the idea of kamikaze attacks was just so over the top, that I thought it would be fun to suggest I'd do it. Of course, after saying it, I suddenly wondered how hard it would be… 
 
    "And this, dear Rooney," said the voice, which I knew was the god Vanham Estar, "is why we do not poke the caged tiger in the eye with a stick. There are gods in the Seven Worlds who would happily sacrifice half their followers for a champion like Will. He can be ruthless, he is completely faithful, and he is relentless. He also has many powerful friends who owe him favors. Even Vikoria counts him as an ally." 
 
    "But…she's completely passive!" 
 
    "Yet he blew up a city to save her people, and she now favors him for it. This is why the five of us are banding together, to ensure no one else in the Seven Worlds owes William a favor. This is also why Judal told you to not let your feelings for Junturans lead you into folly against William and his god." 
 
    "Most especially his god," Pardy agreed. "All the gods have agreed that Feliogustus is to be left alone from now on." 
 
    After several minutes of silence, Rooney finally nodded and stood up. 
 
    "I see," she said. "My apologies to your god Feliogustus, William. I have much to think about." 
 
    That said, she bowed to Pardy, turned on her heel, and strode out of the building about as fast as she'd come in. 
 
    "How much of that lecture was for her, and how much was for Judal?" I asked with a sigh after the doors had closed. 
 
    "Oh, I'd say about half and half, wouldn't you, Vanham?" Pardy said with a grin. 
 
    "Judal spoils her," Vanham Estar said with a sigh.  
 
    "I thought only us champions were spoiled?" I asked with a grin. 
 
    "Yes, so your god tells me, William." 
 
    I shook my head and laughed. "Yeah, he does, doesn't he? Well," I said and stood up, "thank you for everything, especially the pastries. Any suggestions for who I should put in charge of this mess? Assuming they give me the chance." 
 
    "Yes, put The Ulhness' champion in charge." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Oh, you'll see," Vanham Estar said with a chuckle, and I took that as my cue to bow to his holy symbol, then Pardy, and leave. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Hi, Fel. So how much trouble am I in?" I asked as I woke up in his bar. Back on the ship, I was in bed with Dani, who'd been as rude, saucy, and fun as usual. 
 
    Fel smiled. "None. He had it coming, and both Judal and Rooney needed a reminder that while I may be a minor god in the Seven Worlds, I am by no means a minor god elsewhere, and I have a major god's resources if push should come to shove." 
 
    "I have to admit, I was a bit surprised at Vanham Estar's actions. I didn't expect him or his high priest to be so helpful." 
 
    "He's looking for an alliance down the road," Fel said and handed me a beer. 
 
    "What? Why would he want that?" 
 
    "Because he has alliances with several of the Junturan gods, and I'm now a Junturan god." 
 
    "Why do I get the impression you two have history?" I asked, looking up at him. 
 
    "Because we do," Fel said with an enigmatic smile. 
 
    "You weren't one of his champions, were you?" 
 
    Fel shook his head. "No, I wasn't, but like you and most champions, I could see the regular portals, a skill which is as rare here as anywhere else. I put that skill to good use and helped Vanham and his out with a few problems they were having. In the process, I was introduced to someone who needed a champion and felt I'd be a good fit, as they'd seen what I'd done to help Vanham." 
 
    "Was that Aryanna?" 
 
    "No, she came later." 
 
    I nodded. "How's my daughter doing?" I asked, changing subjects. 
 
    "Quite well. She's made quite an impression on the locals." 
 
    "Well, yeah, she is a hot looking cat girl," I said with a sigh. 
 
    Fel laughed. "Ah, the joys of fatherhood with an adult daughter. I think she wants me to send a literal boatload of girls from Saladin out there." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Girls from Saladin won't be biased against orcs, like a lot of the Junturan ones are, which means the guys will have a decent chance of seducing them." 
 
    "Seriously?" I asked, surprised. 
 
    "William, I know this may come as a shock to your ego," Fel said, grinning, "but to a felinoid woman who's never seen another race before, an orc is just as handsome as a human—possibly even more so—because they tend to be more heavily built, and many of them like the color green." 
 
    I sighed. "She's sleeping with him, isn't she?" 
 
    "I seem to recall you telling him she was a grown woman and capable of making her own decisions?" Fel teased. 
 
    "I hope she's not just doing it to…actually," I stopped, "I don't want to know why she's doing it. I'm just gonna hope they care about each other and leave it at that." 
 
    "They care, but I understand your concern. To be honest, you're a hard act to live up to, William." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" I asked, a little confused. 
 
    "Every girl wants a man like her father; you know that, William." 
 
    "And you're telling me that…?" 
 
    "That a big, strong, tough orc with flexible morals and a bit of a temper like Bazz measures up. Why, he's almost as violent as you are!" Fel gave me a real big grin when he said that. 
 
    "Maybe Tiru isn't the one I should be worrying about…Oh! Why aren't there any shrines or such to Ramona on Juntura? As a huntress, I'd think she'd fit right in." 
 
    "Because Ramona's people used to hunt Junturans," Fel said with a heavy sigh and a shake of his head. "As Vanham intimated, there were a lot of people who thought of catfolk as nothing more than animals. When they started stealing sky ships and using them to wreak havoc on not only those attacking them, but following them back to where they'd come from and destroying those places too…that was when the empire got involved, because the emperor back then noticed the Junturan helmsmen were routinely kicking everyone else's collective butts." 
 
    "And those old prejudices live on, right?" 
 
    "Unfortunately for some, yes. You don't see it on the first and second ring as much, because of all the Junturans who helm or work the sky ships now. But get out to the third ring, or travel a fair bit of Prime, and you'll still find a fair number of people still think that way." 
 
    "Except of course if they're looking to get laid, right?" 
 
    Fel nodded. "That's about the size of it, but," and then he smiled again, "on Prime, after the women get a look at a nice big tom like you, trust me, they'll all be bending over backwards." 
 
    I almost snorted my beer. "Voice of experience there, Fel?" 
 
    He laughed. "You know me, William; I just never could refuse a lady." 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Six 
 
    Kashmir—Over Savoy 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So what are your plans for us now?" Dani asked me as we transited the portal from Thayne to Savoy. 
 
    "Remember that intel office we staked out last time in Port Saligar?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "We're going to see if we can find any info on the commerce raiders who are still operating, or any other things they've got going on worth attacking between here and Lassen." 
 
    "We're going to Lassen, then?" 
 
    I nodded. "I need to check in with my daughter, see how she's doing, and ask if she needs any help with spreading Fel's religion. As his champion, that's a big part of my job." 
 
    She looked at me slyly. "You sure it's not just to see if she's warming Bazz's bed?" 
 
    I snorted. "More like I want to see how embarrassed she is, and if she just ups and admits to it, or if they try to hide it from me." 
 
    "You think she is, then?" 
 
    "I know she is," I said with a bit of a sigh. 
 
    "Oh? How?" 
 
    "Fel told me, how else?" 
 
    "He told you? Well, that's not fair!" she said with a laugh. 
 
    "She's there trying to build a church and establish his religion, Dani. Remember, she works for him, just like I do. I'm only wondering who seduced whom." 
 
    Dani snickered. "Seeing as she's your kid, I'd bet my money on her." 
 
    I shook my head. "It doesn't really matter. Fel told me she's sweet on him, and he likes her as well, so as long as they're happy, it's probably best if I keep my mouth shut." 
 
    Dani nodded, and then suddenly got a wicked expression on her face.  
 
    "Uh-oh," I muttered. 
 
    "I just realized my ex is now..." 
 
    "Gunship approaching off the starboard stern!" the lookout called suddenly over the all-hands circuit. 
 
    "Looks like someone was waiting for us," I growled and hit the send button on the comm unit in our room. "Eiger, Jacob, send your teams to the boats and prepare boarding parties! Zed, grab your wife and take Eiger's boat! She can fly it! Alena, join me on the other one! All hands, prepare for battle and man the guns!" 
 
    "You know it could be a regular navy ship," Dani said as we both got dressed quickly and grabbed our weapons. 
 
    "And they could be here to shower us with gold and congratulate us on our coming child, too," I growled and ran out the door, heading for the launch deck on the fantail, as everyone ran to their stations around me, putting on their gear. I noticed that Captain Kardez had run the throttles up and was heading up into the cloud layer. I smiled. That would hopefully let us get our launches off without them seeing.  
 
    "They're firing on us," the stern lookout yelled, and everybody grabbed onto something as the captain called for evasive action, and we all remembered that Neli wasn't afraid to roll the ship as we suddenly banked up hard and pulled with enough force that a lot of people fell to their knees. 
 
    She then rolled level and pulled up so hard that the ship damn near stood on its tail, then just like that, we were into the clouds, and visibility on deck dropped to only a few feet. We all got a little lighter, but not by much, and we ran for the launches as quickly as we could.  
 
    Alena went streaking by me and into one launch with Nita hot on her tail, and I think that sight encouraged the rest of us to move a lot faster as well, seeing as she'd just come off the bridge. 
 
    "Strap in! Start the motors! Prepare to cast off!" Alena screamed as soon as I got in. 
 
    "If you're not strapped in, hold on!" the captain yelled over the intercom. 
 
    I hit the starter and got the fans going just as one of the orcs said, "Shit!" as the entire ship unloaded, which meant we were all weightless, and it started to roll. 
 
    Looking up, I saw we'd just come out of the clouds. We were in a dive, nose down, and the enemy ship was right below us and coming closer—fast. 
 
    "Cast off!" Alena screamed, and suddenly I was thrown into my harness as she hit full throttle in reverse, and the Kashmir leaped ahead, barely clearing the ship below it on the starboard side, as Neli pulled the nose up and rolled the Kashmir level and slid it under the keel of the other ship! 
 
    The entire ship's crew was staring off the side of the ship where the Kashmir had just passed, then they all ran over to the railing to look over the side, trying to find where the Kashmir had gone, as their captain sounded the collision alarm.  
 
    Alena almost crashed us onto the rear deck. The ship was a Meteor-class ship, just like the Kashmir was, and it had the same twin nacelle upgrade we'd put on the Kashmir. It even had the same weapons mounted on it in the same spots. 
 
    And it now had two heavily-armed, ten-man boarding parties on it, plus me and Zed.  
 
    The girls took off immediately, and Zed hit all the sailors along the rail on the starboard side with a mass sleep spell, and the rest of us charged forward to engage whoever was still standing. Eiger's team split in half as he took out the crews to the port and starboard guns, and Jacob took his team down below decks, while Zed followed me as I charged the deckhouse and went up the stairs to the bridge.  
 
    The layout of the ship was exactly the same as the Kashmir, and we'd done so many boarding practice drills on it that everyone knew exactly where to look. I made it to the bridge just as the captain cut the collision alarm. 
 
    Which of course meant everyone heard it when I shot him in the head. 
 
    "Helm, dead stop! Everyone, hands up or die!" I yelled, using my champion's voice, and popped anybody who reached for a pistol. Fortunately only one person did, while the rest quickly raised their hands and surrendered. 
 
    "Disarm them, Zed," I ordered, then making sure I had the entryway covered as well as the crew, I hit the all-hands. 
 
    "Now hear this! If you surrender, we'll let you live. If you fight, you'll go over the side, dead or alive! Drop your weapons and put your hands up! We have control of your ship!" 
 
    I heard a few short exchanges of gunfire after that, but I could see the nose gun crew put their hands up and move away from the controls. Only one person tried to storm the bridge—I think it might have been the radio operator. I didn't hesitate, and his brains quickly decorated the side of the hallway as I shot him in the head. 
 
    The rest of the bridge crew seemed to stretch as they tried to get their hands even higher. 
 
    It took about twenty minutes to secure and search the ship. I then had Eiger and Jacob gather the entire crew on the fantail of the ship, and I went down into engineering to run the engines, while Zed and a few others held the bridge. I had Zed order the helmsman to take the ship down and put the keel on the ground. 
 
    Then we threw a few ropes over the side and had the crew climb down to the ground. The navy types had all surrendered, but none of their marines had, so there were about twenty-some-odd dead onboard. None of them were in uniform—they were commerce raiding, after all—but I'd promised to spare any who surrendered to cut down on my own casualties, so I had to honor that.  
 
    Once they were all off the boat, I went up to the helm and flew us up to 3,000 feet, and Jacob got on the radio to coordinate setting up a prize crew onboard while everyone else swept the ship a second time to make sure we'd not only gotten everyone, but to verify there weren't any surprises on board. I set Zed to healing the wounded, then I went over the engine room personally. I did find a few valves that had been opened which should have been closed and a few others closed that should be open. Thankfully fuel sludge is slow and not very explosive, but there was a bit of a mess in the bilge now that wouldn't be much fun to clean up. A couple of cooling circuits had been closed, too, and I opened them back up before anything could overheat.  
 
    Six hours later, we were underway again, and Nita was flying our prize ship in loose trail formation behind us. Boe, who had moved up from engineering assistant to second engineer, was running the engine room, and I'd given them about a third of the crew, and one of our cooks. 
 
    "Are we still going to put in at Port Saligar?" Bork asked as we sat in conference in the captain's dayroom. 
 
    "I don't know that we have much of a choice," I said. "We need to change the name of our prize as soon as possible." 
 
    "Oh, that's easy," Dani said with a grin. 
 
    "Oh?" I asked, looking at her. "I don't have an extra set of papers for a ship handy right now, do you?." 
 
    "Sure we do. Remember the Pequod? We still have all the papers for that in our safe." 
 
    I felt my jaw drop. I'd forgotten about those! 
 
    Closing my mouth, I nodded. "She looks almost exactly like we do, same class, same modifications, weapons, all that." I looked over at Thraznick, our dwarven engineer. "Do we have the paint and the equipment to change the name?" 
 
    "Sure do, though it'd be easier to do it settin' in a lake someplace than up here flyin'." 
 
    "How long a run is it from here to Mangan on Lassen if we went straight through Prime?" I asked looking at the captain. 
 
    He shrugged. "We're running pretty light, and we don't have to stop for fuel, so six, maybe seven days?" 
 
    I looked around the table. "Can we sail through Prime with the ships armed?" 
 
    "We'll have to unload all the guns," Dani said. "They'll assign us a skiff to carry the shells, which we'll have to pay for. They'll also put seals on all the guns, which they'll remove when we leave." 
 
    "How do we make sure we don't lose the skiff and our shells?" I asked, because those things were expensive. 
 
    "Oh, we'll take them under tow. When we get to our destination portal, we load our shells back onboard under the watchful eyes of the custom guards posted there, and sail on through. But there's one thing you'll have to do," she said with a thoughtful look. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Sail on the other ship." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because we only have two people aboard who have captain's certificates—you and Kardez. Also, if we're going to remain underway around the clock, we'll need a second helmsmen, and after the girls, you're the next best qualified to fly one of these ships, William." 
 
    I nodded. "Okay, let's find a place to land long enough to change the name on our prize, then we'll head straight for Prime, and then through that to Lassen." 
 
    "So we're not going to hit that office in Port Saligar?"  
 
    I shook my head. "We show up with a second ship, and they're going to know where we got it from. As it is, I'm thinking when we get to Mangan, we should probably change the name on this ship, as well." 
 
    "What are your plans for the new ship?" Bork asked. 
 
    "Cargo. Might even pull the guns off of it—well, maybe not the two on the side mounts, but the deck gun should probably come off." 
 
    "Gonna need more crew," Bork said with a thoughtful look. 
 
    "I know, but it won't be a fighting ship, so we'll recruit some more hands on Lassen and then get some more helmsmen on Juntura." 
 
    "What about this ship?" Bork asked. "We have to meet up with the others in—what was it? Fifty days?" 
 
    "Forty-nine now," I said absently as I thought about that. "You know, honestly, I don't know what's going to happen. I suspect they're all going to show up with their own fleets or armies, or what have you. I might just take a couple of our marines with me and have this ship doing cargo runs, or maybe shuttling people back and forth. Odds are I'm not going to need the Kashmir after I go back. It doesn't have enough guns to be a proper military ship, and I suspect they'll want me on whichever ship is in charge. Well, at least in the beginning, seeing as I'm supposed to be the reason they're all there fighting, after all. But once they've got everything figured out," I shrugged, "I'll just have to see." 
 
    "Don't you have a plan?" Captain Kardez asked, sounding a little surprised. 
 
    I shook my head. "Not yet. I have no idea what I'm dealing with, or who exactly. The first step was getting their help. The next step will be meeting with the Madrian Navy, gathering intel, and planning our attacks. Now, unless anybody has anything else?" 
 
    I looked around the table, and everyone shook their heads. 
 
    "Then I guess I need to see about moving my captain's cert off the bridge and onto the other ship. Dismissed." 
 
      
 
    The trip through Prime was exactly like Dani had said it would be. Thankfully she'd moved over to the Pequod with me, because it took several hours to convince the customs officer in charge that my captain's certificate wasn't a fake and that I really did know how to both fly and command a ship. Dani they respected and believed was part owner of both ships. Me? I got the impression they felt I was just some buff idiot she had on the paperwork for tax reasons, and she was only aboard to make sure I didn't screw up.  
 
    "So did that obnoxious ass give Kardez as much shit as he gave me?" I asked Dani, whom they'd had present when they'd inspected the Kashmir, but not me, because as the captain, I couldn't leave the Pequod. 
 
    "Nah, they're used to seeing orcs as captains on ships, especially ones with really big guns on them," she said with a grin. "But honestly, he was too busy staring at my tits to really care what was going on over there." 
 
    I looked down my nose at her and gave a faint growl. "Say what?" 
 
    "Well, he couldn't stare at them when you were around, now could he? Everyone knows how barbaric catfolk males are when it comes to their girlfriends!" Dani snickered. "He noticed we were sharing quarters right away, which was probably why he gave you so much grief. Some of these inspectors figure they can get a little flesh-on-flesh bribe goin' on, but with a big tom like you around, he figured you'd probably tear his arm off." 
 
    "I'm considering it as we speak," I grumbled. 
 
    She laughed. "So he got to see the goods a few times when I bent over, I smiled at him a lot, and he went away more or less happy." 
 
    "I'm surprised he didn't make a pass at you." 
 
    "I told him I was pregnant, and my husband put you with me because he knew you'd kill anyone who did." 
 
    "He bought that?" I asked, surprised. 
 
    "William," she laughed, "everyone knows how perverted and demented elves are. Especially here on Prime." 
 
    "I'm surprised you're not treated worse than we are, then." 
 
    "Nah. Elves also have long memories, lots of money, and we're very good at getting revenge," she replied with a wink. 
 
    "True, true," I said with a nod. 
 
    "Now, let's just watch the beautiful cities slide by underneath while we head to Lassen." 
 
    "Does this mean I should expect to see waste and destruction?" I asked as we fell into line behind the Kashmir. 
 
    "Actually, it really is beautiful. Things are a little different here; the buildings never seem to fall into ruin, turn gray, or become dull. They always shine. The entire planet is a paradise; it really is quite lovely." 
 
    "Nicer than home?" 
 
    "Well, they don't have the really big trees, but otherwise, it's nice," Dani said with a smile, and then leaned into me. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "As my hired boytoy, I demand you take me back to our cabin and spend the rest of the day putting me through my paces!" she said and snickered. 
 
    I took a deep breath and sighed heavily. 
 
    Then I grabbed her, threw her over my shoulder, and gave her ass a smack. 
 
    "I live to serve," I said, then turned to Alena, who was flying the ship. "Call me when you need to be relieved. I suspect I'll forget." With that I took a giggling Dani back to our shared quarters.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Seven 
 
    Lassen—Mangan 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we landed at Mangan, we arranged to have both docking locations on the end of the same pier, so we could guard it more readily than having them in two separate locations. It cost a bit more in docking fees, but there'd been enough money in the safe of our prize after we'd cut it open that I didn't care.  
 
    Once the ships were secure, Dani and I got a taxi and headed off to her son Makill's place first; we'd head over to Bazz's after that. No one challenged us as we entered the warehouse he had his office in. Actually a lot of them nodded to Dani and said hello, obviously remembering her from our last visit. The orc sitting at the desk out front immediately got up, said, "This way, please," and ushered us right into Makill's office. 
 
    "Mom! Will! This is a pleasant surprise! At least," he gave his mother a look, "I hope it's going to be a pleasant surprise?" 
 
    Dani smiled. "Pleasant. We captured one of the commerce raiders, and we want the bow gun and all its reloading gear pulled out to free up cargo space. Oh, and it needs a new name and new papers." 
 
    Makill sighed. "You are going to pay me for this, I hope?" 
 
    "Yes, we're going to pay you. Plus you can sell off the gun and keep the money; we'll subtract 80 percent of whatever you get from what we still owe you after buying out your share of the other ship." 
 
    "It's another Meteor Class? Like the others?" 
 
    We both nodded. 
 
    "We're going to turn it into a cargo ship," I said. 
 
    "Are you going to base it out of here or Juntura?" 
 
    "Why do you ask?" Dani said. 
 
    "Well, Bazz has been doing really well with your friend Anne's ship, and I'd like to get in on some of that action. How about instead of buying me out, you transfer my ownership share over to this new ship so I can use it to partner with Bazz? I'll probably make us all a lot more money than if you tried to run it out of Juntura on your own. I'll even use the profits from selling the deck gun to spot the first cargo instead of you using it to start buying me out." 
 
    Dani 'hmmed' a bit and started thinking about it. I got the impression she was waiting for Makill to 'say the magic word' or some other parenting type stuff particular to orcs. 
 
    Makill sighed. "Mom, you did hear me say 'partnership' right? Plus it'll give me an excuse to spend more time with Wyal; he's almost 12, and Bazz is showing him the ropes. He's been pretty involved with that new girlfriend of his; I think he's getting religion." 
 
    "You do know that religion is mine, right?" Dani asked. 
 
    Makill rolled his eyes. "Yes, and his girlfriend is Will's daughter, and she's a priestess. I've actually met her twice now. I think Bazz wants me to start going to the services she's having in one of his warehouses every week." 
 
    "Why haven't you?" I asked, then quickly held up a hand. "Not trying to be rude here, but I'm genuinely curious as to why you haven't, what's holding you back." 
 
    Makill pursed his lips a moment before he spoke.  
 
    "I guess it's because I'm not a very religious person. Plus, I'll be honest, Will, I like to hit the Junturan girls down at the whorehouses just as much as the next orc. I'm not sure I want to see that go away." 
 
    "Why would it go away?" 
 
    "Because Bazz and your daughter seem to have an issue with slavery, and a lot of the gals in the whorehouses are slave, and…"  
 
    I noticed he looked a little embarrassed. 
 
    "There are a lot of girls working the houses in other places who aren't slaves and don't have problems with orcs, Makill," Dani said. "If that's all you're basing your decision on, you're being short-sighted." 
 
    "How's that?" he asked, looking genuinely curious. 
 
    "If slavery was illegal, who do you think would most likely be able to get Junturan girls to come work for him? A random orc? Or one whose mother is not only a member of a religion made up heavily of Junturans, but whose stepfather is a key figure in that religion," she said, and then looked over at me and smiled. 
 
    Makill looked at me, looked at her, looked at me again, then looked back at her and gave a predatory grin. "Bazz said this god favors smugglers…" 
 
    "And if our William here is any guide," Dani said with a wink, "he's a bit of a letch when it comes to women. I mean, what orc could ask for anything more, am I right?" 
 
    I sighed and hoped I wasn't about to end up in trouble for this one. 
 
    "To be completely honest," I said, looking at Makill, "there are no orcs at all on our homeworld. So any catfolk girls who should decide to come check Mangan out aren't going to be at all prejudiced against orcs. Well, not anymore than anybody else; you're all going to be new and different. Now, while I don't think many of those girls will be interested in working in whorehouse, that doesn't mean they won't be interested in having fun and meeting people. They all know my daughter Tiru. If you were on good terms with her…" 
 
    Makill got the message and nodded. "I guess I better start going. Now, does this ship have a crew?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I think I'm going to leave some of our Junturan marines on it, both as security and also so the Junturan helmsmen we hire don't panic because the rest of the crew are orcs, but we're going to need an engineer and a captain at the very least." 
 
    "We'll also be talking to Bazz about crew," Dani said, "and I'll let him know you're part owner and want to partner with him." 
 
    "Sounds good! Let me get a team together, it should only take a few minutes, then we can all go back to your ship and fly it into the drydocks." He looked at me. "Can you handle that, Will? Or should I get my harbor pilot?" 
 
    "Better get your pilot. I need to run over to Bazz's with your mom." 
 
    Makill frowned for a moment. "I didn't just get him in trouble, did I?" 
 
    I snorted. "No, he's a grown man; if he submitted to my daughter's wily ways, that's on him." 
 
    Makill grinned, snorted, and then laughed. "I think I'll keep my mouth shut. Give me a couple minutes, and we'll get this done. Wait here, I'll be right back!" 
 
    He left, and I heard him tell the guy at the front desk to call a couple of people, then he stepped out of the office into the warehouse, and yelled for different people. 
 
    Sure enough, five minutes later he had a group of orcs ready to go, twenty minutes later the prize crew was moving back over to the Kashmir, and he was getting ready to move the ship into his shipyard. 
 
    "This shouldn't take more than two days, Mom," he told her as we headed down the gangplank. "I still got the guys who installed the ones on your ship, so they're experienced with the gear." 
 
    Dani smiled, patted him on the side of the face, then got up on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. "I'm happy to hear you want to partner with Bazz. It would have made your dad very happy." 
 
    "I know Mom. I know." 
 
    I gave a wave, then we trekked over to the Kashmir to stow the few things we'd brought aboard. 
 
    "So, off to Bazz's next?" 
 
    Dani nodded. "You going to let me keep sailing when we get back to Juntura, or are you going to jail me in the basement of Nue's church?" 
 
    "I'll let you keep sailing, but no hunting ships. Okay? I suspect I'm not going to need the Kashmir once we get back to Rossiya, so you can turn her into a cargo ship as well until I need her again." 
 
    "How long are you planning to stay with them—the folks attacking Two Rivers, that is?" 
 
    "As long as it takes to convince Ral to dump his wife. Once they're in schism, I'll leave the others the job of destroying her." 
 
    Dani stopped and grabbed my jacket, causing me to turn to face her. 
 
    "Why? William, why aren't you going to kill her yourself? I know how upset you are, and I know you want revenge. So why are you going to stop short of getting it?" 
 
    I looked down at her, and I could see she was honestly curious. She also looked a little bit…I don't know, irked? 
 
    "Because I'm not going to be allowed to, that's why?" 
 
    She snorted. "Like that's going to stop you, because they tell you that you can't!" 
 
    I shook my head. "Feliogustus and I had a talk about this. He's already told me that a time will come when I'll have to walk away from this and let the others, or somebody else at the very least, finish her and get the credit." 
 
    "What! Why would he say that? Doesn't he know how upset you are? How mad?" 
 
    I gave her a wry smile. "Actually, I think he's angrier about this than I am. You have to understand, Fel's my friend, my best friend. It goes beyond that he's a god and I'm his champion. He told me that for various reasons, there'll come a time when I'll have to step aside on this one because he's just a small upstart of a god here, and he can't afford to upset the big players. Not if he wants to stay here." 
 
    "So that was it? You agreed?" 
 
    I nodded. "I figured if he could be satisfied with it, so could I. Like I said, he's my friend, and he was mad. If a god, my friend, can put aside his anger for the greater good of his people, I need to honor that, because they're my people too, Dani. But," I growled, "trust me when I say I have every intention of twisting the knife in Ral. I've learned a few things over the years, and I'm a very vindictive piece of shit when I'm mad." 
 
    "Oh, I wouldn't say you're a piece of shit. More like a huge bucket full of it!" Dani laughed and then swatted me on the ass. "Now, let's drop this stuff off and go see Bazz." 
 
      
 
    Walking to Bazz's office, which was much closer to the docks than Makill's had been, I noticed not much had changed since the first time I'd been here. I just understood what I was looking at a lot more. I still wasn't sure exactly who ran Mangan, humans or gnomes, but after what I'd learned about gnomes, I wasn't so sure they were at the top here, for all that the ones you saw were wealthy and obviously wielded a certain amount of power. Actually, I still had no idea what company ran the town, for all that it was a 'company' town. 
 
    I was also realizing that the only people who really seemed content here were the orcs. That made me wonder what orc society must be like. Dani had all but bribed her son to join Fel's religion by promising him his own personal whorehouse, and I'd all but promised him a girlfriend. I'd thought he'd be interested in the offer because I figured he was jealous of Bazz having a hot feline girlfriend, but as I thought about it, I was no longer sure. 
 
    "Is it just me, or are the only happy people around here orcs?" I asked Dani as I 'escorted' her. 
 
    "I've told you orc society is different. Mangan is an orc town, and orcs run it." 
 
    "I thought you said it was a 'company' town?" 
 
    Dani nodded. "It is, and it belongs to an orc mining company. Well, an orc and gnome mining company. I don't think any of the dwarves working here would work for a straight up orc company; they don't always get on well with orcs. But gnomes they can threaten, so that makes it all right." 
 
    "So how is orc society different?" 
 
    " I believe I told you that orc women, and to some extent children, are held almost sacrosanct?" 
 
    I nodded. "Because the male-to-female ratio is like one to ten, I think you said?" 
 
    "Yup. And because I've had an orc child, that puts me in there as one of them. The social dynamics can seem a bit complicated, because it really is a different society, but once you've lived in it a while, you figure it out." 
 
    "So why are the orcs here happy, and everyone else not so much? Well, other than maybe the gnomes?" 
 
    "Because orcs love to fight, and they love to brawl. When you kicked Bazz's guard's ass without a moment's hesitation, even joked about it, you acted like Bazz or one of his lieutenants would have. Like it was no big deal, fun even. Here in this town, things are often ruled by force. Brute force. You have the established pecking order, all that kind of stuff. The orcs love that, because it's what they grew up with, it's a part of them.  
 
    "So here in Mangan, the orcs are top rung." 
 
    "And what does that have to do with the women?" I asked, circling back to her first statement. 
 
    "It means that everyone here, orc or not, has to treat the orc women and children by orc standards. Not doing so can earn you a violent and messy beating, perhaps even death, if you screw up badly enough. Which means there are a higher percentage of orc women living here, raising families, all that. I think the ratio here is like one in six, plus any woman of any other race who lives here knows that the orcs are the top of the social strata, so again, there are more chances for an orc to get laid." 
 
    "What about the whorehouses?" 
 
    "Yeah, there are a lot of those here, too." 
 
    "Slaves?" 
 
    Dani nodded. "I'm sure a lot of the girls in them are. Then again, this is a pretty rich town by orc standards, so a girl could make a lot of money working here. Like Adonna did so she and Nue could afford helmsman school. 
 
    "And because this is a rich town, there's more of them here than most places, so again, more chances for an orc to get laid. Without having to fight for it, either." 
 
    "So the guys fight over the gals?"  
 
    "Yup, it's part of the courtship. But here's the rub," Dani said and stopped to turn and look at me. We were outside the entrance to the building Bazz's office was in. "If the female says no, there's no fight. There are only three reasons a woman, a female orc, will agree to a fight. First is she wants her husband to prove himself to her again; second is because she wants to be rid of him; and third is she just wants to be with someone else for a while. Just because you've won the fight doesn't mean you get to keep her for more than a single night. 
 
    "What if somebody challenges you for your woman, and the woman says no, but you still go through with it?" 
 
    Dani got an angry expression on her face for a moment. "That says she's nothing more than a slave to you. Property. You get to keep her. She's not allowed to go back to him, though why she'd ever want to, I don't know. It's a grave insult, to both the woman and the challenger." 
 
    Suddenly I had a pretty good idea of what had happened to Dani. 
 
    "So one of the side effects of all of this is, as an orc, you damn well better make your woman happy, or she's going to come on to the first guy she finds who's bigger than you, so you'll get thrashed, and she has the option to leave you if you don't change your ways." 
 
    "You know, if you'd told me this, I wouldn't have accepted the fight the first time we were here." 
 
    "If Bazz had been the one offering, I would have," Dani said with a sigh, "but because it was one of his men, those rules didn't apply. That does bring up another point; Bazz is going to treat your daughter as good as he can, because trust me, there's no shortage of people out there who would love to have a shot at her." 
 
    "How many times did you make Guntz fight for you?" I asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    "Not once. That orc really knew how to treat a princess in bed. That's the thing people don't really understand about orc society. Sure they're brutes, and they're vicious, nasty, and dangerous, but not to their women. Oh no, not to their women at all. 
 
    "Now, let's go say hi." 
 
    When we went inside, the orc downstairs picked up the phone, let Bazz know who was there, and then set it down. 
 
    "He's just finishing up a meeting. If you wouldn't mind waiting?" he asked politely. 
 
    "Business first," Dani said with a nod, and I stood by her while she sat down. A couple minutes later, several orcs came down the stairs, and all of them nodded to Dani as well as me, wished us a good day, and then left. 
 
    "Bazz probably told them you're Tiru's dad," Dani whispered as we got up and headed for the stairs. "That's another rule—never piss off the father of a woman you like." 
 
    I smiled. "You know, suddenly I'm starting to warm to orc society." 
 
    "Only cause you like fighting as much as they do," Dani said with a snicker as we entered Bazz's office. I noticed he had the same bodyguard as when we were last here, so obviously this one had lived up to his responsibilities better than the first one I'd met. Tiru was also there. 
 
    "Dad!" she said, jumping out of her chair, and she charged me and hit me like a steam train. Thankfully, I'd braced myself; while Nara had never been that energetic, Rachel had often tried to take me down to the floor, and had succeeded more than once. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her and gave her a hug as Dani and Bazz exchanged greetings.  
 
    "Nice to be missed," I said, smiling down at her. "I take it life's treating you well?" I looked up at Bazz and smiled. "I don't have to ask; I can see life's been treating you well!" I nodded to Tiru. It was funny to see them both looking embarrassed. 
 
    "Ummm, well…" Tiru started. 
 
    "I like Bazz; I wouldn't have left you with him if I didn't. You, however, get the job of selling your mother on him, if and when that time ever comes," I teased. 
 
    "So you approve?" Bazz asked a bit formally. 
 
    I nodded. "Yup. I mean, if I'd walked in here and she'd pointed at you and started crying, I'd have had to turn you into a grease spot on the floor," I teased with a grin. "But I guess she's already got you well trained and bent to her will." 
 
    "That she has," Bazz said with a laugh. 
 
    "I told you I'd be fine, Dad," Tiru said, letting go of me and going over to sit by Bazz, who put an arm around her as she leaned into him. 
 
    I smiled. I guess most dads would probably freak, seeing their daughter with a huge orc, but then again, most dads didn't have a daughter covered in fur who looked like a cat, hung out with gods, and had girlfriends of several different races, plus a goddess. 
 
    "Well, now that family stuff is out of the way," Dani said, grabbing a seat across from Bazz's desk. "We captured another ship, and we're going to turn it into a cargo hauler. If Makill hasn't called you yet, he wants to partner with you. We transferred his share of the Kashmir over to it and agreed to let him manage it, providing you two do agree to work together." 
 
    Bazz nodded. "He called to let me know you were in town and floated the idea by me. I told him we could talk about it later, but I was interested. What about the Kashmir?" 
 
    Dani shook her head. "I'm not sure yet. We've got a few things to do still, but in a couple of months we might be putting her on some runs. A lot depends on how the war in Rossiya goes." 
 
    "So, that's picking up then?" 
 
    "Yes," I interrupted. "Saminkaupunki, Judal, Ramona, Gomerty, and Vanham Estar have all agreed to take part and are raising their armies to go there and fight. Also two of the more powerful gods on Rossiya have agreed to join the fray. I don't think the Kashmir has any place in that kind of fight; it's not a warship." 
 
    "Hopefully that'll keep Dani out of harm's way," Bazz said, giving her a look. 
 
    "Seeing as I'm pregnant again, I think William's planning to chain me up in the basement of Fel's church back in Juntura," Dani grumbled, but I noticed she was smiling all the same. 
 
    "I thought you didn't want anymore kids?" Bazz said, giving her a strange look. 
 
    Dani suddenly got this huge, shit-eating grin on her face, and leaning forward, she whispered, "I'm going to have a daughter!" 
 
    Apparently Bazz knew what that meant, as his eyes got wide, his jaw dropped, and he leaned back in his chair and laughed uproariously, while Tiru just stared at him. 
 
     "Oh, I wish Guntz was still here!" Bazz said, still laughing. "He'd laugh himself into a coma if he knew!" He looked over at me. "How in the world did you manage that?" 
 
    "Feliogustus," I said with a smile, "is really good at rewarding his followers." 
 
    "Oh, I can think of a few rewards I wouldn't mind having!" He snickered and looked over at Tiru, whose ears went down in a blush as her tail curled around her legs. 
 
    "You can stay here if you want, Dani. I'll even pay to have a couple elves here to witness the birth!" He added the last with a few more laughs. "Oh, man, this is going to be great!" 
 
    "I don't understand," Tiru said, looking back and forth between me and Dani. 
 
    "I'll explain it later, Ti," Bazz said, "but the long and short of it is, while elves can get knocked up by any race, they can only have boys. Having a girl is a big deal in elven society and undoes a multitude of sins." 
 
    Tiru just nodded. 
 
    "You know what? Let's go back to my place and celebrate! This news is just too good not to. I'm so happy for you, Dani; I know what it means to you, beyond the thumb in the brat's eye." 
 
    I couldn't help but smile again. How many people would want to throw a dinner party to celebrate their ex getting their ultimate revenge?  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Eight 
 
    Bazz's Apartment, Mangan 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So how's it going?" I asked Tiru. We'd been here several days, and we we'd be shipping out tomorrow and heading back to Juntura. I had a few things I needed to do for Fel and for Carol back there, and probably for Nue as well.  
 
    She took a breath and sighed, but she was giving me that cheeky grin all the same. 
 
    "It's been tough, Dad, but I don't think I'd rather be any place else. A lot of orcs come because they want to see the sexy catfolk girl standing up on the platform, but I'm okay with that. Anything that gives me a shot at getting them to hear Feliogustus's words is fine by me. Bazz thinks I should wear something a bit more revealing when I'm up there, and I have to admit, the idea has merit. But I could definitely use some help out here." 
 
    "As long as that help is more feline girls, right?" I teased. 
 
    She looked a little embarrassed, but she nodded. "Whatever works, Dad, whatever works. They like our god Feliogustus's lax attitude towards smuggling, and they also like some of the fighting traditions we have that came out of the Hilands. When they found out you blew up that temple on Rossiya," she laughed, "it was standing room only for weeks! Thankfully Feliogustus sent me a lot of dreams about what happened so I could talk about it. They really like a god who's not afraid to kick ass and take names, as I've heard you so adroitly put it," Tiru said with a grin. "So yeah, if you could ferry a bunch of 'em back here to help, and some more priestesses, too?" 
 
    "You know they're gonna get hit on, right?" 
 
    "I got used to it, and I'm sure they will, too," she said, and 'blushed' then before continuing, "and, umm, not to be rude, Dad, but I think orcs are a lot more attractive than humans are, and I suspect more than a few of the girls are going to feel the same way." 
 
    "I'm crushed, positively crushed," I teased. "Well, say your prayers, and I'll talk to Fel about it." 
 
    "Feliogustus," she corrected me without thinking about it. 
 
    "Right, our boss," I said with a smile. "Do try to set Makill up with one of them if we send more out here." 
 
    "Yeah, Bazz told me he wants to start a couple of whorehouses with a bunch of Junturan girls on contract," she said making a bit of a face. 
 
    "Don't approve?" 
 
    She sighed. "The idea of charging for it just seems so…alien. I think I have more problems wrapping my head around that than I do with electricity, telephones, and flying boats." She shrugged. "But if they're willing, and people want to pay them, it's not really any of my business. If Feliogustus is okay with it, it's not for me to go off on a crusade, right?" 
 
    "Yup. Though we do want to go on a crusade over the slaves they're using." 
 
    Tiru nodded slowly. "I've been talking with Bazz about it quite a bit, truth be told." 
 
    "Oh? What's he have to say about it?" 
 
    "He wants to start by buying all the Junturan slave girls the others own. In fact, he's already started doing it. He and Makill have this idea that if they charge less for their Junturans, they'll corner the market, everyone else will be forced to sell theirs off, and they'll have agents ready to buy them." 
 
    "And he's going to get the money from where to do this?" I prompted. 
 
    "Any of the girls he's bought up who want to help, plus any he can get on contract. The biggest problem is, he's going to lose money, because he'll have to make up the difference. Apparently Junturan girls on contract make a lot of money, but Bazz says most orcs, after sleeping with a willing partner, won't go back to slaves. Something about their culture. So he'll be able to raise prices eventually. He says the long game is to get enough orcs to follow Feliogustus who won't want to sleep with slaves anymore, so the local houses will have to change to keep up." 
 
    "Think they will?" 
 
    Tiru nodded slowly. "I think so. Orcs are kinda weird. They don't like the idea of slavery for their own people, but they're okay with it for other races. However, once they think of you as 'one of us', they apply those ideas to you. That's why your girlfriend Dani there is accepted by them. She's had a couple kids, she lived—willingly—among them. They don't think of her as an elf—and trust me when I say, a lot of them have issues with elves—they think of her as an orc. 
 
    "I just kinda regret that I'll never be able to give Bazz a son. He hasn't made any hints yet, but eventually I think he's gonna want one, and we both know that can't happen." 
 
    I thought about that a moment.  
 
    "Come with me," I said, standing up. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    I grabbed her hand. "Come." 
 
    "What are you going to do?" she asked a little worriedly as we left the apartment. 
 
    "My job. This is one of those things Fel pays me for." 
 
    "And here I thought you just did all these things because you like messing with people," Tiru said, grinning. 
 
    "You're about to learn why Fel puts up with all my shit, Daughter. Pay attention, and maybe one day you, too, can sit there and listen to Nara, your mother, lecture you on what a bad person you are while Fel laughs in the background." 
 
    "I think I recall hearing one of those…" she said, looking thoughtful. 
 
    Thankfully it was a short walk to Bazz's office, and we went right up inside. Bazz was dealing with a couple of dwarves, surprisingly—or maybe not so surprisingly. According to Dani, Bazz was one of the biggest, if not the biggest, criminal bosses in the city. 
 
    "Gentlemen, I hate to interrupt," I said, turning on the charm and using a cantrip. "If it wouldn't be too much to ask, could I borrow Bazz for about five minutes?" 
 
    "Father-in-law," Bazz whispered and they all 'ohhed', nodded, and got up. 
 
    "We'll wait downstairs," one of the dwarves said. 
 
    I watched as they left, and then looked at Bazz, who was eyeing me suspiciously. 
 
    I smiled and went over what I was going to say in my mind, and dammit if I could come up with a way to do it politely. So I shrugged and got right to the point. 
 
    "Bazz, Tiru, if you two want kids, I'm fine with it, and," I said, raising my hand, "I'll even tell you how to do it. But understand, you're going to have to earn it.  
 
    "Not from me, but from Feliogustus, our lord. He's the one you have to convince here, and you do that by your actions. By spreading his faith and doing the things he most wants you to do." 
 
    "She's not an elf, Will!" Bazz said. "Orcs and felines can't breed!" 
 
    Tiru scowled at me, but she held back from saying anything. 
 
    "Yes, but suppose I were to open a portal and send you and Tiru back to our home, to say, visit her mother?" 
 
    "What, she can do miracles?" Bazz growled. 
 
    I tilted my head down and looked him in the eye. "Don't get cute with your father-in-law, son. Our home isn't part of the Seven Worlds, and orcs don't exist there." 
 
    "Then how am I…" 
 
    "Hush…" Tiru said in a soft voice and put her hand on his arm. He shut up so fast, I was impressed. 
 
    "You'll show up there as a catfolk," I said with a smile. "Then you two can do what god and nature intended. After that, we pop you back to Juntura, you catch a boat back here, and however many months later, Tiru delivers." 
 
    "Is he telling the truth?" Bazz asked, looking over at Tiru. 
 
    She nodded. "Dad's not really a felinoid—well, not originally. He used to be human. Feliogustus changed him when he made him his champion." 
 
    "Now, here's the important part," I said, slapping my hands together and getting their attention. "I have no idea if she'll give birth to a felinoid or an orc. That's something only Feliogustus can tell you, and only he can change, because he's a god, and he can do miracles. But you'll have to earn it. Really earn it. Getting a real church going here might do it. Freeing all the Junturan girls who are working as slaves here might do it, too.  
 
    "But trust me; Feliogustus is really big on rewarding those who do his work. That goes for you, too, Tiru. If you want this, it won't just be Bazz who has to earn it; this is one of those things just being my and Nara's daughter isn't going to earn you." 
 
    "I think, I think I understand," Bazz said, nodding slowly, his eyes unfocused as he obviously thought about what I'd just told him. 
 
    "Thanks, Dad," Tiru said, and I noticed she was seriously pressing into Bazz. 
 
    "Yes, thanks, Dad," Bazz said and turned to give Tiru a warm look, then for the first time in my presence, he pulled her into his lap and they kissed. 
 
    "I'll tell the dwarves you'll call when you're ready," I said and let myself out, not that I'm sure they heard me. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "So how'd I do?" I asked Fel as I woke up in his bar. 
 
    Fel smiled and passed me a beer. "I think you may have just gotten me my first fully committed orc follower. Bazz wants a child with your daughter in the worst way; he's really in love with her." 
 
    "Because she's a catgirl?" 
 
    "No, because she's rude and violent, even more so than Dani is. Tiru actually knows how to fight, being a Hilander girl and all that, and she's found that she actually enjoys going out drinking with Bazz and getting rowdy. Plus, because she can do priest magic, she can drink any orc under the table, and has done so more than once. 
 
    "And of course, being a Hilander, she doesn't want just one kid with him, she wants a bunch. So right now the two of them are seriously planning what they're going to do to win my favor, so Bazz not only gets kids, he gets orcish ones." 
 
    "So you can do it if they deserve it?" I asked. I was a little worried about that. I was afraid I might have promised something Fel couldn't deliver. 
 
    "Yes, William, I can do it. I'm impressed that you figured it out without me even having to drop a hint or three. Now if I can hook Makill up with a decent Hiland girl, I think things will progress better than I'd ever hoped for." 
 
    "So you're going to send more girls to Mangan?" 
 
    Fel nodded. "I've already got Nara and a few of the others asking for volunteers. Unsurprisingly, more than a few of the Mowok women are interested. I'm letting them all know if they decide they don't like it, you'll send them back for me. I suspect some will decide they'd rather be on Juntura than live among the orcs, but that's still a win for me, because it increases my followers in the Seven Worlds." 
 
    "So did Guntz really challenge Dani's ex for her?" 
 
    Fel sighed. "Yes, he did." 
 
    "Did he know what would happen?" I asked. 
 
    "Sadly, again, yes. Guntz was most likely just messing with the prince. It was a business meeting of sorts, and Dani was there with him because she was his fiancé and, of course, a princess in her own right. Now an older elf maiden might have said yes and perhaps even gone along happily for a night or two if her man had lost." 
 
    "Really?" I said, a little shocked. 
 
    "Like Dani told you, some elves are a little bent," Fel said with a laugh, "but yes, some of their women like a little walk on the wild side now and again, and doing it that way, while painful for their husbands, is at least socially acceptable. Of course, that's assuming Guntz would have won." 
 
    "But he did win." 
 
    "When Guntz challenged Dani's ex, he was only halfway serious. Dani's ex is no slouch at fighting; otherwise he'd never have gone through with it.  
 
    "But Dani said no, which gave him a perfect excuse to turn Guntz down. Instead, he wanted to show off, he wanted to prove how good he was, so he ignored Dani's refusal and agreed to fight." 
 
    "Did he know what he was doing?" I asked again, shocked. 
 
    "Oh, he knew, all right. Dani was frantic; she'd led a pretty sheltered life up to that point. She was inexperienced, shy, even somewhat timid, believe it or not." 
 
    "What an asshole," I growled. 
 
    "Which is exactly what Guntz thought, too," Fel said with a shake of his head. "Guntz got mad, decided he was going to win or die trying, and worked himself up into such a rage that he gave Dani's ex a beating he'll never forget. Then he took Dani, told her ex he'd never see her again, per the rules, and dragged one terrified elven maiden off to his home and his bed." 
 
    "Well, he must have done something right, from the way she talks about him now." 
 
    Fel nodded. "He did everything right. Of course by then, Dani wanted her ex dead, or worse, so she was more than willing to give Guntz a chance to prove his boast that he really knew how to please an elf—and compared to her ex, he did." 
 
    "So why isn't he in trouble for what happened? Why is Dani the one bearing the brunt?" 
 
    "Because he told everyone Dani had said yes, and her not coming back was a grave insult to him." 
 
    "Wasn't anyone else there?" 
 
    "Yes, but you don't argue with the crown prince, William, if you wish to keep your head firmly on your shoulders." 
 
    I shook my head and sighed. "From the sound of it, she was better off with Guntz." 
 
    "Like I told you before, the elven gods used this to adjust his attitude, and he's become a much better king for it." 
 
    I nodded. "Anything else?" 
 
    "You might want to suggest Dani head back to Mangan when she's ready to stop sailing. Bazz will make sure she's safe, and he'll make damn sure everyone knows about your daughter when she's born. Plus, Tiru could probably use the help." 
 
    "Sure, I guess. Night, Fel." 
 
    "Night, William." 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    Both ships took off the following morning. The other ship had been rechristened the Gretchen-Marie and filled with a special cargo for Zenia. We'd accompany her there, as we would be hauling some of that cargo—a very expensive byproduct of fuel sludge processing—ourselves. Since several hundred barrels were hidden amongst over a thousand barrels of high-grade oil—another byproduct, but worth only a fraction of the other—I suspected the barrels were stolen. 
 
    But it was worth millions, and it needed to move now, so there was a lot of money to be made moving it. 
 
    Then we'd head onward to Juntura, with the Gretchen-Marie following, so we could finish filling out her crew with better helmsmen.  
 
    We'd hired another orc captain for her, one Bazz knew personally and had recommended. I'd raided some of the marines on the Kashmir to work as both general crew and function as security, just in case any pirates or such should try to take the ship. They were a mixed lot of orcs and catfolk, and one of the catfolk, Mari, was one of the gun crew leaders, and she would train the others to operate the two ship's guns we'd left aboard. 
 
    Kemin, the captain, also wanted us to hire Junturans for the cooking staff, primarily Junturan females. I was seriously considering asking Fel for another priest to put aboard as well, as more than half of the current crew were now either followers from home or recent converts, so having someone to preach to them would be the smart thing to do. It would also give Fel an avenue to communicate with the ship, if the need ever arose. 
 
    Surprisingly, Makill was also coming with us, though he was riding on the Gretchen-Marie and staying in the owner's cabin. He was serious about contracting Junturan women to work at the new 'cat house' he and Bazz were planning to open, and he would do the hiring personally so they'd know he was serious about it being a contract, and they'd be free to leave whenever they wished.  
 
    Also, by showing up and letting them all get a good look at him, if he broke his word, the folks back on Junturan would know exactly who to kill when they got to Mangan.  
 
    "You know, I have to say, I'm kind of proud of your son's willingness to back his word with his life," I said to Dani as we got underway. We were standing out on the deck, looking over the railing, and watching the city slip away behind us. 
 
    She smiled. "Yeah, his father would be proud. Guntz was always big on keeping your word and honoring your deals. Bazz was pretty impressed, too. I mean, I know he's hoping to hook up with one of 'em like Bazz did, but even with that, he's still putting business first." 
 
    "Don't count yourself out of that; you helped raise him. You get some credit too, Dani." 
 
    "Eh, that was more me just being afraid of letting Guntz down. Part of why I ended up with Bazz, who'd been one of Guntz's trusted men. Honestly, I think we both cared more about Guntz than each other. I wanted to see Makill raised right, and so did he. I gave him Wyle because we were both dealing with the loss, and we found a certain amount of comfort in each other's arms." 
 
    "You know, I'm not sure I'm ready for this new Dani who shares her feelings and her past," I said and put my arms around her, mainly to keep from getting smacked. "Where's the old Dani, and what have you done with her?" I said and kissed her on the back of the neck. 
 
    "It's our daughter, William," she said, unconsciously rubbing her belly. "That's made me think about the past. I was an elf once…" 
 
    "You still are," I said and hugged her. 
 
    She snorted. "Not according to them, I'm not. I don't know if I can go back to being one, either." 
 
    "Then don't," I told her. "Just be Dani. I like Dani. Ann and the rest of the crew on the Grey Moth like Dani. Bazz, your kids, a lot of other orcs, they all like Dani." 
 
    "I don't know… Part of me knows you're right, but there's another part of me that would like to go home, just to visit, so I can know in my head that I left on my own terms, not because I was thrown out or disowned or exiled." 
 
    "If that's what you want to do, fine, we'll do it." 
 
    "We?" she asked, pushing back into me and rubbing against my body. 
 
    "Yes, we. This way if anybody acts up, I can personally thrash them." 
 
    "Does that include my ex?" 
 
    I laughed. "It especially includes your ex. That elf deserves an attitude adjustment I think." 
 
    "I don't know, he's supposed to be a good fighter, William." 
 
    "I'll remember that when I'm introducing his face to my fist," I said with a snicker. 
 
    "So are we going to get those extra girls your daughter wanted?" she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "Yeah," I said with a slight nod as I tucked her under my chin and wrapped my jacket around her as the breeze picked up. "In fact, I think we might even find a gift for Makill." 
 
    "A gift?" she asked with a laugh. 
 
    "Fel's hopeful that one of the girls will take a liking to him, and vice-versa. Then, once she's got him wrapped around her finger—not unlike Tiru has Bazz—the two of them will work together, at the subtle urging of their women, to help build a nice, big temple to Fel." 
 
    "Subtle urging? Didn't you see Tiru almost deck Bazz with that punch the other day?" 
 
    I laughed. "Yeah, she got him good. I warned him not to play with her tail like that in public!" 
 
    Dani snorted. "Yeah, right, so he'd do it and she'd hit him for it." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure he loved it. Now, how about we go inside and see what's for lunch?" 
 
    "Yeah, I think I like that idea." 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Nine 
 
    Kashmir, Juntura 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nue and I flew the Kashmir through to Syzkilmyr to visit the temple there, and make a couple of trips through the portal to bring through a fair number of volunteers. The only people aboard were members of Fel's religion. I didn't want anyone knowing about this who didn't know already and who wasn't committed.  
 
    I'd told Captain Kardez, Bork, and the others that we were going to a temple whose location was a secret to pick up people, and I'd appreciate it if they didn't ask any questions. Thankfully, they hadn't. 
 
    Nita and Zed were aboard, as Nita had converted, but I was pretty sure they were enjoying the privacy of Zed's quarters. 
 
    "This will probably be the last trip I make with the Kashmir, here," I told Nue. "I suspect Par and Ral are probably doing everything they can to get their spies into Juntura. The last thing I want to do is give them any clues where this temple is." 
 
    "Are you sure you even want to take the Kashmir back to Rossiya?" she asked as she flew the ship. "It might be better to take a smaller, faster ship there and let this one start trading. I mean, you're not going to use this ship to fight with, right?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I was thinking I'd probably send Kashmir off once I got there. I'm sure the other champions will show up with their own fleets and armies and all that. We've got, what? A couple thousand followers on the Seven Worlds?" 
 
    "Then why are you even going? I mean, they don't need you, do they?" 
 
    I sighed. "I still want my revenge, though Fel's told me I'm unlikely to be there when the time comes to get it." 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" 
 
    "Politics. We're small, and we need to be careful. We don't want to draw the wrong attention, which getting too famous just might do." 
 
    Nue nodded as she checked the instruments. "That makes sense. We've been getting a fair bit of interest because of your actions against Two Rivers, but if we look too powerful, we might draw the wrong kind of interest." 
 
    "Yup. That's about it. Also, my being there lends them legitimacy. They're all allies who are simply 'helping' me and Fel in our war against Par and Ral. Even if the truth is they've just been looking for an excuse to go to war." 
 
    "You think so?" 
 
    "Yeah," I said with a nod, "I think so. A group like Two Rivers can do a lot of harm over the long run. I mean, look at how far they've gotten in such a short time." 
 
    "So why didn't Vikoria ask for their help?" 
 
    I shook my head. "No idea. There may be constraints on her, or maybe none of them were that worried until something happened and she asked Fel for help. Maybe she just didn't have it in her to go after them. Vikoria isn't a vengeful or fighting god. Look at how far she had to be pushed to start pushing back." I shook my head again, as I had a few of my own thoughts on that. I now knew that Fel had known Vanham and Vikoria before his ascension to godhood—not that I had any idea how well he knew them on a personal level, but he'd interacted with them, so they knew him, I was sure. 
 
    "Anyway, I'm sure it's all very complicated." 
 
    Nue nodded. "We're coming up on the temple; better go out and help the guys with the lines." 
 
    "Sure," I said and left her alone on the bridge as I went out to make sure the ship was secured. Since the temple was in the middle of a forest of large trees, we didn't have any kind of pond or lake to put it down in. As the temple was supposed to be hidden, I didn't see anybody adding one, either. 
 
      
 
    I went through with a dozen men—half of whom were priests—to help me. Opening the portal would take a lot out of me, so I wouldn't be able to defend myself if something happened. As I was the only one there who could sense the smaller portals, and use them, I'd have to pace myself so I could ferry people through. 
 
    Concentrating, I opened the portal, and a literal flood of people charged though. After only twenty seconds, I heard someone tell me to 'drop it'.  
 
    So I did.  
 
    Then I dropped to the ground to catch my breath. Someone handed me a canteen, and I took a long drink. 
 
    "How many was that?" I asked as I got my wits back. 
 
    "Forty," I heard a familiar voice say. Looking up, I saw my sister Nikki, Dezba, and even Suzona! "We've been practicing." 
 
    "What are you three doing here?" I asked, and looking around, I noticed that other than the men I'd brought with me, everyone else was female. 
 
    "Long story short, you're getting a lot of gals coming thru, Bro," Nikki said. "We thought it would be helpful if we had a few female champions mixed in with them." 
 
    "Why not Jane? Or Evean?" 
 
    "Evean's busy, and Jane…" 
 
    "Jane comes from a woman-dominated society, so we don't think she'd do well with orcs," Dezba said with a grin. 
 
    "Oh, and Suzona will?" I asked, motioning towards her. 
 
    "William, you know how I like the strong men," Suzona purred. I had to admit, she was pretty hot as a cat.  
 
    "Fine, if you could take everyone through to the temple, Nikki? Once I've recovered here, I'll open another portal." 
 
    "You got it, Bro! Come on, gals, follow me!" 
 
    Nikki had returned with Suzona and Dezba by the time I was ready for my second attempt. Again, there was another flood of females. The third time I did it, about half the people coming through were male, and about half of the third group were priests and priestesses.  
 
    Nikki and Dezba pretty much carried me back to the temple, which helped me recover a considerable amount. During that time, I noticed Suzona and Dezba were still felinoids. 
 
    "Okay, why are you both felines and not humans?" I asked, scratching my head. 
 
    "I asked Aryanna about that," Nikki volunteered. "The world we came into doesn't have humans, just felines, so we had to change to fit in, but it's close enough to the core worlds that the template you get there applies here as well. She said to think of it as a buffer zone, because there's like a hundred worlds that split off from that one, while here on however-you-pronounce-this-place…" 
 
    "Syzkilmyr," I said. 
 
    "Gesundheit. Anyway, only a dozen or so split off from here." 
 
    "Ah, I see. Well, let me introduce you all to Nue, then the rest of the people around here, and we can see about getting everyone settled onboard for the night." 
 
    "Where's Dani?" 
 
    "With our son, back at Nue's church," I said and stretched, yawning. I noticed Suzona eyeing me as I did. I had to admit, the idea of sleeping with her as a felinoid was an enticing one. 
 
    "Isn't Dani supposed to be even kinkier than Evean?" Dezba asked with a grin. 
 
    "Yes, which is probably why they get along so well. But let me warn you, she's going through some things right now, so take it easy on her, or else." 
 
    "Or else what?" Suzona purred. 
 
    "I don't know, but I promise to think of something you won't like." 
 
    Introductions didn't take all that long, so I took Nue to meet all the new people I'd just brought through. There were over a hundred of them, and I recognized more than a few, including two of the Mowok women, who, I recalled, had entertained my son in their beds when we'd visited there. 
 
    "So now what?" Nue asked once I'd finished introducing everyone. 
 
    "Well, tomorrow I'll bring another three groups through. Then we'll head back to your church." 
 
    "And all these people? I can't help but notice there's almost a hundred women here, Will," Nue said, looking at me with a sigh. 
 
    "Most of these women will be flying back to Mangan on the Gretchen-Marie. My daughter seems to think girls from back home will have a lot fewer problems with orcs than the ones from Juntura, and she figures it'll help bring in more orcs and help grow the faith." 
 
    Nue just shrugged. "Well, I hope she's right, but I thought Dani's son was looking to hire a bunch of brothel workers?" 
 
    I nodded. "He is. One of our goals—and by that I mainly mean Fel, but me also—is to stamp out slavery, and we're going to start with our own people first." 
 
    "Considering how much of that goes on in the Seven Worlds, that's a hell of a goal," Nue said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Yeah, I know, but I think it's doable, among the orcs at least. Anyway, a bunch of the people coming through tomorrow are going to be helping you and Carol." 
 
    "What about Noah?" 
 
    "Do you think he needs anybody?" 
 
    "He could definitely use another priest or priestess, and a couple of acolytes, or laypeople. He's doing incredibly well." 
 
    "Talk it over with Carol when we get back and work it out, I guess. I'll take about forty of them with me to Rossiya, mostly to help with the church we've been invited to set up there. Also, I think a group are staying here to help spread the word. 
 
    "You know, they've really done a nice job with this place," I said, looking around. 
 
    Nue nodded. "I'm going to fly out here a couple times a year to check up on things for Carol. Maybe even bring her out here at some point to see it as well." 
 
    "You know, I don't envy you any for all of the hard work you've got to do." 
 
    Nue smiled up at me. "I don't know, I think it'll be fun. I mean, I love flying and all that, but I've finally found a challenge I enjoy." 
 
    "Really?" I asked, surprised. 
 
    "Also, the fringe benefits are amazing," she said and gave my butt a pat. 
 
    "Speaking of fringe benefits, let's go back to our cabin and lock the door. I think the others can sort themselves out for now." 
 
    Nue purred and smiled again. "I definitely like the sound of that." 
 
      
 
    "Nice disappearing trick you did there last night, Will!" Nikki teased me on the ship the next day as we headed back to Portland. 
 
    "Nue took on a lot, Nikki, when she agreed to found Fel's first church and be the public voice for us." 
 
    "Why not Carol? She's the high priestess." 
 
    "Because we know Par will kill Carol the moment she finds out who and where she is," I said with a sigh. "Ral might not, but Par's a complete bitch." 
 
    "Which is why she has to go, right," Nikki agreed with a nod. 
 
    "What about this Ral guy? Don't you think he'll try to do it, too?" Dezba asked. 
 
    "I don't know," I told her, "but it's easier to destroy one of them than to destroy both. The goal is to break them apart, cause a schism in their relationship as well as their religion, and get rid of Par. Hopefully Ral will wise up, but even if he doesn't," I shrugged, "it'll be centuries before he can come back from it." 
 
    "Assuming the other gods don't find a good excuse to get rid of him next, right?" 
 
    "Maybe? I don't know. So how long are you three staying, anyway?" 
 
    "A month or two." Nikki said. "I think it'll depend on how things go and what my niece says." She grinned. "I don't know about Dez and Sue here, but I'm hoping they'll both stay a month as well?" 
 
    "I can stay a month, William," Suzona said. "Things are still settling out from our little war back home, but Isengruer was more than willing to let me have a little, shall we say, vacation?" 
 
    "I don't know if I'd call this a vacation for you." I chuckled. 
 
    "Oh, give me a night, and trust me, I will," she said with a leer, and the other two chuckled. "Besides, I hear orcs like to get rowdy and enjoy a good fight in the bar. Trust me, after cleaning up the mess back home, that sounds most refreshingly like the kind of vacation I could use." 
 
    "Yeah, that was a mess." I sighed. "How about you, Dez?" 
 
    Dezba shrugged. "As long as it's fun, I'll stick around a few months. From what I was told, your daughter thinks things will mostly settle out in a few weeks. I think the reason they got so many to come was because they figure at least half won't like it, and they'll just come back here and go home." 
 
    I nodded in agreement. "Then half of whoever's left will probably get homesick and want to leave as well a year from now." 
 
    "Still," Suzona said, "it's a valid tactic. Men go where the women are, and if orcs are as hot for feline girls," she glanced over at me and smirked, " as human women are for feline men, it will help her grow her church." 
 
    "That's what I like about you, Sue," Nikki said with a grin, "you're always so…subtle." 
 
    "Yes, she is, isn't she?" I said and looked at the clock on the wall. "Well, it's going to be six hours until we get back to Portland, and I find myself with nothing to do." I looked over at Suzona. "So, Nikki, why don't you take Dezba up to the bridge and spend some time with Nue?" 
 
    "I think we've just been dismissed!" Dezba snickered. 
 
    "Oh, let me tell you about orcs," Nikki replied, getting up out of her chair. "They really can be a lot of fun." 
 
    "I'm actually looking forward to this," Suzona said, standing up and slipping out of her clothes after the other two had left. 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" 
 
    "Because I know how much you like cats," she purred. 
 
    "Better watch out I don't send you home pregnant," I warned with a purr. "Like all the other cats I like so much." 
 
    "Why, William," she said as she slid onto my lap. Suzona really made a good feline. "I didn't know you cared!" 
 
    I debated asking Carol to cast a certain spell for me once we'd gotten back to Portland, as Suzona made her needs quite clear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, the Kashmir pulled out to sail for Port Sovereign on Rossiya. I'd let Carol and Nue handle divvying up who was going where, though I'd told them of my request to have a priest or priestess assigned to the Gretchen-Marie, and they'd both agreed.  
 
    There had also been a girl there, another young priestess, who'd set her sights on Makill and went after him with a will. I honestly hoped there was something more there than just following orders or being willing to take one for the team, because neither of those sounded like they'd be much fun after a while. 
 
    But it was kind of funny watching Makill going from the deer in the headlights expression to the cat that got the canary one a few days later.  
 
    When they sailed back to Lassen, there were a lot of catfolk women aboard the ship, and I think almost twenty of them were contract workers for the brothel Makill and Bazz were going to run. They were all pretty outgoing, and apparently experienced, as well. I could only wonder how much money Makill had offered them to take the job. 
 
    Then again, Nue had told me that Adonna had had an orc lover for a while, so maybe the women liked them more than they let on.  
 
    In either case, it wasn't my problem. 
 
    "I'm surprised you didn't leave me back there or put me on the other boat," Dani said as we stood next to each other on the bridge, watching the town slide away beneath us. 
 
    "Nah, I'll do that when I leave the ship at Port Sovereign. I figure you can help turn it into a cargo ship." 
 
    "I like your friend Dezba." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    Dani nodded. "She doesn't embarrass easily, unlike Suzona. That girl may be tough as nails and good looking, but wow does she scare off easily." 
 
    "I hesitate to ask what you did," I sighed, "though I'm sure she deserved it, whatever it was." 
 
    "Oh, all I did was…"  
 
    She stopped as I put a finger on her lips. "Don't care. To be completely honest, I'm surprised they're even here." 
 
    "Maybe Feliogustus offered to send some protection along to encourage volunteers?" 
 
    "Maybe? I don't know. A lot of Hiland girls, and especially the Mowok ones, don't really need all that much protection." 
 
    "Yes, such uncivilized brutes, I'm sure," Dani teased. 
 
    I snorted. "I'll just be happy when this is over. I swear, if it's not one thing, it's another. I could really go for a few decades of peace and quiet." 
 
    "I don't know, William, that sounds kinda boring to me!"  
 
    "Yeah, probably, but it would be nice to be able to complain about it at least once in a while. Maybe after we get this whole thing with Ral and Par wrapped up, I'll have a few years off." 
 
    "You think Ral will fall that fast?" 
 
    "I'm hoping with seven local champions on the job, they'll each bring a huge army, and we can slug it out in a few big battles and be done with it." 
 
    "Is it ever that easy, William?" 
 
    I nodded slowly. "Sometimes it is. Sometimes, it just is." 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Ten 
 
    Port Sovereign, Rossiya 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everybody was late, of course.  
 
    The Ulhness' champion showed up first. She was an attractive woman, appearing to be in her early-to-mid-30s, which I found quite interesting, as a champion looks whatever age their god or goddess wants them to look, being immortal and all that. She was polite, thoughtful, and soft-spoken. Her name was Tia. 
 
    The following day, Peruna the Graceful's champion showed up. His name was Tarlton. He was a handsome fellow, looked to be mid-20s, and was very polite and well mannered. I learned worshipping Peruna wasn't about being graceful in how they moved, walked, or danced, but how they acted. It was more of a code of honor the followers of Peruna embraced, about how one behaved, not some sort of dancing school or something similar, as I'd surmised in my brief moments talking to their priest back in Newcastle. 
 
    Both champions had brought a small fleet with them. I think the biggest ship either of them had was a cruiser. There were mostly frigates, and their main purpose was to protect the troop carriers. They'd each brought 25,000, which was impressive to me, seeing as these were supposed to be small, local religions. And, while Two Rivers was supposed to have something like half a million soldiers, if the other five showed up with a decent accounting of themselves, added to what Madria already had on the ground, it would make for a drastic change in fortunes. 
 
    Two days later, Vanham Estar and Judal's champions arrived with their fleets. 
 
    Vanham Estar's champion was a dwarf named Hof—which surprised the hell out of me. He was enormous for a dwarf, standing about five and a half feet tall. I didn't doubt for a moment that he could probably tear me in half, as he was at least as wide as he was tall, and looked to be made completely of solid muscle. 
 
    Judal's was a human named Cinn who looked every inch a warrior, and appeared to be in his late 40s, early 50s—if he was expected to command others, it made sense for him to look older so people would think him experienced. He definitely seemed to tolerate me more than like me, while Hof invited me out for a few ales within minutes of our meeting. 
 
    I of course took him up on that. Up to now, I'd mainly been building bridges with people in Madria's navy and army, with the help of Captain Avery, and avoiding Tia a little bit because she really was attractive, slender to the point of almost being slinky. As I was planning on putting her in charge, I didn't want anyone to think I'd done it solely because she was warming my bed. 
 
    Vanham Estar's fleet was a little larger than Tia's, but they'd only brought about 30,000 troops. Cinn's fleet was as big as Tia and Tarlton's combined, he'd brought 50,000, and he'd mentioned once we got started that he'd probably call for more. 
 
    Ramona's champion, Diane, showed up the following day, with probably the smallest fleet of any of them, but she had as many soldiers as Cinn. She was young looking, incredibly attractive, and propositioned me within ten minutes of meeting me. 
 
    "What's the rush?" I asked as she smiled up at me, very much in my personal space. 
 
    "I don't care for dwarves in bed, Cinn's obnoxious, Tarlton is too much of a gentleman, and to be completely honest, it's not just that you're big and attractive, but also that we really screwed up with the Junturans, so I really want to make it clear that I'm very friendly, and we as a whole don't feel that way anymore." 
 
    As I'd sent Dani and the Kashmir off over a week ago and had been sleeping in the shrine, which was now a small church, I shrugged and decided why not? 
 
    Gomerty's champion, Victar, showed up that night while I was entertaining and being entertained by Diane. He brought about the same size fleet and army as Hof had. Due to my tasks with Captain Avery and Diane's more personal needs, I only got to meet him briefly. 
 
    Three days after that, Saminkaupunki's champion showed up. His name was Thom, and he had a perpetual scowl on his face, as well as about two days' worth of stubble. He showed up with an exceptionally large fleet and 100,000 soldiers. 
 
    I was also fairly certain he didn't like me, as he was curt and standoffish. 
 
    Right after meeting him, I invited all the champions, as well as whoever led their army for them, to dinner at the same place King Valinstar, when he'd been masquerading as Admiral Hiens, had taken us to. I thought it would be best to hash out the upcoming fight in a much more private environment, and by fight, I wasn't talking about the war we'd soon be fighting against Two Rivers. 
 
    There were ideally two ways I could play this: either show up last, which would allow me to ignore any power plays or other games that had gone on before I arrived; or I could simply get there first and do my best to head off any such games. If I showed up late, however, I wouldn't really have any one-on-one time with the others up front. If I was there first, I would be able to greet each of them in a more private setting, and perhaps get more of a feeling for who and what they were, which I thought would be the wiser choice. 
 
    So in support of that, I made sure the invitation I delivered to each of them made it clear that dinner would be served at seven, sharp, and business would be discussed after dinner, not before.  
 
    Making sure my fur was well brushed and groomed, I donned a nice silk shirt and my usual pair of tight cargo pants, but left my weapons and flight gear at the church. I got there at six, just before the doors to the room were opened, and waited patiently to see what time each of the champions would show up.  
 
    At precisely six-thirty, Tarlton, Peruna the Graceful's champion, showed up with his aide de camp. He smiled, shook hands, and we made small talk about the weather, the town, and how polite everyone here was. Five minutes after that, Tia showed up in an absolutely stunning outfit that looked like gold mail; it was form fitting, slinky, and slightly reflective. Surprisingly, she showed up without any sort of escort, aide, or officer in tow. 
 
    "That's an impressive outfit," I said, taking her hand in introduction; I almost didn't want to shake it, as it would almost seem rude. 
 
    "I thought Diane had cornered you?" she asked with a smile. 
 
    "I would hardly count myself cornered," I said with a smile of my own, "and I don't think I could be so rude as to not acknowledge the effort you've made for our benefit." 
 
    "Or perhaps your benefit?" she replied with a teasing smile. 
 
    "If that were the case, I would consider myself a very lucky man, Tia," I said and gave a slight bow. 
 
    "Well, let's see how the night plays out then, why don't we?" she said with a wink, and I laughed. Until Diana showed up, I hadn't been spending much time with any of them, and I'd only bedded her twice—perhaps it would be better to say I'd only allowed her to drag me into hers twice. 
 
    I let go of her hand as Hof and Diana both showed up. 
 
    "I'll talk with you later," she said with a smile as I moved on to greet Hof, who came up to me first and shook hands.  
 
    "Glad to see we're finally gonna get this started," Hof said. "I really do hate waiting." 
 
    I nodded. "That's why I invited everyone here tonight, so we can hash out the basics, now that everyone is here, of course." 
 
    Hof leaned in close and lowered his voice, "Just watch out for that Thom, he seems ta think his shit don't smell." 
 
    I laughed. "I think we're all guilty of that from time to time." 
 
    Letting go of his hand, I greeted Diana, who took my hand, then pulled herself closer and gave me a kiss on the side of my muzzle. I'd noticed she didn't mind my fur at all, and in fact I got the distinct impression she enjoyed it, which led me to believe I wasn't the first Junturan she'd ever bedded. 
 
    "Free after dinner?" she asked. 
 
    I laughed and gave a slight shake of my head. "I suspect after dinner I'm going to want to lock myself in my room and wait for all the screaming to die down." 
 
    "But I thought you liked it when I screamed?" she said and winked. 
 
    "Those aren't the screams I'm worried about." 
 
    Victar walked in at that point. 
 
    "Go join the rest as I welcome Victar," I told her and pointed her in the direction of the others. I noticed that Tia and Tarlton weren't talking to each other, or even standing near one another. Hof was already chatting with Tia, and Diane quickly headed towards Tarlton, who looked happy to see her. 
 
    "Welcome, Victar," I said, shaking hands with him. 
 
    "This is a unique way to start a war; usually dinners are held afterwards," he said a little coolly. 
 
    "I honestly have no idea whether any of you have worked together before or not, and how you all get along, or not," I told him. "I thought this would be a good way to gauge who gets along with whom, who doesn't, and how much trouble I'm in." 
 
    "A novel approach," he conceded. "Though what makes you think you'll be the one making those decisions? Of who works with whom, that is." 
 
    "Don't like me much, or…?" 
 
    "Honestly, while I'm impressed with what you've done, you're new here. Your god is new here. Also, you're probably the smallest religion in the entire realm. There are probably prostitutes out there with larger followings—no offense." 
 
    "None taken, but can I ask what Gomerty is the god of? I honestly haven't had the opportunity to talk to any of your people." 
 
    "Gomerty is the biggest god on Thayne. He started out as a merchant, so a lot of folks think of him as a merchant god, and that's what you'll find him typically represented as on the other original seven worlds. But he has a much broader appeal back on Thayne. Fair dealing, community service, compassion, charity. Gomerty was venerated because of the actions he performed and took part in, actions his company carried on for a long time after he died. Merchants who follow him have to follow his rules and principles, or the church will seize all your goods, sell them off, and donate the funds to charity." 
 
    "Harsh," I said, a little surprised. 
 
    "Yes, but if you're going to display his symbol in your shop window, you have to deal fairly and do business by his rules. People know they won't be cheated or swindled by one of his followers, so it's good for business, and everyone understands that." 
 
    "How does he feel about the slave trade?" I asked with a concerned look. 
 
    "We abhor it," he said hotly, "and when it comes to indentured servants, there are exacting rules that must be followed to keep people from treating them as such during the terms of their indenture!" 
 
    I smiled at him brightly. "You know what? I think you and I are going to get along just fine." 
 
    He stopped a moment, obviously pondering something, then nodded. "Based on how many of your women are taken for that very purpose, I guess I shouldn't be surprised. Just be warned, not all the champions here tonight, or their gods, feel the same way." 
 
    "I figured as much, but hearing about an honest merchant," I chuckled, "I had a suspicion where his sympathies might lie." 
 
    "Perceptive. Oh, this is Lil, the officer in charge of our fleet," he said, introducing me to a striking older woman. 
 
    I shook hands with her and smiled politely as she did the same. 
 
    "Now if you'll excuse me, I'm going to rescue Tarlton from Diane." 
 
    "Are you sure he needs rescuing?" I said with a snicker. 
 
    "Sadly, yes. She's way too rude and wild; a lot of Ramona's champions and clergy tend to be a bit rough around the edges, and Tarlton is way too polite to be rude to a lady. Besides," he said with a wink, "if you don't bed her tonight, I'll surely do my best to." 
 
    I laughed and nodded, waved him on, and looked at the clock on the wall. It was almost ten to the hour. About two minutes later, Cinn walked in. He was dressed in a uniform that was impeccably tailored with a great many decorations on it. The man accompanying him was similarly dressed, and if I read the rank correctly, he was an admiral. 
 
    "Cinn, welcome! It's good to see you," I said with a smile as we shook hands. 
 
    "This is highly irregular for a leadership meeting," he said coldly. 
 
    "Yes, I know, but I have my reasons, not the least of which is the quality of the food. Who's your guest?" 
 
    "This is Admiral Jenkins. He has copies of our proposed plan of attack." 
 
    "Ah, good, I'm sure that will lead to some very interesting discussions after dinner," I said and shook hands with the admiral, who gave me a look I wasn't sure I appreciated—but then again, he didn't work for me, so not my problem. 
 
    "The plan is very involved, Champion; we should start on it immediately!" he said, reclaiming his hand. 
 
    I smiled again. "Please, call me William, Jenkins. I'm sure we'll all think better on a full stomach, and besides, I'm sure Thom will also have a plan he'll wish us to consider." 
 
    I almost laughed at the expression on his face. Obviously the admiral had a low opinion of Thom, and I'm sure a correspondingly high one of himself. Then again, I doubted he'd gotten where he was based his good looks. 
 
    "You didn't see Thom outside did you?" I asked, "I'd hate to have to close the doors before he gets here." 
 
    "You'd lock him out?" Cinn asked with a bit of a smirk. 
 
    "Seven sharp doesn't mean seven-oh-one, does it?" I replied, still smiling, and I noticed Admiral Jenkins suddenly had an amused look on his face. 
 
    "No," Cinn said, still smirking, "it doesn't." 
 
    I bid them welcome once again and motioned towards the others, then looked at the clock to see it was fast approaching seven. I honestly wondered if he was going to be late, now that it was obvious he intended to be last, because I really didn't want to deal with that high school level of drama. 
 
    On a sudden hunch, I started to close the doors a couple of minutes early to see what would happen, and sure enough, he suddenly trotted up the stairs wearing a nice, but rather plain, set of fatigues and carrying a briefcase. 
 
    "Sorry I'm late," he said with a nod as he came up to me.  
 
    "You just made it," I said and smiled. My hunch had been correct. He'd been lurking nearby and waiting for the doors to close to make his last-minute appearance. The plain fatigues would have made it easy for him to blend in, especially if his non-champion form was different enough from his champion one. 
 
    "So, is everyone ready?" he asked as he stepped inside, and I finished closing the doors. 
 
    "For dinner, yes. We'll proceed with the rest once we've eaten." 
 
    Thom looked at me and frowned. "Is this a custom where you come from?" 
 
    "Actually, yes. One of our more successful nations always shares a meal before planning a major campaign," I said to him while thinking of the Mowoks. "Breaking bread and enjoying a meal with the other commanders helps put things in perspective. The time to sit back and consider your moves is before you first make them." 
 
    He looked for a moment like he was going to make a snide remark but stopped and paused a moment. 
 
    "Have you ever commanded an army as large as this one?" he asked, giving me a careful look. 
 
    "Yes, I have. However, we didn't have access to airships or aircraft of any type. We also didn't have firearms." 
 
    "You'll find this to be very different, William." 
 
    "Hence this meeting. Now let's join the others." 
 
    I led him back towards the tables, which had been arranged in a large circle. I'd had the staff place nametags for each of the champions on the tables, with enough space that they could have their guest sit beside them. The others were finding their seats, and I think both Thom and Cinn were a little displeased that there was no head for them to sit at. 
 
    Motioning Thom towards his seat, I smiled at Tia and walked around to where she was sitting. As she hadn't brought anyone with her, she was seated with no one to either side. I walked up behind the chair on her right. 
 
    "Thank you all for coming. Before we start, I have two announcements I would like to make." 
 
    "And those would be?" Hof asked. 
 
    "The first is, after we've finished eating, King Alistair Lebric Hiens Valinstar the Third, protector and lord of Madria and the Flying Isles, has sent someone to brief us on their current deployments and plans so we don't work at cross purposes." 
 
    I noticed everyone looked a little surprised at that, except Admiral Jenkins, who looked embarrassed. Which, oddly enough, increased my respect for him. 
 
    "And the second?" asked Tia, who was to my left, looking up at me. 
 
    I smiled down at her. " I have decided you, Tia, the champion for The Ulhness, will be the one leading us." 
 
    "Why me?" she asked as several people gasped, and a few others chuckled. Neither Thom nor Cinn looked pleased, of course. 
 
    "Because the choice was obvious," I told her. "The person in command should be the one with the most knowledge and experience in this realm, and the greatest following—and my apologies Tarlton, but you're just too nice to be as rude as I believe this war will require." 
 
    "No apologies necessary," Tarlton muttered with a relieved look on his face.  
 
    "I'll get you for this," Tia muttered softly as I sat down beside her. Everyone was staring at me, so I smiled back at them. 
 
    "The lamb is exceptionally good," I said, motioning to one of the waitresses who had just entered the room. "You can plan my dismemberment later; for now, let's eat." 
 
    I quickly ordered for myself and was surprised when Tia made the exact same order as I did. After the waitress had moved on, I turned to her and said in a soft voice of my own, "You really were the only choice. I can't do it; no one will respect me. I can't pick Thom or Cinn, because the other will despise me for not picking them." 
 
    "So you don't think they'll despise you for picking me?" she asked with a cheerful smile. 
 
    "Don't care. I need someone they'll all listen to. I need someone who can hold the group together. My real job at this point is to give everyone here the excuse to do what we all came here for. I don't have much real authority, but what I do have," I smiled at her, "I'm giving it all to you." 
 
    She sighed, but then smiled and nodded her head. "You make a good point. Now I just need to make up a suitable punishment to keep their ire focused on you. This way I won't have to deal with their anger as well as their egos." 
 
    I chucked and nodded. "As long as we take down Par, I'll suffer through." 
 
    "Good." 
 
      
 
    Dinner was quite good, and I found Tia good company. Tarlton was sitting on my other side, and he was pleasant company as well. Victar and Diane had really hit it off well. Obviously they knew each other, and just as obviously I suspected they'd hook up for the night. Hof I'd placed between Cinn and Thom, figuring he was more than tough enough to deal with any issues that might arise between the two. He was getting on rather well with Thom, and even Cinn seemed friendly towards him. 
 
    After dinner, Captain Willic Lee came into the room, with Captain Avery, and a huge map. After they quickly hung it on one of the walls, Captain Lee briefed us succinctly on the current state of Two Rivers, then where everyone's forces were deployed, and what engagements were currently ongoing. 
 
    "Do we know where their main temple is now?" I asked after they'd finished. 
 
    "Not yet, William. They've decided not to share that publicly. We don't even know who their new high priests or priestesses are yet. I think they're perhaps a bit concerned that you might decide to blow them all up again." 
 
    That got quite a few snickers from around the table. 
 
    "Everyone," Tia said in a soft voice, and I noticed everyone in the room immediately looked at her. 
 
    "I'd like to see all your plans before lunch tomorrow. Those who brought copies can leave them with me, and I'll read them tonight. Don't worry about them not being correct; right now I'm more interested in what you believe you can achieve and what kind of tactics you prefer.  
 
    "We'll meet again tomorrow, at three, at which time we'll start planning our major strategy. William," she said as she stood up, "you can carry it all back to my ship for me. In fact, I think you can help me review them all as well," she said with a smile. 
 
    Nodding, I got up and went around the table, starting with Admiral Jenkins. Thom had a set of plans he gave me, and so did Victar, Hof, and even Diane, though theirs were a lot smaller. I suspected they were more likely briefs on what their units could do. 
 
    I followed Tia out the door, enjoying the way the dress fit her and showed off her assets. 
 
    "Are you staring at my ass, William?" she teased. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am!" I said with a laugh. 
 
    "It's Tia; now, come up here and walk beside me." 
 
    I nodded and did as she asked, and suddenly found she'd fit herself under my arm as I shifted everything into my right hand and put my left arm around her.  
 
    When we got to her ship—which thankfully wasn't far—she led me up the gangplank, past the women guards, and into her cabin. 
 
    "Close the door and set that stuff down on the table." 
 
    I nodded and then turned to face her. She really was a lovely woman.  
 
    "Now, how about you help me out of this dress?" she asked and turned her back to me.  
 
    I unzipped it like I'd done many times before for my wives or other lovers, then I shucked my own shirt and put my arms around her from behind. I cupped her breasts as I pulled her back against me and kissed her on the neck. 
 
    "We can move your things in here tomorrow," she sighed, leaning back into me, "now that you're on my staff." 
 
    "Do you think that's wise?"  
 
    "Of course it is. Cinn and Thom have been trying to bed me for years. Even Victar has made a pass or two, and Diane will be just as jealous, though for other reasons." 
 
    "So this is just to keep the others mad at me?" I asked with a slight growl. 
 
    "William, any man with as many women as I've been told you have surely knows how to make a lady happy. Why do you think I showed up alone? My goddess told me if I got you back here, I would definitely not regret it." 
 
    She turned around, and her hands got busy undoing my pants. It wasn't long before I found out that she was obviously quite talented at certain things as well. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "So, how'd I do?" I asked Fel as I picked up the beer. 
 
    "Well, William, from the noises Tia was making, and the way she's wrapped herself around you, quite well, I'd say!"  
 
    I saluted him with my beer. "Totally not what I meant, and you know it." 
 
    "Yes, but I think we both know you still enjoyed hearing it," Fel teased. 
 
    "So how pissed are the others at me?" 
 
    "Not as much as they're going to be over the next few days when they discover you're Tia's new boy toy." 
 
    "Is it really that big an issue?" I asked, a little surprised. "I mean, yeah, Tia is lovely and a lot of fun in bed, but I'd still pick Rachel, Darlene, Laria, Evean, Dani, Nara," I started to realize I had quite a list there and seriously blushed, "Nue, or Carol first," I said, finishing up with an embarrassed cough. 
 
    Fel laughed loudly at my discomfort. 
 
    "Yes, but she's still better in bed than half of them, I think you'll admit." 
 
    "So is that how The Ulhness got her fame? By being good in bed?" 
 
    "That was part of it," Fel said with a nod, "but she had a lot of charisma. All the men wanted her, and all the women wanted to be like her. She used to teach women how to act like she did so they could land the man of their dreams, or in some cases, the men of their dreams. Tia, her great-great-granddaughter, can be pretty good at it when she wants to be. Wait until you see her start using it on the others, and you'll understand." 
 
    "Wait, did you say she's a great-great-granddaughter of her goddess?" 
 
    "Yes, I did. All of The Ulhness' champions are descended directly from her. All are women. Tia's been a champion for almost two hundred years now. I think she might be thinking of raising her replacement soon." 
 
    I groaned. "I hope that doesn't mean I'm on her 'daddy' list." 
 
    "You would be a fine choice, William. Plus, I don't think you'd ever say no to a request like that," he added with another laugh. 
 
    "Does she know my base form is human?" I asked, looking at him. 
 
    "Yes, I told The Ulhness I was sure you'd be more than willing when the time came." 
 
    "You told her?" I asked, shocked. 
 
    "William," Fel said with a sigh, "we need allies. This would help us very much to get one, because The Ulhness' next champion would be your daughter. So even if you're not willing to do it for her—though trust me, I'm sure you'll have realized by then that she's the kind of person you'd love to put your child in—I would ask that you do it for me. For Nue, for Carol, for all the priests, priestesses, and my followers who will come after." 
 
    "I'm still going to feel guilty." I sighed and shook my head. 
 
    "It's not just because I made sure you were such a genetically perfect specimen when I got you, William," Fel said with a serious look suddenly. "It's because you actually give a damn about your children. To some goddesses and female champions out there, a male who cares is the most important thing in the world. A lot of champions, especially the more powerful ones, aren't big on commitment, William. The self-serving Cens really do outnumber the rest. 
 
    "Even Stephanie, for all that she was more loyal than the average champion, still put herself first. Honestly, do you think she would have given the god-stone to you if the situation had been reversed?" 
 
    I shook my head. "No, not really. Then again, I never wanted it, but I knew she did." 
 
    "Suzona might; she's a lot like you in a lot of ways, William." 
 
    "Really? I thought she was a lot more honor-bound and loyal than I could ever be." 
 
    "Which is why she's trying to gain your favor, volunteering to help you by going to Lassen," Fel said with a long-suffering look on his face. "Seriously, William, how you still manage to miss these things is beyond me." 
 
    "Umm, right," I said, still embarrassed. "So, uh, the others?" 
 
    "They're impressed that you picked Tia, because if you're not polite to her, the others will think you're a bore, and you'll lose face with them. She's definitely the one with the smallest agenda here. But as I said, they'll all be a bit jealous that you're sleeping with her and living with her on her ship." 
 
    "Is there something special about her ship?" I asked. 
 
    Fel smiled. "I don't want to spoil the surprise," he said. 
 
    A sudden thought occurred to me, and before I could even voice it, Fel nodded. 
 
    "Yes, I knew The Ulhness back when she was alive and simply called Ulhna. We weren't close, but we were on good terms. There are a couple of portals that connect Juntura with Rossiya, and because I was a portal hopper, I did a fair bit of smuggling and trade here." 
 
    I shook my head. "I'd ask if this was weird for you, but you're a god, so nothing is probably weird for you." 
 
    Fel laughed. "My human side does find it a strange set of coincidences that she's a goddess now, but that's the real reason I counseled you to pick her champion. We know each other, we were friends before, which means we're friends now. Certain things carry over." 
 
    I nodded and went back to my original thought before I'd let myself get sidetracked. 
 
    "How are the girls doing?" 
 
    "Remarkably well. The group of females who came up from the Mowoks are probably going to stay; several of them have already started hooking up, as you might say. They've really taken to the rough and raucous side of orc society. As for the Hiland girls, they're all enjoying it, and the attention, but about half are already thinking it's a nice place to visit, but they're not going to stay." 
 
    "Think they'll settle in Juntura or Syzkilmyr?"  
 
    "Probably. I think more than a few really liked the tall trees of Syzkilmyr and noticed that quite a few of the men we sent there are handsome." 
 
    "That's good. I do worry about how few we are here, because I know this is important to you." 
 
    "This is the slow part, but honestly, this is going a lot better than when I started on Saladin. Once we have the Par issue finished, all the other gods will want to ignore me—except of course the ones who either owe me or want to ally with me—at least on Juntura and Rossiya. Lassen, Lassen may end up being the tougher spot, because other than liking smugglers and having all the hot women, I don't know that I have anything deep down to offer that the orcs will be drawn to." 
 
    "That's Tiru's job. She's smart, like her mother. I'm sure she'll figure something out. How's Makill doing with that priestess? Or maybe I should ask how she's doing with him?" 
 
    "Oh, Revi's got him wrapped around her finger. She's moved in with him, and she's not at all afraid to show him lots of personal and intimate attention in front of all his friends, or anyone else who happens to be in the bar at the time." 
 
    "Sounds like she likes him." 
 
    "Why do you think I picked her?" Fel asked, smiling at me. "This was very much me rewarding her, and she knows it. Back in Saladin, she was always a bit over the top, as you might say. In Mangan? She fits right in. Makill all but worships her, and she's very sweet on him. Sometimes my job is easy." 
 
    "Any last words of advice before I go?" 
 
    "You could always wake Tia up and let her know there's no rest for the wicked," Fel said with an almost comical leer. 
 
    "Actually, I like that idea. Night, Fel." 
 
    "Enjoy yourself, William." 
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    We finally crawled out of bed a few hours after daybreak. I stretched, yawned, and then leaned over and gave Tia a nice, long hug. 
 
    "Are you always this touchy-feely?" she asked after I'd let her go. 
 
    I nodded and yawned again. "Women who like to cuddle need constant rewarding," I said, smiling at her. "Plus, what can I say, I'm an affectionate guy." 
 
    "Well, you do make a good pillow," Tia said, smiling back at me. "I guess I should get breakfast sent up. What do you want? Anything in particular?" 
 
    "Protein, preferably meat, about ten pounds worth," I said, grinning at her. "Somebody gave me an appetite." 
 
    "This from the man who woke me up how many times?" 
 
    "I didn't hear any complaints." 
 
    Tia laughed. "No wonder you have so many women. And no, no complaints." 
 
    She picked up a phone and pressed a button. I guess she didn't like using the typical intercom systems in her cabin. She ordered breakfast, making sure mine was huge. 
 
    "Well, we might as well get comfy at the table and read over all those plans they gave us." 
 
    I nodded and followed her over there. She put on a loose robe; I just sat there in my fur. I'd have to get my stuff soon enough. 
 
    I was a little surprised when a maid came in and changed the sheets, folded up my pants and shirt, and put the room back in order. She was young and kinda cute, though I only glanced at her once to see what she was doing. Mostly I wanted to get through the plan I'd been given as quickly as possible.  
 
    "That Jenkins guy sure knows troop movements," I said with a yawn and dropped it as I picked up a smaller one. Tia was just finishing Thom's.  
 
    "Thom's isn't bad. I wonder if he wrote it himself of had one of his people do it?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Personally, I let someone else write these things up, then I look 'em over, tell them what I want changed, and leave it at that. Logistics is such a pain in the ass, but I can see that Jenkins gets it." 
 
    She picked up his report as I picked up Thom's and read it. I noticed at least two different writing styles, so Thom either farmed it all out or had help. Which was good. 
 
    "Jenkins will be in charge of logistics," Tia said when she dropped his report on the table. 
 
    I nodded. "Thom's is good, though. Ask him who wrote it and have them work with Jenkins. Hopefully that'll heal his ego." 
 
    Tia snorted. "What if he tells me he wrote it?" 
 
    "Tell him you're shocked that a champion was devoted enough to learn it. 'Cause I sure would be." 
 
    "Not bad. No wonder Ulhna likes you." 
 
    "There's one thing missing from both of these plans, however." 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "We need a team of people to go door to door and ask where the temples are, so we can burn down and destroy all Par's altars. We need to know who her priests and priestesses are so we can kill them. And, last of all, we need to know who her followers are so we can kill them, too." 
 
    "Are you serious, Will?" 
 
    I nodded. "Deadly. They can convert and renounce Par, but otherwise, put all the men to the sword, and maybe some of the women, too." I noticed the look she was giving me was one of shock. 
 
    "I've done this before, Tia. It's a nasty business. We have to stop people from worshipping her. Of course, if we can cause a schism, I'm sure Ral's followers will probably take care of the job for us." 
 
    "That's cold, William." 
 
    "Yes, I know it is, but they were warned, probably more than once. Really Tia," I said, looking her in the eyes as I remembered what Fel had told me last night, "you tell me, which would you pick: A man who just fathers your child and is never seen again, or a man who will be there whenever he can, and who will hunt down and kill anyone who threatens or harms your child, even if it's a god." 
 
    "And who's done it before," she said, nodding slowly. "Now I see why some gods fear you and others love you, Will, and why Ulhna wanted me to sleep with you." 
 
    "You mean it wasn't just for the sexy fur?" I said with feigned shock. 
 
    "Oh, your many physical attributes did help!" Tia said with a laugh. "I appreciated them very much and plan to continue to do so whenever you'll let me! However, Ulhna's interests are more long term. She's very intrigued by your Feliogustus." 
 
    I smiled at her. "Fel is very much interested in her as well." 
 
    "He is?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Do you know why?" 
 
    "I have a pretty good suspicion, don't you?" 
 
    "Ulhna has been a little reluctant to share," Tia admitted, then snorted and smiled. "You don't think they…?" 
 
    "Of course I do!" I laughed. 
 
    "Well, that would explain much." 
 
    The door opened, and several women came in with a large number of trays and set the table. I noticed I was getting a lot of appreciative looks, as I wasn't wearing anything beyond my fur. All I could really think about at that point was stuffing my face. 
 
      
 
    After we'd finished eating, I cleaned up with a cantrip, got dressed, and went to fetch my belongings from the church I'd been staying at. Most everything fit into the duffel I had—it wasn't like I'd brought a lot, beyond a couple of sets of clothing, my swords, pistol, knives, and a bunch of ammo. I tended to travel light and often carried even less.  
 
    I checked in with Captain Avery before I went back to Tia's ship, Ulhna's Bounty, to let him know where I was and confirm that I'd indeed put Tia in charge of everything. 
 
    "What, not wearing her collar?" Captain Avery teased as I walked into his office. 
 
    "I'm not leash broke," I replied with a shake of my head. 
 
    "I don't know, you sure followed her out of there like you were," he said with a snicker. 
 
    "Oh, like you wouldn't have?" 
 
    "They'd have buried me with a smile on my face, I'm sure." 
 
    "Huh? I don't think she'd have killed you, Kearin." 
 
    "No, but my wife would have as soon as I got home!" he said with a laugh. "There were several jealous men left in the room after she dragged you off last night, and I think I was one of them." 
 
    "Yeah, I'd already gotten that feeling," I said with a shrug. "Still, she's a lovely woman. Anything I need to know? We've got that meeting at three to hammer out a plan." 
 
    "No, nothing's changed. What's with your duffel, there?" 
 
    "Oh, Tia invited me to live on her ship, seeing as I don't have a fleet of my own here." 
 
    I was a bit surprised at the look he gave me. He was definitely impressed. 
 
    "You're staying on her ship?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, what's the big deal?" 
 
    "There aren't any men on her ship. It's crewed completely by women. Very attractive, very appealing women!" 
 
    "Oh, they probably just keep the men chained below decks," I teased. 
 
    "Better watch out you don't end up with 'em then! But, seriously, every sailor's dream around here is to get a posting to her ship. The stories all say it's paradise, lots of beautiful, willing women who will wait on your every whim." 
 
    I snorted. "Paradise, Kearin, is being at home with your wife, watching your children grow up." 
 
    "You sure about that?" 
 
    I smiled at him. "I am now, but I'll admit when I was your age, my thoughts ran a lot closer to what yours currently are." 
 
    "Still, even if it's not paradise, I'm sure it beats whatever's in second place!" 
 
    I laughed at that and gave him a wave as I picked my duffel back up and headed out the door. Yeah, it probably did beat whatever was in second place. 
 
    When I got back to Tia's ship, I noticed there really were only women onboard, and they were all attractive, to some level. They weren't all young, but you wouldn't expect them to be, when you considered the experience required to run a ship. 
 
    Stepping into Tia's cabin, I saw she was studying some new papers stacked in front of her on the desk. 
 
    "That's all you've got?" she asked, looking a little surprised. 
 
    "I tend to travel light," I said with a shrug. 
 
    "Well, that locker over there is yours, so stow your gear, then you can help me review this stuff before the meeting." 
 
    "So this means I'm staying with you for now?" I said, going over to the locker. 
 
    "Yup, this is our room for the duration." 
 
    "Is it true there aren't any men on this ship?" 
 
    She snorted. "No, it's not true! Yes, there's a man aboard." 
 
    "Oh? Where's he?" 
 
    "He's in my cabin asking silly questions," Tia said with a grin. "Now put your gear away and help me go through this stuff." 
 
    I quickly did as she bid, picked up some of the papers, and scanned through them. Part of my mind however couldn't help but remember the last time I'd sailed on a ship with a lot of women on the crew.  
 
    A saint I'm not. 
 
    When I finished with my half and she'd finished with hers, I went over the relevant points as she nodded and took notes. 
 
    "Okay, that about does it. I guess I'll see you when I get back." 
 
    "Wait, I'm not going with you?" 
 
    "Will, it wouldn't be fair to the crew if I took you with me," she said with a wicked grin. 
 
    "Right now I'm a bit more worried about the war, Tia," I said with a slight growl. 
 
    "I'd rather have them focused on why you're not there than focused on you at the meeting; it'll make the upcoming arguments a lot easier to win. Besides, you've already given me your advice, so I don't need to hear it again in the meeting." 
 
    I nodded slowly. "And the crack about the crew?" 
 
    "Oh, knock yourself out; just make sure nobody sleeps in my bed other than me; take 'em back to their own cabin, and be sure to save some for me." 
 
    She leaned over and kissed me, and I sat there a little dazed as she laughed, grabbed her notes, and left me sitting there in her cabin. 
 
    Oh, I was going to get in sooooo much trouble. 
 
      
 
    The call for dinner woke me up. I'd decided to sack out on Tia's bed to avoid getting myself in trouble, and because I was actually tired. Getting dressed, I headed off to the crew mess because I was hungry enough that I wasn't going to continue hiding in her cabin. I'd missed lunch when I went to pick up all of my stuff and handled a few chores like talking with Captain Avery. 
 
    Stepping into the mess, I saw it was indeed full of women, and every single one of them turned and smiled at me. I know I should have been worried, but it was everything I could do to keep from preening. I might not be as self-centered and self-serving as some champions, but I still had the ego.  
 
    So I just smiled back, nodded, and went to the chow line to get some food. I got my usual fare, which was always heavy on the meats, then turned to look for a spot to sit. A woman wearing captain's tabs on her blouse waved me over, so I smiled and took the seat next to her. 
 
    "William! It's nice to finally meet you. I'm Tabitha, the captain of Ulhna's Bounty. Where've you been hiding yourself?" 
 
    I smiled at her as I picked up my utensils. "I decided to take a nap. It's not all that often that I find myself with no demands on my time these days." 
 
    "Are you sure you weren't hiding from us?" she asked with a coy smile. 
 
    I stopped and gave her my best confused look, one I'd had a lot of practice with. 
 
    "I'm not sure I'm following you," I told her. 
 
    "Tia is a very generous mistress, and whenever she has a lover aboard, she always shares him with us when she's not spending time with him herself." She looked thoughtful for a moment. "You know, I can't seem to recall the last time a man, especially such a fine looking one as you, didn't take advantage of the situation." 
 
    I looked at her as I thought about what I wanted to say, then with a shake of my head and a chuckle, I cut the food on my plate. 
 
    "This is a joke, right? She told you about it before she left, and you're just teasing me," I said, taking a bite of my food and leaning back a little to look at her. Tabitha was definitely an attractive woman, mid-30s I'd guess, a redhead with shoulder length hair, green eyes, fair skin, freckles, a nice bust—that her shirt had been unbuttoned enough to show—and a trim figure, from what I could see. She caught my eyes as I looked back up and smiled at me. 
 
    "No, it's not a joke, William," she said smiling at me, "and there are several crew members I'm sure you'll find willing, as well as attractive, who would love to spend some time with you." 
 
    "Seeing as I just got here, I don't think it would be best if I was found in someone else's bunk when Tia gets back from the meeting," I said between bites. She looked good in the uniform I'd noticed they all wore, which definitely highlighted her already good looks. 
 
    "Tia already let me know she won't be back until late. They're having some spirited discussions, from the sound of it." 
 
    I nodded and took another bite, then looked over at her as I swallowed. "So, is there like some sort of protocol or custom? Do I ask, or am I supposed to be asked?" 
 
    She smiled and gave a small laugh. "No, not really. I think you know enough to tell when a woman is interested, and if she's not, I'm sure she'll quickly let you know. Not that I suspect you'll find any who aren't. You're a striking specimen, William. Handsome, strong, and with quite the reputation for death, destruction, and other mayhem." 
 
    "And you find that sexy?" I asked with a smile and stuck another piece of food in my mouth. I'd already figured out where this was going, and I wanted to be sure I'd eaten most of what was on my plate. Growing up the youngest brother in a decent-sized family had given me the knack of eating quickly when I needed to. 
 
    "Despite the appearance of the crew, this is a ship of war, William, and many of us here have experienced combat. So yes," she said with another small laugh, "we find that very sexy here aboard the Ulhna." 
 
    I speared the last piece of meat on my plate, then put it in my mouth. I smiled at her as I chewed. 
 
    She smiled back, then got a surprised look, and her eyes widened a hair. 
 
    "I was talking about the younger women on the ship!" she blurted out as I swallowed and stood up.  
 
    "Sure you were," I said, holding out my hand. 
 
    "William! I'm the captain! I've got things to do!" 
 
    "Yeah, me," I said. Reaching down, I took her hand and slowly pulled her up out of the seat. 
 
    "I'm serious, William!" 
 
    "So am I," I purred, and picking her up, I tossed her over my shoulder and gave her a light pat on the butt. "I always start with the best, and right now, that means you," I purred and looked around the room. "Whoever the exec is, your captain will be indisposed for the rest of the evening; please make sure her duties are covered." 
 
    "William!" Tabitha said. 
 
    "Do you really want me to set you down and pick somebody else?" I said with a soft growl. 
 
    "Umm… " 
 
    "Yeah, me neither." 
 
    I carried her out of the mess to the surprising sound of applause, and even a few cheers. "Apparently your crew is siding with me!" I chuckled as I carried her back to her quarters, which were just behind the bridge. 
 
    "Oh? How do you know they're not just cheering me on?" she said as I walked into her cabin. Kicking the door closed with my heel, I laid her back on her bed. 
 
    "Because I'm the one who just got lucky," I purred and then kissed her. 
 
      
 
    Apparently the good captain knew a thing or three about how to please a man in bed, and I definitely put all my own skills to work on her as well. When someone knocked on the door and said that Tia had returned, sometime after midnight, I gave her a hug and a kiss, and tucked her in. Yawning, she just shook her head and smiled up at me, giving my thigh a squeeze. 
 
    Gathering up my things, I popped a cleaning cantrip and went back to Tia's quarters without bothering to dress first. 
 
    Tia looked up at me as I came into 'our' quarters. 
 
    "Really, Will? The captain?" 
 
    "I'm picky," I said and smiled at her. "How'd the planning go?" 
 
    She sighed and deflated a little. "A lot harder than I expected." 
 
    I went to her, put my arms around her, and pulled her against me. "Do you need me to thump on some heads?" I whispered and rubbed my face lightly into hers. 
 
    "No," she said with a laugh. "I got my way, or in some cases, your way. It just wasn't easy." 
 
    "Well, come to bed and let me make you feel better." 
 
    "Sure you've got the strength left? From what the exec tells me, you've been making quite the ruckus in Tabitha's cabin for the last six hours." 
 
    "Ann, the captain of the Grey Moth, used to tell me that she thought my only real talent was to lay with women." 
 
    "Oh? And what did she say after you blew up Gadston and rescued her, her crew, and her ship?" 
 
    "Apparently I still haven't changed her mind. Now, how about a nice long massage, and after that…well, I suspect I can think of some other things to keep you happy." 
 
    "Oh, I like the sound of that!" she said as she leaned into me, relaxing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took a week of meetings to get the fine details sorted out, and another week after that to disseminate those plans down through the ranks. Most of the time I was aboard her ship, and I got to know a lot of the crew very intimately. But when Tia came back, I was hers until she had to leave in the morning. 
 
    Every other day or so we'd go into town together, sometimes for dinner and drinks, sometimes just for drinks and socialization. I think it was a combination of wanting to be seen with me—after all, people couldn't continue to be jealous if they weren't seeing me with the woman they were all trying to bed—and her wanting to show me that she wasn't taking me for granted, that I wasn't just a handy prop for helping her manage the other champions. 
 
    Of course I also knew from what Fel had told me that I was in the running to be the father of the next champion for The Ulhness, and Fel was right, I didn't think I'd turn her down if she asked, and not just because Fel had asked me to do it. 
 
    Tia was genuinely nice. I enjoyed her company out of bed just as much as I did in it, and perhaps even more. She was good company, and very good at reading people's moods, even mine, then doing the right thing to help brighten your day. She was open, caring, sharing, all that kind of thing, and I had the suspicion that jealousy was something she didn't experience in her day-to-day life.  
 
    Going out and being social with her was always enjoyable. We had several dinners with the other champions, though only a few were at each one. I could see that Tia was quite careful with who she paired as our guests each time. I know I enjoyed getting to know the others better, and I think it's safe to say that Diane wanted to get to know me even more now that she couldn't have me. 
 
    On our last night in port, we were all sitting around in a fairly nice pub, having drinks, just relaxing in general, and enjoying our last night of comfort. I was more than a bit surprised by some of the looks I got from Cinn and Thom. Thom at least had the good graces to not put any moves on Tia in my presence. Cinn tried once, and Tia quickly shut him down, then found me scowling at him. 
 
    "What?" he asked. 
 
    "Not cool, Cinn, not cool at all." 
 
    "Like I care what you think!" he grumbled. 
 
    "Oh? What about the people who work for you? Cinn, you've got one of the best group of soldiers I've ever seen working for you—and trust me, I've seen a lot. I get loaned out constantly, and I've fought in more wars that I can remember!" 
 
    "Is there a point here?" he grumbled. 
 
    "Yeah, the point is you should be caring what they think about you. Jenkins is a gods-damned genius, and if he worked for me, I'd sure as hell try to live up to the high standard he has so he keeps working for me. You're on the clock now, Cinn, and while none of us are saints or missionaries, we're going to war in the morning, and you're Judal's rep here. So act like it." 
 
    "I don't see you acting all high and mighty, William," he said, with a touch of sarcasm in his voice. 
 
    I nodded. "That's because my god had to agree not to build anymore churches here, other than the two we already have, to get The Ulhness and Peruna the Graceful to help." 
 
    "You gave up that?" Victar said, surprised. 
 
    Tarlton nodded and spoke up before I could reply. "Feliogustus has been very graceful." He turned to Cinn. "And William is right, Cinn, that comment wasn't typical of you. Perhaps you're a little too deep in your cups tonight." 
 
    "I think I've had a bit too much as well," Thom said, and standing up, he gave us all a nod. "Until tomorrow!" 
 
    Cinn turned a little red, and then sighed and stood up as well. "Yes, I guess I have had a little too much to drink. My apologies. William is right; I need to set a good example for my men, who truly are a gift." 
 
    He then bowed and left as well, as one of the dwarves I recognized as working for Hof came over and spoke to him. 
 
    "And that gives me a good reason to call it a night as well," Victar said. "Diane? Care to join me?" 
 
    She nodded, said her good nights, and they left together. 
 
    "And here I thought you were going to hit him," Tia said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Eh, he meant it more as a backhanded insult at me. I'm not in charge here, and he wasn't insulting you, so I gave him the opportunity to bow out gracefully. Thanks for the assist there, Tarlton," I said, looking over at him and nodding. 
 
    "I was honestly so pleased you were attempting to give him a way out of his faux pas that I felt it was only the honorable thing to do," he said with a nod. 
 
    "And here I thought you had a temper," Tia said with a smile. 
 
    "Oh, I do, trust me on that, but only certain things set it off. I mean, as champions, we're expected to put up with all sorts of crap, rude people, stupid people, when we're doing our god's work." 
 
    "Do you really get loaned out that much?" Tarlton asked. 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, that's how I ended up coming here the first time; my god was asked to loan me to another who was having a problem. I take it that doesn't happen as much here?" 
 
    "Not really, no." 
 
    "This is the big time here, Will," Hof said, speaking up and turning away from the dwarf he'd been speaking to. "Everything flows from here; all the worlds exist downstream. With thirteen worlds and I don't know how many gods and goddesses to choose from, there's really no need to look anywhere else for allies. Honestly, I'm surprised Vikoria went out and got you instead of some more local talent!" 
 
    I'd wondered about that a few times myself, but as I'd gotten to know more about the Seven Worlds the conclusion I'd come to was that a lot of the champions here just didn't bring that much to the game. Not that I'd tell anyone here that. 
 
    Instead I shrugged. "I think it had more to do with some of my personal values being more in line with the ones espoused by her religion." 
 
    "I thought she was a pacifist?" Tarlton asked. 
 
    Hof snorted. "Not hardly. I think it had more to do with Will's ability to sire children. He got several of the women aboard that ship with child. Didn't ya?" 
 
    I just shrugged and raised my glass. 
 
    "I'll be right back," Tia said, getting up and heading off to the bathroom. "I think when I get back it'll be time to call it a night, Will." 
 
    "Sure," I said with a nod and watched her walk away with a smile. 
 
    "Ya know, Will, there are a lot of people who wonder about ya, seeing as you seem to let Tia tell you what to do." 
 
    "Eh, they're just jealous," I said with a shrug. 
 
    "Well, it hasn't gone unnoticed that whenever she has a difficult person to deal with, she brings you along and lets you deal with them." 
 
    I chuckled at that. "Yeah, she found out that back home, I'm the queen's official arm-twister and leg-breaker—seeing as the queen is my wife—so I know how that little game is played." 
 
    "Aren't you afraid she's just using you?" Tarlton asked, surprising me a little. 
 
    I looked at him with a slight frown. "Tarlton, why would I be afraid of that?" 
 
    "Because she is?" Hof said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Yes," I said with a nod, "of course she is. We each have our jobs to do, and part of mine right now is to help her as she sees fit." 
 
    "That doesn't bother you?" Tarlton asked, a little surprised. 
 
    "No, and why should it? Like I said, I know what's going on—hell, we even talk about it." 
 
    "I, errr…" He shrugged. "The others all seem to think you're totally unaware of what's going on." 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. "It's called 'sour grapes'. If I wasn't there, they'd be saying she wasn't into men. Some champions don't take rejection very well, and I'm guessing from the way things are around here, champions don't tend to spend a lot of time together?" 
 
    "Why would we?" 
 
    "To learn how to deal with equals, of course. Ever thought of what you're going to have to do if you ever have to face off against another champion?" 
 
    "Unn..." 
 
    "And you have?" Hof asked. 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah. It's not fun, trust me. If you think we're not going to run into Ral and Par's at some point, you're fooling yourself." 
 
    "Ah, there she is," I said as I watched Tia heading back our way. She definitely knew how to strut; she was right up there with Evean. 
 
    "Damn, she's like a…"  
 
    "Hof," I said cutting him off. 
 
    "What, Will?" 
 
    "That's my girlfriend, and if you say anything rude about her, don't think I won't put you through a wall." 
 
    "Lots of folks say rude things about her, Will," he said with a chuckle. 
 
    "If they say it where I can hear it, they'll regret it. Didn't your gods warn you that when it comes to my women, children, and girlfriends, I'm insanely violent and completely irrational?" 
 
    Hof laughed. "No, they didn't." 
 
    "Did I hear that right?" Tia said, coming up to me. "I'm your girlfriend?" 
 
    I smiled at her. "For the duration, as long as we're living together." 
 
    "Oh? And you're sure about that?" She teased. 
 
    "Why would you want that whore as a girlfriend," said the dwarf who'd come up to Hof after Cinn had left.  
 
    I didn't even hesitate. Jumping out of my chair, I twisted and grabbed him by the collar of the jerkin he was wearing with my left hand as I planted my feet. With all my might, I ripped him up off the ground, grabbed his belt with my right as I untwisted my body, popped an accuracy cantrip, and launched him at the window behind the bar across the room as hard as I could. 
 
    He screamed all the way there, and you could even hear it outside, until he hit something and immediately shut up. 
 
    I turned back to Tia and smiled. "Girlfriend." 
 
    "Oh, I could definitely get used to this idea." She smiled and gave me a peck on the cheek. 
 
    Everyone in the bar was staring at me. 
 
    "Insanely violent…" Hof said and then nodded. "I better go heal Ulf before he dies. Thanks for not throwing him into the wall; it probably would'a broke his neck." 
 
    I put my arm around Tia, and we followed Hof out the door at a much more sedate pace.  
 
    "Well, if nothing else, that should make them all behave for a few weeks!" She giggled as we passed Ulf's unconscious body while Hof healed him, snuggling into me tightly. I held her close and gave her a kiss as we walked. Yeah, I knew she used our relationship to deflect any possible anger over not wanting to sleep with any of the others onto me.  
 
    I was okay with that.  
 
    Because I was sleeping with her, and I enjoyed her company immensely. There were times when I got the feeling she was a little afraid of the things I had done in the past and would one day do again. 
 
    Of course, there were other times I think those very same ideas turned her on. 
 
    Like right now. 
 
    The walk back was relaxing. Of course, she damn near tore my clothes off when we got back to her cabin. It was definitely going to be a long and sleepless night, and I was planning to enjoy all of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Twelve 
 
    Ulhna's Bounty, Ballard 
 
      
 
      
 
    The plan wasn't as simple as I would have liked, but it wasn't too complicated. The part I didn't like about it was that it split our forces in two. Personally I preferred one big army, but I wasn't in charge, and there was obviously a little politicking going on. 
 
    Thom was taking all 100,000 of his troops and his entire fleet and joining up with the Madria forces. The king's army and navy did need the support; they'd been fighting a losing battle for several years now, and only recently had managed to start turning the tide—mostly due to the guns Adell and I had smuggled to Vikoria's followers in the rear areas. 
 
    "I still wish you hadn't split Thom off to go fight with the king," I told Tia as we rode in one of the many trucks we'd offloaded when we'd landed just outside of town to unload all our ground forces. The assault would be infantry on the ground, while the fleets protected us from the other side's air power and shelled anything we needed shelled. 
 
    "The king's forces have had an extremely hard time of it, and while they're winning now, I don't want to chance a change of fortunes. Plus I'm sure Thom is more than happy to join with King Valinstar and all his admirals and generals and show them just how good he is." 
 
    "In other words, you figured he's more willing to listen to a king than he is to you," I said shaking my head. 
 
    "It was more a case of not wanting him and Cinn arguing over tactics," she said with a heavy sigh. "Thom is good—he's very good—but the fact is, Cinn's people are a lot better." 
 
    I had to nod in agreement. Cinn might be an ass at times, and he might not like me much, but he actually listened to what Jenkins and his other lead officers told him, and they were really good. I was sure even General Holse would have been impressed by Cinn's staff. 
 
    "And putting Cinn at the top of your command structure and in charge of everything made him happy, along with everybody else." 
 
    "Well, everyone but Diane," Tia said with a sigh. "I may have to send you over there to have a few words with her." 
 
    I snorted. "A few rounds in her bed would be more like it." 
 
    "I thought you liked Diane?" Tia said with a surprised look on her face. 
 
    "I prefer you," I replied, honestly. "Yeah, she's fun, but why would I want to engage in hours of pure mindless sex, when I can come over here and enjoy some lust with someone I actually like?" 
 
    I grinned as she blushed, and the woman driving the truck we were in, as well as several of the others, snickered—loudly. Our truck had been commandeered by Tia and was staffed with only her guards. I'd wanted her to stay aboard her ship, but she felt it was better for morale to be seen out in front of her own contingent of troops. I think she also wanted to be close enough to Cinn that if she had to talk to him, she could do it in person. 
 
    "Send Tarlton to talk to her," I suggested. "That boy could stand to have his bones jumped a few times." 
 
    Tia laughed at that. "Why not Victar?" 
 
    "Because Victar knows how to handle a woman like that. Tarlton needs to learn." 
 
    "I don't know if Peruna would ever forgive me," she said, chuckling. "Still, it might be worth it." 
 
    We got to the marshalling area not long after that, and everyone piled out of their ground transports. The troops formed up, and everyone prepared for battle. The ships were already shelling the city and suppressing the city's defenses, as well as engaging any Two Rivers' ships that tried to intervene. Which, considering the number of ships we had, was suicide on their part, as they were heavily outnumbered. 
 
    While we might have lost a third of our original ground forces, we were still over 200,000 strong, and Ballard wasn't heavily defended—one of the reasons it had been the last city we'd stopped at on my little temple destroying spree. It was also close to the border, which made it a good place to start, and it was far enough away from the other Two Rivers' forces that it would take them far too long to reinforce it to keep it from falling into our hands.  
 
    "Everyone ready?" Cinn asked, coming over to where Tia and I were standing. Cinn might be running the battle, but he still needed Tia's okay to start the fight. 
 
    "Yes, Cinn, they're all ready. You may begin." 
 
    Cinn gave me a look. I was holding a carbine I was comfortable with, and a pack with a lot of loaded magazines, along with my usual swords and pistol. 
 
    "You sure you know how to use that thing? This isn't the same as the sword fights you're used to!" he said with a bit of a smirk. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, I know. Not my first rodeo. Don't worry about it." I'd decided not to tell him about the war on Suzona's world, though the idea of seeing if I could get someone to build me an electrically powered .50 caliber Gatling gun with a couple thousand rounds in a backpack was tempting. 
 
    Cinn signaled the radioman over by his truck. The radios they used here were huge, tube-based monstrosities that had to be carried in their own vehicle. I guess transistors didn't work in the Seven Worlds. 
 
    After a couple minutes, the radio operator gave him a thumbs up, he pulled out a flare gun and fired it into the sky, and we all advanced out of our cover and towards the city. 
 
    I was in the lead of Tia's army. We'd had a long discussion prior to this, where I'd promised I would hogtie her and have her guards sit on her if she tried to lead from the front lines. She saw my point of view when all her guards agreed with me. She was the overall commander; she had no place on the front lines. Just being up with the leading elements where they could see her was more than enough.  
 
    It didn't take us long to run into the lead elements of Ballard's defenses, as the city had no wall, no natural protections, nothing. It was just a typical city in a country that had known peace for over a hundred years. The Two Rivers leaders, inspired by their own easy successes, had figured no one would ever attack them back, so they'd never bothered to fortify. 
 
    They were paying for it now. 
 
    Fortunately, receivers for the radios were portable. A single man could carry one on his back, as they only weighted about forty pounds. So while we couldn't talk to Cinn, he could—and did—continue to direct us throughout the attack. 
 
    There really wasn't anything memorable about the whole affair; it was a lot less exciting for me than the war we'd fought against Barassa in Marland three or four years ago, because the troops we were facing were occupation troops, and they weren't very good at fighting. After the first day, when we'd been mowing them down like wheat and killing any who tried to make a stand, the majority of them just broke and ran, heading west out of the city and deeper into Two Rivers territory. 
 
    We then spent the next two weeks mopping up and securing the city, as well as the surrounding area. During this time I led one of the teams whose sole purpose was to hunt down Par's clerics and followers. That got to be a little gruesome after a few hours, but the rest soon got the message and quickly beat feet out of the city, following after the fleeing army.  
 
    After that was accomplished, I spent the rest of my time visiting every temple, shrine, or church we could find, making sure Par's half was destroyed. In most of them, I found that Ral's half had already been destroyed as well, his clergy killed, and even some of his followers. Because there were a lot of people living here who followed other gods, they were paying Par and Ral back in full now for the destruction of their own temples and the murder of their own priests.  
 
    Through it all, my guiding words were to destroy all things Par, but to try to find some sort of accord with Ral, whose only mistake had been to team up with a complete bitch. I don't know if anyone bought it, and right then, I didn't care. Until Ral kicked Par to the curb, he was guilty by association. I just wondered how long I'd have to prod him until he got the message.  
 
      
 
    By the time three months had gone by, we'd liberated about a dozen cities, and I couldn't even say how many towns and villages. The fighting had been fierce several times during our advance, and while our casualties had been relatively light throughout most of the campaign so far, the Two Rivers' forces had seen one spectacular defeat and a number of serious drubbings.  
 
    Still, it was slow going. They'd dug in and fortified their cities as we got closer to Crown Hill, the city that was their most holy, the one Par and Ral had long ago declared as 'theirs'—the one where I'd left a big-ass smoking hole in the ground.  
 
    We were currently advancing into Broadmoor, another city that had been on my little temple destroying spree, five…no, six months ago. I wasn't surprised to see that they'd reconsecrated the grounds, or that they'd repaired all our damage. 
 
    "Leave the ward stones alone," I told Oluf, the dwarf who was in charge of tearing them up. 
 
    "Why for?" he asked, looking at me. 
 
    "Because I think I need to have a little chat with Ral after we've finished destroying Par's altar and the main altar inside," I told him. "But do have someone take out the outside wall by Ral's side altar." 
 
    "Sure thing, Will," he said and gave his team orders as we crossed over the border and onto the holy ground around the temple. The place had been bombed enough times during the battle that it was no longer in pristine shape. The priests inside might not have much of a limit on their magic, but none of them had any spells to repair buildings, only people, and we'd made sure they had way too many to tend to so they couldn't be as quick and thorough maintaining the temple's shields as they might have liked. 
 
    I had a dozen priests from Judal and Vanham Estar who weren't afraid of combat, and who had gotten quite good at supporting these temple destroying missions. As we kicked in the front door, we were ready for the volley of vicious spells cast in my direction by the priest behind the altar.  
 
    The problem was, he didn't see the priest of Judal, who'd snuck in the back and was now pointing a very large shotgun at his back, because he was so focused on me, as I was the only champion there. 
 
    I didn't know if they'd only left one priest because the others were out trying to help defend the city, or if they'd fled to save themselves, but either way, it didn't really matter. 
 
    Destroying the main altar only took a minute, thanks to the aid of shaped charges. Par's altar I took out with two quick shots from the sledgehammer I'd brought, because I could see they hadn't replaced it with a stone one yet, just wood. 
 
    "Hey, Ral! How about showing your face for a change!" I yelled, turning around to face his side altar. I could see that Oluf's people had already made a big hole in the wall, and I walked towards it. "Or are you too afraid of me? Don't you want to know why I haven't been destroying your altars?" 
 
    The others were already withdrawing when they heard my challenge. I felt it then, the gathering of power. 
 
    "Everyone! Out!" I yelled, then quickly stepped through the hole in the wall, and after taking a few more large strides, I stopped, turned around, and looked at the apparition that had formed before me, just outside the hole in the wall of the temple.  
 
    It was a man, a very handsome and comely one—or he would have been if not for the ugly expression on his face as he looked at me. The green robes he was wearing were incredibly fine, and with an aspect that reminded one of a river. His head was bare, no doubt to allow his followers to appreciate his long, flowing locks that were the same golden color as wheat. Perhaps a subtle reminder that without the waters, there would be no food. 
 
    "Ah, you actually came," I said from the other side of the temple's perimeter, which meant I was no longer on holy ground. That was why I hadn't wanted the ward stones pulled; I wanted to talk to Ral. I had the feeling he needed things explained to him. I suspected that as a human, he hadn't been all that bright, and that even as a god, his lingering humanity was holding him back. 
 
    "I only came," Ral said, snarling at me, "to let you know that I'm wise to your foolish plans! I will not abandon Par! Not now, not ever!" 
 
    "You don't get it, do you?" I said shaking my head slowly. "You must have been quite a piece of work in your human life for your divine abilities to be so…lacking." 
 
    "Do not toy with Me, Champion! You're just another mortal, for all that your allegiance has prolonged your life!" 
 
    "Yeah, hold that thought, we're gonna get back to that," I said as I paced back and forth in front of him. Staring at a god can be disconcerting and distracting, among other things, plus I wanted him to realize I didn't feel like he was a threat to me, and I was discounting him. A veiled insult, but hopefully one he'd figure out. "But first, haven't you ever once stopped to think how someone, someone like me, ended up here?" 
 
    "There is nothing special about you!" he almost thundered as he replied. 
 
    I stopped and looked at him. "I'm a godslayer, Ral. I'm the one thing that gives all you gods a moment's pause. I kill gods, Ral. I know how to do it, and I've done it, more than once." 
 
    "Hmmph! Puny gods on your backwards realty! That's no threat to me!" 
 
    "One of the gods I killed was a major god on the negative plane, Ral. Ask your friends about it. I risked my very being to take him out. Trust me, you're small potatoes compared to him—but we're getting off the point. 
 
    "Again, doesn't it seem at all suspicious that out of all the champions in all the realities, they got a godslayer? That Vikoria, probably the least confrontational god in all the Seven Worlds, got me?" I said, holding my arms out and giving him a questioning look. 
 
    "Random chance! Nothing more!" he said, but I noticed his bravado had diminished. 
 
    I snorted and went back to pacing. "Nothing is quite that random, Ral. Not when several powerful gods are involved. You know that." 
 
    "Vikoria is just one goddess, and not even all that powerful!" Ral said with contempt. 
 
    "Vikoria? She's actually more powerful than she seems, but let's accept your statement. What about Vanham Estar? He's powerful. Or Judal? Or Saminkaupunki? Don't you find it odd that they were all so very, very quick to join in?" 
 
    "That is nothing! They just wish to take advantage of the situation! To increase their powers!" 
 
    I stopped and looked at him again. 
 
    "That's right. They all want to increase their powers…or maybe, just maybe they want to deal with what they see as a threat to their powers. A threat they could see would spread to other worlds, other countries. A threat that would endanger their followers, and their own powerbase." 
 
    Ral's eyes narrowed as he turned his full focus on me. Getting all of a god's attention is never a comfortable thing, but I had it, all of it, and I could feel it now. I needed to make sure I picked my words carefully from this point on. 
 
    "Vanham Estar and Vikoria are allies, friends even. When Vikoria went looking for help, she looked for a specific set of skills, and a specific individual." 
 
    I shook my head and paced back and forth again. "You were set up." 
 
    "What! Preposterous!" 
 
    "Did you know Vikoria and Vanham Estar know my god, Feliogustus, from before he ascended? From back when he was a catfolk on Juntura? That he worked for them? He helped them?" 
 
    I snuck a glace at Ral's face as I continued to pace. The expression of disbelief was priceless. What made it even better was, once I told him, he immediately knew it was true. You really can't lie to a god. 
 
    "You see, I'm betting they knew what you and Par were going to do, because the two of you are just so damn predicable. Why, that's probably the real reason Vikoria's priestess cast the fertility spell on those two catfolk and the elf. Because she'd gone out of her way to get someone who was devoted to his children and to his women. A champion who killed his first god because that god was going to have his wife sacrificed to him! A champion who once overlooked treachery against himself, because innocent women's lives were at stake. A champion who risked his very existence to get revenge when his adopted daughter was killed!" 
 
    I snorted. "Yeah, you two walked right into that one, and of course, being the kind of people you are, you retaliated, figuring 'oh, he's just some backworld bumpkin'." 
 
    I stopped and looked at Ral. I really had his attention now. 
 
    "Why are you telling me all this?" he growled. 
 
    "Because I'm going to kill Par. Or rather, I'm going to help those others do it, show them how, make sure it gets done. I've got no quarrel with you, Ral. Par killed my child, my and the high priestess' child. You came into our world, upset the established order, and pissed off every single god there. Not just my god—all the gods. 
 
    "That's why I'm pushing for the schism, Ral. If you want to go down with Par…fine, you do that. But don't say you weren't warned. Don't say you weren't given an opportunity to save yourself, to save your religion, to save your godhood." 
 
    "What does a mere mortal like you know of godhood? You are a tool, Champion! A tool and nothing more!"  
 
    "I'm not a mere mortal, Ral. I'm not just a champion," I told him, looking up and meeting his gaze. "I'm a mythic, Ral. I slept with a goddess and fathered a demigod. I've killed gods, and I saved my homeworld—and all its people, and all its gods—from utter destruction. For that alone, I'll end up a mythic there as well, if not a saint. Who knows, maybe I'll even push for demigod as well. 
 
    "The point I'm making here, Ral, is that a thousand years from now, two thousand, even longer, I'll still be around. Even if I've retired and gone on to paradise, my aspect will remain, because that's how the game is played. That's what I want. To serve my god in all things, no matter what. There's literally nothing you can do to hurt me, but there's everything I can and will do to hurt you." 
 
    "How do you know so much about all this?" Ral asked. I could see he was finally contemplating my words. "You speak of things no mortal could know, things that are only the purview of the gods!" 
 
    "I was offered godhood, Ral. I turned it down." 
 
    "You what?"  
 
    "Turned it down, gave it to someone else." 
 
    "Why would you do such a thing?"  
 
    I could see the complete incomprehension of what I'd done on his face, in his eyes. It was if I'd told him the sun would rise in the north tomorrow and not the east. To him, the idea that someone might not wish to be a god was impossible. It was world shaking—and he knew I'd done it because I couldn't lie to him. 
 
    "Because it wasn't what I wanted. I know what it takes to be a god, and I don't have it. I serve. So heed my words, Ral. Dump Par, and you'll survive. Sure, you'll be diminished, but you'll still be in the game. You'll still be a god. 
 
    "And being a god is all that matters to you." 
 
    I turned and walked away from him, ignoring his comments. If Ral's ego, conceit, and self-interest was as big as Fel and the others thought—qualities that were already pretty big in most gods—what I'd said would be burning into his core. 
 
    Everything I'd told him was the truth. Everything I'd said, I believed. Sure, there might have been a few inconsistencies, but I hadn't mentioned them because I had a feeling if I really did know everything, they would all disappear. 
 
    I'd seen how Aryanna worked, how Fel worked, how so many other gods worked. It really was too pat for them to just end up with Fel and Fel's champion. They might even be allied with Aryanna, and perhaps had helped me end up with Fel, and assisted Fel's ability to make so many improvements to me when I showed up. Who knows? They might even be the reason Aryanna had decided to help Fel become a god. 
 
    After all, they were all gods, old and experienced gods, and they'd probably seen this coming well before I'd been recruited. Maybe before I'd been born. Maybe even before Fel had become Feliogustus and set up his domain on Saladin. 
 
    But none of that really mattered. All that mattered was getting Ral to split from Par, pull out of Two Rivers. That would leave Par weakened and a much easier target. Then I could fade into the background while they destroyed her and go back home to Rachel, Darlene, Nara, and the others.  
 
    Because my time with them in this world was limited, and I wanted to make the most of it. I'd have all the time in the world to help Fel, and the truth that I'd come to realize was that even when I finally stepped aside so he could hire someone else, I'd keep right on working for him until I died. 
 
    Because he was my friend. 
 
    My best friend. 
 
    And you don't walk out your friends. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "So, do you think he bought it?" I asked Fel with a sigh as I picked up my beer.  
 
    "You definitely gave him something to think about," Fel said with a laugh. "What made it even better was that Par couldn't hear a single word of it and she's probably giving Ral all sorts of shit, wanting to know what you said." 
 
    I gave him a surprised look over the rim of my beer mug. 
 
    "You weren't standing on holy ground, William. She wasn't there because you'd destroyed her ability to manifest. Remember, gods can't see champions unless they're there, or one of their priests is there." 
 
    "Oh," I said, setting my mug down on the bar. "By the by, am I going to become a mythic or a saint back home?" 
 
    "You'll probably become a mythic before you finally decide to quit. No one tried to hide your actions in saving us from that kaiju, because of the agreement we all had. Now, after all the songs Fordham's put out," he laughed as I facepalmed, "everyone knows about it." 
 
    "As for becoming a saint here," Fel shrugged, "it's possible. It's not uncommon with champions who go above and beyond when their god makes it to the big leagues. We can discuss it when you finally die." 
 
    I nodded with a smile. "Well, I'm not in any rush, but when I went through that spiel, the thought obviously occurred to me. I think some of that may have come from what I picked up as a mythic—and I have to ask, why do I even know about that? I thought I couldn't remember any of that when I wasn't on Stephanie's plane?" 
 
    "Her plane exists along the chain that starts with Thayne, and Rossiya is a part of. Since Rossiya is considered part of the Seven Worlds, that means all the rules are in play, and all the effects." 
 
    "What happens if I reach mythic status back home?" 
 
    "Then you'll have it in Juntura, as well as Nuris, and possibly Vroma or Prime, as well." 
 
    I thought about that for a minute. 
 
    "That's why they don't want me to get credit for killing Par, isn't it?" I asked, looking up at Fel. "Because I'm already a mythic there and it might gain me even more power." 
 
    Fel nodded. "Partially. Also, they want the acclaim, and of course the followers, that goes with winning such a contest. If you were to get public acclaim for destroying Par, people would hear about me, and as small as I am in the Seven Worlds, it would drastically increase my standing in a relatively short time." 
 
    I nodded. "And you play the long game, so you're not worried about it." 
 
    "Exactly, William," Fel said with a smile and ruffled my ears. "You know, I thought you were going to show up with all sorts of questions about Vanham, Vikoria, and long and contrived plots whose sole purpose was to bring you here to kill Par for them." 
 
    I laughed and leaned into his hand a little bit; I'd become very catlike in some of the behaviors I'd learned. Also, when he did that, it always lit up my being. 
 
    "Honestly, Fel, the guys in management really don't need to know what the CEO is doing. Do I think it happened? Sure, it makes sense, and it's just the kind of crafty thing some gods are known for, but do I really care? Do I want to know?" I shook my head. "No, I don't care, and I don't want to know. It's none of my business. Like I said, I serve. I serve you, I serve our people, I serve Rachel when she's being queen.  
 
    "That's what makes me happy. Seeing you and her come out on top makes me even happier." 
 
    "Well, I'll tell you this much, William: Ral believed it. He bought it hook, line, and sinker, as your people like to say." 
 
    "My old people. You're my people now, Fel." 
 
    Fel looked inordinately pleased, which I found funny. He had to know where my heart lay.  
 
    "It's because you finally admitted it to me," Fel said, then snickered, because he knew I hated it when he read my mind—not that I could have any thoughts here that he couldn't hear. 
 
    I could only smile and shake my head. 
 
    "Anyway, William, my real reason for calling you here is I think it's time you left Tia and the others. We're coming to the endgame in this, so it's best if you left come morning, after you've taken care of one last, little thing for me." 
 
    I nodded. "Sure, Fel, I've been away a lot longer than I'd like. What do you need done?" 
 
    "Tia," he said with a smirk. 
 
    I laughed. I was still sleeping with Tia, and I'd 'done' her not that long ago. 
 
    "In your human form." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "The Ulhness wants you to father her next champion, and Tia's quite enthusiastic about the idea." 
 
    I felt somebody shaking me. 
 
    "In fact, I think that's her now!" Fel snickered. 
 
    "Have fun, William!" 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Wake up, Stud," Tia whispered in my ear as I opened my eyes. "Time to show me what you look like as a human!" 
 
    I yawned and stretched. It was still very dark outside, a long, long way from sunrise. Shifting out of my champion form, I rolled over onto my side, took her head in my hands, and kissed her. 
 
    "So, you like?" I asked and let her have a good look at me. 
 
    "Oh, very much, very much indeed. I think I should have asked you to do this a while ago, Will!" she said, smiling. 
 
    "Well, I promise to visit," I said, pulling her close. 
 
    "You know, when the rest of the crew sees you like this, you're going to be one very busy man!" 
 
    I rolled my eyes and kissed her again. "I'm leaving after the sun comes up." 
 
    "I was talking about when you come to visit, though maybe you could delay your departure a few hours and spend a little time with Tabitha before you go?" 
 
    I ran my hand slowly up and down her side. "Why?" 
 
    "Because I think she'd like your child as well." 
 
    "We can discuss it after I've finished with you," I said with a smile and kissed her again, but I already knew what my answer would be. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Thirteen 
 
    Hiland 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first thing I did when I got back home was spend a day with Nara and our new son. I gave them a full day and night, then I went up to the house and dragged Rachel, Darlene, and Laria off to bed.  
 
    The only reason we even left it was because I wanted to spend some time with my new daughter, Dara, whom Laria had delivered about five months ago. I'd been gone for six months! I shook my head at that, then dragged Darlene and a protesting Rachel, whom I made cancel all her meetings for the next two days, back to bed. It wasn't all just sex, either. I told them what I'd been doing, and they told me what they'd been up to. I just wasn't in the mood to let them out of my sight for a while. I'd share them with our kids, but for the first couple of days, that was really about it.  
 
    "So is Tiru really doing that well?" Rachel asked when the conversation turned to the rest of my extended family. 
 
    I nodded. "She's in love, and apparently Bazz—whom I actually like—loves her, too." 
 
    "Do you really think Feliogustus has a chance of succeeding there?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, I do, and not just because we dumped a bunch of hot felinoid girls there who already follow him. He actually understands orcs pretty well, and likes them, and of course there's a lot in his religion that appeals to orcs." 
 
    "It's so weird to hear about all these other races," Darlene said. "I mean, until you brought me ta be with Rachel, I never even knew any such thing existed!" 
 
    "Maybe next time I'll take you with me, then," I said and smiled at her, "so you can see them with your own eyes." 
 
    "And help keep him out of trouble, as Laria still has her hands full with Dara," Rachel teased. 
 
    "Oh, about that…" I said. 
 
    Rachel rolled her eyes, "Now what, William?" 
 
    "I knocked Dani up again." 
 
    She sighed, and Darlene laughed. "Well, she's not a new one, but I thought you said she didn't want any more children for a while?" 
 
    "Wellllll…" I grinned at her. "Feliogustus wanted to reward her for her help with a few important things and said he'd give her a daughter if she wanted one. Apparently she wanted one. Badly. Really badly." 
 
    "How badly?" 
 
    "She threatened me with a gun if I didn't get to work," I said with a chuckle. 
 
    "That was kinda dumb; the word 'no' ain't in your vocabulary when it comes to your women, Will!" Darlene said with a snicker. 
 
    "Why'd she want a daughter so badly?" Rachel wanted to know. 
 
    "Remember how I told you an elf can get pregnant by any race?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "It seems they only can have boys, and the child is always the father's race. Fel is giving her a female elf, and due to the rules of elf society, any elven woman who gives birth to a female elf gets all sorts of special treatment. Normally she'd have to sleep with an elf to have a daughter." 
 
    "Why kind of special treatment?" Darlene asked. 
 
    "She'll no longer be an outcast, she'll no longer be shunned, probably won't even be disowned anymore. Might even regain her titles and become a princess again. But the big thing is her ex will have to leave her alone, or he'll be violating elven custom. Even a king can't go against that." 
 
    "That's a pretty big deal," Rachel said with a nod. "I can see why Feliogustus wanted to give it to her." 
 
    "Oh, and I put my child in another goddess's champion," I said in an offhand manner. 
 
    "And the reason for this one is?" Rachel growled. 
 
    "Fel is trying to ally with her goddess, and all the goddess's champions are descended from her. She wanted me to be the father of the next one." 
 
    Rachel just sighed. "You know, it's not you making children that really bothers me, it's more that it'll take you away from me as you visit your other kids. At least with Nara, Tareassa, and even Evean, they come here, and we can all visit together." 
 
    I thought about that a moment. 
 
    "You know, maybe once things have settled down, we could all go through to Fel's temple on Juntura, and the others could meet us there, so you could meet them, and I could spend time with my kids without running off and leaving you behind." 
 
    "Do you think your Feliogustus would do that?" Darlene asked, a little surprised. 
 
    I shrugged. "He might if it's safe. The biggest problem is the main temple on Juntura is still something we don't share with people, because we're worried Par might try to do something." 
 
    "Then I think you need to hurry up and deal with Par so she's no longer a threat," Rachel growled. 
 
    "Yes, my Queen," I purred. 
 
    "Queen, nothing! This is your wife demanding her due, William!" 
 
    Darlene nodded. "I agree, you will deal with this for us, William. So all our children are safe from this…thing!" 
 
    I nodded and kissed them both. "It will be done!" I intoned and tried not to snicker. I'm sure the others would deal with Par permanently, soon enough. 
 
      
 
    I spent the next several weeks riding Tom Jr. around the area, as well as walking the streets of Hiland, and just getting reacquainted with everything. I made sure to spend time with Nara, visit with Tareassa, and spend time with the children I'd had by her. 
 
    After about a month, I stopped in to speak to Fel without anyone else around. 
 
    "How's the war going with Par? Has Ral split from her yet?" 
 
    "No, and that worries me a little, William. I may have to send you back there; they're not really pressing the point as hard as they should be. That or they're trying to take them both out at the same time." 
 
    I shook my head. "Divide and conquer, divide and conquer. They don't seem to get that, do they?" 
 
    "No, they don't seem to. Ral's realized that you've been removed from the battlefield, and I think that's given him hope of turning everything around. Right now they're playing a shell game, moving their main temple back and forth every week, making it hard to pin down and destroy." 
 
    I sighed. "Is it just my ego, or are all these champions playing in the big time not really all that good?" 
 
    Fel laughed. "No, it would seem they're not. Honestly, you and I are lucky. Because of Aryanna and her game, I, and therefore you, have gotten a lot of experience and a lot of exposure to gods who train their champions up a lot better. Gods who loan their champions out often so they continue to gain in experience and grow. These days, peace rules in the core of the Seven Worlds, so there hasn't been much need to loan or borrow champions." 
 
    "Why don't they loan out to realms further down the infinite?" 
 
    "Because many of the champions feel such a thing is below them. Because they're at the center, they think they're at the premier spot." 
 
    "But aren't there lots of other core worlds stacked…I guess, above and below these?" 
 
    "Yes, actually, and if you know what you're doing, you can travel among them via a few spots on Prime, or just travel further down into the infinite, where there are an almost unlimited number of connections between what you think of as layers." 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    "How is Tiru doing?" 
 
    "She's doing well, actually. Your sister's visiting her again." 
 
    "She is? How? I didn't take her through." 
 
    "I suspect she's found another way to get there, probably with Aryanna's help. It's not hard to get to the core worlds, William, it's just a bit of a journey from some places." 
 
    "Huh, any idea why she went back? I know, from what Aryanna's told me, she can't set up her own religion there." 
 
    "I think she just might have a thing for big green men," Fel said with a laugh. 
 
    I shook my head and sighed while rolling my eyes. "I don't think I needed to know that, Fel. What about Carol and Nue? Oh, and Dani? How are they all doing? 
 
    "Carol's doing well. You have another son, Abal, which she delivered two weeks ago." 
 
    I flinched at that. I'd totally forgotten! I'd have to make that up to her soon. 
 
    "She's doing fine; I told her you'd visit as soon as you were able. The money coming in from the trade the Kashmir and the Gretchen-Marie have been engaged in has allowed her to begin construction on a real temple. Once that's complete, I'll move my main presence there from the small church you built, though I'm going to keep someone there as well. Nue's also doing quite well; the number of people who have joined her church is fast approaching a thousand." 
 
    "Oh? Why's it picking up?" 
 
    "Part of that is the increase in women. About half the girls who went to Mangan came back, and two-thirds of them decided to stay in Portland, while the rest went to the hidden temple being built in the forests of Syzkilmyr. Oh, and Nue and Adonna's parents both converted, so we have our first two native followers in that sphere." 
 
    "Noah?" 
 
    "Noah's also built a small church and is really packing them in. The boy is a born missionary," Fel said with a smile. 
 
    "Dani?" 
 
    "Dani's into her eighth month; she's only recently settling in to have her child. Makill wanted her to move in with him and Revi, but Dani wanted a little more privacy than that. She's got an apartment in the building Bazz lives in." 
 
    "Doesn't he own it?" 
 
    "Yes," Fel said with a nod. "She moved Slash out to be with her and is thinking of settling down for a while, helping Makill and Bazz run the trading and smuggling side of the business by setting up the routes and cargoes for the three ships, taking over as their cargo broker." 
 
    "Three?" I asked, surprised. 
 
    "Ann is letting them set up most of her routes and cargoes; it's been very profitable for her." 
 
    I nodded. "I think I should probably pay Carol and Nue a visit, and then see about heading to Mangan to be there for Dani. I know Bazz wants to have the birth of our daughter witnessed by some elves, so it might be wise for me to be there, just in case." 
 
    "Yes, that is probably wise, William. Also, as I said, I may need you to go to Rossiya to help them finish things up there." 
 
    "That won't cause you any problems, will it?" 
 
    "Right now, their dawdling is causing me a lot more problems than you going there and cleaning up the mess will cause me," Fel said with a sigh. 
 
    I nodded. "Got it. I'll let Rachel and Darlene know I have to get back to work, and I'll be here in the morning to get started." 
 
    "Thank you, William." 
 
    I smiled. "The sooner we get everything settled over there, the sooner I can bug you for a vacation!" 
 
    I left the temple with the sound of Fel's laughter in my ears. That was always a good thing.  
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    I was looking at Abal, who was sleeping in his small bassinet. Malina had just been put down for a nap. We'd been out inspecting the work on the new temple. It was actually fairly far along. The altar hadn't been set, Carol had said that wouldn't happen until it was a lot farther along, but the ground was blessed, and the markers had been set, so it was all holy.  
 
    Apparently I'd be bringing in a dozen or so of our warrior-priests to help guard the place before she set the altar in a few months. She wasn't building it in Portland, which I found interesting, but in a city a hundred or so miles in the opposite direction by the name of Deneott. It was a nice place, well established, and obviously one of the older cities on Juntura. The plantations where Noah was preaching were less than a day's travel by airship, so I guess it was a good place to support him.  
 
    Also, being this far away from Portland would hopefully cut down on any shenanigans caused by anyone who traveled to Juntura solely for the purpose of causing Fel problems.  
 
    "William!" Carol said, rushing into the room. "Dani's been kidnapped!" 
 
    "What?" I said and spun to face her. 
 
    "Feliogustus just told me! She was taken last night; she was drugged somehow. She's praying to him now, telling him everything." 
 
    "If any of the Elven gods have anything to do with this, I swear I'll kill them," I growled. 
 
    Carol shook her head. "No, Feliogustus says they have nothing to do with this. It's her ex, King Estrosh. He's having her brought back to his castle on Amnar!" 
 
    I growled at that. "I need to get to Portland; are either of our ships in port?" 
 
    "No, but the Grey Moth is unloading." 
 
    "That'll have to do," I said, still growling. "I'm sorry, Carol, but I have to go." 
 
    "I know, Feliogustus wants you to go as well." 
 
    "He does? Why?" 
 
    "He won't tell me; he says he'll talk to you later. Get your things, I'll meet you outside by the boat. If you see Trel, tell her she can watch Malina until I return." 
 
    I nodded and ran to her bedroom to gather my things, then out to where she kept her boat. There were actually two boats here now, but hers was by far the fastest. There were also a half dozen guards and two priestesses to help her as well. 
 
    She carried Abal's bassinet in, and one of the guards followed her and took charge of Abal while she started everything up. It was maybe twenty minutes to Portland, especially at the speed Carol flew. Closing my eyes, I laid back in the seat. I needed to talk to Fel. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "What happened, Fel?" I asked the moment I opened my eyes in his bar. 
 
    "They came into her room when she was sleeping and drugged her before she could wake up. No one even knew they were there. I think they were hoping to keep her drugged for the entire trip, but she woke up long enough to send me a prayer with everything she knew. My guess is they're concerned for the child. If she loses it, and if it's a girl, they could end up dead, and they know it." 
 
    "So she was taken last night sometime?" 
 
    "It would seem so, William." 
 
    I sighed. "And you couldn't do anything until she asked for help, I'm guessing?" 
 
    "I couldn't do anything until I knew she needed help. I have very little power on Lassen; I just have the one small church there so far." 
 
    "Does Bazz or Makill know?" 
 
    "They will as soon as your daughter Revi or one of the other two priestesses there take a nap. All I can do right now is send them a general feeling of unease. Once one of them goes to sleep, I can send them a dream." 
 
    "What about the priests on the other two ships? Can you send them dreams, too?" 
 
    "Of course, William." 
 
    "I want them to join us as fast as they can, or meet us along the way, assuming I can get Ann to take me there." 
 
    "Do whatever you must to get her back, William." 
 
    I nodded. "You know I care about her, Fel." 
 
    Fel shook his head. "You don't understand, she's important to me, William." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "She's the key to converting orcs to my religion. Dani is well known among orc society and respected there as well. They know she was a princess, but she gave that up to live among them, she adopted many of their ways, and she willingly had an orc's child. One of their most respected leaders' child.  
 
    "William, I didn't just give her a daughter to reward her, I also did it to forward my goals among the orcs." 
 
    "Huh?" I repeated, looking at him with a complete lack of comprehension. 
 
    "I was restoring to Dani all that she had lost, William. When the orcs see she can return to elven society but chooses not to, that she prefers to live amongst them, her status will increase again. As she's your woman, that will give you an in with orcs everywhere, or at least any orc who knows of her…" 
 
    "And it'll also lend even more legitimacy to your religion!" I said, facepalming. "Dammit, I think I'm gonna kill that elf!" I growled. "I had no idea! I just wanted her to be happy! To have her happy and help you as well," I growled again. "So why the hell is King Numb-nuts doing this?" 
 
    "He believes her having a girl will shame him." Fel sighed. "His priests have counseled him against this and told him that his gods don't approve." 
 
    "They don't?" 
 
    "No, they don't." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because I took the time to ask them before I did this. Even with their agreement to let me play by the rule where they'll leave me alone, I still can't afford to anger any of the other gods or make any enemies. I was working to elevate Dani in my religion, among my followers. They liked the idea, because orcs and elves have never gotten along, and several of the elven gods are hoping one day to put an end to the animosity between the races. 
 
    "What I'm saying, William, is get her back, and do whatever it takes to do so. The orcs are important to my game here. I need her help." 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "Go." 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes, got up, and went to where Carol was flying the boat. 
 
    "We're almost there, William." 
 
    "Land us at the dock behind them, then head back home." 
 
    "The harbormaster isn't going to be pleased," Carol said with a smirk.  
 
    "He didn't complain last time." 
 
    "That's 'cause it was night, and he didn't see us. Hold on tight to Abal, and secure yourself in the back!" she called out, and I grabbed on to something as she suddenly dropped us to a dozen feet above the water, with no loss of forward speed, and dodged around several larger ships that were slowly moving either in or out of port. 
 
    "Don't dally!" she said as she slowed the boat, hard, and the transom of the Grey Moth suddenly filled the windscreen in front of us. 
 
    She dropped us to the water as light as a feather, and I ran to get my bag, then clambered up onto the bow, and leapt off the boat and onto the dock. 
 
    By the time I got to the gangplank, she was already gone. 
 
    Kiara was at the top of the gangplank, and I could see Howard supervising the unloading of the cargo, while Dusty was operating the portside crane. 
 
    "Will! What are you doing here?" Kiara said. 
 
    "I need to see Ann, and I need to see her now," I growled. 
 
    "She's in her dayroom, with Jona. What's wrong?" 
 
    I was already past her, and I ran into the deckhouse, then up the stairs, and all but barged into Ann's dayroom. 
 
    "Will! What are you doing here?" Ann said, looking at me in shocked surprise. 
 
    "I need to go to Amnar, and I need to go there now," I said, trying not to growl. 
 
    She pointed at one of the empty chairs. 
 
    "Sit!" she commanded. 
 
    "Ann," I warned. 
 
    "SIT! We're not going anywhere until we're refueled and offloaded. Now tell me what's going on!" 
 
    I growled, but I sat. 
 
    "King Estrosh kidnapped Dani and is having her brought back to his home." 
 
    "What? I thought she'd moved in with Bazz?" 
 
    "She was living in the building but had her own apartment." 
 
    "Why? Why would he do such a thing?" 
 
    "Because if she has a girl, he thinks it'll shame him," I said, growling again. 
 
    "When did this happen?" 
 
    "Sometime last night. I only found out just now because she came to long enough to pray for help." 
 
    "Came to?" 
 
    "They drugged her." 
 
    "They drugged a pregnant woman?" Ann said, eyes wide. 
 
    "Ann! Please! I need to get her back!" 
 
    "Jona, tell the fuelers to fuel us immediately; offer them whatever it takes. Then tell Mr. Krenshae that we can't take his cargo right now. Either he puts it in a warehouse on our dime, and we get it when we come back, or he finds someone else." 
 
    "Ann! Captain! Do you have any idea how much money that is?" 
 
    I watched as Ann slowly turned and looked Jona in the face. "Jona, Dani is my friend and needs our help. Furthermore, there's a pissed off monster sitting on the other side of that table. Do you want to tell him no?" 
 
    Jona glanced at me and suddenly turned very pale. 
 
    "Furthermore, I owe him, and this ship owes him. Now, go." 
 
    I was surprised at how fast he went. I didn't know gnomes could move that fast.  
 
    "Thank you, Ann." 
 
    She sighed and shook her head. "Just promise me you're going to kill the sonofabitch." 
 
    I looked at her, my own eyes wide in surprise. 
 
    "I know what happened to her, William. She never told me, but I found out. I've been wanting to see that bastard get his for years. Now, welcome aboard, and excuse me." 
 
    She got up and strode quickly out the door, yelling orders to everyone. I grabbed my stuff and went back outside to head to what was usually Dani's room. 
 
    "Howard! As soon as that's unloaded, seal it up and make ready to get underway!" Ann's voice came over the all-hands loudspeakers on the deck. 
 
    Howard waved up towards the bridge to acknowledge the orders, then saw me and did a double take. I was pretty sure I saw him swear. 
 
    Dodging around the open cargo hatch, I went to Dani's room, which was unoccupied. I was surprised to see some of her clothing was still here. I guess she really was Ann's friend.  
 
    I tossed my stuff on her bed, found the hidden key she kept there for the armory, and went inside to see what she had in the way of really big guns. I had no idea how many people I was going to kill when we got there, but I was sure the number wouldn't be zero. 
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    "Will! Please report to the captain's dayroom!" Howard's voice came over the intercom. 
 
    "On my way," I said, pressing the reply button. We were already underway, and I'd found a nice semi-auto shotgun—or at least it reminded me of a shotgun. The slugs it fired were as big as my thumb and were all some kind of funky-looking hollow point. It was belt fed, and you could hang the box off the bottom of it. 
 
    I left it on the armory table, locked the door, and hung the key around my neck. I made my way to Ann's dayroom. 
 
    Stepping inside, I saw that all the officers of the ship where there: Howard, Ann's uncle and the ship's executive officer; Dusty, the dwarf in charge of engineering; Jona, the gnome I'd met way back in that bar with Nue, and who was now the Moth's purser and quartermaster; and Netia, the chief helmsman, who immediately perked up when she realized I hadn't brought Laria or anyone else to warn her off. Ann waved me towards the seat at the foot of the table. 
 
    "I've already told them they've kidnapped Dani and we're taking you to King Estrosh's castle in Seuado. Before we start, I have to ask if you have anything illegal on you?" 
 
    "No, why?" I asked with a frown. 
 
    "Because the shortest route is through Prime, so that's where we're currently headed. Which leads to my next question. How fast do you want to get there?" 
 
    I was about to say 'right now', but I thought back to when we'd chased that Two Rivers' ship. 
 
    "Explain it to me please, Captain." 
 
    Ann gave a slight smile and nodded.  
 
    "Okay, I'm sure they're in Deans already. From Mangan to Deans isn't that long a trip. The leg through Deans to Delaize they need to take isn't a long one, and neither is the leg to Keman. I don't know what kind of ship they've got, but I doubt it's a cargo ship, so two to four days, and they'll be in Keman. The trip across Keman to Amnar not only depends on how fast they're going, but what route they want to take. Seuado is a long way from any of the gates that lead to Keman via Delaize. So they could spend a day in Keman, then twice that in Amnar, or vice-versa, assuming they're moving fast." 
 
    "So what's the best trip/worst trip spread?" I asked, thinking about what she'd just said. 
 
    "Three to four days is the fastest I think they can make it. Six to seven is the slowest I think they'll travel." 
 
    "And our best time?" 
 
    "We could be in Delaize in probably two days, but it would be three days before we made Keman, five before we made it to Seuado, and we'd have to stop to refuel about ten times." 
 
    "So unless they're going really slow, we can't catch them before they get there." 
 
    "They have to know you're out there Will," Howard said. "The king may be an idiot, but the people he hired for this not only pissed you off, but a fair number of orcs as well, who are probably already chasing after them. They'll probably be there in three." 
 
    "If we only run the big engines durin' the night, Will, it'll only take us a day or two longer, and we'll use half the fuel. There'll be a lot less chance of anythin' breakin' as well," Dusty said. 
 
    I nodded. "If he's just going to kill her, we won't get there in time either way. I'm hoping he won't do anything until after our child is born, because even he can't escape the complete shitstorm that would cause. So, two days shouldn't matter. Go with plan B, I guess," I said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "So what are you planning to do when you get there?" Jona asked nervously. Gnomes weren't big on conflict if they were going to be anywhere near it. 
 
    I shook my head. "That depends on them. I'll probably kill the king, regardless of what happens." 
 
    "What!" he said, bug-eyed. 
 
    "That peckerwood is pissing off so many people, it's not funny," I growled. "I want him dead. I'm fairly certain my god now wants him dead. His gods have probably all written him off by now, because I know for a fact they told him not to do this." I shook my head. "If they harm Dani and my child, I suspect there won't be a castle left by the time I'm done with them." 
 
    "Considerin' what you did to the Two Rivers' people, I think that's a safe bet!" Dusty said with a laugh. 
 
    I growled and shook my head. 
 
    "I see you found the key to the armory," Ann said, motioning at my chest. 
 
    I looked down at the key hanging around my neck. "Oh, yeah. I hope you don't mind that I helped myself to some stuff in there." 
 
    "That's okay, Will, though I may bill you and Dani for the fuel when this is all said and done." 
 
    I smiled at her; I'd suddenly realized this trip would probably cost her a fortune. "I'll make sure you're paid back, don't worry." 
 
    "Thanks, we may need it—which brings us to the next question: We're not a military ship. We have no guns, really, and not much in the way of people. Our two orc crewmembers will probably help you if you ask them, and the same for Aden, I suspect, but that's about it. We can't go in there guns blazing, Will, because we just don't have them." 
 
    I nodded. "You're right, of course, Captain, and I don't want this ship taking any damage. I may need it to leave, after all," I said with a heavy sigh. "Do you know anything about the castle or its approaches?" 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    "I don' think it'll have much in the way of defenses," Dusty said. 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" 
 
    "Because the elves build more fer form than fer function," he replied with a shrug of his massive shoulders. "Oh, I'm sure there'll be guards, but I've never seen a wall around an elven castle, or much in the way of serious defenses. They see us coming, an' I don't think they'll be all that worried. We're just a cargo ship, after all." 
 
    I nodded; he was probably right. 
 
    "I think I should just borrow the launch and fly down there by myself. That'll leave you far enough away to run if things go poorly and they decide to come after you." 
 
    "In that case," Howard said, looking around the table, "I think we should fuel up a few hours before we get there, so we have enough fuel to get back to Melamar without stopping." 
 
    I nodded again. "I think you're right, Howard." I stood up and looked around the table. "I owe you all for this. Thank you; thank you all. Now if you'll excuse me, I think I need to build some more weapons." 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Fel?" I said as I looked up at him; we'd entered Keman two hours ago and had just finished refueling. I'd laid down to get some rest; I was quickly becoming a bundle of frayed nerves. 
 
    "You'll catch up with both the Kashmir and Gretchen-Marie about two hours prior to the gate Ann's planning to take into Amnar." 
 
    I blinked. "What are they doing here?" 
 
    "Both Makill and Bazz are incensed at Dani's kidnapping, so they unloaded their cargo, got all their men, and they're about to declare war on the Kingdom of the Silver Elms." 
 
    "Do they know I'm coming?" 
 
    "Yes, Nikki's told them." 
 
    "What's my sister doing there?" 
 
    "I would remind you that Dani's carrying her niece, William." 
 
    "She's still sweet on Bork, isn't she?" I said with a sigh. 
 
    "Actually, she's sweet on orc society as a whole." 
 
    "Huh? Why's that?" 
 
    "They fight a lot, and your sister really enjoys fighting. I suspect Aryanna's doing some more horse trading, and your sister may end up a champion for one of the orc gods." 
 
    I shook my head. "As long as she's happy. How's Dani?" 
 
    Fel stood up and held out his hand. 
 
    I took it, and he led me outside. 
 
    Dani was there. 
 
    "Dani!" I said, stunned, as she grabbed me and started crying. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Will, I'm so sorry…" 
 
    I hugged her tight, "What…what happened?" 
 
    "Estrosh killed me," she said.  
 
    "What about…" 
 
    "He had them cut her from my belly; she's alive, he let me hear her cry. Then the bastard slit my throat and laughed as I died!" she said, still crying. 
 
    I held on to her and looked over at Fel. "How long ago did this happen?" 
 
    "Less than an hour. Dani's still experiencing the shock of death. Normally—" Fel sighed, "normally I would have tended to her and not let her see you until later, but this couldn't wait, William. You needed to know; you needed to see." 
 
    "Why? Why'd he do this?" 
 
    "Because it would have shamed him," Dani said, still sobbing. "I'd have been redeemed, and all of what he'd said about me would've been shown to be wrong. Worse yet, people might suspect the truth! He couldn't allow that." 
 
    I closed my eyes and held on to her tight. 
 
    "I'm going to kill him," I growled, "and I'm probably going to kill a lot of other people, too!" 
 
    "Yes, kill him, William. Send him to hell, where he belongs!" Dani said between sobs. "You'll rescue Estelya from them, right?" 
 
    "Of course. Do you want me to take her back to Nue to raise her?" 
 
    Dani shook her head. "Take her to Bazz. I want him to raise her and Slash. I want them to have a good childhood. I'm so sorry, Will! I should have gone to Nue's! I'm…I'm…" 
 
    I calmed her down and just held her a moment until Fel took her away, calming her, and took me back into the bar. I was shocked. Just completely gobsmacked and stunned. I didn't know what to say or what to do.  
 
    He'd killed her. 
 
    He'd just slit her throat like she was an animal. 
 
    I started to growl, then stopped as Fel put his hand on my head. 
 
    "Estelya is still alive. She's been announced, though her parentage has been kept secret so far, so not even Estrosh can harm her. You need to focus on saving her and taking her away from there." 
 
    "I want to kill Estrosh," I said in a strangely calm voice, for all that I wanted to scream it. 
 
    "Yes, I'm sure you'll have ample opportunity to kill him, as well as a great many others, William." 
 
    I turned and looked him in the eye. "Am I going to get you in trouble?" 
 
    Fel smiled sadly and shook his head. "No, but I wouldn't stop you even if it would. Bazz and Makill are out for blood—nothing will stop that, especially once they learn Dani's been murdered. I'd warn you not to kill any priests, but you aren't going to find any there." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because all the elven gods will pull them out just before you arrive. Estrosh is beyond shame, so he's beyond their control. Even they want him dead, before an evil god comes in and claims Estrosh as his own." 
 
    I nodded. "I shouldn't have left her alone, Fel. I should have stayed with her. I should have come back sooner…" 
 
    Fel sighed and shook his head again. "William, there are things not even the gods can see. This was one of them." 
 
    I closed my eyes and nodded.  
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    I woke up I don't know how many hours later. I was hungry—starving, actually—but all I could do was lie there and stare at the ceiling.  
 
    I'd lost Dani. 
 
    I'd never lost a lover, a mother of my children, a woman I'd been planning to make my own—hell, she was already mine at this point. True, I was waiting until after Rachel and Darlene had passed on, because I knew Dani would be there, waiting, just like Evean. I'd thought, with the two of them, I'd have two women I loved—and could continue to love—as long as I existed, because both would still be around long after I was gone. 
 
    But that was not to be.  
 
    Dani was gone. 
 
    Beautiful, irreverent, playful, and raucously raunchy Dani…was gone. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, hunger won out. I got up and hit the intercom. 
 
    "Captain, we'll be coming up on the Kashmir and the Gretchen-Marie about two hours before the gateway to Amnar. Alert the radioman and warn the lookouts." 
 
    "We've already raised them on the radio, William. You've been in your room almost a day now. Are you okay?" 
 
    "No, I'm not. I'll be in the mess. Tell them I want to see Bazz and Makill when we're close enough to shift passengers." 
 
    I let go of the button on the intercom, got dressed, popped a cleaning cantrip, and went up to the mess. I knew we'd spend a day in Keman, and then two in Amnar. I suddenly wondered if we'd made transit, and I'd slept through it or been too consumed by my grief to know. 
 
    When I got to the mess, Kiara—the cook—was setting out food for me on one of the tables. There was also a bottle of what looked like whiskey. I guess Ann had warned her that something was up. 
 
    Thanking her, I sat down and started eating, taking a shot off the bottle every few minutes. 
 
    I emptied it about the same time I'd finished the food. Someone coughed, for like the fifth time and I just sighed. 
 
    "Sit," I said and motioned to the chairs around the table. 
 
    Ann, Nikki, Bazz, and Makill came and sat with me. 
 
    "Estrosh murdered Dani. He slit her throat after having our daughter cut from her womb," I said in a rough voice. I leaned back and looked around the table. "Anybody who kills Estrosh before I get my hands on him will die horribly. Make sure all your men know that." 
 
    I could see that Makill was silently crying; Dani was his mother, after all. Bazz looked like he wanted to cry, Ann was silently crying as well, and Nikki looked almost as angry as I felt. 
 
    "What are we going to do?" Bazz asked. 
 
    "We're going to get my daughter back. I am going to have words with Estrosh before I kill him. I suspect a lot of elves are going to die, as well." 
 
    "I want to bring Mom's body back and bury her at home," Makill said. "I don't want to leave her remains here with these jackals!" 
 
    I nodded. "You're right. Bazz," I said, looking over at him, "Dani wants you to raise our daughter and son. She wants them raised among orcs, and I'd like to honor that wish." 
 
    "How do you…?" he asked, looking at me. 
 
    "Champions can talk to the recently dead," Nikki told him. "Ask Tiru, she'll tell you. He's seen her, he's been with her." 
 
    I nodded. "Now let's plan our attack." 
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    I decided to transfer my flag back to the Kashmir after we finished our planning. It just made more sense, as it was armed, and half our fighters were aboard. I'd gotten both Nikki and Bazz to help me take the few things I'd put together in the armory, as well gather what things Dani had left aboard the Moth.  
 
    That was a difficult task, and I found myself alternating between tears and rage as I did it, but I wanted her things aboard the Kashmir in our cabin there. 
 
    The plan wasn't all that complicated. We'd split up into three groups. Ann would take the Grey Moth up high and circle the area to serve as our eyes. Bazz and I would take the Kashmir and come in from the east, while Makill would come in on the Gretchen-Marie from the west. We figured with all the shipping going on, three ships traveling solo wouldn't stand out like three ships traveling in formation. 
 
    The two ships would ground long enough for all of us to go over the sides, then take off and attack anything that looked like it needed attacking. The Gretchen-Marie still had her two guns, and the Kashmir had all three of hers. There was a lake by the castle for landing, and odds were there'd be ships in it, so if nothing else, our ships could destroy them while we were storming the castle.  
 
    "Father!" 
 
    I looked up as I climbed off the launch onto the deck of the Kashmir. Tiru came running up and hugged me. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Dad. I know you loved her. She'd been helping me, helping all of us, to understand how things worked and how to spread Feliogustus' word further to more people. I'm…I'm going to miss her." 
 
    I just nodded and hugged my daughter a moment. 
 
    "Bazz, let the captain and the rest know our plans. I'll be in my cabin," I said, grabbing my duffel and the bag of Dani's things and going straight there. We were two days out from our attack, and I didn't want to talk to anybody. 
 
    I was too afraid of what I might say or do. 
 
    Nikki came to my room, bringing my meals. We didn't say much; I didn't have much to say. When I slept, I went to Fel's bar and spent what time I could with Dani, before she moved on to the afterlife. She told me about her family, how she was raised—not in detail, just those little things that stick with you as you grow. We didn't talk about the future because she no longer had one, and the thought of that was enough to drive me into a rage.  
 
    Which, thankfully, I wasn't when I spent time with her. 
 
    On the third day, I got up early and put on my gear. The armor I'd used in our temple raids was still aboard, so I'd donned that, checked my weapons, then gone down to the mess to eat with the crew and our soldiers.  
 
    I already knew all the crew, of course, and they came up to me to give me their condolences. They'd known Dani as well, and I could see that they were all angry. What I hadn't expected to find was that all the soldiers we'd taken on, all Bazz's men, were just as angry. They'd all met Dani at one time or another while working for him, and some of them had been with Bazz back when he and Dani had been living together.  
 
    After a while, all their names and faces just sort of blurred together, and I know I had some very dark ideas about what we should do when we got there, but I had to admit, it felt good to be amongst them, because they were all angry and upset, just like I was. 
 
    I was looking forward to unleashing them a few hours from now. 
 
    After I'd met the last of them, I went up on deck to lean against the railing and look out over the land below. We were coming in slow, not doing anything to draw attention, keeping most of the men below decks. We'd hit them before noon, when Estrosh held court.  
 
    "It's going to be a bloodbath down there," Nikki said, coming up beside me as I looked out at the ground passing below us. 
 
    "One can hope," I growled. 
 
    "It's strange; Ary's been really quiet about what we're about to do. Usually she'd be giving me advice, one way or another, but not last night. She didn't say anything." 
 
    "They're afraid," I said with a shake of my head. 
 
    "Of what?" Nikki asked, looking at me. 
 
    "That I'll believe they set this up." 
 
    Nikki frowned. "Why would they think you'd believe that?" 
 
    "Because everything that happened to Dani before I came along, they let happen. She was sacrificed by the elven gods for the greater good. They sent her into hell because it was supposed to turn king shit-for-brains into a better elf." 
 
    Nikki snorted. "Well, it's nice to see gods can screw up just as bad as the rest of us." 
 
    I shook my head. "I don't know. According to Fel, it worked; he did become a better king, because the gods used his shame to guide him. But her having a daughter, somehow, pushed him over the edge—but here's the thing." I stopped and looked over at her. "The elven gods told Fel they were okay with him giving her a daughter, restoring her rights and reputation." 
 
    I could see that Nikki got it immediately. A dark look appeared on her face. 
 
    "You think they set this up?" 
 
    "Probably, but they had to have known there'd be this kind of reaction." 
 
    "Do you think Feliogustus knows?" 
 
    "If they did, he does now." 
 
    "So why would they do that?" 
 
    I shook my head and looked out over the countryside below. "I have no idea. Dani was instrumental to Fel's plans among the orcs. Maybe they wanted to stop that? Maybe they were losing control of king dickweed, and they wanted him taken out. Or maybe they got together with some of the other gods to set this up and they're hoping I'll blame Fel and leave him." 
 
    "I don't see Feliogustus doing that to you, Will." 
 
    "I don't either, but it is the kind of thing many of the gods here would do. So maybe that's how they saw it. You have to understand, Nik, this is all a game to them, and we're merely the pieces. The longer some of these gods are gods, the more disconnected from us they become. Some, like the two twerps over in Two Rivers, were never that connected to their people in the first place." I sighed and shook my head again. 
 
    "So, are you going to work for one of the orc gods?" I asked her, changing the subject. 
 
    "Where did that come from?" she asked with a laugh. 
 
    "You seem to be very taken with their society, as well as their men," I said with a smile. 
 
    "Well, I haven't had any offers, and Ary hasn't mentioned anything," she said, "but I guess I'm just an Army girl at heart, and hey, they're already all done up in Army green!" 
 
    "Put on a good showing today, and I'm sure you'll have offers." 
 
    "That's what worries me; there's a lot of innocent people who are going to die today." 
 
    "Yeah, well, that's on them." 
 
    "How can you say that?" she said, giving me a sidelong look as I continued to stare out at the fields below. 
 
    "Simple. The gods have pulled all their priests out of the castle. If there are any innocent elves left inside, it's because their gods left them there to die. We're just helping." 
 
    "Wow, that's pretty cynical; never thought I'd hear you say something like that, Bro." 
 
    "They slit her throat like she was an animal for slaughter, Nik. Right now, I'm thinking of offering a bounty for every elf that gets killed. Dani was innocent. Nobody did anything to save her, and under their laws and traditions, she was supposed to be protected. 
 
    "We all saw what good that did her," I growled. "So excuse me if I don't give a damn how many of them we slaughter today." 
 
    "I agree," Bazz said, coming over to join us. "We have rules, both the orcs and the elves, about how women, especially pregnant women, are supposed to be treated. These rules go back almost as long as orcs and elves have been in conflict with each other. Whether they considered her an elf or an orc, they violated those rules. The response must be harsh if we expect to see our customs and traditions continue, or worse things will happen." 
 
    "Twenty minutes!" Captain Kardez called out on the all-hands. 
 
    "Well, I better get my weapons," I said, and we went off to do just that. 
 
      
 
    We came in fast, side by side, and the helmsmen put the ships down about a hundred yards from the front gate, on the portside of the Kashmir, the closer of the two. We went over the starboard side so no one would see all the troops we were disgorging. As soon as the last of us were off, the ships took off, shooting up into the sky and leaving me, Nikki, Bazz, Makill, Tiru, Revi, Zed, most of my marines from both ships, and three hundred pissed off orcs. 
 
    I popped a cantrip, invoked Feliogustus' aspect, and called out, using my champion's voice, "Remember! We're here for my daughter, to bring Dani's remains back home, and we'll kill anybody who gets in our way or tries to stop us! Except their king—he's mine!" 
 
    I raised my rifle into the air, waved it, then brought it down, pointing at the castle. 
 
    "Charge!" 
 
    And we were off. I burned an accuracy cantrip and picked off the guards milling around the gate, looking at all of us in confusion. As their chests exploded and bodies hit the ground, the others either ran or raised their weapons and returned fire. 
 
    None of them lasted long, as the front line of marines and orcs opened fire and hosed down the defenders. I heard the sound of a ship's guns next and guessed one of our ships must have found a target worth attacking. 
 
    By the time we got to the front gate, it was closed. Shrugging off my backpack, I handed the shaped charges I'd made to Nikki and Bazz, who immediately slapped them at critical points on the gate. I then grabbed the detonators and det cord, and quickly strung it together. 
 
    "Stand back!" Bazz and Nikki yelled, and everyone cleared away as I called out, "Fire in the hole!" and blew the gate in. 
 
    We charged in through the smoking mess, and I shot anyone who even appeared to be moving as I ran forward. Dani had shared the layout of the castle with me; she'd been here dozens of times before she'd been lost to Guntz. 
 
    I got shot several times during our fight through the hallways—not that I'd call it much of a fight, it was more like a slaughter. Tiru, Revi, and Zed weren't that far from the front, and they were casting cures on anyone who got hit, so when we finally got to the doors of the main hall, I was almost full up on magic.  
 
    I stopped and reloaded my rifle, then looked around as everyone else reloaded. I could hear firefights going on behind us down hallways to the side. 
 
    "Nobody shoots inside unless I tell you to," I said, using another cantrip to make sure everyone heard me and did as I said. "Understood?" 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    "Tiru, Revi, Zed, stay out here and out of sight." 
 
    Picking up my weapon, I aimed it at the double doors and blew the lock off, then kicked them in. 
 
    A guard raised his weapon, and I blew a fist-sized hole in him where is heart had been. 
 
    "Don't!" I called out, again using my champion's voice. 
 
    "What is the meaning of this!" a regal elf yelled from the throne on the far side of the room, standing up. 
 
    I recognized him immediately. That was King Aegnor Thran Caleb Estrosh. To his left, on a much smaller throne, was Dani's sister, Kanialla Latenta Paronator Latham, who'd been required to take Dani's place. To the king's right were his advisors, a varied group of elves, most of whom appeared to be much more mature than Estrosh was, and a few others had more of the look of hangers on and toadies. 
 
    Down the sides of the aisle between me and the king were a good number of lords and ladies, as well as what I assumed were leading citizens or other members of the kingdom, who were here to either be heard or because they'd been summoned. 
 
    There were a number of guards around the room, all armed, which probably explained why no one had fled the room when the fighting started. You could still hear it going on, with the occasional boom outside from one of my ships firing its cannon. None of the guards had moved since I'd shot the first one, probably because I had a half dozen orcs on one side, and another half dozen catfolk, including my sister, on the other. All of them were aiming their guns at the guards. 
 
    "If any of the guards touch their weapons, you may kill them," I said to them. "Wait here." I then walked slowly down the center of the aisle so everyone could see me. 
 
    "I am here for my woman," I growled loudly. 
 
    "There are no catfolk here!" He laughed. "Go away!" 
 
    "I am here for my woman, Daniella Latenta Paronator Latham!" I called out loudly. "Produce her and our child, at once!" 
 
    "That orc-screwing slut isn't here, you stupid, ignorant, flea-bitten peasant! Now leave us! I order you to go!" 
 
    "I'm not accustomed to taking orders from lying, cuckolded cowards," I growled. I then turned and looked around the room, then over at his advisors. 
 
    "Which of you was there when Daniella was lost, in rightful combat, by this prick you worms call king?" 
 
    "How dare you! Guards! Kill him!" the king screamed. 
 
    There was a short volley of fire, and all the guards fell to the floor, dead. Some were missing their heads, their brains now decorating the colorful frescos on the wall behind where they'd been standing. 
 
    "I asked a question!" I screamed, using my champion's voice. Several hands shot up, then quickly went back down, as a number of people looked around, embarrassed. 
 
    I looked around the room, then focused on those advisors who'd raised their hands. 
 
    "Did you know that when the orc Guntz challenged King Shithead over there for Daniella, she said no?" 
 
    "That's a lie!" the king screamed. 
 
    I put a round into the throne behind him, burning an accuracy cantrip and aiming so the round flew just past his ear.  
 
    "Quiet, fool," I growled. 
 
    "So he dishonored her because his own pride wouldn't let him do otherwise. Guntz was so incensed by this violation of custom that he smacked dickweed over there down into the dirt and took Daniella away, and per custom, he kept her. Not that she would ever go back to a lying piece of shit that had dishonored her so!" I burned another cantrip to put some force into my words, taking a few steps closer to the throne. 
 
    "But that's not what we were told!" Kanialla cried out, leaping to her feet. 
 
    "He told his friends to hold their tongues, or he'd remove them," I said. 
 
    "That's a lie! I did no such thing! That bitch went will…" 
 
    I burned another accuracy cantrip and put another round into his throne, this time sending it just past the other side of his head. 
 
    "How about we hear from those who were there?" I said, looking at the ones who'd raised their hands, if only briefly. "It's not like you'll be able to enforce your threats anymore." 
 
    They looked at each other for a moment, then suddenly Kanialla screamed at them. 
 
    "Is he telling the truth? Did my husband lie to me? To my parents? To all of us? I demand you tell us the truth, the truth, or so help me, when this is over, I will have my parents declare a blood feud that will not end until this entire country has ceased to exist!" 
 
    I blinked in surprise. I'd though Dani'd had a temper. Then again, how many decades had she been forced to live a lie with this scumbag?  
 
    "The story is as the catfolk has claimed," said a younger man who wasn't standing up by the throne, but was in the audience. "That put an end to my friendship with the king, and only his dire threats against my family enforced my silence." 
 
    The others sighed, and several of them bowed their heads in shame. 
 
    "Now, where is Daniella?" I called out again, taking another two steps forward. 
 
    "She died during childbirth," an elf said, stepping forward with a calm and confident expression on his face. The look of surprise as I blew his guts out, spattering the advisors behind him, made me smile. Fel had shared several of Dani's memories with me. Marin had been there when Estrosh had slit her throat. 
 
    "Try telling the truth for once in your gods-damned lives!" I growled. 
 
    The look on Kanialla's face was downright painful. 
 
    "What did you do!" she screamed. "What did you do to my sister!" 
 
    "She was an animal! A slut! She brought shame on us! She gave that orc bastard a son! She got what…" 
 
    I blew his guts out and hit him with a healing spell. He screamed in agony as I blew them out a second time, then healed him again, watching as he dropped to his knees. I walked up and jammed the hot barrel of my rifle into his mouth. 
 
    "He slit Dani's throat and laughed as she died, after cutting our daughter from her body," I growled and pulled the trigger, blowing his brains out, then I put another five rounds into his body for good measure, turning what was left of him into so much chopped meat. 
 
    "Now!" I said, looking around the room with a snarl on my face. "Bring me my daughter!" 
 
    "I will get her," Kanialla said, her husband's blood spattered all over her dress. 
 
    "She can't go with you! You're not an…" I turned to the person who was protesting and blew their head off. 
 
    "I don't recall asking you a gods-damned thing!" I growled. "My name is William the Godslayer! I am here to dispense the justice of my god, Feliogustus. Dani was one of his faithful servants, and yes, my woman, whom I loved and who loved me back. You will heed my words and do as I say, or I will kill you all!" 
 
    I turned towards Kanialla and nodded. "Please, bring her to me." 
 
    She turned and quickly strode out of the room, head held high. They must have been keeping Estelya nearby, because Kanialla came back almost immediately. 
 
    She walked up to me, and I looked down at my daughter, who was still wrapped in swaddling clothes. 
 
    "Two boons I would ask of you, William." 
 
    "They are?" 
 
    "First, I would like to address everyone in this room." 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She took a step up onto the dais, and suddenly she was every inch the queen. 
 
    "I have learned today that my husband lied to me. He lied to my parents. He lied to us all. He dishonored my sister, and then he murdered her."  
 
    She turned and spit on the bloody corpse, a sour expression on her face.  
 
    "Therefore, I abdicate. I cannot abide liars, cowards, or murderers." 
 
    "But you're our queen!" someone called out. 
 
    "No longer." 
 
    "But what will we do?" someone else said. 
 
    "I don't care. I'm not your queen anymore." She turned back to me. "My niece needs a wet nurse. May I come with you?" 
 
    I got a warm feeling from the part that was Fel's domain in my head. 
 
    "You would come with us? We're returning to the orcs, Kanialla, and I mean to have Dani's and my children raised there." 
 
    "I am dishonored by these people," she said, looking around her. "Either kill me or take me. My life here is over." 
 
    I nodded at her and smiled. "Then come." 
 
    I motioned towards the exit and turned to follow her. "I want Daniella's remains brought out to my ship immediately. Which of you knows where they are?" 
 
    Several elves raised their hands. "Bazz, grab one of them, and take half the men. Kill anyone who needs killing." 
 
    "Of course," Bazz said, and I followed Kanialla all the way down the main corridor and back out of the castle. The sounds of fighting had stopped, and we headed towards the docks to await pickup. The ships that had been tied up there had obviously been sunk.  
 
    It took about ten minutes for Bazz to show up with a dirty coffin—I guess they'd had to dig up Dani's grave. 
 
    Kanialla shivered slightly and looked up at me. "Did she love him?" 
 
    "What?" I asked looking back at her. 
 
    "Guntz, the orc who won her. I once heard a rumor that she'd loved him, which was why she'd given him a son." 
 
    "Oh," I said, and then nodded. "She did, very much. Her son is here; I'll introduce you after we've left." 
 
    The ships were signaled, and both came in fast to land at the docks and take us off. We were about halfway loaded when a small group of elves came out the front gate with their hands in the air. 
 
    "What the hell…" I started and brought my gun up. 
 
    "Don't shoot, please," Kanialla said, looking over at the group. 
 
    "Who are they?" 
 
    She obviously had keen eyesight, because she responded immediately. 
 
    "One of them is Estrosh's younger sister, four of them are wives of a few of his advisors, one of whom you killed. The other two were my ladies-in-waiting." 
 
    "What are they doing?" Zed asked. 
 
    "Probably what I did," Kanialla said in a sad voice. "My former sister-in-law will be shunned from elven society for what her brother did, so great was his crime, just like I now am. The rest probably feel the same way, for various reasons. Honestly, I'm surprised there aren't more of them." 
 
    "So they want to board a ship with a bunch of very angry and probably horny orcs?" he said in disbelief. "Do they have any idea what's going to happen?" 
 
    "My sister survived, did she not?" Kanialla rebutted. 
 
    I turned to one of the orcs on the deck. "Spread the word, go easy on them." 
 
    "Does that mean we can't bed 'em?" he said with an unhappy look. 
 
    "Bed 'em all you want, just no raping them, okay? They at least seem to have some notion of honor." 
 
    He nodded, thought about it a moment, then smiled. "I understand. I'll make sure they're treated well." 
 
    When they got to us, I took the two who'd been Kanialla's ladies aboard with us. The other five I sent over to the other ship. 
 
    I brought Kanialla back to my cabin with my daughter. 
 
    "I have a cantrip that will let you nurse her," I told her. 
 
    She shook her head. "One of the priests already cast it on me. When they told me Dani died, I insisted on being the one to raise…" 
 
    "Estelya…" I interjected. 
 
    "Estelya…" she repeated. "Is that her real name?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "It means 'hopeful'. It's a good name." 
 
    "What did he think about you raising her?" 
 
    "He was very much against it." Kanialla sighed. "He hated Dani so much. I never really understood it. I told him she'd had a daughter, she'd redeemed herself in society and before our gods, and I would be shamed before all of elven society if I were to let another woman raise my own niece." 
 
    She shook her head. "All these years, and I believed the lie. I should have known better." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "Because Dani was shy, very shy. She was quiet, reserved. She was a virgin when they were betrothed, and the engagement took place. Do you know she actually loved him?" 
 
    "Really?"  
 
    She nodded. "He was her first, and until Guntz, her only. She worshipped him." 
 
    "But he didn't worship her?" 
 
    Kanialla snorted. "I'm starting to think they were both in love with the same person. Him. I know I didn't want to marry him, but I had to do it to make up for the stain on my family's honor.  
 
    "As arranged marriages went, it was okay, but he lost interest in me soon enough." 
 
    "Why'd he have her kidnapped?" 
 
    She snorted. "At first, he told everyone she'd asked him to save her from the orcs and the animals, so her daughter could be raised as a proper elf. Later, he claimed he was doing it for the child's own good, and that once Dani had given birth she would see the right of it and would stay in one of the elven lands to raise her." 
 
    "And people believed that?" 
 
    "He was their king, William. He had a lot of charisma, he could be very charming, and the people wanted to believe in him. Plus going against the king is never wise, and rarely healthy." 
 
    There was a knock on the door. 
 
    "Who is it?" 
 
    "Me!" Nikki said and opened the door. 
 
    "Kanialla, this is Nikki, my sister." 
 
    "Call me Kani, please," she said. 
 
    "Can I hold my niece now?" Nikki asked. 
 
    I nodded, and Kanialla passed her over. 
 
    "I told the guys down below to send up the bassinet and diapers I grabbed before we left." 
 
    I just nodded and watched from where I was sitting on the bed as they fussed over my daughter. Eventually Nikki left, and Kanialla took off her top to nurse Estelya. She was lovely, of course, and looked a lot like Dani, though she didn't have her head shaved on one side, or the braids, of course.  
 
    I must have drowsed off, because I became aware of her undressing me. Yawning, I crawled under the covers, then closed my eyes and feel asleep again. 
 
    I woke up in the middle of the night to Kanialla sobbing softly. I put my arms around her and held her close—which was when I realized that not only had she removed all my clothes, but that she was completely nude as well. 
 
    "I belong to you now, William," she whispered. 
 
    I looked down at her, and she was looking up at me, tears in her eyes.  
 
    "Please don't reject me. I know I'm not Dani, and I'll never be, but can I at least try to ease your sorrow?" 
 
    I thought about saying no, I really did, but her hands caressed me, and honestly, I wanted her. I was still so angry, and I was in bed with the wife of the man who'd killed my Dani. 
 
    So I took her, and from her reaction, I guessed what Dani had told me about her ex sucking in bed was true. 
 
    Twice during the night, she got up to feed Estelya, and I watched each time, then had sex with her when she got back. I wasn't making love to her. I didn't love her. But I was more than willing to use her and take what solace I could find. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "He's dead, Dani." 
 
    She smiled at me. "I know, Fel showed me. It was awesome how you made him suffer in front of everybody. I had no idea you could be so damn cruel, Will. I guess you really did love me, huh?" 
 
    I growled. "Don't tease me about that, Dani. I can't help myself. Couldn't help myself. You needed to be loved, and damn if you weren't someone I wanted to love. There are a lot of women I've slept with, and many of them I've liked. Few of them I've actually loved." 
 
    "You love Nue, don't you?" she asked, putting a finger on my lips. 
 
    I nodded. "Yes, I do." 
 
    "Not Adonna, though." 
 
    I gave my head a small shake. "No, but I like her." 
 
    "Carol?" 
 
    "I like her, more than a little. Maybe someday, but no, I don't love her." 
 
    "I have to go soon, Will. Fel only let me stay this long so I could talk to you one last time." 
 
    I sighed. "I, I'm sorry I fucked up. I should have come sooner." 
 
    "Hush, it's not your fault. It's not my fault. It's not Bazz's fault, or Makill's fault. You killed the person whose fault it was, and those who helped him." 
 
    I sighed again but nodded. 
 
    She smiled and leaned into me. "It was nice to have known you, Will. You're a good man, and yes, I love you. You redeemed me, and that means a lot to me. Just promise me if someone decides to build any kind of memorial to me, that it's nice and lewd, and if not that, at least sexy!" she said, laughing. 
 
    I smiled slightly and gave a small nod. Dani was still Dani. 
 
    She climbed out of my lap, turned to me, and kissed me. I held onto her tightly. I could feel it was time for her to go. 
 
    "One last thing." 
 
    "Anything," I said. 
 
    "Give Kanialla a chance. She deserves to know what the love of a real man feels like at least once in her life." 
 
    And then she was gone… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Sixteen 
 
    Mangan, Lassen 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took almost two weeks to get back to Mangan. Bazz and Tiru transferred to the Grey Moth, as it was a much faster ship, promising Ann that he'd have a cargo for her to take to Juntura that would help make up for her losses. From some of the bags he'd transferred over when he'd changed ships, I had a suspicion Makill had done a little looting while I was dealing with the king. 
 
    Kanialla—or Kani, as I now called her—was still sleeping in my bed every night. When she wasn't taking care of my daughter, she all but doted on me. She was also completely fearless, but in a different way than Dani had been. Where Dani had tackled things head-on, Kani was more indifferent. She just didn't recognize the threat and ignored it. She wasn't afraid of the orcs; she didn't think they'd lay a finger on her.  
 
    I don't know if that was because everyone had figured out pretty quickly that I was putting it to her, or if it was from having gone from being a queen to almost a slave, and by her own doing no less, that there was nothing else out there that could shock her.  
 
    She was nice, polite, and having found Dani's clothes, had gotten rid of her expensive, but blood-spattered outfit, and was now going around in one of Dani's flight suits. She kept it zipped up all the time, however, except when I was around. Then her zipper seemed to develop a fear of heights. 
 
    Her two former ladies-in-waiting disappeared below decks, and I didn't see them again. I figured if things got out of hand, Nikki would deal with it, but personally, I just didn't care. My capacity for caring seemed to have fled. Perhaps I should have felt a little bad for Kani, because I was using her pretty fiercely each night, and sometimes during the day as well. 
 
    Part of it was because of how much she looked like Dani, and part of it was still my anger at the world for letting this happen. Once we got back to Mangan, I took Kani to Dani's apartment, which was on the floor below Bazz's, and reclaimed Slash from the catfolk girl who'd been taking care of him in our absence. Slash was going on two, and wanted his mother, and while he could see that Kani looked a lot like her, he also knew she wasn't her. 
 
    Ever try to tell a two-year-old that their mother was never coming back? 
 
    I wanted to beat my head against the wall until my brains fell out. 
 
    Once, I almost did. 
 
    "How's it going, Dad?" Bazz said, teasing me with a smile when he invited us all up for dinner the second night after our return. 
 
    "You don't get to call me that until you're married," I said with a sigh. "I could stand to get some sleep. Between Slash missing Dani, and the baby…" I shook my head. "I need to grab the Kashmir and take care of some business, but…" I shook my head again. 
 
    "Well, Dad, get that sitter Breena to move in for a while. Slash at least knows her." 
 
    I looked up at him, then at Tiru, who was smiling, then back at him. 
 
    "Congratulations, both of you. Tiru, you got a good one. Bazz, she can be a bit bratty at times, but she's worth it." 
 
    "Hey!" Tiru protested. "That's not fair, Dad." 
 
    "Course it isn't, I'm your father," I said and yawned again. 
 
    "How are you doing, Kani?" Tiru asked, probably realizing that Kani wouldn't volunteer anything unless asked. For a queen, she was pretty submissive. Then again, she wasn't a queen anymore, and I know I'd been dominating her, sometimes rather ruthlessly, since she'd given herself to me. 
 
    "It's going well. Slash is getting better, but I think it's finally setting in that my sister is gone, and he doesn't understand it; he just knows he doesn't like it. 
 
    "Oh, and I'm pregnant." 
 
    I think my jaw hit the floor. 
 
    "Oh? Who's the father?" Tiru asked with a big, wide smile and looked at me. 
 
    "I thought elves couldn't get pregnant unless they wanted to?" I said in a small voice. 
 
    "Oh, I wanted to, Will. Trust me on that!" she said with a leer that was very reminiscent of Dani. "My sister had two of your children. Why wouldn't I want one, too? Especially now that I can see why she loved you." 
 
    "When did this happen?" Tiru asked. 
 
    "The first night I shared his bed," Kani said with a smile and what looked suspiciously to me like a dreamy expression. "And the night after that, and the next day, and the next night…" 
 
    I sighed and stopped her. "I think I get the point." Then I shook myself for a moment and looked at her again. She was pregnant with my child. She couldn't throw herself at me any more blatantly than that. Taking her head gently in my hands, I leaned forward and kissed her softly. Dani had asked that I give her a chance. I guess it was time I started. 
 
    "You didn't have to do that, but I'm very happy you did," I said to her in a soft voice. "I promise to try to treat you more like a lover and show you I care. Just…just bear with me. I don't handle losing a loved one very well." 
 
    The look on her face was priceless, and from the noises Tiru was making, she obviously approved as well. 
 
    "And," I continued, "tomorrow I guess we'll have Breena move in, because I need to go to Rossiya and kick some butt. Oh, has anybody seen my sister?" 
 
    "Thinking of taking her with you?" Bazz asked. 
 
    "No, but I was debating having her stay with Kani for now, just to make sure things are safe." 
 
    "Put a collar 'round her neck with your name on it," Bazz said, and I looked up at him to see if he was joking. 
 
    "Are you serious?" 
 
    He nodded. "You know how word gets around. Everyone knows you murdered a king in cold blood three times before you let him die, then took his queen as your woman because he killed yours." 
 
    "What?" I was so surprised, I hadn't even realized that Kani had slid up close and was rubbing up against me. 
 
    "Will! Orcs love fights, they love fighters, and they love fighters who kick elven ass even more. Right now, you're a legend out on the streets; everyone knows what you did! It's not just your people spreading the news—even those elf gals we brought back are telling everyone about it." 
 
    "Oh, right, should I ask what happened to them?" 
 
    "Probably not, but they're not complaining. One of them I think is even celebrating. Or at least I think she is. Elves can be weird… But from what they told us back on the ship, the recriminations started the moment you left the room. Several of the advisors' wives actually killed themselves then and there, rather than live with the shame of what their husbands had been a part of. None of the advisors are likely still alive, either. None of them will ever leave, because they can't go back." 
 
    "Serves them right. Anyhow, if I can get everything sorted out tomorrow, I'll take the Kashmir out the day after. I still have a job I need to do." 
 
    "Do you have to go, Will?" Kani asked, looking worried. 
 
    "Yes, I do. If you need to know what I'm up to, or have anything I need to know, tell my daughter Tiru," I said, nodding to her. "She'll get you an answer or take care of it." 
 
    "Let me go check on dinner," Bazz said, getting up and heading into the kitchen. 
 
    "Dad," Tiru said in a soft voice, "could you check with Feliogustus and find out if I can give Bazz a child yet?" 
 
    I immediately felt a very warm feeling. 
 
    I nodded. "You've earned it, both of you. I can pop you through whenever you want, just understand that the day after tomorrow, I'm out of here, so you might want to have a ship heading to Juntura to pick you up when you get back." 
 
    "Don't you have to be there to get us back through?" 
 
    I shook my head. "Bazz is from here, and you're now from here as well, seeing as you married him." 
 
    "Thanks, Dad!" Tiru said, leaning over the table and kissing me on the side of my muzzle. "Oh, do you think you can come to church tomorrow morning?" 
 
    I nodded. "Of course, I'd be happy to. Either come and get us or send someone so I don't oversleep." 
 
    "I'll be sure to get you myself." 
 
      
 
    The next morning we went to mass. I made sure Kani came along, because I wanted Estelya to be there, and Slash as well. I didn't know yet if I was going to ask Kani to convert; I hadn't done that with Darlene, and never would. But if I found out whomever she followed now had something to do with what had happened to Dani, she'd probably convert, or she'd be out on her ass with my footprint on it.  
 
    When we got there, the small church was packed. 
 
    And what made it worse was, when I set foot inside, my aura lit up, and for once I was unable to tamp it back down. I gave up on that real quick. Fel obviously wanted me seen, so I took a deep breath, put a smile on my face, walked all the way to the front row, and sat down across from the pulpit. If Fel wanted me noticed, I'd be up in the front so everyone could see me.  
 
    Tiru came out not long after we got seated and conducted the service. When she went up to the pulpit and preached, she didn't mention me at all, though she gave a sermon about honoring traditions, protecting the family, and punishing those who didn't honor them or attacked our women and children, who were sacred and it was our duty to protect at all costs.  
 
    She just looked at me and smiled after she'd made her point on that one.  
 
    When it came time to leave, I followed her to the front of the church. I knew the routines and the rituals by heart now. I carried Slash, while Kani carried Estelya, and I stood beside my daughter and let her introduce me to everyone who stopped and wanted to talk to me. 
 
    That was everyone. They each gave me their condolences on the loss of Dani. They each shook my hand and thanked me for teaching that elven king a lesson. They all 'noticed' Kani after that, and they all smiled when they saw her. Then they gave a small bow to me, wished me and my children the best, nodded to Tiru, and left. 
 
    I felt like a Yankees pitcher at a glove-signing event, but I stood there and thanked each and every one of them for coming today, and I didn't leave until after the last one had left. 
 
    "Damn, that felt like it took hours." I sighed, looking over at Tiru. 
 
    "That's because it did," she said and stretched. "In fact, it's after lunchtime. Let's find my driver and head over to Bazz's office. We can eat there." 
 
    "Wasn't he at mass?"  
 
    "Yeah, but he told me he was going to get some work done after it looked like we might be here all day. I just wish I hadn't lost count of how many there were." 
 
    "Two thousand four hundred and twenty-three," Kani said with a smile. "I counted." 
 
    "We had over twenty-four hundred in here today?" Tiru said, looking shocked. "I mean, I know it was full, but… " 
 
    "Orcs don't like elves very much, except perhaps under them in bed," Kani said with a giggle. "Not that I think I blame them anymore." 
 
    "They can't all be as bad as your ex," Tiru said, leading us back into the church. 
 
    "No, but there are more than enough who are, and when you look at how quickly and easily you went through that castle…" She shrugged. "They might want to reconsider their ways." 
 
    "Yeah, that or fortify their castles," I said with a nod. "So what's the plan for lunch?" I asked my daughter. 
 
    "Well, Bazz and I are going to meet my mom and see about getting me his cub," Tiru said with a leer. "You two are on your own." 
 
    "I guess Makill's house it is…" 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Hi, Fel," I said, picking up my beer. I was aboard the Kashmir, and we'd be pulling into Rossiya sometime in the morning. "I'd ask where you've been, but I'm not so sure I want to know." 
 
    Fel sighed. "I wanted to give you time to come to terms with things, and while I believe you know this already, William, I feel that I still have an obligation to be fair and honest with you. I had no idea what happened would happen." 
 
    "What about the other gods?" I grumbled.  
 
    "I'm coming to that," Fel sighed again, "but I know you, and I know these things have to be said in order. First, I've told you before, my abilities to see the future aren't the best. I wanted Dani in Mangan because she's known, and yes, she was popular. An elf maiden who's taken to the ways of the orcs so vigorously and fearlessly, that made her almost a legend.  
 
    "It has to do with the way the elves so often hold themselves above the orcs, claiming to be better and more cultured, more refined. Then someone like Dani comes along, a princess of one of the more prestigious elven lines, and not only takes to their ways, but does it in true orcish style. Plus, I honestly believed she'd be happier there than on Juntura. She really had grown to like the rough and ready life the orcs live." 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "I couldn't even see what I normally could, because building a new religion has a lot of blind spots. I did believe there would be a reaction from the king, I just didn't expect it to come until after she'd given birth." 
 
    Fel sighed and took a drink of his beer. I looked up at him. He did not look pleased. 
 
    "The elven gods, the ones Estrosh followed, they knew he was going to kidnap her, and they didn't warn me!" 
 
    I growled at that, but Fel held up his hand. 
 
    "They didn't know he was going to kill her. They believed they had him under control." 
 
    "Then what happened?" I asked, still growling. "And do I need to kill an elven god or two now?" 
 
    "If I was a bigger god, I might take you up on that offer, William," he said with a frown. "I don't like me or mine suffering due to the incompetence of others. As to what happened, they knew you'd show up, and you'd kick ass, and they were even perfectly fine with you humbling and perhaps killing the king.  
 
    "They were becoming suspicious of a number of things that were going on in his court. In his kingdom. That advisor you killed?" 
 
    "What about him?" I growled. 
 
    "He was a priest for another god, one who's in conflict with those who thought they had Estrosh under control. He was pushing Estrosh to do things—bad things, evil things—because he's basically a smalltime evil god, and a chaotic one at that. 
 
    "And," Fel shook his head again, "they had no idea he'd slipped in under their noses, because they were so damn confident in themselves." 
 
    "So they fucked up, and we pay the price," I grumbled and had some very dark thoughts about elven gods, good or evil. 
 
    "Yes, William. They did. To make matters worse, because you rooted out their problem, killed the main priest as well as Estrosh, and shed light on the matter, they now owe you. 
 
    "And they're not at all happy about it, either." 
 
    "So when do I go after this chaotic evil god?" 
 
    "You can't," Fel said with a shake of his head. "He didn't actually attack us. It was just one of his priests sowing chaos and discord. He didn't tell Estrosh to kill Dani; he didn't even encourage it. Estrosh did that all by his own demented self." 
 
    "So," I said, starting with a growl, but winding down into a sigh, "is there any good news?" 
 
    Fel looked at me and shook his head, and then he smiled, he really smiled.  
 
    "I'm gaining orc converts by the hundreds as we speak." 
 
    "What!" I said and damn near jumped to my feet. I did drop my beer, which Fel caught and handed back to me. 
 
    "How can that be?" I asked. 
 
    "Because you led a large group of orcs and all but destroyed an elvish castle. Next, you first humiliated, and then painfully and quite brutally murdered their king in front of the entire court. Then you took his queen and raped her into submission so thoroughly that she's now happily pregnant with your child." 
 
    "I didn't rape her…" I sighed. 
 
    "Yeah, well, they don't believe that!" Fel laughed. "And if asked, Kani is telling them you did, and she's yours until the day she dies." 
 
    I sighed. "Why is she doing that?" 
 
    "Because she's Dani's sister, and she's as angry as you are? Because she wants to spread the idea that life in Estrosh's court was so detestable that life among the orcs is paradise by comparison? She's been completely shamed by what he did, by his actions. Her parents are already raising an army to go in there and erase all signs of Estrosh, his family, his history, everything. 
 
    "Lying about what had happened with Dani was an incredible insult to her family. Killing her after she'd redeemed herself by their customs and laws was something that cannot be allowed to stand! Bazz was right when he told you about that aboard the Kashmir. There will be no reprisals against the orcs by any elves over what took place—not now, not ever—and that comes right back around to you, William. Not only did you do all that, avenge Dani, rescue her child, and bring her body back home to rest, you did it without incurring any retaliation at all. 
 
    "In short, the elves have to publicly thank you for letting hundreds of orcs rape, rob, murder, and pillage." 
 
    Fel smiled again. "Orcs have a fairly refined appreciation for irony. They just love that shit," he said, then laughed. "And the elves hate it!" 
 
    I took a deep breath and sighed. "I'm…" I stopped and tried again. "Well…" I growled and threw up my hands in frustration. "I don't know what to say, Fel! Yeah, I'm happy things are going well, but I'm still pissed about Dani!" 
 
    Fel nodded and put his hand on my head, and I could feel his sympathy. 
 
    "I know, William, I know. This isn't how I wanted to get here. Saying you have to take the good with the bad doesn't cut it in a time like this. But I have to tell you, there may be more surprises in store for you, though, thankfully, I don't think any of them are going to be bad, like what you just went through." 
 
    I groaned. "Should I ask?" 
 
    Fel shook his head and gave me a wry smile. "No." 
 
    I nodded and tried to let it all go and focus on what was in front of me. 
 
    "About Two Rivers," I asked. 
 
    Fel smiled again, only this time, it was all teeth and pure predator. "Do what ever you please with them, William. What ever you please. The others are taking far too long, and Ral and Par are thinking they're going to get away with what they did.  
 
    "You're going to disabuse them of that notion, right?" 
 
    I smiled back at him, suddenly happy there was someone else I could punish, whom I could take all my anger and rage out on. 
 
    "Definitely," I growled. 
 
    "Don't be afraid to yank any chains. This was always about our revenge, and now they've shown they're not up to the job, you can go in there and clean things up however you see fit." 
 
    I nodded. "Send Dani my love; tell her I'm trying to give Kani a chance." 
 
    "Of course, William." 
 
    "Thanks, Fel, for telling me. I didn't think you were behind it, but I still needed to hear it." 
 
    "I know, William. Sleep well." 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    I woke up that morning feeling better because I was going to kill and slaughter a bunch of people who richly deserved it, and I was going to put a god in her place. Two gods, actually. I guess like everyone else who's ever had to work to get ahead, who wasn't born with a silver spoon in their mouth, I loved nothing so much as I loved putting entitled assholes in their place. 
 
    Par and Ral very much fit that category right now, and as I still had a big hole inside me where the concept of caring existed, they and everyone else were about to get a lesson in brutality. 
 
    I went down to the mess. It was full this morning, mainly because I'd hired an extra hundred orcs to come help. I wasn't sure if my orders to the others who were already here would be obeyed, and if I had to go house to house, I wanted to be sure I had the manpower with me to do it. 
 
    The fight was currently up around Crown Hill, where I'd turned the main temple into nothing more than a smoking crater almost a year ago now. Apparently there were several cities—or maybe large towns would be a better description—they were moving the main temple around to. 
 
    Instead, we were going to Broadmoor. I hadn't told anybody I was coming, though I had a suspicion some of the gods knew. There would probably be a lot of upset people trying to raise me on the radio soon enough, I was sure, because I was about to deliver their wake-up call. 
 
    We got to Broadmoor unchallenged. Not that I was surprised; the Royal Navy knew and recognized the Kashmir. When the king tells you to grant free passage to a ship, it's in your best interest to remember it. 
 
    The trip down in the two boats was a quick one, and once again we ended up on the ground in front of the temple, while both boats went back up to bring down more orcs. 
 
    "Jac, send a team over to dig up the ward stones, same as last time." 
 
    "Got it, Boss!" Jacob said and detailed a few orcs as I went inside. 
 
    "What is the…" were all the words the person at the door got off as I blew his head off. 
 
    "No survivors," I called out as we advanced into the temple. Thankfully there was no service going on, but there were still more than enough people in here, and we quickly killed them all.  
 
    And sure enough, Par's altar had been replaced, though it was hidden under a bunch of tapestries.  
 
    I once again went through the tedious process of destroying the main altar with a sledgehammer, while Zed and a bunch of the others got Par's replacement altar. I was a bit surprised that there was a lot less resistance than the last two times we'd been through here; I guess they'd been weakened by what was going on, but it still wasn't as easy as I'd have liked. Those done, I then went over to Ral's. 
 
    "I'm done fucking around, Ral. If you haven't schismed by the time I get to the next temple, I'm killing both of you, understand?" 
 
    The ward stones must have come up around then, because I felt the sanctification fade as I destroyed his altar. 
 
    "Now what?" Jacob asked. 
 
    "Now we spread out and kill as many followers as we can find in the city. Feel free to use the torch, and let everyone know that we're killing all Two Rivers' followers because Ral is refusing to punish Par for her treachery. Spare anybody who helps, and spare their house too, if you can." 
 
    Jacob nodded, and I passed the same orders to Eiger. 
 
    I then took the time to light the temple on fire and make sure there were no clergy left in the area. Well, none that were alive, that is. 
 
    I'd left orders with Captain Kardez that if anyone contacted him, he was to tell them that he was acting under Champion William the Godslayer's orders, and I was busy killing the followers they were supposed to have taken care of. I'd call them back when I was done. 
 
    I was quite curious who would get here first, and how long it would take them, because it takes a lot of time to destroy a town of fifty or so thousand people when you only have a hundred and twenty soldiers, no matter how well armed. 
 
    But they had no resistance to us; the Two Rivers soldiers hadn't come back yet. I could only guess they'd figured to bide their time before reinfiltrating, or maybe they were too busy fighting somewhere else, or something. About a quarter of the city was on fire when the locals figured out what was going on and started helping us find those who followed Two Rivers, and in some cases brought us their bodies, both dead and alive.  
 
    We killed the live ones, of course. 
 
    "What the hell do you think you're doing!" Thom screamed, coming up to me. I could see he had a group of people in tow, some of whom were Madrian officers. 
 
    "Your Job!" I growled back at him, as I stepped back from the group of orcs who were going door to door down a street looking for things to kill. "I told you to kill them, and you didn't do it! Both Ral and Par are still here, still in power, and you've gotten nowhere!" 
 
    "We can't kill everybody! You're insane! Stop this!" 
 
    "I found a new altar to Par in the temple!" I yelled back at him, getting in his face. "So now I have to kill everyone!" 
 
    "Who do you think is in charge here!" he almost screamed it at me. 
 
    "I am," I growled. "You either follow my orders, or you get the hell out and don't ever set foot on this plane again. Understood?" 
 
    "You're just some back realm second-class champion! I'm not taking orders from you!" 
 
    "You're not in my league, Thom, and if your god doesn't yank your chain real quick, and real hard, I'm gonna show everyone here who the real power is." 
 
    He opened his mouth, then suddenly his eyes got really wide and he just…stopped. 
 
    "Yeah," I said and nodded. "Now get back in your damn boats and go back to whatever city you were in, and if Ral hasn't started a schism by the time you get there, you burn that fucking place to the ground, and you kill everybody who follows them—man, woman, I don't care. And when you finish with that one, go back the way you came to every temple you've already visited, and every time you find a temple that's replaced their altar to Par, you burn that fucker down, too! And you go door to door looking for Par's followers, and you kill them all! Do you UNDERSTAND?" I screamed the last word in his face, and he took a step back. 
 
    "You're insane…" he said in a soft voice. 
 
    "No, I'm pissed. I told you all what to do. I told you the easy way, and you didn't follow orders. Well, now you get to do it the hard way. And before you ask, I've done a hell of a lot worse than this, so congratulations, and welcome to the big time." 
 
    He straightened up, saluted me with an ugly expression on his face, turned on his heel, and marched off. The looks I was getting from some of the officers were pure horror. Yeah, they'd never look at me the same again. 
 
    It was about time they learned you don't earn the title 'Godslayer' by being a nice guy. 
 
    An hour later, Cinn showed up. 
 
    "I didn't order this!" he shouted, coming up to me. 
 
    "No, I did, and I'm in charge." 
 
    "Tia put me in charge! Not you." 
 
    "And who put Tia in charge? Me. I did! You've all been doing such a shitty job that I had to come back here and set things straight." 
 
    "You can't do this! I'm in charge! We can't slaughter everyone like animals!" 
 
    "I found a new altar to Par in the temple! Thousands of followers in the city!" I yelled back at him. "I told you what to do, I told you to kill the followers, all of them! And now you're playing grab-ass with Ral and Par as they play keep-away with their high priests and main temple, and you're chasing your own tail like a pup!" 
 
    "You will not talk to me like that! You provincial lowlife animal!" 
 
    "I'll talk to you however I damn well like! Now you do what I tell you, when I tell you, or get the hell out, and you and Judal can leave this plane alone." 
 
    "Somebody needs a lesson!" he growled and attacked me. 
 
    I honestly don't know what he was thinking. Maybe he was so used to being faster than everyone else during a fight, he thought the same would be true with me. But I knew better, because I'd fought champions before. More than once. I also trained at more normal speeds, and on top of that, I still practiced the unarmed martial arts I'd learned back on Earth, something I was willing to bet he'd never done in his entire life. 
 
    It was over a lot faster than he'd thought it would be, him face down in the dirt, and me with a foot on his back and his arm twisted into a painful armlock. 
 
    "Listen to me, you little shit," I growled in a low voice. "You either swear, here and now, that you're going to follow my orders, or I'll send you home to Judal this very instant. All you guys think you're the shit because the Seven Worlds is one of the centers of the infinite. Well, guess what? You're all second-class compared to what goes on out in those 'provincial backwaters' you all like to rag on. 
 
    "Now, you gonna swear, or am I gonna have to kill you?" 
 
    "You wouldn't!" 
 
    "Cinn, I won't even think twice about it, and I like you, believe it or not. For fuck's sake, I kill gods, Cinn, which means I wipe out most, if not all, of their followers in the process. I'm cold, cruel, and unbelievably mean, and right now I'm a hell of a lot pissed off and angry. So are you going to listen? Or am I going to kill you? Make up your mind; I got tens of thousands of people I need to slaughter before the sun rises!" 
 
    I guess he got his chain yanked then as well, because he deflated. 
 
    "Fine, I swear by Judal to follow your orders." 
 
    "Great!" I said, then let him out of the hold and actually helped him to his feet. 
 
    "Now go back to Crown Hill. Destroy everything, kill everyone. People who aren't followers are allowed to flee; that's it. People who help you find Two Rivers' followers, they get rewarded.  
 
    "This doesn't stop until Ral schisms. If that happens, we only kill Par's followers, but we're still going to go through every city and track down Par's followers if he does." 
 
    "And if he doesn't?" 
 
    "Then we kill all of them. Yeah, it sucks. Blame it on me. I told you to do it." 
 
    Cinn sighed and looked a little sulky, then stopped a moment. "How can you like me when I was always rude to you?" 
 
    "Because of your team, Cinn. Putting that together took talent, and you manage them well. You couldn't do that if you were really an asshole. Sooner or later, I figured you'd learn; looks like it was sooner. Now get to work. I think Tia wants a word with me." 
 
    He nodded and moved off, heading back to a launch set back a ways from the fight. Tia came up to me, sighed, and shook her head. 
 
    "I made a mess of it, didn't I?" 
 
    "'Fraid so," I said and then gave her a hug. "Don't feel too bad. You have to be a certain kind of cruel, heartless asshole to be able to do things like this." 
 
    "And you want me to believe that's you?" she said, giving me a look. 
 
    I nodded. "When I'm doing this job, yeah, I am. That's why I hate doing it so much. I was hoping Thom, Cinn, and the rest could handle it, but I guess I was wrong. So from here on in, it's scorched earth. Maybe Ral will wise up. I told him he's got until I attack the next temple." 
 
    "Then why haven't you attacked it yet?" she asked, looking at me, puzzled. 
 
    "A farmer sells a guy a mule. Tells him it's the best mule in the world, totally trained. Even shows him. Guy gets the mule home, the next day, it won't do anything. So he calls the farmer over to complain. Farmer picks up a big ass club and busts the mule one in the head, staggering it. He tells the guy, 'You just have to get his attention first'." 
 
    Tia shook her head, but I could see a hint of a smile. 
 
    "Fine, I think you've gotten his attention. Can we please go after his next temple?" 
 
    I smiled. "Sure." I turned around. "Eiger! Have the ship sound the recall and bring all the teams back in!" 
 
    Eiger nodded, pulled out a flare gun, and shot a bright green flare into the sky. A moment later, the Kashmir sounded it's horn, giving off the three-one-three blasts of the recall. 
 
    "How many men did you bring, anyway?" Tia asked as I escorted her back to her launch. 
 
    "Oh, about hundred and twenty." 
 
    "One hundred and twenty men did all this damage?"  
 
    "They're orcs; it's in their blood," I said with a smile. 
 
    "Yeah, well, you catfolk seem to be pretty good at it, too." 
 
    I nodded. "That we are…" I thought a moment. "Let's use your boat to take some of my men back to my ship." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because I want you to stay on my ship for a while, that's why." 
 
    She gave me a look. 
 
    I sighed. "Tia, I just went through something terrible, as your god may have told you. Right now, I'd like to be with someone I care about." I put my hand on her belly. She was only a couple months pregnant, so she wasn't showing yet. " I've been having some pretty dark thoughts, and if you think this is bad," I motioned to the carnage around us, "I'm truly capable of a lot worse. So please, stay with me a little while." 
 
    She gave me a look I couldn't make heads nor tails of, but then she nodded, slowly. "I'll have to bring some of my guards; they don't like me going off alone." 
 
    "That's fine," I said with a smile. Putting my arms around her, I pulled her close and kissed her. The look of surprise on her face only lasted a moment, then she put her arms around me and hugged me back. 
 
    "No, Ulhna hasn't told me about it, but I can see you're hurting. You know, it's odd." 
 
    "What's odd?" 
 
    "That you really do care. Champions aren't supposed to care." 
 
    "No, we're supposed to care; we're just not supposed to let anyone else know we care. Unfortunately, I'm not good at hiding my feelings." 
 
    A half-hour or so later, we were on our way to the next temple. 
 
    I checked with Zed on the state of the troops; we'd had a couple dozen wounded, but nothing serious, and no fatalities. 
 
    I took a few minutes to talk to everyone, make sure they were all okay. I knew from my own experiences that slaughtering people doesn't always sit well with a soldier or a warrior, but they were still angry about what had happened to Dani, just like I was, so they welcomed the opportunity to vent. They also knew how Par and Ral felt about them and what would be done to them, even if they were civilians, if they ever fell prey to those two. 
 
    When I was done, I went up to the bridge and found a place to sit, suddenly realizing Tia had been with me the entire time. 
 
    "You're very good with the men, Will," she said as I sat down and pulled her onto my lap. 
 
    "I've had a lot of years to learn, and a lot of good teachers," I told her with a smile. "How far out are we, Captain?" I asked, looking over to him. 
 
    "Ten minutes. I've been orbiting out here until you were ready to go in." 
 
    I nodded. "Good thinking. Get on the all-hands, tell everyone to muster on the deck in ten, then once we're all there, take us in. That should give everyone enough time to catch their breath." 
 
    "You got it, William!" 
 
    I leaned back and tried to relax. The sun would be coming up soon. My men had been up for almost twenty-four hours straight. If this turned into another door-to-door search, it would get nasty. They'd need to rest soon—I'd need to rest soon. 
 
    "It's time, Will," Tia said, giving me a shake. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I yawned, stretched, and kissed her. 
 
    "Well, let's go see what fate fortune holds for us today, I guess," I said with a sigh, and stood up as she slid off my lap. I popped a cantrip to clean all the ash, blood, and other grime off me, and Tia did the same to get rid of what she'd picked up sitting on my lap while I snoozed.  
 
    We headed down to the rear deck, where half the orcs were boarding the two launches. The other half would come down on a second trip.  
 
    "Do you think Ral will listen?" Tia asked as I joined Jacob, Eiger, Han, and Rax. Rax was the leader of a third of the orcs I'd hired along with him. The rest I'd portioned out to Jacob, Eiger, and Han. 
 
    "He'd be a fool not to," I told her with a smile. "I spelled it out nice and clear what would happen if I had to come back, and I'm back. I just tortured and murdered an elven king last week in front of his entire court." 
 
    "And took his queen home and made her his bed slave," Jacob said with a snicker. 
 
    "Pregnant bed slave," Eiger added with another snicker. 
 
    "William, is that true?" Tia asked, giving me a look. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, I'm a bad man. But in my defense, I enjoyed it," I said and gave her a wink as she sighed and shook her head. 
 
    "I really need to have a talk with Ulhna." 
 
    "Stay up here and catch a nap, then." 
 
    She shook her head. "No, I need to be down there for this, like it or not. You shouldn't have to do the bad things all alone. I agreed to help, after all." 
 
    "Well, let's mount up and join our men." 
 
    "William," Captain Kardez's voice came over the rear deck speaker, "there appear to be people fighting in the streets." 
 
    "Well, it's about damn time!" I said with a grin. "Come on, everyone, let's go join the fun!" 
 
    The trip down to the temple was a quick one; nobody was shooting at us. I recognized this as one of the ones we'd visited, before and my leads quickly got their teams formed up.  
 
    "Okay, hold off digging up the ward stones. Eiger, you and yours are with me. Hold off killing anybody until we know what the story is. Well, except anyone who belongs to Par. You're always free to kill them." 
 
    "Yes, Will!" they all said. 
 
    I turned to Tia. "Please stand behind me if you're coming inside? At least until we know what's going on?" 
 
    "Why?" she asked, looking at me quizzically.  
 
    "Because you're carrying my child, and I'll growl at you and force you to do it anyway if you refuse," I told her with a smile. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, but she smiled back at me. "Okay." 
 
    Still smiling, I led the way to the doors. They were partially open, and when I came inside, there were a number of dead bodies on the floor. Something brutal had gone on in here, and from the looks of things, it had started a couple of hours ago. 
 
    "Who are you?" a priest said from behind the small side altar. The main altar was split down the middle almost perfectly. What appeared to be a new side altar for Par had been heavily damaged by someone with a heavy instrument. 
 
    "I'm William the Godslayer, here to track down and remove the followers of the goddess Par from this world as payment for her transgressions. Who are you?" 
 
    "I guess I'm now Ral's head priest," he said with a sigh. "I don't know the details—our senior priestess here died early on in the fighting—but about two hours ago, the main altar split, and she cried out that Par had betrayed Ral, and the evil followers of the 'bitch goddess' had to be purged from the land." 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    "After that, it got nasty. Par's clergy were prepared for this, I'd say. I think I'm the last of the clergy left." 
 
    I nodded. "Well, we're here to help. Just tell us where Par's people are, and we'll be more than happy to kill them." 
 
    "Help me up, please, William the Godslayer. I'm so tired, I can barely walk. I guess Par's betrayal has weakened our Ral, but I'll show you wherever you need to go if you'll help us purge Par and her followers from our city." 
 
    I smiled and picked him up, then carried him out through the front doors. He pointed out where Par's clergy were holed up, and I sent Jacob and Han off to deal with them. Then, as the rest of our troops arrived, I took Eiger and Rax on a tour of the city, with Ral's priest directing us.  
 
    Someone found a cart early on, which we set him in, and then went to work.  
 
    There was chaos in the streets, but Ral's followers recognized the priest and quickly rallied to us. Par's had no such central figures, as Jacob and Han quickly bottled up Par's clergy, then almost as quickly killed them.  
 
     By noon, it was all over except for the shouting, and I pulled all my troops back and had them shuttled back up to the Kashmir. 
 
    "Now what?" Tia asked. 
 
    "Food, sleep, more food, maybe some sex," I said and gave her a wink. "Then it's off to the next town to see what's left of Par's clergy and followers." 
 
    "We're going to have to do this for every town, aren't we?" she asked, looking me in the eyes. 
 
    I nodded. "Sadly, yes. We'll have to pass orders on to everyone to break them up into smaller groups as we do our searches. We'll probably need to bribe a bunch of folks to tell us where the survivors who fled the cities went and hunt them down as well." 
 
    "That could take years," she said with a slow shake of her head. 
 
    "I don't think so. I think we can probably wrap up the cities in a month and track down the rest in another two or three." 
 
    "What makes you so sure of that?" 
 
    I smiled. "Par's a vindictive bitch and not a terribly smart goddess. Her number one enemy now is Ral, and she's going to attack him every chance she gets, no matter the cost. Ral's priests will be begging us for our help, because he won't have a moment's rest until she's gone." 
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    I crashed pretty hard when we made it to bed. I'd managed to eat something after checking on all the troops. I was hoping I'd be able to send them back home in a month, but I wouldn't take anything for granted, seeing as how that had gone for me the last time. 
 
    I woke up early. Tia's guards were outside the door, I'd jokingly told them they could stay inside, but they'd have to strip naked. They'd already started to undress when Tia told them to keep their clothes on and stand outside. Who knew unrestrained violence and slaughter could be such a turn-on? 
 
    It was dark outside, from what I could see of the porthole from my bed, but the clock on the bulkhead showed six, so the sun would be coming up soon.  
 
    Tia was cuddled up against me, and I just laid there and tried to feel like a man again, not a monster. I knew I'd regret all the people I'd slaughtered; I always did. I used to think collective insanity was a purely human condition, but I'd since learned all the races had it.  
 
    "How long have you been lying there awake?" Tia asked me when she finally woke up. 
 
    "I don't know, a while," I told her. "I was enjoying watching you sleep." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Because you looked so peaceful. When the nightmares hit for all this shit I've been doing, trust me, it won't be at all peaceful," I said with a sigh. 
 
    She moved up a little and gave me a kiss. "Ulhna told me what happened." 
 
    "I'd rather not talk about it." 
 
    "I don't blame you. I've had to do some bad things, and I've gone through some rough times—it's hard not to after almost two hundred years—but nothing like that. Ulhna is pretty sure Thom hates you after the way you backed him down." 
 
    "What about Cinn?" 
 
    "Oddly enough, she thinks he's finally starting to respect you. She thinks Judal is getting more than a little tired of his people underestimating you." She snickered. "Do you really like Cinn? Or was that just a ploy to make him feel guilty?" 
 
    I shrugged. "A bit of both. I've never seen him try to take credit for the work of his men, which is a rare trait in a champion around here, I'm guessing. Plus I really have enough enemies; I don't need any more," I said, sighing. 
 
    "Did you know I'm descended from a guy by the name of Felicianus?" 
 
    "Hmm? How's that?" 
 
    "We were talking last night, Ulhna and I. You know all her champions are directly descended from her, right?" 
 
    I nodded slightly. "Yes, you told me." 
 
    "Well, Felicianus was the father of Ulhna's daughter, who birthed the first champion, who was Ulhna's granddaughter." 
 
    I blinked. "Are you trying to tell me Felicianus is my Feliogustus?" 
 
    "Yeeup!" Tia said and giggled. 
 
    I rolled over on top of her, looking down into her eyes. "But Fel was a felinoid, a catfolk. Ulhna was a human woman! How is that even possible?" 
 
    "Felicianus was a portal jumper; he came to Rossiya as a trader before the gateways to the Seven Worlds opened, back before Rossiya was a part of that. Ulhna said something about the rules being different before then. So when he came to Rossiya…" 
 
    "…he was changed to a human," I said, looking down at her. 
 
    "Yup. Ulhna even said that was part of the reason she wanted you to be the father of our next champion, because she wanted that connection with him again. I think they were a lot closer than either of them have told us." 
 
    "They're gods now, that's something from their past, and I doubt as gods they could really ever be like that again," I said, lowering myself to kiss her. "Still, knowing each other as well as they do, or at least knowing where they came from, we can only hope that means they'll want to work together once more." 
 
    "Closely, I hope?" she asked with a smile. 
 
    "Oh, definitely," I agreed, wrapping my arms around her and kissing her. "Very closely." 
 
      
 
    Tia spent almost a week aboard as we figured out a new plan for everyone to go city-to-city, and then town-to-town, to eradicate what was left of Par's religion. As I'd predicted, Ral's people were quick to help, as Par's followers had moved on to atrocities and other such revenge attacks on Ral's clergy and his followers. 
 
    The other religions and gods in the area were all equally quick to switch their ire to Par and blame her for all the excesses of the Two Rivers' religion. Maybe they were right; I honestly don't know. But in the three months it took us to eradicate all her clergy and churches, Ral lost somewhere around two thirds of his temples. Some of it was Par's reprisals, some of it was the locals making it clear that Ral and his people had best move somewhere else, and some of it was just that there weren't enough people there anymore to keep it going.  
 
    Of all the people that had followed Two Rivers, there were maybe a tenth of them left. I didn't even want to think of how many people we'd killed, or that I'd killed or had killed, but holy wars were always nasty, and what Par had unleashed after the schism had been even worse. I refused to take responsibility for that—that was all on her. 
 
    Then, as always in any war-torn area, there were a lot of people settling old scores, and a lot of relocation going on. Some of that was forced—leave town, or else—and some was because they'd lost their home, or their farm, or even their families to the ravages of a war that had been going on for a decade. 
 
    The king, thankfully, was quick to regain control, and he was also quick to find those who'd been engaging in the worst of the crimes under the leadership of Two Rivers. They were all executed, some publicly, but I suspect a lot of them quietly and out of the public eye. After that display of justice, things settled down a lot. I think everyone looked around, saw all the destruction, and had a moment of sanity. The king reestablished his law over the former breakaway provinces and spread the army out across them to maintain justice and enforce the peace.  
 
      
 
    We'd put in at Port Sovereign to take advantage of the free fuel and supplies before we sailed for Mangan back on Lassen. I'd given everyone a couple days liberty while we refueled and resupplied. Tia had left weeks ago and I was mostly just sitting up front, on the deck gun and looking out over the city when Captain Avery came aboard. 
 
    "Hi, William. Pulling out soon?" he asked coming over to stand by me. 
 
    "Day after tomorrow," I said with a nod. "We needed supplies and I thought everyone could use a few days of not having to kill everything in sight before we went back home." 
 
    Captain Avery nodded his head slowly after I said that. "Nasty business wasn't it... Hell, what am I saying? You were there." 
 
    "And was the one doing it," I sighed. "So, just dropping by to check in and say hello?" 
 
    He shook his head. "No, Admiral Hiens wants to thank you, personally. He's over in the bar we ate at last time and he sent me to ask if you'd like to come over and have a drink?" 
 
    I snorted, "If he was only an admiral, I'd say no. But this is his country, so I guess I owe him an explanation." 
 
    "For what?" Captain Avery asked, looking perplexed. 
 
    "For killing something like a half million of his subjects?" I said shaking my head. 
 
    "I'm not so sure they were his subjects anymore, William," he replied. "But I see your point. Besides, maybe you can even get him to buy you lunch!" Captain Avery finished with a grin. 
 
    I smiled at him. "Spoken like a true career officer!"  
 
    "That's why they gave me the bars," he said, motioning to his rank insignia. 
 
    I slipped down off the gun. "Well, you sold me. Lead on!" 
 
    We walked back to the bar, making small talk about inane things like the weather, then he led me up to a room in the back, where Admiral Hiens, or King Valinstar if you prefer, was waiting for me with his aide, Lieutenant Wesley. 
 
    "So, Admiral," I said with a slight smile, shaking hands with him as he stood up. "You wanted to see me?" 
 
    "Yes, William. I wanted to convey his Majesty's deepest thanks and warmest regards for the service you've done for us." 
 
    "Sir, it wasn't for you, it was for my god, and yes, for me. It was revenge, plain and simple." 
 
    "Still, you did us all a great service and I've heard from Tia, that it pained you greatly to do the things that you must, and I and his majesty, would be remiss if we didn't recognize your sacrifice and than you for it, even if you didn't do it for us." 
 
    I sighed and nodded. "Thank you. Thanks for saying it. It's not fun having to be a monster." 
 
    "No, it's not. Neither is it fun being a king. But sometimes the world needs monsters, just as the world needs kings. Hell, I'm sure it sucks being a cobbler at times, but where would we be without them, right?"  
 
    I snorted. "So what next?" 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    "Something like a third of your kingdom is just completely screwed now. I should know, I'm the one that screwed it. I just razed and burned it all to the ground while slaughtering your subjects." 
 
    Admiral Hiens sighed. "I know, I know. I've invested a good deal of effort in finding any of the leaders who survived and having them hung. I'm hopeful that such an example of his Majesty's justice will quell any further issues and show people that we are in control once more." 
 
    I shook my head. "I'm not talking about those people. You've all these folks who've just lost everything. What do you think is going to happen? Well, I can tell you — some new asshole is going to come along and prey on all of that unhappiness and sorrow and start the whole damn cycle all over again." 
 
    Suddenly it wasn't Admiral Hiens looking at me, it was King Alistair Lebric Hiens Valinstar the third, Protector and Lord of Madria and the flying Isles, and he did not look happy. 
 
    "Then just what you suggest that I do Champion William the Godslayer? Because I am not unfamiliar with the problems that I'm facing." 
 
    "You need a Marshall plan." 
 
    "A what?" 
 
    I sighed. "Sorry. The Marshall plan was something my ancestors did, back where I came from, after they destroyed their enemies completely for the second time in like a twenty-year period. Enemies that had started a war so big it had engulfed pretty much the entire world each time." 
 
    "They destroyed them completely, yet they came back in two decades? I find that hard to believe." 
 
    "Yeah, so did they. So did everyone. Anyway, someone had the bright idea that it would be a hell of a lot cheaper, in both money and lives lost, if we were to go over there with our money and rebuild everything. Feed everybody. Replace everything we'd destroyed, so the survivors wouldn't be so pissed off that they were living in shit and being punished for a war they lost, that they wouldn't ever rise up and do it a third time." 
 
    I watched as the King thought about that for a few minutes.  
 
    "Did it work?" he asked eventually. 
 
    "Yeah, it did," I said with a nod. "It took a couple decades, but they were so prosperous after that, nobody wanted to go to war, and while the area Two Rivers took over isn't a separate country, I think if you do something like that, your son will thank you when the time comes for him to take charge and he has a productive region full of happy people, instead of a wasteland full of angry peasants." 
 
    He gave a small nod of his own. "I can see the wisdom of your words, happy people don't revolt and the usual trouble makers won't be able to incite people with full bellies. The only issue I see is that such a thing will not be cheap." 
 
    "No, it won't be. But it'll sure be cheaper than another war, right? And instead of a blasted country afterwards, you'll have a rich one." 
 
    "Did they really come back in just two decades?" 
 
    "Yeah, and no one expected it, either. The second war started almost twenty years to the day after the first one ended." 
 
    The King shook his head. "My finance ministers are going to have a fit." 
 
    "If you need any arms twisted or legs broken, you know how to find me," I said standing up. 
 
    He laughed at that, standing up as well. "I may just take you up on that, William. If this works, I think I'll owe you even more thanks." 
 
    I smiled and shook hands with him. "Good luck, Admiral. Give his majesty my best." 
 
    "I will, William, I will." 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Hi, Fel, can I come home now?" I asked, picking up my mug. After three months of tracking down Par's followers, I was understandably weary. I wanted a break. 
 
    Fel chuckled. "You need to take the soldiers you hired back to Mangan and spend a few days there, first." 
 
    "Conquering hero?" I asked with a sigh. 
 
    "Uh-huh. You're very popular there these days. Your daughter's been using you shamelessly to bring people in to hear about me." 
 
    I sighed again, but this time I had a faint smile on my face. I think I'd have been disappointed if she hadn't been.  
 
    "After this, I'd really like to stay home for a while—like maybe a decade or two? I mean, I'll still visit Carol and Nue a couple times a year, but I think that may be it." 
 
    "You'll still have to come back to Mangan a couple times a year, William, but I think a week or two each time will do. Yes, you've been busy, but I agree that Rachel and Darlene both deserve to have you around a lot more for a while." 
 
    "Thanks, Fel. Do me a favor?" 
 
    "I've already warned them not to ask you about Dani," he said. 
 
    "Thanks. Did we get all of Par?" 
 
    "It's looking that way. She lost her champion, and she lost her ability to manifest in any churches she might have left. Her followers are mostly dead or abandoning her, either to save their own lives, or because the things she did at the end were abhorrent, even to them." 
 
    "Do you think Ral will survive?" 
 
    Fel shook his head. "No. The gods have long memories, and I think he'll find himself losing more and more followers and resources over the coming decades. They won't be blatant attacks, but we'll all be sniping him from this point on." 
 
    I nodded again, then I suddenly smiled. "So I knocked up your kid, huh?" 
 
    Fel smiled back at me. "She's like eight times removed from the daughter Ulhna and I had, but yes, William, you're part of the family now." 
 
    I laughed. "That's just weird. Well, not as weird as what happened between me and Stephanie, but the idea that I'm going to have a kid who's sorta your kid, too, no matter how far removed, makes me smile." I thought about that and shook my head. "On a more sobering note, you won't get in trouble for me being the one to take down Par, will you?" 
 
    "Some of the gods are unhappy about it, but the fact remains that the others couldn't do it. Nobody can figure out how you got Ral to split off—which, of course, was key to getting it done right—and I'm not going to tell them." 
 
    "Me neither," I agreed. 
 
    "So they all seem to understand that you have certain skills they don't, and if you're mad enough, you won't hesitate to use them." 
 
    "Hopefully that means they'll stop poking the tiger in the cage with a stick, right?" 
 
    Fel smiled. "For a while, at least. By the time anyone thinks of doing it again, I'll hopefully be established enough that they'll think twice because of my size, and not because I have my own personal god-killing sociopath!" He grinned at me as he said that last bit. 
 
    "Gee, thanks," I said, and then snickered myself. 
 
    "My standing with the sailing community, especially catfolk and orc sailors, has increased significantly everywhere the news of your success here has spread. And, while the elves will probably never welcome me, you'd be surprised at how many people aren't fond of the elves. So I'm not really worried about that." 
 
    "I take it my little dustup over there is playing well in Juntura?" 
 
    "Very," Fel said with a big smile, "which is why I'm asking you to spend a weekend a month with Nue so the people there can see you and know that it really did happen." 
 
    "Can I bring Darlene with me?" 
 
    "You can bring Darlene and Rachel with you," Fel said, still smiling. "Right now, everybody—and I do mean everybody—is terrified of you, William." 
 
    I snorted. "If that makes it safer for our people, it'll make the nightmares easier to deal with at night." 
 
    "You wouldn't be the man you are if you didn't have them, William. I know it's hard on you at times, but the day it stops being hard will be a sad one for both of us." 
 
    "I know, Fel, I know. Give Rachel, Darlene, and Laria my love, and the same goes for Nara. I guess I'll see them in a couple weeks. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Will!" Kani said and literally threw herself at me the moment I came down the gangplank onto the docks. 
 
    I caught her and managed to keep from being knocked into the water, then found myself being smothered with kisses. I moved us both out of the way, put my arms around her, gave her a nice, warm kiss, and just held her a moment until she calmed down. 
 
    "Somebody miss me?" 
 
    She blushed, something I'd rarely seen Dani do, and I had to admit, I enjoyed it. 
 
    "I'm yours now, William. When you're not here, it's lonely, especially," she gave me a coy look, "at night." 
 
    I sighed. "I'm sorry about that, but it's going to be a while before I can spend more than a few weeks at a time here." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Well, I have two wives and a bunch of children—whom I love very much—back home where the main temple of my god is, whom you'll recall I work for." 
 
    She pouted at that. "But Tiru said you're able to travel from his temple there to here through a portal." 
 
    "That's to his temple on Juntura; it's still a week-long boat ride from there to here. Longer, if I'm taking a cargo ship that has to make stops." 
 
    "He can't send you to Tiru's temple here?" 
 
    "Tiru only has a church—I don't think we have a temple here yet—and even then, if you want that kind of reward from Feliogustus, my god, you'll have to do something to deserve it." 
 
    She nodded and then kissed me again. "How long will you be here this time? Your son misses you, and you need to get to know your daughter." 
 
    I almost sighed, I'd been planning on a few days, but she was right. I could also see that she wanted me to stay for a while, even if she wouldn't just come out and say it. Well, I had promised Dani I'd try… 
 
    "Two weeks," I told her. "Now I need to stop by Makill's and make sure the soldiers I hired get paid. Then we can go home, and I'll take care of a needy little elf," I gave her a look then, "and I'm not talking about my daughter." 
 
    The look she gave me made it clear I'd hit the mark on that one. 
 
    Paying off the soldiers put me in debt to Makill and Bazz, but I wasn't worried about it. I made arrangements with Makill to pull the Kashmir's deck gun so we could put her on a regular trade route like the Gretchen-Marie, though we'd be putting that gun in storage in case we ever needed it again. 
 
    We then went back to the apartment, and I spent some time with Slash and Estelya, and after that, I left them in the care of the sitter and took Kani to bed, where I proceeded to make love to her and let her know I cared about her. I still didn't love her, but I did like her, and it was quickly becoming clear to me that she did love me.  
 
    I had trouble understanding that. Maybe once I figured it out, I could return the feeling, but she was raising my children by Dani, and she was also carrying my child—which was starting to show, and that always got a reaction out of me, as I was a complete sucker for my kids. I showed her affection often, loved her each night, and made damn sure everyone knew she was mine, and I didn't share. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Bro, how's it going?" Nikki asked as we met for lunch a week later. She was in town again, and either she had some serious lover on the side here, or someone was actively trying to recruit her. 
 
    "Well, it's going well. I just wish I could go home and see Rachel and Darlene." 
 
    "What's stopping you?" 
 
    "Kani," I said and gave her a guilty look. "I told her I'd spend a couple weeks. Originally I'd hoped to be gone by now, but…" 
 
    "She needs you," Nikki said with a grin. 
 
    "Yeah, she needs me," I agreed. "I just wish it was easier for me to come and visit." 
 
    "Can't Feliogustus just open a gate here?" 
 
    "I'm pretty sure we need either a temple or an ally to do that, and opening a portal just so Kani can get laid probably isn't that compelling a reason. She's not even a follower." 
 
    "She's one of yours," Nikki said with a smirk, "isn't that enough?" 
 
    "Maybe if I loved her…" 
 
    "You don't love her?" Nikki gave me a look like I was mental. "You? I saw the way you were treating her when I came to drag you off for lunch, and I've heard that you've made it clear to everyone she's yours. Then there's the way she hangs off you; how can you not love her? Hell, you even put your kid in her!" 
 
    I sighed. "That's just it, Nik, why the hell does she love me? I can't figure it out, not for the life of me. I just don't understand it. Yeah, I like her, and I promised Dani I'd give her a chance, and yeah, she's carrying my child, but that was her idea back when I was still very angry and was just using her because she'd made it clear she wanted to be used." 
 
    Nikki looked at me, then laughed, shaking her head. "It's nice to know there are times you're still just as clueless as ever, Bro." 
 
    I gave her one of my long-suffering looks. "Please enlighten me, Sis. Cause after the year I've had, my touchy-feely, caring-and-sharing circuits are all fried." 
 
    "You know she loved Estrosh, don't you?" 
 
    "Huh?" I said, looking at her like she was crazy. "She told me she was forced to marry him because Dani had 'dishonored' the family or some such." 
 
    Nikki snorted. "I wouldn't exactly say forced. She worshipped him like every younger sister does their older sister's boyfriend and fiancé. She threw herself at him when the time came, and went happily, thinking the gods had smiled on her and granted her fondest wish." 
 
    "Yeah, but I killed the bastard!" 
 
    "Slowly and painfully, too," Nikki said with a wink. 
 
    "So why isn't she trying to slit my throat in bed at night while I'm asleep?" I asked, completely lost now. 
 
    "Because she'd recently realized something Dani learned the day he lost her. That Estrosh was in love with himself more than anybody else." 
 
    "I suddenly remember Kani telling me that very thing, but she was talking about Dani at the time…or at least, I thought she was…" 
 
    Nikki gave me one of those looks. "Way to be clueless there, Bro." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, keep going." 
 
    "When Dani was brought back, Kani was confused. Estrosh wouldn't let her talk to her sister; he told her she was too close to labor and in danger of losing the baby, and he didn't want to upset her. Kani said he thought the two of them didn't get along, and he didn't give her the chance to correct him, because he was an asshole like that.  
 
    "But she did get close enough to hear Dani tell Estrosh that you were coming, and if he thought Guntz had taught him a lesson, what you'd do would be a hundred times worse. She heard Dani cry out then, and someone else talking about the baby, and she left rather than confront Estrosh because she thought Dani was going into what she'd been told would be a difficult labor. 
 
    "So when you showed up, she quickly figured out why you were there, and that Estrosh had lied to her again. Apparently he'd made a habit of it, but never anything she could call him on, and never in public. She was no longer in love with him, and mostly just tolerated him. You then proceeded to humiliate him in public, letting all of them see how big a liar he was. Then you followed that up by telling everyone he'd murdered Dani, who by one of their oldest traditions had just redeemed herself, showing everyone how evil and depraved he was. 
 
    "And then you killed him, slowly, painfully, punishing him for what he'd done to her sister, the elf you'd obviously loved. Loved enough to storm an elven castle and risk all out war. I hate to tell you this, Bro, but when you're enraged, you're a sight to behold. You scare the hell out of people; you even make a lot of champions worried, especially if they've heard about you. So yeah, she wanted you, if for nothing else than to pay you back for avenging her sister, whom she loved. That, by the way, was why she absolutely refused to let anyone else raise her niece. 
 
    "And of course you then totally rocked her world every night on the ship on the way back to Mangan," Nikki said, leering at me. 
 
    "How do you know all this?" I asked, befuddled. 
 
    "You asked me to stay with her to make sure she got settled in. I gave her the third degree," Nikki said with a wink. "Bro, I'm your sister, and I was friends with her sister as well. So yeah, girl talk. She's very much afraid of losing you." 
 
    "Is that why she's having my child?" 
 
    Nikki snorted. "I think that was more a case of the 'small elven maiden' being ravished by the 'big mean warrior' and wanting to submit to his every whim and wish. According to Darlene and Evean, you can be a bit overwhelming when you're bedding a gal and your emotions are running hot." 
 
    I felt my ears go all the way down as I blushed so heavily, my fur stood up to shed the heat. 
 
    "Course, they both like that about you, and even Rachel has agreed that whoever taught you really taught you well," Nikki continued, obviously enjoying my embarrassment. 
 
    "So, err, you're saying," I coughed a moment, trying to regain my composure, "that she loves me because I'm big and mean?" 
 
    Nikki rolled her eyes. "No! I'm saying she loves you because you saved her from what had become a living hell, killed the devil who was ruining her life, who had coldly and cruelly murdered her sister, and then showed her how much you loved Dani and what you'd been giving her! You took her into your bed and claimed her, William, you made her yours. Now why the hell would you do that if you weren't going to follow through on it?" 
 
    I winced. Being read the riot act by your own sister is just as bad as getting it from your god. 
 
    "Because I wanted her?" I said in a soft voice. "She looks so much like Dani, and I wanted Dani back? It's just that…" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "She's so damn submissive all the time! It's like she's got no spirit at all!" 
 
    Nikki laughed. 
 
    "What?" I growled. 
 
    "When you're not around, she's like a fucking general, Bro! She can be just as bad as Dani! She's like Rachel, she has the queen thing down, and she sure as hell isn't afraid of anything." 
 
    I frowned. "Why don't I ever see that?" 
 
    "Because you own her." 
 
    "No, I don't." 
 
    "I'm not talking like a slave. She threw away everything because she wanted you, and you didn't hesitate to take her when she offered to be yours. Right now, I bet she's afraid of losing you, and I guess she's still trying to learn how to act around you. You have to remember that her strongest memory of you is you ordering people around and slaughtering anyone who questioned anything you said." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    Nikki smiled. "Yeah, 'Oh'." 
 
    "I guess I need to find a way to come here more often." 
 
    "Sounds like," Nikki agreed. 
 
    "So, not to change the subject, but are you changing gods?" 
 
    "Already did." 
 
    "Huh? Then why aren't you an orc?" 
 
    "Because orc culture has this thing about non-orc women who adopt their ways and kick ass? Also, it doesn't allow much for them to be champions." 
 
    "What about Aryanna?" 
 
    Nikki suddenly looked very guilty. 
 
    I closed my eyes. "Please don't tell me you made Michael her new champion!" 
 
    Nikki blew a sigh of relief. "Michael? No of course not! I recruited Suzona!" She laughed. 
 
    She dodged before I could grab her and smack her one. 
 
    "You know she wants your children, William!" Nikki teased, still laughing. 
 
    "You are a cruel, cruel, woman, Nikki," I growled. 
 
    "Hey! I'm just trying to figure out how my nerd of a big brother ended up a complete ladies' man!" She snickered.  
 
    "Well for that one, lunch is now on you." 
 
    "Deal. So what are you going to do about Kani?" 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    "You said you weren't sure about her, so what are you going to do?" 
 
    I snorted. "She's mine now, I'm keeping her." 
 
    "Just like that?" 
 
    I smiled. "I claimed her, didn't I?" 
 
    "You were just telling me you didn't know what to do with her." 
 
    "Yes, but you just told me what I couldn't understand. I want her, yes, for all the reasons I said before, and maybe it's wrong to use her to try to replace Dani, but Dani told me to give her a chance! That was the last thing she said to me! So, dammit, I'm going to keep her around until either I love her or I can't stand to look at her anymore," I growled. 
 
    "Just don't traumatize her in the process," she said, giving me a look. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, I know. How about we talk about something else for a change?" 
 
    "Like?" 
 
    "You." 
 
    "Oh! Well, my new god's name is Sanugok the Fearless, and he's rude, crude, loves a fight, and thinks being a soldier is the be all and end all of life. He loves the fact that I used to be a sergeant, he thinks his clergy is getting soft, and likes how I kick ass. He's the best CO a girl could want." 
 
    I laughed at that, and she spent the rest of lunch filling me in on him. 
 
    When we left, I had a lot to think about, as I walked back to the apartment and Kani. 
 
      
 
    "Deep thoughts?" Kani asked as I got into bed with her. I'd been quiet that night, just trying to think of—well, that's what I couldn't figure out. Once again, I had people pulling me in two different directions, but I wasn't in love with Kani.  
 
    But I wanted to be, didn't I? 
 
    "Yeah, I guess so. I have to leave next week, and I'm not really sure how long I'll be gone." 
 
    "But you'll be back, right?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yes, I'll be back. I have responsibilities here." 
 
    "Do you love me, William?" 
 
    I looked over at her, and I could see the pain in her eyes when she asked. There was no way I could lie to her. Not just because she'd know, but because it wasn't in me to do that to her. 
 
    Sighing, I rolled over on top of her, pinning her beneath me, because I had no idea what was going to happen next, and I sure didn't want any unpleasant surprises. 
 
    "I like you, Kanialla. I like you a lot." 
 
    "But you don't love me, do you?" she said, and I could see the tears forming. 
 
    "It's not like that, Kani." 
 
    "But you just said you don't love me!" 
 
    "No that's…" 
 
    "I…I…I should go." 
 
    "What about Estelya? Are you just going to leave her? What about our child?" 
 
    "But you don't love me! Why should I stay! Why would you want me if you don't love me?" 
 
    I growled, "You're not going anywhere, Kani! You're mine, and I'm not giving you up!" 
 
    "Is that all I am to you? A possession? A brood mare for your offspring? A warm body in your bed?" 
 
    "No, dammit, you're my woman, Kani. You're mine, and…" I sighed, closing my eyes, and lowered my head until our foreheads were touching. 
 
    "Do you love me, Kani?" 
 
    "What does that matter? You don't love me! You just said so!" 
 
    I sighed again. "Please. Just tell me. I've heard you say it dozens of times, and after what I just said to you, I need to know. Do you love me?" 
 
    "Yes, William, I love you," she said, sniffing back tears, "but that doesn't matter now, does it?" 
 
    "I like you Kani, I like you a lot, but I'm still in mourning; I've still got this big hole inside me. I've spent the last four months doing horrible things…in my rage and anger. I'm just not capable of loving another woman right now, a new woman. Someone who, when I look at her, reminds me of what I've lost…" 
 
    "I should go." 
 
    "No!" I growled. "You're not going anywhere. You're mine, Kani, I just need some time, time to mourn your sister, and time to get to know you." 
 
    "If you can't love me now, what makes you think you'll love me a year from now?" she asked in a voice thick with emotion. 
 
    "Because the last thing your sister said to me was to give you the chance to know my love. I didn't get it at the time, but now, now I understand what she meant. She knows that once I've gotten over her death, I'll be able to give you what you need. What you want. What you deserve." 
 
    "What do you mean, the last thing she said to you? You weren't there, William!" She was suddenly angry. 
 
    "Finally, some spunk," I said and pushed her back down onto the bed as she tried to sit up. 
 
    "I'll show you spunk!" 
 
    "Do you know where you go when you die?"  
 
    "To be judged," she said, trying to push me off her. 
 
    "Yes, but there's also time you spend in a sort of limbo. It's where you go before you go off to your reward. I don't understand it; I just know that it happens. Because Dani followed Fel, I was able to visit her, talk with her, be with her. That's how I knew she'd been murdered. That's how I knew who'd been involved. She told me!" 
 
    She stopped struggling and looked at me, her eyes wide.  
 
    "That's why I was so full of rage. I loved her, Kani, I loved her a lot. And when she needed me the most—needed me to save her! That one time, I wasn't there!" I growled and shook my head, trying not to cry myself. 
 
    "Then you threw yourself at me, and I was so angry, so lost, that I thought by possessing you, somehow it would make things right again, but it didn't, and suddenly, suddenly I don't know anymore. 
 
    "She told me to give you a chance, she wants me to love you, and she wouldn't have asked if she didn't think I was capable of loving you. So, Kani, I have to ask, if you love me, truly love me, can you at least give me time to put Dani's death behind me, to get to know you, and come to love you?" 
 
    She was crying quietly now, but she nodded. 
 
    "I love you, Will. I, I think I'm finally seeing what my sister saw. You, you don't hold back, do you?" 
 
    I sighed and nodded, then raised my head back up and kissed her on the forehead. "I've been told that I over commit, but I just can't help myself. I want you, not because you're a possession, not because of anything more than when I hold you, when I'm with you, things feel…better, they feel right. I know that's a messed-up explanation, but…" 
 
    "Ssssh," she said, putting her finger on my lips. "That's okay, I understand. I love you, Will, and I think I can wait until you love me, too." 
 
    I smiled and rolled off her and onto my side, pulling her close, just holding her and enjoying the moment until she finally fell asleep. I wondered then, not for the first time, if the reason so many champions acted like assholes was to avoid entanglements like this? I'd have to talk to Fel, try to work something out. Maybe he could open a portal here to make it easier to visit. I owed it to Kani to try, and yes, I think I owed it to myself to see if Dani was right.  
 
    My last thought as I drifted off to sleep was that hopefully Rachel wouldn't be too pissed; it wasn't like I'd actually gained another one, was it? 
 
      
 
    End Book 10 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
    So yes, things have been slowly going back to normal. I was invited to write a novel and submit it to Baen for possible publishing. So I wrote it and submitted it, and I do hope they like it. If they don't, I hope they tell me why. I like the folks at Baen, and it is probably the only Traditional Publisher (TradPub) that I would be happy to do business with. Of course now comes the wait, they have a lot of stuff to go through before they can give my effort a look. In either case, only time will tell. 
 
    The weather here has been quite insane the last several months. We saw record freezing temperatures that hadn't been seen in over a hundred years, in a place where it's not supposed to go below zero. Yes, most of the pipes froze, but thankfully we didn't lose power and we didn't lose water. Though we did lose a water heater and a septic pump (before the freeze — not sure if I can blame the weather for that). 
 
    Right now we're seeing record rains. So all of those trees and bushes that were replaced because the weeklong freeze killed them? The record rainfall has now killed them. Seriously, I don't have a lawn, I have a sponge. I'm hopefully with the two-day break in rain that I might be able to cut the grass, before it gets knee-high. 
 
      
 
    What's in store for the future in this series? Honestly, right now I don't know. I have been tempted to write a story with a new protagonist in the same world/universe. I'll have to think about it. And yes, I felt the same way about what happened to Dani as you all did. These stories are not always easy to tell. 
 
      
 
    Again: If you enjoyed this book, please, please rate it, and if at all possible, write a review. 4 and 5 star reviews are my life's blood on Amazon. That's how Amazon decides who to show my books to, and with the way online advertising has been taken over by just two companies, getting the word out on my books now is incredibly difficult. Amazon does try to help, but their efforts are not always timely when it comes to alerting followers about new books. Reviews and word of mouth are the best things you can do to help me. 
 
      
 
    Some Recommendations: I do have another name I write under, as I mentioned above: Jan Stryvant. If you haven't looked at it, you might appreciate my Valens Legacy series or Dan's Inferno (currently at four books - I may revisit it). 
 
      
 
    Some other people I enjoy reading in this genre, and you might, as well: 
 
    William D. Arand (aka Randi Darren)—Please check him out, he's good. I've been a big fan of William's since I discovered his work. It was kind of a funny moment for me when I found out he was a fan of my stuff as well. I'm honestly beginning to suspect that he can't write a bad story, because every book he writes is just so much better than the one before. You should really buy his books. 
 
    Blaise Corvin—The Delvers books are really a lot of fun and very much worth it. When I first came across his Delvers LLC books, I almost felt kind of jealous, because I was like 'why didn't I think of that?' I do think if you like my stuff, you'll like his as well, so check it out! And definitely give the Nora Hazard books a try ('Mitigating Risk' is the first one), it was a great read. Blaise is a cool guy and a great author, buy his books too.  
 
    Michael-Scott Earle—Yes! Michael-Scott out there and he's still doing ebooks and audiobooks, he's just not on Amazon anymore. If you want to find him and read his works again, please go here: 
 
    www.michaelscottearle.com 
 
    Michael-Scott is another really good author; we've been contemporaries for years, he's just a way faster writer than I am with some really great ideas. He also plays bass, like I do, so you know he's good! Seriously, if you haven't already, you should check him out. You won't regret it.  
 
      
 
    If you're into 'Harem' type fiction, you may also want to check out this group on Facebook to see who else is writing it that you might like: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for your support and for buying my books. 
 
    My Amazon Author's webpage: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/John-Van-Stry/e/B004U7JY8I 
 
    Occasional announcements at: 
 
    https://jvanstry.blogspot.com/ 
 
    John Van Stry website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/ 
 
    Email: 
 
    vanstry@gmail.com 
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