
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   Portals of Infinity
 
    
 
   Book One
 
   Champion for Hire
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Published by John Van Stry
 
   Copyright 2014 John Van Stry
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Copyright John Van Stry 2014
 
   Cover Credits: eBook Launch (http://ebooklaunch.com/)
 
    
 
   No part of this eBook may be reproduced in any form without expressed, written consent from the author.
 
   Any resemblance between characters in this story and people living or dead is purely coincidental. This is a work of fiction created by the author and the author retains all rights to the material in this story.
 
    
 
   License Notes
 
   This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
 
    
 
   P59762ED1
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   One
 
    
 
    
 
   I pushed through the doorway and into the inn. The main room was a sight I'd only seen in movies on TV: a dark dingy lantern lit bar, a number of people sitting at it, or occupying rough-cut trestle tables arranged randomly around the large fireplace. The scent of stale beer and burnt wood greeted my nose, the small grease paper windows letting in even less air than they did light.
 
   As I looked around and examined the patrons, they examined me. None spoke of course, because while they appeared an odd sight to my eyes, in their homespun pants and tunics, one wealthier patron actually was wearing something of a much finer cut, I knew I looked even stranger in my Levi's, sweatshirt and old worn leather jacket.
 
   Also, some of them wore swords and I carried no weapons at all. My only hope was that they were at least as friendly as the one I'd met earlier just north of the road from the inn. He'd also spoken English after a fashion, a bit of an accent that I couldn’t place and a great deal of odd phrases. He'd sounded like something out of an old British medieval movie.
 
   "What manner of man be yea?" The bartender asked, returning my thoughts to the here and now as I approached the bar.
 
   "A cold and hungry one," I offered as I found a spot that didn't leave my back to the openly-staring patrons. I wasn't sure what was going on here, and I really wasn't in a mood to be taking chances.
 
   "Well, we have the noon stew, a copper a bowl. Ale for another copper."
 
   I dug a hand in my pocket and looked carefully at my change. I had a suspicion that my paper money wasn't going to work here. I still had no idea what at all was going on, none of this fit into Pennsylvania, but after the week I had been having, I didn't want to call attention to myself. I had six pennies, two dollars in quarters, five dimes, and two nickels. I showed him two of the pennies.
 
   "Will these do?"
 
   He examined them closely and nodded, "Aye, they'll be fine. Can't say as I recognize the markings on 'em, but they're copper if a little large."
 
   "Thank you," I said and took the large mug of ale he handed me and sipped at it while he went off to get my food.
 
   Ale was a pretty weak word to describe the drink I got; I'd had lite beers that were better tasting and stronger too. But I wasn't looking to get drunk and the idea of clean water in this place didn't seem very possible.
 
   The stew was a lot better, and I even got a piece of hard-crusted bread to go with it. Best damned meal I'd ever gotten for a penny. By the time I had finished, most of the other patrons had either left, or had stopped paying me anything more than a casual glance as I examined the bar further.
 
   The floor was packed earth, that much was clear, though packed by so many years and feet as to show this place wasn't new. The bar itself was a large slab of hewn wood, also worn smooth by many years and mugs of ale. By now my eyes had adjusted, and I could see there was an entrance to a kitchen in the back, and stairs to a higher level above. Probably rooms for rent.
 
   It reminded me of the D&D games I had played with my friends in college, and brought back to mind the two most pressing questions I had: Where the hell was I? And: How the hell do I get back?
 
   I waved the barkeep over and asked him if there were any money changers around.
 
   "Go a little further in the village," he said. "Barton's shop is the one on the left with the large kettle hanging in the front. He can help yea."
 
   I nodded and headed out the door, looking up at the sun, I had probably a good five hours of sunlight left, maybe more. It'd taken me probably two to walk here. I'd have about an hour to look around if I wanted to retrace my steps, and I did. Before I forgot them.
 
   I had noticed the edge of the village as I'd entered the inn, so it wasn't a far walk to the shop. It was a fairly narrow street, well a dirt pathway actually, with a few small buildings to either side of it. Some were right up against each other; some were spread out a bit haphazardly. Sure enough I found the shop where he said it was and walked in.
 
   "What yea be a wanting?" Asked a man sitting at a small anvil and working on a pot of some sort with small hammer.
 
   "The innkeeper tells me you change money?"
 
   He nodded, "What kind of coin do you need to convert?"
 
   I pulled out the coins in my pocket, I had no idea really what they were worth, and the dimes and quarters were only silver plated, with copper in the center. I handed them over to him.
 
   "They're not silver all the way through," I told him up front, "just silver plated."
 
   "Not a very rich place you're from, is it?" He asked taking the coins and giving them a look over. "Though the engraving is of high quality I must admit. Can't say as I recognize the writings however."
 
   I nodded, "There are higher value coins, but I don't have any with me right now."
 
   "Ah, I see."
 
   He looked over the coins and got out a small scale. He did a little weighing then.
 
   "I'll give ya three coppers a piece for these," he held up the nickels. "I can use this metal in me work actually. As for the rest, well separating the silver from the copper would be more trouble than it's worth. Ten coppers.
 
   "I'll trade those two." I said and gave him the nickels and kept the rest.
 
   "Good day to ya then," He said and I headed out with my six new coppers. 
 
   I looked over the coppers. Four of them were the same; the other two were each different and older looking, much more worn. They all had a face on one side and what looked like a bushel of wheat on the other. The first four had the face of a young man I think. The other two had the face of an adult woman, and an adult man respectively. The writing did look a bit strange, the characters weren't recognizable.
 
   Re-pocketing them, I headed down the trail to where I had come. 
 
   It was almost nightfall when I finally found my way back. I'd gone back and forth on the trail a number of times until I'd found where I'd entered, I should have marked it better, then spent hours slowly retracing my path through the brush, lest I trample it in my searching. 
 
   And that was when I'd made my discovery, I came to a large rock, more of a boulder really, and I could feel something in the air around it. Looking down at the dirt before it I could see my footprints starting suddenly in the middle. I recalled that I had tripped here this morning, and almost fallen.
 
   Looking at it further I could almost see something in the air, but only if I looked at it just right. Deciding that I had to do something before night fell I just jumped over the spot...
 
   And I landed somewhere else. Or rather I landed back home, I had been somewhere else. Turning around I noticed there was a boulder here and it looked remarkably similar. I could feel that same electric energy around it again, easier now than before, probably because I knew what I was looking for.
 
   So I memorized the area as best as I could and headed back to the cabin. I had a long walk, but the dirt road I had come in on was fairly close. I got back only an hour after full darkness had fallen.
 
    
 
   I went back the next day, at sunrise. I’d told my friends I wasn’t feeling well last night and went to bed early, but not before getting some more nickels and a shit load of pennies from the country store down on the corner. I grabbed my good survival knife, a gift from a friend years ago that I always took on trips. I also took my small backpack and threw a few things in it, just in case. Tonight we’d be heading back to the city so I couldn’t be gone too long. I left a note that I’d be back before sunset and left.
 
   I found the spot without much difficulty; I found I could start to feel it about ten yards away now, which was rather curious. When I came out on the other side, I could also feel it until I was about twice that far away from it. I guess the more I used it the better I’d be able to find it? Using a cheap compass I had brought with me I got a rough bearing on my path from last time and struck out for the ‘road’. When I got to it, I took another bearing and headed into the town. The road was really more of a dirt path, but it was pretty wide, Twelve feet most of the way, though I had noticed yesterday some places where it was probably twice that. The forest to either side was an old one, not really much different than that in Pennsylvania.
 
   I went and found the shop of the money changer or tinker I guess and went inside.
 
   “Ah it be ye again. What can I do for you this day?”
 
   “I have some more coins I’d like to change, if I could.”
 
   “Sure, let me see what ye got.”
 
   I pulled out the two rolls of nickels and the two rolls of pennies.
 
   He looked at the paper wrapped around them rather curiously.
 
   “Oh, sorry about that,” I said and taking them back I popped the fold over ends and poured the coins all out on his table and put the paper for the rolls in my pocket.
 
   “Can’t say as I’ve ever seen anything like that before!” He said eyeing me a little suspiciously.
 
   “It’s an old trick I learned from my father. You can’t hunt very well if you have loose coins jingling about.”
 
   He huffed and shrugged. “Well, ye outlanders do have strange ways. I’m surprised you didn’t show this all to me yesterday.”
 
   I hefted my pack, “I left this somewhere else yesterday.”
 
   He nodded and seemed placated, “Well, ye ain’t carrying no sword, so I don’t think ye be a brigand or such. Plus these are outlander coin.”
 
   I nodded and watched as he converted my coin. I got six silver coins for the nickels, and he exchanged my pennies for coppers one for one.
 
   “You’d be better off not exchanging these,” he warned, “these hundred are really worth one hundred ten, but there be my percentage charge for changing them for ye.”
 
   “That’s okay, it’s bad enough that I’m a stranger here, I don’t want people questioning the value of my coin.”
 
   “I can’t argue with ye on that one. People tend not to trust foreign types much round here.”
 
   “What can you tell me about this place? What’s the name of your village and where does the road go?”
 
   “Well, it be a day’s travel to the west to Riverhead and the ocean. A day to the east will bring you to Halfway.”
 
   “Halfway to what?” 
 
   “Oh, the City of Portsmouth. Since King John the Sailor built the locks on the river, most of the commerce and trade goes down the river there and not along the road here anymore. Me pa told me when he was but a child that the caravans that used to come through here were huge, and there be at least one, if not two, a week. Losing that hurt this town a bit, but we be close enough to Riverhead for our farmers to sell in the markets there. Halfway however was badly hurt. That town is little more than an outpost for the King’s constables, with a couple of inns and a store for the local farmers. The rest has pretty much fallen into ruins.”
 
   “And the town we are in here?” I prompted.
 
   “Ah, this is One Last,” he chuckled.
 
   “As in One Last before Riverhead?” I had to shake my head at that.
 
   “That would be correct,” he nodded.
 
   “And who would be King now?”
 
   “King Andrew is King now. Been on the throne for six years now, his father having died in the war with the Ale’arocks.”
 
   “Ale’arocks?” I blinked.
 
   “Surely ye most know of the Ale’arocks!” He looked surprised.
 
   “I’m really a very long way from home,” I shrugged, “and it was a town smaller than this one.”
 
   “And just why did ye leave it?” He asked looking suspicious again.
 
   I remembered something I had learned from my mom years ago about inheritances in medieval England; I decided to use it here.
 
   “I have five older brothers. They could barely afford to get my older brother Richard into the guard. Me and my younger brother decided rather than bankrupt them we’d go and seek our own fortunes.”
 
   He nodded at that. “The Ale’arocks be a big nasty people from up in the north,” he began and went on to describe something that pretty much sounded like the Vikings from my history. He also gave me the name of this kingdom: Hillshire. 
 
   We talked a little more and he pointed me to both the general store in town, as well as the blacksmith’s. I bid him a good day and was on my way.
 
   The store was interesting. Mainly it had supplies for the local farmers, and dried goods. I found a nice backpack, and some clothes that fit in a bit better. When I found out the prices, I splurged and got the really nice set of pants, shirt, a bedroll, and a truly wonderful half moon cape. They had hunting bows and I got one of those, with a quiver and some arrows. The bow and arrows cost me two silver. Everything else was one silver. 
 
   In US coin I think I spent two and a half bucks. Wow.
 
   At the blacksmith’s I looked at what he had, what I wanted was a sword or something similar. He told me he didn’t carry much of that sort of thing, there really wasn’t much need for it as there were better shops in Riverhead and that was where most people went to buy such things. He did have a few daggers, and a few old short swords that I looked at. He told me what most people tended to carry, from the nobles to the soldiers, to the people who hired themselves out. I thanked him, tipped him a copper for his time, and went over to the inn for lunch.
 
   I attracted as much attention as I had yesterday, but as the barkeep greeted me and asked if I wanted the same as before, most of the attention quickly faded.
 
   “So, back again I see?”
 
   “Yes, I traded in the rest of my coin to replace my bow and a few other things I lost.” I sighed heavily making it sound like life had been bad to me recently.
 
   “Brigands?” He asked looking a little surprised, “Haven’t had any of them round here in my memory. Ye might want to go see the constable back in town.”
 
   “No, sheer bad luck. I was dressing out a deer of some sort and a rather large cat, the like of which I’d never seen before it attacked me. We don’t have anything like that back home.”
 
   The barkeep shook his head knowingly, “Yeah, the panters round here can kill a man, how’d ye get away?”
 
   “Well I started beating it with my bow, backing away. The bow broke, but I guess it was more interested in the meat ‘cause it left me be.”
 
   The barkeep nodded his head again. “Well, at least ye got away.”
 
   I nodded. “I think I’m going to head down to Riverhead and see if I can get a job loading ships or something for a few weeks, I think I may need to get some money together to buy a sword. Panters you say?”
 
   He nodded, “They go from gray to brown, white bellies and sound like a child bein’ strangled. Tend to be shy usually, but probably saw a free meal in ya’ kill.”
 
   I nodded, sounded a lot like the mountain lions back home. Though they were rare back home. “What about wolves?”
 
   “Yeah, we got them too.”
 
   “They hunt people here?” This was a big concern, back home wolves didn’t, but in Europe they had.
 
   “Not usually. Up in the mountains I’ve heard tales that they do, but round here they give us wide berth.”
 
   I nodded to that and ate lunch.
 
   “So where ye from?”
 
   “Huntington,” I said between bites.
 
   “Can’t say as I’ve heard of that.”
 
   “It isn’t terribly large and it’s a long way from here.”
 
   “So what brings ye here?”
 
   “Wasn’t much for me back home, so I thought I’d see if I couldn’t find my fortune somewhere else. One thing is for sure, I don’t want to be a sailor!” I grinned again and he laughed.
 
   “Not liking the sea much then?”
 
   “Oh it’s fine, when the weather is nice. But I’ve seen waves as big as a mountain! Can’t say I liked that very much. I thought we’d all die for sure!”
 
   We chatted a bit more and then I bid him a good day and left.
 
   The trip back was almost without incident. However someone did follow me out of the inn, and though I didn’t see them when I started down the road, I decided to jog for a while and get a good lead on them. 
 
   Then, of course, I turned into the brush and backtracked away as quietly as I could. I sat there for a half hour feeling rather foolish and then I heard something approaching from down the road. 
 
   As I watched, a cart drawn by a horse came into view. The horse looked a little strange, the shape and the color was none that I’d ever seen before. I recognized the guy driving it as one of the customers from the inn, he was the one who left when I did.
 
   “I tell ye, Brad, he said he was going to Riverhead and from what I heard was an outlander. No one will miss him, and he may have some coin on him. The bow he had alone was worth what I made last year workin’ for Shalshanks.”
 
   “I don’t know. Beatin’ a man up is one thing. But killin’?
 
   “It’s not like he’s from aroun’ here, Brad. He’s an outlander!”
 
   I listened to them argue as they rode the cart out of sight. 
 
   I sat there for another twenty minutes trying to decide what to do. I had the bow, but I didn’t know how to use it really. I bought it on a lark thinking it might be fun to play with. After all, it only cost me a dollar. I did know how to fight, I was a brown belt in karate and still taking lessons, also I did have a rather nice knife.
 
   But I never ever in my life had to fight for my life, especially against two men. 
 
   I decided to continue on; I had at least an hour’s walk to get where I had to go. But going on the road probably wasn’t the best idea. 
 
   That was when another rider came along. He was heading the same way as the cart, but was making a lot better time. He was also wearing what looked like leather armor, had a crossbow hanging off of his saddle and was wearing a sword. In my mind he had ‘cop’ written all over him.
 
   I decided to get back on the road once he was out of sight and make as much time as possible, while keeping my ears and eyes open. I did that for a little while then realized that when they didn’t catch up with me, they’d turn around and head back. So I got back off the road and sat and waited. 
 
   Patience isn’t my best virtue; I still had a lot of time before I had to get back. But I didn’t want to sit still either. I don’t know how long I waited, it felt like forever but I know it wasn’t. I eventually started to make my way through the trees on the side of the road. The brush there was pretty dense, but I didn’t want to get too far away from the road or I’d miss the mark I’d made. 
 
   I heard them before I saw them. The soldier on the one horse was following the cart and the two on the cart looked very unhappy with the situation. Once they were out of sight, I got on the road again and from that point I was able to make it back without further problems.
 
    
 
   The next week at work progressed rather painfully. Work wasn’t going well, they were downsizing, and my department was getting cut rather heavily. All the senior guys had been let go and I wasn’t sure as the junior most there that I would survive much longer. And I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d seen and done. I could buy a roll of silver dimes for like twenty or thirty dollars. Each dime was the same size as the silver pieces I’d gotten in Hillshire. For a hundred bucks of money I had here, I could be rich there. Very rich.
 
   On the other hand, I didn’t know if I could protect what I had, and it was obvious that I just might be forced to do that. I was taking martial arts because I enjoyed the exercise and I was good at it. But I knew nothing about fighting with weapons! 
 
   I read a lot about archery in the next few weeks, and got a few things that I hadn’t even thought about. Like an arm protector and practice arrows. When I showed the bow to a guy at an archery store, when I was trying to buy a new bowstring for it I got quite a shock. He offered me a thousand dollars for it! Well he started out at a couple hundred and kept going higher. At a grand I sold it and used the money to by a nice high quality modern longbow and all sorts of nice gear. I thought about getting a compound bow, but that would have been out of place in Hillshire.
 
   “I can’t believe he gave me a grand for that!” I told the salesman.
 
   “You probably could have gotten twelve hundred,” he told me.
 
   “What? But that’s just a handmade bow!”
 
   “Exactly, and a damn good one at that. Don’t see much work like that anymore, and Howard is a purist. Get some of those SCA people in here and they’d probably pay twice what he did for quality like that. Where’d you get it?”
 
   “I know a guy who makes them. I bought it for a lot less that I sold it though.”
 
   “Care to tell me who?” 
 
   I smiled, “Umm, no.”
 
   “Well, if you get anymore, call me.” He handed me his card. Turned out he owned the store. “I’ll give you at least eight hundred a bow. Cash.”
 
   “Yeah, but he gave me a thousand.”
 
   “True, but I know who wants them, and I do need to make money at this myself.”
 
   I nodded, “Well, I’ll keep it in mind.” I left that store with quite a few ideas in my head. I also told my sensei at the dojo that I wanted to learn to fight against people with weapons. He didn’t like the idea at first, but I offered to pay more for the extra lessons. 
 
   For the next month, things at work continued to be tense, people were leaving and people were getting let go. I was swamped because there was a lot of other people’s work I had to do now as well as my own. I’d only been out of college a year; I really didn’t have the experience to deal with it, or to go get a job somewhere else. 
 
   Of course I screwed up eventually. Too many extra hours of unpaid overtime, too many Saturday’s of work. And suddenly I was standing outside the building with my few possessions and no job.
 
   I panicked at first. They didn’t even have the decency to lay me off, they fired me! So I wouldn’t be getting unemployment. My friends thought I should contest the firing; after all, they were making me do a job well out of my pay grade and level. So I filled out the paperwork at unemployment, but they told me it could be months! I had car payments due, rent due, and a balance on my credit card.
 
   On the other side of the equation, I had nearly a year of savings, my rent was cheap and the car was mostly paid for, and I knew a cheap source for really expensive bows.
 
   I spent the next two months selling off, or storing at my parent’s house, my meager possessions. I bought eight rolls of silver dimes, some trade goods, and I paid off all my bills. Then I told my landlord I was moving out, and told my parents I was going to Europe. I drove up to my friend’s cabin in the woods and left a note in his mailbox with a set of car keys telling him I’d be back next year. 
 
   Then I dressed in the clothes I’d bought, shouldered my pack, and made for Riverhead.
 
    
 
    
 
   Things were different this time. I could ‘feel’ the portal from quite a distance, I guess some sort of sense had awakened or improved from going through it. This time when I went through it was raining, and it was cold. Very cold. I put my cloak on and grabbed my staff. My sensei had spent the last several months teaching me the basics of the quarterstaff, the only weapon he would teach me, though he did teach me how to fight against people with knives at least. 
 
   By the time I got to the road, I was fairly miserable. The cloak was keeping me dry, mostly. But my feet were getting wet and so were the cuffs of my pants. I should have gotten better boots. I turned west. 
 
   It was a long slog to the city, and the rain never stopped the entire two days I walked it. If I’d had a smaller and lighter pack, I might have gotten there in a day. Or if I’d been used to walking for hours and hours at a time.
 
   Or if my feet had been dry.
 
   By nightfall, I was truly miserable because my feet were cold and killing me. There was no shelter from the rain of course and I hadn’t thought to bring any sort of a tent. I had expected to be in Riverhead by nightfall; after all, they said it was a day’s journey. I just didn’t realize that he had meant a day by horse or for people who could walk at a good pace. 
 
   Not a soft lazy city dweller.
 
   Eventually, I found a rock just off the road that was big enough I could get up on it. I put my bedroll down, folded up to make things softer, then took off my shoes, put on some dry socks and curled up in a ball under my cloak. 
 
   When I woke in the morning, I was rather cramped, my socks were damp, but not wet, actually all of me was damp. The bedroll had been wicking up water but wasn’t soaked yet, my shoes hadn’t dried out any, even though I’d arranged them to be under the pack out of the direct rain. So I put on two pairs of dry socks, then the wet shoes and slogged off into the rain. 
 
   It was maybe noon when I finally got there. Several times I’d been passed by people in horse-drawn carts who were under an awning on the cart. Twice riders had ridden by as well; one in each direction. I was even greeted by a few; I just grunted and waved back. 
 
    
 
   Riverhead turned out to not be a small town. In fact it had a wall and a gate. And at that gate there were several guards. I had my pack, and of course a bundle, I had bought ten of the same kind of bow that I had replaced my handmade one with. They were far better bows, and cost me about eighty dollars each. 
 
   “Greetings,” one said as I trudged up to the gate. “What be yer business?”
 
   “Trade,” I said, moving to stand under the overhang built at the gate and pulling my hood back.
 
   “Ye look soaked to the skin,” he observed, him and his fellows looking me over. “Can’t say that I’ve seen ye around here before either. What ye be trading?”
 
   “Bows, and yes I’ve not been here before. Could ye perhaps recommend a good inn? One a little better than the average?”
 
   “First, I’d like to examine that bundle,” he said nodding towards my bundled bows.
 
   “Sure,” I said and took my pack and the bundle off, then squatted down to undo the ties and unroll bundle. I picked one up and handed it to him. 
 
   He blinked and looked it over, tried to flex it, then crooked a leg around it like he was going to string it and gave it a flex.
 
   “Whoa, quite a pull! But can’t say as I’ve ever seen this material before, what is it?”
 
   What it was was a fiberglass laminate epoxy. A little more resistant to damage than straight fiberglass, colored a nice flat black with a non-slip texture.
 
   “It’s about a hundred pound pull, and as for the material,” I shrugged, “Trade secret.”
 
   He nodded at that and looked it over.
 
   “What are these markings on the inside here?” He was pointing to the ‘Taiwan’ marked just below the handle.
 
   “Maker’s mark.” I said.
 
   He nodded again. “Nice piece. Expensive I presume?”
 
   I nodded, “Very.”
 
   “How much?” He looked at it appraisingly.
 
   “Well, Sir....”
 
   “Sergeant,” he corrected me.
 
   “Well, Sergeant, to be honest, I wanted to see what the market would bear here before I set my price. It’s been a rather long and miserable trip and my father always taught me not to do business when you’re feeling poorly.”
 
   I looked up at him; he didn’t look like the sort who was going to be put off.
 
   “But,” I sighed and continued. “I was thinking about a gold and a half.”
 
   “A gold and a half!” He looked rather surprised, “The best bow I’ve ever seen was only a half gold! Why the one I have back at the barracks cost only four silver and I’ve not seen its match!”
 
   I took it from him and strung it and handed him some of the arrows I’d bought here on my last trip.
 
   “Give it a try,” I said.
 
   He took three shots with it. The first missed the mark he was aiming at.
 
   “Ah, let me correct for that.” He murmured to himself. 
 
   The next two shots he put within a finger’s breath of each other in a tree that was about a hundred yards away, at the edge of the killing ground around the city wall.
 
   “Nice shooting,” I said surprised.
 
   “Well, I am the unit champion,” he said smiling at me. “However, this really is a nice bow, I have to admit.”
 
   “And it won’t warp or rot. You can get it wet all you want, and it’s harder than wood.”
 
   “Still though, a gold and a half?”
 
   I scratched my head thinking, “How about one gold then? But you can’t tell anyone what you paid for it, and you have to let people see you using it. Well at least the officers with money who can appreciate a fine bow?”
 
   He laughed at that, “Oh aye, there be a fair amount of nobles and the like who’d be all over a bow like this. But a gold on a guard’s pay?”
 
   “Don’t you mean a sergeant’s pay?” I bantered back.
 
   “Well, still, seven silver would be the best I could do.”
 
   “Tell you what, you trade me your old bow, and those seven silvers and I’ll sell you this one.”
 
   “Done!” He nodded and we shook hands.
 
   “Now, if you could tell me a nice inn? Something a little better than average, but that won’t take advantage of my purse?”
 
   “I know just the place,” he grabbed one of his men, “take this man here to the White Swann. Then return back once he’s signed in.”
 
   The man nodded.
 
   “I’m William,” I said to the sergeant, “Or Will.”
 
   “I be Sergeant Chaucer, I’ll be by tomorrow then?”
 
   “That would be fine, Sergeant.”
 
   We parted ways then and his man led me through the streets to the inn. Even in the rain I got a good look at the town, it was a very large town and it would take me days to explore it I was sure. The area the inn was in was definitely a nicer part of town, cleaner with wider streets and an obvious presence of the guard. 
 
   I entered the place with the guard at my elbow and pulling back my hood I walked up to the man behind the bar who looked me over. The room wasn’t full, but there were a couple of people there having lunch apparently.
 
   “How may I be of service to ye, sir?” He asked me.
 
   “I need a room, for at least a month.” I said
 
   “With or without food included?”
 
   “With,” I said, “And something nice too please.”
 
   “Two silvers,” he said.
 
   I did a little bit of mental calculation and raised an eyebrow. I was about to speak up when the guard with me leaned forward.
 
   “This one’s okay, Harold. The sergeant likes him.”
 
   “Oh, why didn’t you say so?” He smiled, “Normally we charge outlanders a bit more. One silver, twenty copper.” 
 
   I nodded and dug out the money to pay him. Most of my money was hidden on me, but I had a few silver and copper in my ‘purse’.
 
   The guard nodded and left then.
 
   “So it’s two copper a day here?” I asked
 
   “Well, normally it’s four. Though if you stay here longer and pay up front we charge less. 
 
   I nodded and looked my new landlord over. He was an older man, obviously so, with gray hair and balding. I’d put him at sixty if this was home. Here I had no idea how people aged, or how fast. 
 
   I looked around the bar itself then. First off, I noticed that the floor was wood, we’d actually come up a couple of steps to the entrance. The bar was well made with shelves behind it, as well as a picture of a white swan in the middle of it. There were a few wooden kegs, all of which were tapped, and to the left of the bar was an opening that appeared to lead to the kitchens. The main room was large, easily twenty by twenty feet with a large fireplace in the corner, and trestle type tables in the center with booths lining the walls. Two young women were working the room, which was maybe one fifth full, and they were dressed in rather revealing outfits.
 
   “Wow, nice barmaids,” I said turning back to the bartender as he stepped around the bar.
 
   “Let me show ye to the room,” he said noticing my looking over the barmaids.
 
   “They come with the room?” I asked.
 
   “You’d have to negotiate that with then,” he said and then winked, “but I can assure you, they’re willin’.”
 
   I filed that little piece of info away and started to consider ways to enjoy my evening.
 
   He led me up the stairs; there were a dozen doors, six to either side, with a window at the end of the hallway. He took me to the end where the space between the doors was a little farther apart.
 
   He unlocked the door with a large key and handed it to me. “Here ya’ go.” He said and pushed the door open. 
 
   I looked inside; there was a nice bed, with a chest at the foot of it. Night tables to either side, a large wardrobe to the left of the door and a small mirror on the wall next to it. But the best part was the windows. There were two, one onto the area behind the inn, and another looking out at the wall of the building next door, as this was the last room on the hall. There was also a table under the larger window that looked out back, with a chair, and a second smaller table in the corner with a second chair.
 
   I walked in and put my things on the floor to the right of the doorway, then looked out the back window. I could see the inn had a small stable behind it, as well as a small second wing that I guessed were the kitchen and the owner’s quarters.
 
   “Now, when ye go out give the key to me or my wife, and you can collect it from us when ye return. The garderobe is out behind the building, the entrance is beneath the stairs, and down the other end of the hallway.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Should I send someone up with a basin and some water?”
 
   I nodded again, “That would be quite nice. When is dinner?”
 
   “I’ll have someone come and knock on your door when it’s time.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said and closed the door as he left the room. I then wasted no time in stripping out of all of my clothes and putting on some dry pants.
 
   A knock came at the door and I opened it. One of the barmaids was there with a pitcher and a basin and a few towels. She blushed a little looking at me, but she did take a good look. 
 
   For my part I took a nice look myself as I stepped out of her way and let her place it on the table. She had a nice figure; the clothing didn’t hide much of it. The skirt was long, but the material wasn’t heavy and it was slit well up the side showing off rather nice legs. The blouse was a bit ruffled, but the neckline didn’t hide much and she bent over to gather up my wet things letting me have a rather nice view of her butt.
 
   “Shall I see to getting these cleaned sir?” She asked and turned to smile at me.
 
   “That would be wonderful,” I sighed smiling back. She was very pretty. Better looking than my previous girlfriend, that was for sure.
 
   She nodded and left the room and I closed the door behind her. Locking it I used the hot water in the pitcher and the towels to clean up. Then I stretched out on the bed and took a nap. Things might be a bit more primitive here, but the women were definitely worth looking at!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Two
 
    
 
    
 
   I awoke to a knocking on my door.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Time to wake up, sir!” 
 
   I sat up, I recognized the voice, it was the same girl who had brought the basin.
 
   “Thank you, I’ll be right down.”
 
   I got dressed and went downstairs. My new friend smiled at me and waved me over to a seat in a booth. Then she brought me my dinner and some ale to drink. To be honest I was flattered by her attention, we talked a little and I complimented her and teased her a little, flirting with her. 
 
   As I ate, I looked around the room, it was maybe half full, and there were now four barmaids working it. I did see Harold’s wife come out of the kitchen a couple of times, she was an older woman, about what I’d expect really. I also realized that I was probably the youngest customer in the entire place. Most of the people eating were obviously merchants, and from the manner of dress, I’d say quite a few of them weren’t from around here at all. Of course the food was rather good, so I’m sure that probably helped draw people in as well.
 
   As the night wore on, I chatted more and more with Darlene, and eventually asked her when she would be free for the night. I’d noticed one of the barmaids had already gone off with a patron, and that another two barmaids had shown up as well.
 
   “Oh I can leave now if you’d like, Will,” she smiled.
 
   “Oh, I’d like very much,” I smiled back and took her up to my room.
 
   I probably should have been worried about catching something, but she was young, highly attractive, willing, and I was incredibly horny. I hadn’t been on a date in months, much less in bed with a woman. I left the curtains open, because there was enough light from the moon that I wanted to see her naked. 
 
   I was not disappointed either. She was as beautiful without clothes as she was with them, maybe more so. I held her, I kissed her, and I made love to her. I took my time and did all those things that my last girlfriend had loved so much, and obviously Darlene loved it too. When we finally ran down, I snuggled her up close against me and fell asleep. At that point if she’d stolen my purse and found my hidden stash and taken all the bows, I still would have considered it a fair trade. Sometimes a man just needs a woman, and boy did I need her.
 
    
 
   I awoke an hour later and she was sitting on the edge of the bed. I guess she had just woken up herself because she was still nude. After a while I noticed she was holding my purse in one hand and just staring at it. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” I asked sitting up behind her and wrapping my arms around her.
 
   “I... I don’t want ta’ be a whore,” she whispered. 
 
   “Who said you’re a whore?” I whispered back nuzzling her behind the ear.
 
   “We come up here, spend time with the customers, and they give us some money for our time.”
 
   I thought about that. Yeah, she was a prostitute, but honestly at that point I could not have cared less.
 
   “Have you been doing this long?”
 
   “No, just a month or so.”
 
   “So why the sudden change of heart?”
 
   “Because ye aren’t like them. They’re all older men. Businessmen with wives and families, just out to have a good time. They don’t care much about me. Ye treated me like my last boyfriend used to.”
 
   I silently thanked a previous girlfriend for all those lessons she’d given me before we’d broken up.
 
   “How much do they usually pay you?” I asked.
 
   “Two coppers, maybe three,” she sobbed suddenly.
 
   I gently took the bag out of her hand and pulled out a silver piece. “Here,” I said putting it in her hand, “I’d never give a prostitute that much money. So I guess that makes you my girlfriend, okay?” I kissed the back of her neck. “Now come back to sleep. We can talk about it in the morning.”
 
   “I... I really should go home. My parents don’t like me to stay out late.”
 
   I pulled her against me and laid down pulling the blankets up with my other hand. “Please stay, Darlene.” 
 
   She nodded and snuggled back against me. “I really shouldn’t take ye money,” she said, her sobs gone already.
 
   “Sleep on it,” I whispered and just watched her there in the dark until she fell asleep. Yeah, maybe she was playing me; it wouldn’t be the first time I’d been played by a woman. But I’d just given her a dime for sleeping with me. So who was playing whom? 
 
    
 
   The morning came and she was still there. She was very happy, she was very sweet, and I had a wonderful morning before she left.
 
   “I’ll see you again tonight, right?” I asked as I kissed her at the door.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   I got dressed then and headed downstairs looking as disheveled as I felt, I was sure. But I know I had a smile on my face.
 
   “Good morning, good sir!” Harold greeted me as I sat at the bar. He put a bowl of something in front of me and I started shoveling it in without even looking.
 
   “I daresay you put a rather nice smile on Darlene’s face!” He laughed. 
 
   I noticed the room was empty except for one other customer on the other side of the room.
 
   “Yeah. So what’s the deal with the barmaids? Are they all for sale?”
 
   “More or less,” he said picking up a glass and cleaning it. I noticed he had quite a few there that he was cleaning. That tickled something in the back of my mind.
 
   “We don’t pay them much, a copper a week and whatever meals they work through they get fed. But if they want to go off to sleep with a customer, and that customer wants to pay them for it, that’s their business. I just make sure we hire only young and attractive women to work here. That’s why we have so many barmaids later in the evening and so many male customers of means.”
 
   “Umm, so you’re telling me this is a brothel?” I asked confused.
 
   He laughed, “Oh no! There aren’t any of those here, that’s an outlander idea,” and he grinned at me making a point I guess. “Darlene’s parents know what she does here, they aren’t parading around about it, but they know in my bar she’ll only meet men of means, and be protected from any bad ones. People don’t look down on it, Will. I’m sure ye’ve seen the trouble men can get into when there isn’t a woman in their life right?”
 
   “Can’t argue with that,” I said and finished the bowl. “Oh, I could really use a hot bath right about now.”
 
   “The bath house is down the street that way,” he said pointing. “And if ye don’t mind me saying so,” he laughed, “yes, ye could.”
 
   I blinked and stopped at that. Public bath houses? I remembered how sweet Darlene had smelled, and how clean she was. How clean pretty much everyone was around here. Except for those I’d seen in the bar back in Last One, who were obviously laborers, people were clean here. Also remarkably healthy looking. That was what was in the back of my head as I’d watched him cleaning. In our medieval past, or rather my home’s medieval past, it hadn’t been clean, and most people hadn’t been healthy.
 
   “Public baths?” I asked him. “How much do they cost?”
 
   “Just tell ‘em ye a guest of my inn. I pay a fee for my guests to go there.”
 
   “Thanks!” I said and went off in search of the baths. 
 
   It didn’t take me long to find them, they were down the street and they were huge. 
 
   “Can I help ye sir?” I young woman asked me.
 
   “Yes, I’m a guest of the White Swann and I’d like to take a bath.
 
   “Ah yes, first time here in Hillshire?”
 
   I nodded, “Obvious I know.”
 
   She smiled, “Well there’s a room in there where you can put your clothes, and an attendant will give you a towel. Tubs are either scrubbing tubs, where you will find soap, or rinsing and soaking tubs where you won’t see any soap. The tubs are sorted by heat. The further you get from the south wall, the cooler the tubs will be.”
 
   I nodded. “Thank you.” And then walked into the biggest shock in my life. 
 
   The attendant who was handing out the bags to put your clothes in, which you stripped in front of, was a woman. I noticed none of the men in the room seemed to care, so I just gritted my teeth and bared it.
 
   Bared it all I guessed.
 
   She handed me a chain with a tag on it so I could reclaim my stuff and gave me a wink. I tried not to blush, but I’m sure I failed, and I went in search of a ‘scrubbing’ pool.
 
   The next shock I got was that the bathing, all of it, was communal. Men and women of all ages were sharing tubs, and no one seemed to care in the slightest that everyone was going around naked. They weren’t even wrapping the towels around them to pretend at any modesty. About the only thing I did notice was that some people would go to first one tub to scrub, then another, before heading off to a rinsing tub. When I got behind one of the ones doing that, I quickly figured it out, they smelled really bad and needed some extra cleaning.
 
   Figuring that I was pretty stinky myself I did the same thing. Going from first one tub, then to a second. 
 
   “Ah, Will! Hi!” I blinked and turned, it was Darlene, stark naked, with soap clinging to her body in ways that I knew would soon embarrass me. Until I saw the much older man and woman with her, that wilted those passions faster than any amount of ice could have achieved. 
 
   “Hi, Darlene,” I smiled and shook hands, but she leaned forward and gave me a kiss. The war going on in my body would have given psychologists a field day. That kiss started driving me on again.
 
   “So, is this the young man who kept you out until morning?” The man asked.
 
   And that started wilting me again.
 
   “Will, this is my mother and my father. Ma, Pa, this is Will.”
 
   “Hi!” I said and shook hands, dazed.
 
   “Come on, let’s go rinse!” She said and claiming my hand dragged me off into one of the pools where we rinsed and made small talk. For my part I was having a hard time keeping my thoughts together. Here was this rather beautiful young woman who I’d just had wonderful sex with, in a pool of warm water nice and naked and full of smiles. And not afraid to hug me either.
 
   Of course also here were not only a hundred other people of both sexes and all sizes equally naked, but her father and mother, whom I’m sure, knew that I had spent last night having sex with their daughter. Her mother seemed to like me, her father seem to hold me in the same contempt that all fathers held their daughter’s boyfriends.
 
   The entire lack of a nudity taboo, as well apparently as the usual sexual taboo, was a bigger culture shock than the lack of indoor plumbing. 
 
   She walked with me back to where my clothes were, gave me a little kiss then ran off to join her parents.
 
   “Girlfriend o’ yours?” The female attendant asked smiling at me.
 
   “Yup,” I nodded.
 
   “Lucky girl,” she said smirking and looking down at my crotch.
 
   I looked down and I guess my libido had finally won out over my fears. I looked back up at the attendant and smiled, “Yes, she is.” 
 
   I went back to the inn and waited for the sergeant to show. He did, just before lunch with his old bow, and the money. I looked over the old bow and was seriously impressed. I was starting, slowly, to understand archery and bows, and it was truly a nice piece of work. I was sure to get a lot of cash for this one back home.
 
   “Pleasure doing business with ye,” Sergeant Chaucer said.
 
   “Just as long as you’re happy. By the way, you wouldn’t know any really good instructors for sword fighting would you?”
 
   “You need to learn?” He asked looking surprised.
 
   “Yes. I know how to fight without a weapon, but I learned recently that isn’t enough when two men tried to kill me for my wares. If a guard hadn’t shown up, I’d be dead.”
 
   He nodded, “Surprised you don’t know already.”
 
   I sighed, “Where I grew up, most people settled their problems with their fists, as a farmer’s son, who had the time or money for swords?” I looked up at him and he nodded, I was finding that sticking to my fictional history was getting easier and easier with time.
 
   “Oh I understand farm work. Got off me own uncle’s farm as soon as I was ol’ enough to join the guard.”
 
   He gave me the name of a couple of people he thought were good instructors and then left.
 
    
 
   #                    #                    #                    #
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the next four months, things progressed fairly well. Darlene was sleeping in my bed every night and staying until the morning,  the only times she wasn’t there was when it was that ‘time of the month,’ on those nights her ‘co-workers’ were more than eager to fill in, it was believed I was rather wealthy I guess. I, of course, let them fill in rather happily and if Darlene cared, she never made any comments about it. Of course, I was paying them for sex, unlike Darlene who was at this point most definitely my girlfriend. 
 
   I was worried at first about accidental pregnancies, as well as STD’s, though from what I gathered from talking to her and the others, that her staying home during those times of the month were more a case of her personal aesthetics than anything else and STD’s seemed to be unknown. Apparently, the concept of birth control medicines was very well understood and they were readily available. That led to the discovery that the apothecaries here were quite advanced and knowledgeable, something I knew was not the case in my own world’s past. I had even bought the equivalent of aspirin myself for sore muscles after my training sessions. This was just another of the many things I was finding that were different around me.  But yet we still spoke the same language. I was having trouble parsing that one out; especially as the written language was different. At least the alphabet was! Progress with reading and writing was rather slow.
 
   As for my sword training, well the training was tough. I was taking daily lessons, not a cheap proposition really, and while progress was slow at times, I was making progress. 
 
   Of my original funds, I was still on my first roll of dimes, not even half way through it, plus I had a little of the copper from earlier left. I’d sold six more of the bows, each at a gold and five silver, so I had a nice amount of money there. I had three bows left now plus my personal one, which I was also practicing with daily. At this point I think I had a fair bit of proficiency with it. At a hundred yards I could usually hit what I was aiming at, even if it was moving. At fifty yards, I was deadly.
 
   I also took the time to learn a little about the city, the geography of the country, and a little history. Hillshire was the most powerful country in the region, or at least that’s what everyone here believed. Other than the marauding Ale’arocks, there hadn’t been a war in forty years. I honestly wanted to go exploring, see the city of Portsmouth, and travel to the capitol, Kingstown. But I wanted to do a little more trading first, and a bit more learning about swords. My instructor felt that a few more months and I’d be not only able to defend myself, but to do so without embarrassing him.
 
   “Will?” Darlene was cuddled up against me, it was late, we’d been making love, which I had to admit was one of my favorite pastimes. 
 
   “Hmm?” I asked drowsy and feeling content.
 
   “When will you be leaving?”
 
   “Two months about, when the snow melts.”
 
   “I wish I could go with you,” she whispered.
 
   We’d had this discussion before. I knew if I took her back to my world she’d probably freak out. Assuming I could take her back there. Also while I was pretty sure I could defend myself, I wasn’t sure I could defend her as well as me. 
 
   Plus, well to be honest, I wasn’t looking for anything serious, well not more serious than what we were currently doing. Though occasionally the thought did cross my mind, she was very lovely and she was extremely sweet. Without a doubt the best girlfriend I’d ever had. 
 
   “I should be back before summer.” I said, changing tact.
 
   “But what will I do without you?” She rolled over and faced me. There was a candle lit in the room, I preferred some light on moonless overcast nights like tonight. I loved to look at her, because quite honestly, I was still pretty damned flattered that she was sleeping with me. 
 
   “I’ll leave you with some money, you’ll be fine,” I said wrapping a leg around hers.
 
   “I want something of you left behind, in case, in case you don’t come back.”
 
   “Oh I’ll be back,” I smiled lazily and kissed her. “Even if I didn’t have you, I have business here. So don’t worry okay?”
 
   “I still want something of you,” she whispered and smiled.
 
   I kissed her nose, “What?”
 
   She reached her hand down and touched me someplace private and whispered, “I want your child.”
 
   The last woman who said she wanted my child I broke up with by the next date. After all, I was young, a kid really, and damned near broke. But I looked at Darlene, who was about six years younger than me and just smiled.
 
   “Sure,” I said.
 
    
 
   “Good morning, Will!” Harold greeted me as I came down for breakfast. Darlene had already left; she had chores to do at home apparently. I never asked what they were, but this morning I really needed the time alone.
 
   “Morning, Harold,” I said and sat down taking the bowl of porridge he handed me.
 
   “Something wrong?”
 
   I sighed, “Yes and no. Darlene wants my child.”
 
   “Well good news then!” He laughed.
 
   I looked up at him, “Isn’t there a stigma over unmarried women having children here?”
 
   He shook his head, “Not really. I don’t know if ye’ve noticed Will, but there are at least three women for every man in Riverhead. Most of the kingdom actually from what I’ve been told. The men do the fighting, and it seems that every time in history the numbers gotten more even, a large war comes along. Not that I’m complaining mind ye.”
 
   “Noted.”
 
   “So what’d be the problem then?” 
 
   I shrugged, “I just don’t want any child of mine to go wanting.”
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say ye don’t want her to go wanting.”
 
   I grinned at him, “She does grow on you, you know. Or at least she has on me. I still have no idea what she sees in me.”
 
   Harold seemed to think that was rather funny, “The father of her babies,” he said.
 
   I rolled my eyes and looked up at the ceiling, “Yeah but why me?”
 
   “Cause ye are young, good looking, successful, and ye don’t treat her like shit.”
 
   I thought about that. “Could you expand on that last point a bit further please?”
 
   “Sure. Ye buy her things, ye spend money on her, and I suspect ye give her money when her family needs it. Her folks are dirt poor, yet ye treat her like a person even though ye could buy and sell her whole family. Ye don’t rub your affairs with other women in her face and have gone as far as to make it clear that those others don’t matter.”
 
   “You don’t miss much, do you?” I said shaking my head.
 
   “Well, I’ve had me years of practice here behind this bar.”
 
   I looked around the place, as usual there were only a few people eating breakfast. Most got up before me, I tended to sleep until eight. Lazy I know.
 
   “So you gonna put a child in her?” He asked cleaning glasses for later tonight once again.
 
   “To be honest, I can’t think of anything I’d rather do. I’m just worried about her welfare when I’ll be gone.”
 
   “She’s a smart one, don’t ye worry. She’ll be fine.”
 
   “If she’s so smart, why was she selling her body in the bar? No offense.”
 
   “None taken,” he grinned, “But she landed ye didn’t she?”
 
   “A killing blow as Master Burdon would say,” I said nodding to acknowledge the point. “I’m surprised she didn’t ask me to marry her.”
 
   “A women round these parts would never ask a man for that. Besides, she places her station in life well below that of ye own.”
 
   “I need to find her something better to do then work the floor when I’m not here,” I sighed and stood, time to hit the baths.
 
   “True, especially once word gets round that she’s carrying your child. A good number of the men round here would rather not cross you.”
 
   I stopped and looked at him, “Why is that?”
 
   “Well you sell weapons, you get on well with both the first sergeant and the captain of the guards, and you seem to spend your free time either training to fight, or with Darlene. And you haven’t let her sleep with anyone but yourself since you got here.”
 
   I smiled, “You know, I think I like that.”
 
   “Possessiveness, oh she’s got ye but good!” He chuckled.
 
    
 
   I thought about it all day. By local standards, I was pretty well off. With the amount of silver and gold I could bring back here after my next trip, as well as a few trade items, I’d be rich. At the ripe old age of twenty-four, I could set myself up for life. I had a woman whom I doubted I’d ever do better than, she loved me and she was gorgeous. Sure things here weren’t as advanced as back home, but to be honest, so what? The people here were healthy, clean, and most of them even had all their teeth. 
 
   Life here was simpler in the way’s I could appreciate. No long hours, no bosses yelling at me, no stupid rules and regulations by standards committees. No office politics, no being the junior guy, no traffic to commute in every day. No meetings to discuss what color to make something no one would ever see, no weird racial quota reports, no bizarre tax forms. No government breathing down my neck on everything I owned, or everything I drank, smoked, or whomever I slept with.
 
   No hassles.
 
   The law was a lot simpler, pay x dollars of taxes every year. Pay X fees to the city every month if you operated a business here. Don’t steal, be polite, and if you had to defend yourself, no one saw anything wrong with that.
 
   And people respected me here, I had friends in the guard, I was on good terms with most people, and was polite with those I wasn’t. And I had money. 
 
   And I had Darlene. And in a few weeks I would be on the way to having a child. I knew her cycle, next week she usually stayed home. I looked around, I was on my way back from the baths, I hadn’t really been paying a lot of attention to what I was doing, thinking about all of this I’d pretty much just gone with my routine as always. This was a nice town, and it was full of nice people. If I was going to explore this world, then this would be a good place to call home, and it could really only be home if I had a place and a person to come home too. Six months ago the whole idea would have been alien to me, but now it just felt right.
 
   “Harold,” I said walking into the inn, “how long before you plan on retiring from this place?”
 
   He looked up at me surprised and scratched his balding head, “can’t rightly say as I know that answer. The missus and I ‘ave discussed it a few times over the last few years. Been going on forty years now that we’ve been running the place. Why ye be askin’ anyways?”
 
   “Maybe I want to buy it from you.” I said sitting down, the room was pretty well deserted now. Too late for breakfast too early for lunch.
 
   “Well, it’ll be a good few years yet before I’d be interested in doing that Will. Besides, you don’t strike me much as the inn runnin’ type.”
 
   “I was thinking more along having Darlene learning to run it. From you. That is if you think she’d be capable of running this place?”
 
   Harold pondered that a few. “Well yeah, I think she could handle it, she’s smart enough, isn’t afraid of workin’ either.”
 
   “So, how about this for a proposal then,” I smiled, “I buy a half stake in the inn, you teach Darlene how to run it, and she’ll live here. Eventually she takes it over and you and your missus can retire here and live out the rest of your days in the place. Or take the money I’ll give you to buy in and go someplace else if you want.”
 
   “And I take it that whenever ye’re in town of course ye will stay here with Darlene?”
 
   “Of course. Maybe eventually settle down myself to stay here with her and raise the kids. I suspect she’ll want more than just this one.”
 
   “They always do,” he chuckled. “To be honest, I hadn’t given much thought to what to do with the place. Me kids don’t want it, just not the inn type.”
 
   We talked and dickered a while after that, and again the next day. His wife liked Darlene and really liked the idea. They were getting old and running the place was getting harder for them. Darlene could take her time learning the business, and could raise the baby here; they’d raised several of their own here over the years.
 
   Looking over their records I could see they didn’t make a lot of money, but they did okay. Maybe a little bit better than okay even. 
 
   “So, how much?” I sighed and looked over the table at Harold. It was Friday morning, we’d gone over all the details. He’d talked with his wife, though I still hadn’t brought it up with Darlene. I’d tell her once the deal was about done.
 
   “Ten gold.”
 
   “Ten gold? I could open my own place for ten gold and have money left over to serve free food for a year! Six.”
 
   “Oh come on, Will, even you know this place is worth more than six! It’s not just the building, it’s the reputation and the history, the customers. Eight!”
 
   “If I give you eight, then when you and the missus retire, there won’t be a buyout.” I warned.
 
   He nodded, “Sounds fair.”
 
   “Okay, eight then.” And we shook hands on it.
 
   “Now we just need to write up the contract, get the Lord to agree and put the money in the bank.”
 
   I nodded. I had been surprised to find out that they had contract law and the like, but maybe I shouldn’t really have been. Business was important and the Lord of Riverhead and the surrounding area would make sure that both sides understood the deal before approving it, so there would be no questions later. As for the bank, well I knew they’d been around in my past as well, so no surprises there.
 
   “Is the bank really that safe?” I asked curious.
 
   “Well, I don’ like having that kind of money lyin’ around, and yes I guess. If Black’s Bank goes, I’d be thinking there were problems a lot worse than me money to worry about. The King does business with them after all.”
 
   I nodded. I carried my money on me usually. Maybe I was being too trusting.
 
   “Ye’re going to have to put Darlene’s name on this contract ye know,” he said fiddling with his pipe.
 
   I got the impression he had something to say I wasn’t going to like much, “Yes I know, what of it?”
 
   “Well, Will, I know ye’re doing all this really for her, because ye want her and ye kid to be taken care of, not be out on the street poor should anything happen to ye.”
 
   I nodded, when this whole idea came to me, I was mainly thinking of protecting my kid and keeping my girlfriend my girlfriend. “Well, that and to keep her busy, out of trouble. Any money I left behind would run out sooner or later.”
 
   “Aye, that’s true. But there’s one thing you haven’t thought of and while it may not be much of my business, if we’re going to be partners I think it best now that I bring it up to ye. Wouldn’t want ye to ever say I never warned ye.”
 
   I turned my head slightly and scowled. “Warned me about what?”
 
   “Well say something happens and ye end up gone a year or two rather then just a few months? Ye come back here and find some swindler has moved in on yer gal with all smooth words and actions, and she’s up and married him. Hate to see you lose it all because you didn’t see the obvious.”
 
   I bristled, “Darlene would never do that to me!”
 
   “Well, not if she thought you were alive, but ye are gonna leave her here with a child, and a lot of work that needs to be done, and no guarantees. Women get lonely, Will, and sometimes they need a little something to remind them that ye care. Ye’re about to spend a fortune on her. Stop resisting the obvious and marry the girl before ye go.”
 
   I froze and blinked and tried not to sputter. “But I don’t want to get married yet,” I said in a small voice.
 
   “Why not? Why aren’t ye just leaving her with a kiss and a belly full of yer offspring and a slim promise of the future?”
 
   “Well, I care about her.”
 
   “But?”
 
   I blushed a little, “But I’m still young and I still want to screw around. I don’t think I could be true to her. Hell, there are girls working out there I’m still going to want to sleep with when she’s on her cycle.”
 
   Harold laughed, “So? Ye know how many of the sailors on the river ships have a wife here and another back in Portsmouth?”
 
   I pondered that a moment, “So you’re telling me she won’t care if I cat around on her, or even if I had another wife stashed in another city?”
 
   He nodded and smiled, “Exactly that my boy. Remember I told ya about the three to one ratio? A lot of women would rather share than go without. I had a concubine myself for a goodly number of years and got two bastards on her that went on to do well for themselves. As a matter of fact I believe ye’ve even meet one of ‘em.”
 
   “Who?” I leaned back surprised.
 
   “Sergeant Chaucer,” Harold grinned.
 
   “Whoa.” I shook my head. “Things are definitely different here than where I was raised.”
 
   He nodded, “Darlene’s family is poor, dirt poor. Ye marry her and she’ll be yer wife ‘til the end of time. She could never hope to be more than a concubine for someone of yer means. Ye know ye love her; ye wouldn’t be doing all this iffen ye didn’t. Plus people do frown on men chasing after wed women. So ye’d not have to worry about someone poaching in yer bed if ya know what I mean.”
 
   I thought about that and nodded slowly. Life was getting complicated, but not really that much. But married. Just whoa.
 
    
 
   “Hon?” I asked.
 
   “Hmmm?” Darlene was nuzzling me, content.
 
   I told her about the deal with the inn first.
 
   “What?” She sat up and looked at me. “Are you serious? You want to buy me the inn?”
 
   I looked at her sitting there, naked, still a little sweaty from our lovemaking. Well child making actually.
 
   “I’m buying us a share in the inn. Eventually it will be ours. But I want to be sure that if anything should happen to me,” like I was to find a better deal and not come back, I thought to myself sarcastically, “I want to be sure you and our children won’t end up out on the street or starve.”
 
   She threw herself at me and hugged me and kissed me and was crying happily, “Oh Will, that is the kindest thing, the most wonderful thing that anyone has ever done for me. I love you.”
 
   I smiled and hugged her close. My ego was definitely soaking it up.
 
   “Oh, one other thing,” I whispered and licked her ear.
 
   “What? Anything!” She laughed.
 
   “Let’s get married.”
 
   I’ve heard it said that at certain times in their lives all women can make a rather high pitched squealing noise. Once my hearing returned I could swear that I heard dogs barking all over town.
 
    
 
   Signing the papers went okay. Paying the money wasn’t a problem either. I even opened a bank account and put a decent chunk of what I had left in it. I had to pay a dowry for Darlene, her dad asked for one silver which I gathered was asking a lot in their social circle. I suspected he even figured I’d haggle him down, but who wants to haggle on the price of someone they cared for? So I smiled and gave him ten. I would have given him a couple of gold but I was afraid he’d have a heart attack. I just couldn’t put a price on Darlene.
 
   The wedding was a simple affair. We went and saw the priest at the temple. The official god, or rather goddess, of Hillshire was called Aryanna, and Darlene and her family were rather devout it turned out.
 
   “I see you are not a follower of our goddess,” the priest said to me as we entered the sacristy. I looked around, the Temple grounds were impressive outside, and the main chapel was huge. This smaller room was actually quite cozy.
 
   “No, sorry. To be honest this is the first I’ve heard of her since I came to Hillshire.”
 
   “Well, it is customary to make a donation to the temple for a blessing on a new marriage.”
 
   I nodded, I remember back home that was customary in the church I’d grown up in as well. 
 
   “What is the customary amount?” I asked.
 
   “Well I know that Darlene’s family is not one of means, though I have heard her parents say that they believe you are. The question you must ask yourself is what do you think your wife is worth to you?”
 
   I looked at him, I’d run afoul of more than one greasy televangelist growing up, I’d even lost a friend to a cult. I wasn’t the most trusting of religions, preachers, or their beliefs. “I don’t know anything about your goddess, I don’t know if she exists or not, or if she helps her followers or not. But if you prove to me that she’ll watch over my wife and children I’ll give you every damn coin I have on me.”
 
   “Including the ones you have hidden?” I heard a very feminine voice whisper in my ear and a feeling like ice run down my spine.
 
   “Wha?” I looked around and it was just me and the priest, the others were on the other side of the room.
 
   “Something wrong, my son?” He said looking distinctly puzzled.
 
   “Did you hear that?”
 
   “Hear what, my son?”
 
   I flashed on my experiences playing Dungeons and Dragons back in college. “Either you are better than I know, and I’m being played really really well. Or I think I just got my bluff called.”
 
   “I’m not sure I follow you, my son.”
 
   “Let’s just say I hope, no strike that, let’s say that I pray Aryanna takes care of my wife and children.” And I emptied my pockets, all of them. 
 
   “Um, I do say, Sir, that, that is considerably more than I had in mind.”
 
   “Yes well, you’re not the one who just made an ass out of himself in front of a goddess, now are you?” I said, leaving him with a rather perplexed look on his face and holding a small fortune. I was just glad I’d put more than half my money in the bank or I’d be broke.
 
   By the time the ceremony got started, I had stopped feeling like a fool, and had chalked the whole thing up to wedding jitters. I felt like I was on a runaway train, a lot of things had happened in the last few days. I mean I was getting married! It’s not like I was a confirmed bachelor, but a woman’s man I was not. Marriage was something I’d only speculated on for the future, when I could afford it, when I’d gotten over my qualms about approaching beautiful women and asking them out.
 
   I shook my head to clear my senses; it still felt like a dream at times. At least the whole ceremony wasn’t very long. An exchange of vows and promises, none of which I noticed said anything about me being monogamous. I guess Harold had been honest with me there. At the end of the whole thing, the priest put his hands on our heads and went into a rather impressive, if lengthy blessing. I guess nearly five gold’s worth of coin made an impression.
 
   Then things got weird again. I can only describe it as a warm glow spread through my entire body, every ache and pain I had went away, a feeling of peace and contentedness better than the best sex spread through my body, and all my fillings popped out. 
 
   I coughed into my hand and pocketed the mess before anyone noticed. But everything felt fine. And where I had one rather nasty filling that had always bothered me, I now felt nothing but smooth enamel.
 
   We stood and the Priest smiled at Darlene, “You will have a healthy son,” which made her give that squeal again, making the Priest wince, “I’ll never get used to that,” he muttered just loud enough for me to hear.
 
   Then he turned to me and looked at me rather strangely, “You’re not from around here, are you.”
 
   “I told you I’m an outlander.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant,” he said in a lower voice, “and you know that. However the goddess has accepted you, so it matters not.”
 
   I nodded a little weakly and gave Darlene a kiss and we headed back to the inn. We had a small party, which Harold had arranged as a wedding gift. There were actually several rooms in the back of the inn, which were private; they’d originally served as rooms for family when they had raised their children. Now Darlene and I moved into one of the larger ones.
 
   “Hon, do people ever get really sick around here?” I asked her later that night thinking about what had happened at the temple.
 
   “Occasionally. But if they do, the priests usually cure them.”
 
   This morning I would have figured they used medical means, suddenly I knew better.
 
   “When they do the blessing at the weekly mass they do some sort of healing.” She continued. “Parson Miles says it’s easier to keep us all healthy than to run around healing us all when we’re really sick.”
 
   “Preventative medicine,” I said amazed, I guess that explained all the near perfect teeth. And my fillings. “Magic.”
 
   “Oh, it’s not magic; it’s just the goddess taking care of us.”
 
   “Maybe I should have given her more money,” I said thinking about that voice in the temple. This was definitely beyond anything in my experience.
 
   “Your gift was fine, do not worry.” I heard that voice again and shivered.
 
   “Something wrong dear?” Darlene asked.
 
   “Does your goddess talk to people?” I suddenly felt like I was being watched.
 
   “Only in the stories, now come here, love.” She said pressing up against me.
 
   “Someday we will speak again, but not tonight. I will leave you alone now, good night, my adopted child.”
 
   Darlene soon distracted me and I decided that later could wait, there were more important things in my life tonight. 
 
   I sold one of the three remaining bows the next day, so fears of being destitute were quickly allayed. I started putting my stuff together for the trip back to earth. I was going to take back a dozen bows. That wasn’t too difficult a bundle to manage. I wracked my brain for other things, but I figured with the money I’d make from the bows, I could buy enough gold to be set for life back here. Then I could travel to my heart’s content and maybe even start a real trading business. 
 
   In the next six weeks, I sold the remaining two bows. Darlene had settled in and was learning the business of running the Swann. Even I had learned a little. Her younger sister was working the tables now, which had me a bit shocked at first, but apparently society here felt that sixteen was an adult, and Darlene herself wasn’t yet eighteen. I think the fact that she had scored me working here convinced her parents to let her younger sister try as well. 
 
   Plus Darlene informed me rather sweetly that it wasn’t anything for me to worry over. So I didn’t. 
 
   I did go to the temple every Sunday after our wedding with her. Darlene was rather devout and never missed. I didn’t get any more whispers in my ear or feelings of being watched however, which was a relief. 
 
    
 
   The day finally came though when it was time for me to leave. The spring rains were going rather well and I was hoping the snow in Pennsylvania would have melted by now as well. It did seem that the seasons were somewhat in sync when I had left. I hated tearful goodbyes, and Darlene thankfully didn’t give me much of one. I bought a rather inexpensive gelding for the ride, mainly because walking would have seemed suspicious at this point. I did pick one that looked somewhat ‘normal’ to my untrained eye.
 
   I kissed my wife goodbye, waved to the rest and rode out of town. It took me most of the day to get there, but I found it. It wasn’t as hard as I thought it might be, I was getting pretty sensitive to it, if I concentrated I could feel it from the road. 
 
   Going through was anti-climatic, and the horse had no problems either. So I changed into my ‘normal’ clothes before riding off to the stables that I remembered were in the area from years ago. They were surprised by my appearance, but a good story and a little dickering and they took him in for me. I hitched a ride from another customer there back to my friend’s place, it was a Saturday, but no one was staying there this weekend. My car was still there and so was the hide-a-key. I left them a note and drove off to my parents’ house in New York.
 
   Then I got caught in one of those drunk driving check points on the Long Island Expressway on the way there. One of the cops saw the hilt of my sword sticking out of a bunch of stuff and had a fit. So I spent the next several hours cooling my heels on the side of the road until some police sergeant showed up. His name tag said Otto, and he was short, but built like a linebacker. Not someone I’d ever want to mess with. I realized Master Burdon would have made an axe man out of him. I’d been curious about the axe, but he told me I didn’t really have the build for it.
 
   “So, what’s with all the bows, and the medieval garb?”
 
   “SCA,” I sighed, “Re-enacting and stuff.” Once again, I was glad I had friends in college who did this kind of thing. What I’d learned from them had been priceless.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Why all the bows? Must be at least a dozen there.” He poked at them a little.
 
   “Careful with those please?” I asked. “That’s months of hard work, and no small amount of money.”
 
   “Really?” He looked surprised, “For bows?”
 
   “Yeah, they’re all handmade. Very high quality. I brought these here to sell to some friends. Re-enacting doesn’t pay very well.”
 
   He looked them over. “Any good with these yourself?”
 
   I grinned, “I could hit the center of the circle of the nine on that sign over there with one.” I pointed to the ‘exit 39’ sign across the road.
 
   “Really?” he grinned. “Show me.”
 
   I smiled back, got up, took the really nice one I’d gotten from Sergeant Chaucer months ago, strung it, got out one of the blunt practice arrows. I took aim, and let fly, hitting almost dead center of the ‘9’.
 
   “Pretty good shooting,” he nodded. “When I was in Okinawa I watched a bunch of instructors have a shooting competition. Amazing stuff.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m still in the average ranks.”
 
   “We got a guy here into this SCA stuff, want me to call him over?”
 
   “Ask him if he wants to buy a bow. But I gotta warn you, they’re not cheap!”
 
   So he did, and I ended up showing my stuff to a small group of officers as the checkpoint got packed up. Sure enough, the officer picked the best one out immediately, and showed me he was a hell of a better shot than I was. He paid me nearly three grand for the bow two days later, and helped me sell the entire lot within a week. Turned out he knew all the good archers in the Society, I got top dollar for everything.
 
   I probably should have turned my butt around and left the next day, but I had to turn that money into gold and silver of course. I decided on a trick I’d seen a number of merchants do and bought gold rings instead. They weighed the same as a coin and had the same value. Plus you could wear them or tie them on a handkerchief or neckerchief, so they wouldn’t make noise and were less noticeable. I still picked up a couple of rolls of dimes. I also bought three dozen of those bows again. With the horse I could pack quite a bit more if I had too, plus I got a really good price break at twenty.
 
   Then I had personal business to wrap up, taxes to file, late. That whole unemployment thing had been resolved in my favor and there were some checks to cash. I had to explain being away to family members who wanted to know why I didn’t write. Kind of hard to tell them I had been living in some sort of ‘extra planer’ existence. Or whatever it had been. I went and saw my doctor who was impressed by my health, and avoided the dentist, as I didn’t want to explain the change in my teeth.
 
   Then I spent the next month catching up with friends, doing a little partying and cleaning up my ‘close’ personal business. Well maybe a bit more than a little. I found I now had a way with women, and yes, I did have my way with a couple. Suddenly I was a lot more confident about a lot of things, and didn’t care if I was successful or not. Some of that was due to six months of living the life of a wealthy man I suspect, but I suspected more that six months of bedding one of the best-looking girls around had even more to do with it. This kept up until one night I dreamt it was Darlene I was sleeping with, and pulling my bed partner closer was rudely surprised to find it was not my wife, but a girl I’d met over a friend’s house, and suddenly I wondered why I was drinking beer when I had Champagne at home – if you know what I mean.
 
   I got dressed, found my way out, went home, packed my things, and left a note for my folks that I was off again and I’d try to write but the mail overseas was terrible.
 
   I got in my car and drove straight through, got my horse out of hock, and rode to the portal.
 
    
 
   But it was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Three
 
    
 
    
 
   To say I took it well would be a lie of epic proportions. It was two days before I gave up and went ‘home.’ But not the home I wanted to be at. For someone who hadn’t been keen on marriage, a child, or any of that, I realized quickly just how much Darlene and my unborn child suddenly meant to me. So I went and did the one thing I could do, I got drunk. 
 
   And stayed drunk. 
 
   Anyone who asked, I told that I had my visa canceled and was sent back. Anyone who pressed further was told to shut up and mind their own business. After that, they got thrashed. Even drunk apparently I had become more than capable of beating the crap out of people who didn’t leave me alone.
 
   It was the police who actually came to my aid. I was arrested on a drunk and disorderly after thrashing someone who didn’t understand the meaning of minding their own business. Apparently my name had gotten around the department enough from the bows I’d sold that I got a visit from the officer who bought that first bow.
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   “I’m here, she’s there, and I can’t get there from here. That’s what happened.”
 
   “So what are you going to do about it?”
 
   “I don’t know what I can do about it,” I sighed. I was sitting on the bed in the jail cell; he was on the other side of the bars of course. That and my enforced sobriety had a lot to do with my more reasonable state.
 
   “Well, drinking yourself to death isn’t going to get you there.”
 
   “You’re not the first to tell me this, you know,” I said stating the obvious.
 
   “There’s a renaissance faire upstate, runs all summer and into the fall. I know the guys who run it. I could get you a job there. People up there won’t know you; they won’t ask questions you don’t feel like answering.”
 
   “That’s hardly a compelling reason,” I said smirking, “I think I’ve got just about everyone round here convinced to stop asking.”
 
   “Yeah, but strange people show up at the faire: rich, poor, powerful, connected. Lots of connected people working there too, oddly enough. If there’s anyone out there who can help you, that’s probably the best place.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Tell you what, I’ll come back at the end of my shift and give you a ride home. You can give me your answer then.”
 
   “Sure, not like I’m going anywhere before then,” I said and gave him a wry grin.
 
   “Don’t worry, I talked to the desk sergeant, they’re going to ‘lose’ your paperwork.”
 
   “Thanks, Lou.”
 
   “Get some sleep. You look like shit you know.”
 
   I nodded and lay down.
 
   I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but getting away from everyone I was sure would help. The last month had been pure hell. No one understood what was going on, and of course I couldn’t tell them. They’d think I was insane. Heck I was even starting to wonder if I was insane. Only the things I’d brought back were any kind of proof, but even those things could have been made here.
 
   I feel asleep thinking about his proposal, and I had a dream. 
 
   I was sitting at a table, in a tavern not unlike the Swann. There were other people coming and going, barmaids, all that stuff. After a few minutes, I noticed there was a man sitting at the other side of the table.
 
   “Greetings,” He said raising his cup to me in acknowledgement.
 
   “Hi,” I said and returned the gesture.
 
   “So, what brings you here this fine day?”
 
   “I have no idea,” I replied honestly.
 
   “Strange, most people come into a tavern because they want a drink,” he joked.
 
   “Not me, I just want to go home.”
 
   “So why haven’t you?” He leaned forward and looked at me curiously. Everyone else in the tavern slowly disappeared, until it was just us. Even the surroundings started to slowly fade away.
 
   “Because the damned portal closed before I could get back to it.”
 
   “So find another one then,” he said leaning back and smiling. “I’m sure there are others.”
 
   “Yeah, but where?”
 
   “Oh, here and there. People tell me the woods can be full of them. Just got to find the right one.”
 
   “You’re not being very helpful you know.” I grumbled.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I never was much for riddles and the like. They give me headaches.”
 
   “Yeah, me too. And as this is my dream and you’re just my subconscious that would explain it.” At this point there was only me and him and the table between us. The dream was fading and I knew I’d be awake soon; a jangling noise was starting to fill my ears.
 
   “Well then, I guess I’ll be on my way,” he said getting up from the table, “I’ll be in touch. But if you want my advice, you’ll take the job upstate. But I don’t help drunkards Will, so clean up your act if you want to go home!” And he slapped me across the face.
 
   I awoke while bolting to sit upright, surprising Lou who was unlocking the door of the holding cell, the keys on the ring jingling noisily. I rubbed my face, it still stung where I’d been slapped.
 
   “Jeez, didn’t mean to scare you like that!” He laughed. 
 
   “That’s okay. I needed waking.”
 
   “Well let’s get your stuff and get out of here. Come to a decision yet?”
 
   I nodded, “Yeah, I’ll take the job if you can get it for me.”
 
    
 
    
 
   #                    #                    #                    #
 
    
 
    
 
   Five months had gone by, it was September, and it was still hot. The Ren Faire job had been working out well. It turned out that I was the best swordsman, one of the best archers, and about the same as the better players on the quarterstaff. So I did a lot of shows and exhibitions, six a day Monday through Friday, eight a day on weekends, seven days a week. Usually things were pretty predictable, some of my partners for the demonstrations even liked to follow a pattern and keep things simple. 
 
   A few however liked to show off and get fancy. With the quarterstaffs that could be painful, though I’d whack them twice as hard and let them know I wasn’t pleased. But with the swords, well that was something different, as we fought with live steel. Anyone who got cute with me soon found that he, or she, was fighting for their life as I came at them with everything. If they dropped their blade, I of course stopped. If they didn’t they got cut. 
 
   Needless to say, I had a bit of a reputation by that point. But it did make me popular with the ladies, and with the Faire’s older hands. Both were positive benefits, because some nights I didn’t want to be alone, so I could either stay up talking with the old salts, or find someone to sleep with. The endless performances, along with my morning sparing sessions with a couple of the other performers, had me in probably the best shape of my life. I know my fighting skills improved tremendously, I had never done so much fighting in my life, and even if a lot of it was stage work, it was still practice. It still improved my coordination and my muscle memory.
 
   “Trouble sleeping again?” Josh asked me as I walked into the break tent. It was a fairly large tent, with a bunch of picnic tables spread out all over. There was also cold drinks, cold water, and coffee that was available for the performers, pretty much around the clock. Seemed like there was always someone here whenever I wandered in.
 
   “Yeah,” I nodded. It was late, probably two a.m., something had woken me and I couldn’t get back to sleep. “You?”
 
   “Nah, I like this time of night. Let’s me think about things.”
 
   I yawned, and went and got a cup of water. “Sometimes I’d rather not think about things. Just sleep.”
 
   “Well, at least it’s not nightmares keeping you up,” He chuckled.
 
   “Oh, I get them occasionally. You?”
 
   He nodded. “More than I care to talk about.”
 
   “How long you been doing these faires anyway?” I asked sitting down across from him.
 
   “Been doing this one for over ten years now. When it shuts down in October there’s one down in Florida I spend the winter at, then run back up here in June when this one starts back up. You?”
 
   “First one.” I admitted.
 
   “Really? I’d have taken you for an old timer!” He said surprised.
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Your experience with the weapons, especially the sword. And it ain’t that stage fighting like the others do. Also you don’t complain about the lack of amenities. It’s more like you’ve spent some time living like this before.”
 
   I shrugged, “Some, but not that much. Parents liked to go camping and rough it when I was a kid.”
 
   “Still doesn’t explain the training.”
 
   “Low self esteem,” I said looking down into my cup, “so I got into the martial arts and all that stuff.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Next you’ll tell me that the reason you have all those gold rings tied up in your neckerchief are because your parents were gypsies.”
 
   I looked up at him and stared. “Okay, now you’re starting to swim in dangerous waters.”
 
   Josh leaned forward and lowered his voice, even though we were the only two people in the tent and the rest of the camp was asleep. “You’re one of those portal jumpers, aren’t you?”
 
   I continued to stare at him, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “You’re not the first one to come through here. I think George took a few jumps a while back, he gets a little strange once in a while.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   “I’ve taken a couple,” Josh said and smiled at me.
 
   I blinked. Josh was probably in his late forties, early fifties. I’d gathered from what the others told me, he’d been doing these faires for close to twenty years.
 
   “So why are you here?” I asked
 
   “Here at the faire? Or here here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I like it here. It’s safe, it’s easy,” he shrugged, “Why are you?”
 
   “I was born here. This isn’t really where I want to be anymore.”
 
   He looked at me a little strange, “Why would you want to leave here? This place is great!” 
 
   “I take it then, you’re not from here? You came from some other place?”
 
   He nodded, “Yeah, nasty little place called Haver Strome. I found the portal here when a big war broke out.”
 
   “So you decided to duck out and come here?”
 
   “Wasn’t much else I could do, we’d lost the war by then and well, I’d lost my family. So rather than surrender and get stuck on a pike, I left. What’s your story?”
 
   “I was doing a little trading through a portal. Was back here for my last trip but when I got back, the portal was gone. So I’m stuck here.”
 
   “I can think of worse places to be stuck Will.”
 
   “I can’t. I have a pregnant wife back there. If I’d known that the portal was going to close, I wouldn’t have come back.”
 
   “I didn’t know they could close,” Josh mused. “Then again, I never studied them much. Though I did run into a guy once about a decade ago who seemed to know a lot about them.”
 
   “What did he say?” I asked now leaning closer to him.
 
   “He said they had to do with the way all the different realities were formed. They were all clustered in groups that were strung together at more or less fixed points. They passed energies and such to keep everything at an equal level, or something like that. The points where the energy flowed was where the portals were.”
 
   “Can you feel them from a distance?” I asked curious about that. I’d been able to feel mine from nearly a quarter mile away the last time.
 
   He nodded, “After a couple of times you can feel them. They all feel different too. That fella told me also that if it feels really bad, don’t go through. Not all the places they connect to are safe.”
 
   “Did he say why people speak English on the other side? I found that too strange a coincidence to believe.”
 
   Josh laughed, “Oh, they don’t. When you go through you’re changed to fit into the reality you’re entering. That means the local language is stuck in your head, and if the laws of the universe are different, you’re adjusted to fit in.”
 
   “Great, so if I do find a way back and it’s in another country, I’ll show up at home unable to talk to anyone.”  I grumbled.
 
   “Actually no. You’d show up through the gate speaking the language from the first place you entered. It seems that once you have a template in a new reality, wherever you enter it from after that, you get the template from the first trip.”
 
   I nodded and thought about that for a few minutes.
 
   “So where is the portal you came through?” I asked eventually.
 
   “Up in Vermont. I don’t think you’d want to go through there though.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Nasty place. The kingdom that overran us was pretty bad.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’d look like one of them and speak the language, right?”
 
   Josh pondered that a bit. “True, assuming it isn’t on the world you’re trying to get too.
 
   “Ever hear of Hillshire?” I asked
 
   “Sounds like that company that makes sausages,” He chuckled. “But no. Still, I wouldn’t recommend it, and it won’t be getting you any closer to your home.”
 
   “I need to do something. How many gates have you gone through anyway?”
 
   “Four. Two back at home, and two here. Of course one of those is the one back to where I came from.”
 
   “Where’s the other one?”
 
   “A few miles from here.”
 
   I sat bolt upright and stared at him. “What?”
 
   He nodded, “That fella I was telling you about, he came from there. Was doing some research. I went back with him out of curiosity, but I didn’t care for it much.”
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “Too advanced. I guess you’d call it a ‘high tech’ world. Wasn’t for me. Kind of repressive there too. Seems they had laws for everything and the ability to enforce them.”
 
   “Think you could find him if you went through again?”
 
   “Nah. He wasn’t that trusting. A lot of people who portal jump aren’t. There are some pretty bad characters running around he claimed. Plus to be honest, I like it here; I’m never going through one of those again.”
 
   “I was thinking more along the lines of having you draw me a map or something,” I said absently. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well, if a portal can close, I wonder if it can be reopened.” I shrugged. “I just wonder what the odds are of there being another portal to the same place from here.”
 
   “Well, he did say they tend to cluster in similar ‘formats’ I believe was the word he used. My home and his place were both a lot like here, just different cultures, and different levels of advancement. But the people and the animals looked a lot alike.”
 
   I thought about that some more, then stood after a few minutes. “Well I’m off to bed. Thanks, Josh.”
 
   “Sure, no problem. See you in the morning.”
 
   I waved and headed out of the tent, and went and found my own.
 
    
 
    I was in the tavern again, and across the table from me was my companion from that previous dream.
 
   “Long time no see,” I said nodding.
 
   “I’ve had other things to attend to. You are not my sole concern Will.”
 
   “My own subconscious can’t make time for me? I’m hurt,” I chuckled and tried the drink. Not surprisingly, I really couldn’t taste anything.
 
   “So, you’ve now found out that there are other gates, and I suspect will get your friend to give you the locations of two new ones.”
 
   I nodded, “Damn straight.”
 
   “Neither of those gates will lead to where you want to go however,” he said taking a drink. The same as last time, the rest of the room and people had now disappeared and it was just the two of us at that table surrounded by a comfortable darkness.
 
   “And you can tell me where the gate I want is?” I laughed.
 
   “Of course. I know where all the gates are on this planet, and those other two. There are five more on this planet that can take you to the planet Hillshire is on, one even within a few months’ travel of your goal.”
 
   “Prove it,” I said glaring at him.
 
   “Okay,” he smiled, “I shall. Tomorrow when you’re finished for the day, I want you to go out to the highway, drive north exactly three and four tenths of a mile and stop. You will see a service road leaving the highway. Take it eight tenths of a mile then pull over and get out. Head directly north by north east.”
 
   “And I’ll find the portal home?” I asked hopefully.
 
   “No, but you will find a portal. Bring an umbrella, it will be raining.”
 
   And I woke. It was morning, I got up and got dressed and went to get some breakfast after writing down those directions so I wouldn’t forget them. I ran into Josh briefly and asked him that if I got a map, would he mark the portals for me? He agreed, so I told him I’d meet with him after I got one.
 
   Later, much later, I decided to follow the instructions my dream friend had given me. When I stopped at three point four miles, sure enough, there was a service road. It was pretty overgrown and unused looking. But I eased the car onto it anyway and drove carefully, picking up a few scratches on the car’s body along the way. Twice I had to get out and move logs from the path, but I got there. I pulled out a compass and walked then. After twenty minutes I felt it. Another twenty or so and I was there. I could almost see it, and Josh was right, it did feel different. I got a good look around to get my bearings and I stepped through. 
 
   I had forgotten to bring an umbrella. It was raining alright, and fairly hard. I hadn’t brought my cloak, stupidly I hadn’t brought much of anything, and I was soaked to the skin in minutes. Of course I wasn’t sure which was greater, the chill from the rain, or the chill down my spine as I realized that the guy in my dream knew something I couldn’t have.
 
   I looked around a little, but the sky was dark and I couldn’t see very far. All I could tell was that I was in some sort of woods, and there were no lights I could see or sounds beyond that of the rain. I turned back to the portal and noticed something interesting; the portal from Hillshire to back home had felt exactly like this one. 
 
   I went back to my car, got some dry clothes on and after finding a spot to turn the car around, drove off to a drug store and bought a road atlas. I marked the gate I’d just found on it, then I went back to find Josh.
 
   “What’s this mark?” He asked.
 
   “I did a little exploring, why, is that it?”
 
   “Hmm? No it’s down to the south over here.” 
 
   I watched as he drew out the instructions, they were a little less precise, but still close enough that I could probably find it. Next he did the one in Vermont which turned out to be close to a hiking trail.
 
   “I’m surprised that people don’t fall through that one all the time,” I said.
 
   “I don’t think most people are affected by the portals. Same for animals. I’ve seen small animals just walk right through them with no effect. They don’t go into them.”
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   Josh shrugged, “If they were easy to find and go through, everyone would know about them. 
 
   “I guess so. Well, I’m off to bed.”
 
   “Night, Will.”
 
   I didn’t dream of the man in the tavern that night, or the next one. But on the third night, just as I was starting to get anxious, he showed up.
 
   “Where have you been?” I asked exasperated.
 
   “I told you, Will, I do have other things to deal with.”
 
   “Okay, okay. So tell me, how do I get home from here?”
 
   “It’s not that easy, Will,” he said looking me straight in the eyes. “You’re going to have to do something for me first.”
 
   “What!?” I almost yelled at him. “What the hell for?”
 
   “Because, quite simply, I’m in a very bad position and I need help. You help me, I’ll help you. You don’t, well good luck because there are over a thousand gates on this planet and unless you get really lucky, you’ll never find the right one.”
 
   I stood up and held the mug in my hand, I was thinking of smashing him upside the head with it and beating him until he told me.
 
   “Won’t work, it’s a dream, Will. Besides, remember the first one? I can hurt you; you however, cannot hurt me.”
 
   “I think I just might be willing to test that theory,” I growled.
 
   He sighed, “Sit down, Will.”
 
   I looked at him.
 
   “SIT!” He ordered loudly and I suddenly found myself sitting.
 
   “Okay, here’s the story plain and simple. My city and most of its people are about to be wiped out. I need the help of someone such as you to save it. There will be bonuses along the way, I guarantee you. But I won’t sugar coat it. You could die. If I lose, you will certainly die because I won’t be able to help you.”
 
   He looked me over, “But I promise you by and in my name, Feliogustus, that if you help me, I will open a portal near to Riverhead for you.”
 
   I looked back at him, giving him the same examination, “You can open portals?”
 
   “From within the seat of my power, yes. It’s not easy however, the whole thing is fairly complicated, but I can do it.”
 
   “And all I have to do is go help you win this battle? This war?” I’m sure I looked as incredulous as I felt, even if it were a dream.
 
   “I will do some things to help you, but I believe you have a chance. Without you I have no chance. I have put everything on the line for this. Many of my people will die if you do not help me. Tens of thousands, maybe all.”
 
   I sighed. I was never good at guilt trips, and he did know about that other gate. 
 
   “Okay, so what do I have to do?”
 
   “Swear an oath to me. When the time is right I will send you through to my home world.”
 
   “Why not now?”
 
   “Because now isn’t the proper time. I have a few allies; one of them is rather strong. They can see more of the future than I can. My closest and strongest has shown me where and when it would be best to introduce you to the fight.”
 
   “How long then?” 
 
   “A few days. A week at most. So will you do it?”
 
   “Yes, but be warned that if you are lying to me, I’ll come after you.”
 
   He laughed, “As you will learn soon enough, when I give my word I mean it. Now here is what you must swear.”
 
   He handed me a parchment, which I read. Carefully. Twice. It was fairly simple; I was swearing myself to his service, in all realities, until such time as I revoked my vow. I would follow his orders and commands, serve him in all things, and in turn he would take care of my needs and keep me whole.
 
   Fairly simple really.
 
   “I noticed that this says I can quit whenever I wish,” I said looking back up at him.
 
   “Yes, there are meta-rules that govern everything, and allowing you to quit makes it harder for me to abuse your position.”
 
   “What about being fired?” I asked curiously. There had been nothing in there about that.
 
   “I can’t fire you. You have to agree to leave my service.”
 
   “That’s different.” I said pondering the implications.
 
   “It’s all about balance. Now if you’re serious, do swear the oath.”
 
   I nodded and reading it I swore myself to him then. He smiled reminding me suddenly of a very pleased cat.
 
   “Keep your things together. When I have need of you, you’ll only have a few hours of warning.”
 
   “How will I know?” I asked, “Am I supposed to take naps or something?”
 
   “Oh no. From this point on, I will be able to make my desires known to you. I’m still only what you would call ‘minor league,’ but I have enough of an ability to make myself understood. And as my champion, I’ll pretty much know everything you’re saying or thinking if you think it at me.”
 
   “Minor league? Your champion?” I blinked. “Just what are you?”
 
   “William my son, I am a god. And you are my champion.”
 
   “A god?” I leaned back in the chair, that was a bit hard to believe. “So what do I call you?” 
 
   “Well ‘God’ works,” he smiled that smile again, “Or my full name. However, Fel works too, though I suggest you don’t let the rank and file hear that, I wouldn’t want to lose their respect.”
 
   “I... See....” I said, but clearly I didn’t. “Do I get any powers with this?”
 
   “Of course, but not right now.  I must run to attend to my duties. There is still much for me to do.”
 
   “Yes, uhmm, Fel. One last question?” I asked standing up as he stood to go. Even if this was a dream it seemed like the polite thing to do.
 
   “Aryanna suggested that I recruit you. She thinks you have spunk.” And with that he was gone.
 
   I woke up then and looked out the flap of the tent, it was still dark out.
 
   ‘If you keep answering questions before I have the time to ask them, I’ll go insane, Fel!’ I thought at him. Or at least tried to. Hopefully he got it, but for my part I went back to sleep and had pleasant dreams about Darlene and the White Swann. They weren’t anything exciting, just me watching her work and do her daily routine, all the while looking very pregnant.
 
    
 
   “Josh, what can you teach me about medieval tactics?” I asked as we all sat around dinner the next day.
 
   “Quite a bit actually. Why?” He said glancing over at me.
 
   “Curiosity.” I said.
 
   “Uh-huh. Well what period?”
 
   I shrugged, “I don’t know. Start with the Greeks I guess and work forward?
 
   “The Greeks were hardly medieval,” he pointed out.
 
   “Well yeah, I guess. But they were foot soldiers mostly, right?”
 
   “So you’re interested in infantry combat then?”
 
   “I guess so. Nothing involving Cavalry.” I had a sneaking suspicion that the battle I would end up involved in didn’t involve any sort of Cavalry, and I also suspected that my suspicions were coming from Fel.
 
   “Okay, well here’s how it works generally....”
 
   And with that, he started to go into shield walls, pikemen, pikemen’s squares, lines and flanks, flanking maneuvers, how to maneuver a large number of soldiers on a field, and the kinds of numbers these battles often fielded.
 
   He told me of the hoplites, the Persians, the Romans, the Janissaries, the Vikings, and the English longbow men. 
 
   Over the next several days I learned a lot of basics; Josh was amazingly well informed on the subject. He wouldn’t say why, but I suspected he’d been more involved in that lost war than he was willing to admit. 
 
   “The big things are to make the terrain work for you, get as much as you can into the fight as quickly as you can, and not be afraid to run away to fight another day when you’re hopelessly outnumbered. Surprise is your friend and your enemy. If you can surprise them, you can do a lot more with less. If they surprise you however, you might lose before you even get started. Information and communication, those are very important things to remember. Never let your opponent see anything but what you want him to see. And remember that what he shows you may very well be a lie as well.”
 
   “Doesn’t sound easy,” I sighed.
 
   “If it was easy, then anyone could do it!” He laughed. “The best thing is to study history, look at what happened last time, and try to apply it to this.”
 
   I nodded, “I do have one big question for you, and I’d appreciate an honest answer.”
 
   He grimaced, “You can ask, don’t know if I’ll answer.”
 
   “Fair enough. You’re not from around here, yet you know a lot of our military history. Seems kind of strange to me.”
 
   “Yes, well, for a while there I entertained ideas of returning home and throwing out the conquerors and liberating my country.”
 
   “Ah. What stopped you?”
 
   “The inability to find enough soldiers in my homeland.” Josh sighed, “They came through and put to death all of the men in the military, all of those in the ruling class, those of fighting age or near it, anyone at all who could keep the old ways going. Or who might raise a revolution. Twenty years later, hardly anyone remembers what was. In a generation everything that was, will be forgotten.”
 
   “Sounds harsh,” I said.
 
   “Yes, it was. There’s really no hope of raising any kind of revolution to return my government to power, no one is left from it, and hardly enough to remember it. The religion of my youth is completely gone from the place, probably the world, its temples and priests removed as if they never were. They ripped the roots of our society up and burned them.”
 
   “When were you back there last?” I asked curious.
 
   “I went back one last time two years ago. I’d already given it up for a lost cause, but I couldn’t help myself. I spent a week skulking around. They’re not my people anymore.” 
 
   Josh looked a little haunted as he talked about it. 
 
   Looking at him I realized right there exactly what it took to truly win a war. You had to destroy not just the desire, not just the hope, but even the thought of rising up to bring back what had been lost. This could be done through fear, or coercion. I suspected it probably took both; and what measures you took and how you applied them, depended on who you were, and who you were fighting.
 
   “Some people will tell you, Will, that the only thing worse than losing is winning. They don’t know what they’re talking about. Trust me; there is nothing worse in all of creation than losing.” 
 
   And he turned and walked away.
 
   I walked back to my tent, and suddenly from a little corner of my mind that I didn’t know had existed before, maybe because it didn’t, came the feeling that it was time to go. I packed my bags, wrote a note to the people in charge that I was called away on urgent family business, and left. I got on highway eight and followed it for quite a while, then just turned every time I felt it was right. It was kind of creepy, a strange game of hot and cold. I was on a small dirt road when I felt the portal. I could only get so close until I had to walk. I didn’t bother to lock the car, and I left the keys in it. I got my things together, made sure there wasn’t anything left behind I might regret and then struck off into the brush. 
 
   I started to feel a sense of urgency as I got closer and broke into a run. I could almost see the portal hovering there in the air, and its feeling was yet again different from the ones I’d felt before, but I could also feel a connection to this portal, perhaps a result of my bargain? I didn’t know. But I also knew that something wasn’t right on the other side and that when I stepped through something important was going to happen.
 
   I didn’t hesitate, I jumped.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Four
 
    
 
    
 
   So. Many. Things. aSsailed mY SENses at once. It was like jumping in the middle of a football play just as the quarterback has snapped the ball. Only you’re wearing stilts and someone is banging on a bucket over your head while a tornado is passing through.
 
   Oh, and you’re the one they just gave the ball to.
 
   There were four people. One was tied to a stone altar, clothes ripped from her body. She was mine to save – I just knew that. To her left side was a guy holding a dagger, he was getting ready to plunge it into her. He wore robes, a funny hat, was yelling something out, both arms raised high, one hand holding that dagger, the other hand open, beseeching gods or something. He was bad. He also had his back to me and did not see me.
 
   The other two were at the head and the foot of the altar respectively. They wore leather armor, chest pieces on their upper body with some sort of leather bracers, skirts at the waist and below. Some sort of knee protectors, greaves maybe? Also made of leather. Both had short swords and daggers. Though both of them had their hands empty and weapons sheathed at the moment. They both saw me, I could tell by the widening of their eyes.
 
   I was stark naked, no clothes, no weapons, nothing.
 
   I took it all in, in an instant. There wasn’t any hesitation to learn which was what, I just knew.
 
   But that wasn’t the strangest part by far, not even close, I took a step forward and started to reach for the dagger from behind, my knee coming up to impact his spine, just above the tail. As my knee contacted and I saw his ears go flat as a snarling sound started to come from my muzzle. I grabbed his wrist and dug my claws in, wrenching his arm around, using the motion as my other hand grabbed his throat and started to pull his body back, claws digging at his neck. I used my momentum to turn his body to the right, slashing the dagger in front of the snarling muzzle of the guard to that side, using my tail for balance as I pulled the head back further and pushed the knee in harder. 
 
   Everything moved as if it was in treacle, I’d never had such an extreme adrenaline rush before in my life and I was getting all sorts of strange messages in my mind that while they felt right, I knew they were wrong. But I didn’t have the time to deal with those now as I felt a spine start to crack and gained control of the dagger with my right hand paw. Springing forward and releasing my grip on the guy in the robes who was yowling in obvious pain I drove the dagger forward into the eye of the soldier or guard or whatever he was, pushing it into the hilt then grabbing his half drawn sword as he released it and spinning back, the blade held flat as I came around.
 
   It had only been a second, but the one in the robes had drawn a dagger in his left and was starting to do something with his right hand paw. I noticed he was suddenly moving as fast as I was, and I followed through on my stroke, taking off his right hand paw. I circled the sword up and then back down, his block with the dagger might have worked but I was bigger and stronger and was already kicking him in the groin, with my foot claws out. His block collapsed and as the point of my sword came down in front of his face, I thrust forward and drove it into his open muzzle, and out through the back of his head. 
 
   The last one was looking at me, eyes wide with fear, his light tan fur and the white fur of his chest that was exposed at the top of his armor already getting flecked with the blood spurting out of his former colleague. I knew my fur was already drenched in blood, I could feel it slick and hot as I put my foot into the body of the now dead foe and pushed hard, kicking it free of my blade and turning to run it into the remaining live foe.
 
   He tried to parry it aside but didn’t get much of a chance to complete the action as I used my greater reach and speed to lunge over the head of the corpse and drive my blade through his chest. His eyes got even wider then, and blood spurted out of his mouth as he slowly collapsed.
 
   I blinked and stood there a moment, my tail lashing out behind me as everything started to catch up with me. They were all cats, everyone was. Or rather some sort of man-cat combination. Hybrid. Something. I could feel my ears and I ran my hands down my sides smoothing out my fur and looked down at myself. 
 
   So was I. 
 
   I was also about seven feet tall now, if my sense of proportion had survived, and built like a heavyweight boxer. I noticed the rest of me was rather well developed as well. I had a long thick tail, claws, muzzle, fangs, the whole thing. I looked around; the guy in the robe was probably a bit over six feet, the other two a bit smaller. I saw no others but the woman on the altar was staring at me, and I was instantly struck by her beauty. Even the human part of my mind could recognize it. Her eyes followed me as I moved to pick up a dagger and started to cut the bonds on her legs. 
 
   Once I touched her, I really couldn’t stop, I ran my hands up her legs, through the short fur, and suddenly I realized I had crawled up on the altar with her. My blood was still running hot in my veins, the scent of blood was in my nostrils, and I was getting very excited now that the fight was over. I got one of her hands free before I dropped the dagger and lost all control and took her there on the altar. 
 
   From the way she responded I guess she had lost control as well. It was rather animalistic, but incredibly satisfying all the same. When we were done, I was panting harder than I had been from the fight and we were now both sticky with the drying blood of the deceased.
 
   I was brought back to reality by her lightly tugging on one of my ears, “Up lover boy, you’re heavy and this slab isn’t terribly comfortable.”
 
   I rose up and moved my weight to my arms and elbows, taking it off of her, and found that, yes I actually was able to purr. I smiled at her and did so rather loudly. I figured that my wits would catch up with me sooner or later, but for just now, I’d enjoy the moment.
 
   She smiled a little shyly, and then winked. “Somebody sure needed that! Think you could undo my right arm?”
 
   I reached up and undid the knot with a claw, balancing my weight on my other arm. When I got her released I leaned back to kneel, watching as she gathered herself up and then rolled onto her hands and knees and stretched her muscles. It was one of the sexiest things I’d ever seen, and it was inches from my face. Then there was her scent, which was filling my nostrils once again. I grabbed her tail and leaned forward to give her a little nip on the rump.
 
   “Oh!” She jumped but I pulled her back, “What are you...? Oh!” 
 
    
 
   Quite a while later I was pleasantly drowsing, still covering her back as she caught her breath beneath me. “That... that was unexpected,” she purred.
 
   “Bullshit,” I whispered in her ear purring myself. “You could have raised a dead man with the little stretching routine.”
 
   “Ah, it speaks!” she giggled and I put an arm around her waist as I sat back on my heels pulling her with me, she fit really well there. I moved her hair out of the way and licked the fur on the back of her neck. That we had hair on our heads was strange, and then again not. It was more like a mane of sorts, and I knew it was fine and thin on the females, thick and heavy on the males. Some sort of secondary sexual characteristic. 
 
   “Oooh, that feels nice,” she sighed and pushed her body back against mine. “I think my Seneschal would be having an attack right about now, that or having you killed.”
 
   I wrapped both of my arms around her. “He’ll get used to it.”
 
   She laughed, “I’m not so sure he’s going to.”
 
   I stood and lifted her in my arms, she wasn’t very heavy, standing I figured she’d almost come up to my shoulder. I stepped off the altar and put her up on my shoulder, she leaned over and curled around the back of my head, putting her hips on my right shoulder and her shoulders draped over my left. A very feline position I noted, as she got comfortable.
 
   I picked up one of the swords and looked around until I ‘felt’ which was the right direction and started off.
 
   “So, does my savior have a name?” She purred softly.
 
   “Will,” I said simply. I was looking at the terrain around where we were. At first, the fight was all that was in my mind. Then it was her. Now I could expand my focus. We were on top of a small hill in the center of seven much larger hills. It was arid country, not quite desert, but close. Ruins surrounded us, but the altar on the hill and the dais it sat upon was rather well preserved. It was night out, very late, and pleasantly cool with a light breeze.
 
   “My name,” she continued when it became obvious that I wasn’t going to say anything further, “Is Rachel. Queen Rachel.” She smacked my back with her tail when she said ‘queen,’ “And I need to get back to my royal quarters. I suspect by now the army is going crazy looking for me.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Care to tell me what was going on back there?” I asked as I found the trail and started to move into a slightly faster pace.
 
   “One of the priests from the temple was going to sacrifice me, what did it look like?” She said angrily. “There are going to be some changes made at the temple when I get back.”
 
   “Why was he doing that?” 
 
   “He had said that it would save the people in the war against the Mulanders. Not all agreed, but he convinced the high priest who looked the other way when they kidnapped me at services tonight.”
 
   I made a note that the high priest would die shortly after I met him. I got a rather pleasant sensation from that new ‘part’ of my mind that told me that was approved.
 
   “Why here though?”
 
   “Because of the power in the ring of the seven mounds. Why else? Don’t you know anything?” And she whapped my back with her tail again.
 
   In response, I pinched her rather nice ass with my fingers and used a little bit of claw to make her squeak rather loudly and satisfyingly.
 
   “I’m new to the area.” I said, “Now quit whacking me and behave.”
 
   “I’m your queen; you don’t get to tell me how to behave!” 
 
   “Correction,” I purred darkly, “you’re my woman, behave or you’ll get spanked!”
 
   She growled and went from soft and cuddly on my shoulders to hard and stiff with several sharp claws digging into my body as she turned her head to right next to mine. “What did you say?”
 
   “I said you’re my woman. I claimed you on that altar, in front of your god and all the other gods. They came to see a sacrifice, they got three, and then I got you.” I turned my head and smiled at her, “You did seem to return my affections rather enthusiastically after all.”
 
   “I’d just been saved from having my heart cut out and my entrails removed! What the hell did you expect me to do? Turn you down? Of course I enjoyed it! I just found out I was going to live!”
 
   “And here I thought you were going to complement me on the way I’d dispatched your captors.” I sighed dramatically.
 
   “Oh, that was impressive alright. So are you. So is everything about you. I’ll admit to loving every minute of it. But I’m not your woman.”
 
   “What? Afraid of it then?”
 
   “No, of course not! But I’m a queen. You’re just some commoner who happened to be in the right place at the right time. I got lucky, so you got lucky. We both got lucky. But that’s as far as this can go. I have responsibilities and my advisors still think that the war could be prevented if I offer myself to marriage to the Mulanders’s king.
 
   That got a very bad feeling. Which of course didn’t matter to me, because for the first time in my life I was going to take something and screw all if they didn’t like it.
 
   I stopped short and grabbed her by the scruff of the neck and pulled her off me, she put up one hell of a fight, but I had a foot and a half on her, and weighed twice as much.
 
   “Okay, let’s get this straight,” I purred with my nose inches from hers, I had her pinned spread eagle on the path beneath me at this point. “The marriage idea has just been vetoed. It’s not going to happen.”
 
   “And why not?” She growled.
 
   “Because first of all, he won’t accept it, and second of all I’m going to kill him. Right after I lead your army into kicking his ass all the way back to where they came from and then some.”
 
   “As if I’d let some commoner lead my army!” She growled again.
 
   “Why do you think I’m here?” I asked her.
 
   She gave me a blank look.
 
   “How many people have you seen just magically appear naked in front of an altar and slay a powerful priest and his two body guards? Has this been a common occurrence in your life your majesty?”
 
   She blinked then, her mouth opened, and then closed after a moment, then opened again.
 
   “Where did you come from?” She finally said.
 
   “You know all that praying you’ve been doing to your god for help?”
 
   Her eyes got wide.
 
   “Got it in one.” I got off of her and let her up. She looked at me kind of sideways and wasn’t sure what to make of me. So I grabbed her and pulled her close. 
 
   “I’m sure you’ll get used to the idea,” I smiled and kissed her, then threw her back over my shoulder as I started to jog off again.
 
   She got back into her old position effortlessly. “That you were sent here by my god?”
 
   I laughed, “No, that you’re now my woman!”
 
   She whacked me in the back of the head with her hand, but her claws were sheathed and she got all soft and cuddly on my shoulders again.
 
   “There are still going to be people who’ll complain,” she warned.
 
   “I’m used to people complaining.”
 
   “Well, yes. But you still haven’t fully convinced me either,” she warned further as her tail curled around my arm. “But I think I can at least see it in my heart to give you the opportunity to try.” She added in a rather haughty sounding voice.
 
   I pinched her butt and she squeaked again.
 
    
 
   I came across a creek as the sun started to come up. I woke her as I started to wade into a large pool I’d found along it.
 
   “Huuuh? Wha?” she said and started to stretch, which she did rather amazingly without losing her perch on my shoulders.
 
   “Bath time. Let’s get all this gore off.”
 
   “Ick, looks cold.” 
 
   “Un-huh,” I agreed and dunked my entire body under the water, which of course brought her with me.
 
   “AHHHHhhhh!” I could her hear yelling even under the surface. So I stood back up and pushed her under to shut her up.
 
   She came back up sputtering at me and glaring.
 
   “That’s no way to treat your Queen!” She said cursing rather liberally at me as well.
 
   “Yeah well, give up on the Queen stuff. Save it for the others. Let’s get clean.”
 
   She grumbled some more so I pulled her over and gave her a kiss. Surprisingly she was shivering. “You’re freezing!”
 
   “Duh.”
 
   “Let’s get you cleaned up and out of here,” I said and worked my fingers through her fur to loosen up and remove the dried blood. I picked her up and set her on the bank, then attended to getting the larger amounts of blood and guts out of my own fur and then joined her.
 
   “Come here,” I said and pulled her over and sat her in my lap and wrapped my body around hers. She was still shivering so I rubbed my hands up and down her body, unabashedly enjoying myself in the process. 
 
   “Don’t get started, Buster,” she growled faintly as the shivering stopped. “I’m not hopping back in there to rinse off again.”
 
   I snickered and licked an ear and she shivered, but for a different reason this time. 
 
   “I mean it, behave.”
 
   I nibbled a bit more and she leaned back into me. “Bastard,” she purred.
 
    
 
   We were back on the trail again, fur drying from a quick dunk to clean off from our lovemaking. 
 
   “That wasn’t fair,” she sighed curling up on my shoulders again.
 
   “Yeah, but you loved it,” I said smiling; I know I had sure loved it; she was a very responsive lover and playful one as well.
 
   “Uh-huh,” she purred and fell asleep rather quickly. Personally, I wished I could take a nap. I wanted to check in with my new boss, and find out just where the hell I was going. If she had been carried to that place in one night, we should have gotten back by now. So I knew we weren’t on the way back to the palace. I was thankful for the nearly god-like body I now had, I was in okay shape in my natural body, but with this one I had run for hours already carrying a hundred pounds and felt like I could run all day as well. 
 
   It started to heat up as the sun came up, we’d been heading down out of the mountains since just before sunrise, so the trees were getting thicker and the shade was improving. But it was still warming up; I didn’t have any water, because I didn’t have any gear. So I was hoping we’d get where we were going before the lack of water started to mess with my head.
 
   The sun was way up high in the sky when I encountered my first of the Hilanders, which is what my little queen’s people were called. I suppose Mulander and Hilander had much richer meanings if you grew up here, but to my translated mind, they sounded pretty unimaginative.
 
   “Halt!” He cried so I slowed my pace and walked up to him.
 
   “Who are you?” He asked.
 
   Rachel woke up when he yelled so I set her down.
 
   “He one of yours?” I asked her.
 
   She yawned and nodded, “He’s a member of the scouts, by his insignia he’s second scouting group attached to my second infantry, Captain Bezlan commanding. The second infantry that is.” And she smiled.
 
   I looked at her, “You have all their insignia memorized?” The troop was looking at her too. Because well, she was naked and rather beautiful and he was a guy after all.
 
   “Yeah, my dad told me if I was going to run things I needed to know how they worked.”
 
   “Who are you?” The troop asked again, looking at me and then her again. I noticed he had two more in back in the sparse trees keeping an eye on us. As well as their bows strung and arrows notched.
 
   “Don’t you know what your queen looks like?” I asked him surprised.
 
   “If she’s the queen, why the hell is she naked?” He asked bringing his sword up.
 
   “Long story soldier,” She said turning to him. “Take me to your commander, and do so immediately. That is an order!” And then she held her hand out so he could see the ring she was wearing. 
 
   “Damn, why does this stuff always happen to me?” He swore and made a sign to the men in the trees who stood down some, but didn’t get any closer. “Follow me please.”
 
   It was about a half hour’s walk, apparently this was the safe side, but they still had their scouts out and were being rather wary of any kinds of traps. When we came around the rise I saw the encampment, it was huge. When I had heard ‘city state’ as a description from Fel and then the queen I was thinking small, ten thousand citizens, so maybe a thousand soldiers. 
 
   There were at least ten thousand soldiers. Probably more.
 
   “Just how big is your army?” I asked Rachel.
 
   “Fifty-four thousand.” She sighed, “But I understand that the Mulanders have twice that. Our city is young, it was only settled a hundred years ago when we ended our nomadic existence. The Mulanders though have been down at the rivers for far far longer. And their fields produce much more food.”
 
   “So why are they attacking you?”
 
   Rachel shrugged, “They want to rule us. I think they need more slaves.”
 
   “Ugh.”
 
   “Plus their god doesn’t like our god I suspect.”
 
   We got maybe fifty yards into the camp before a soldier, actually an officer I believe, bowed low before Rachel.
 
   “Your Highness! We had heard you were kidnapped! I am glad to see you are safe, let me get you something to wear!” And he ran off like a shot.
 
   “Damn,” I sighed.
 
   “What?” She looked at me.
 
   “I kind of like you naked.”
 
   I heard some kind of a choking noise coming from our escort and turned to see him cover his muzzle with a hand as his tail curled. She took advantage of his distraction to kick me in the shin.
 
   “Hey! What was that for?”
 
   “Behave.”
 
   “I’ll consider it.” I pinched her butt and she gave a muffled squeak and I got a lot of very nasty looks suddenly from all of the soldiers standing around who were starting to realize just who she was.
 
   “Better watch it, we’re on my turf now,” She grinned.
 
   “This is my turf now too,” I grinned back at her. “Remember why I’m here. Besides, you’re mine,” and I pulled her over and laid a nice long kiss on her. She resisted for all of a second and then gave in. A polite cough interrupted us and we both turned to look. The officer was back with a cloak. I noticed that the looks I was getting had changed. I wasn’t sure what to however.
 
   “I’m sorry I don’t have anything better, Your Highness,” he said embarrassed.
 
   “Oh, it’s fine. Now, where is General Holse?”
 
   “I’ll take you there myself, Your Highness.” He nodded to our current escort who actually seemed pleased to be able to separate himself from us. 
 
   Obviously, I wasn’t going to be getting a cloak as well, but with my new fur coat I wasn’t feeling overly modest just yet. Then again, Rachel was doing absolutely sinful things with that cloak. 
 
   “Would you prefer to be carried?” I asked her as we walked.
 
   “Oh no, I’m fine,” she purred at me smirking.
 
   “Keep that up and I’ll be dragging you into one of those tents.”
 
   She laughed, “But I’m wearing a cloak now, how could I possibly be affecting you.”
 
   “You’re a witch, you know that?” 
 
   She laughed again.
 
   “Well if not me, have some consideration for the other guys around here. I’m sure your little show is driving them mad as well.”
 
   “I don’t know, sometimes you males need to be reminded of just what you’re fighting for....”
 
   But she toned it down after that. I’d seen women slink before, I guess being part feline gave her extra flexibility, I just know I was impressed and a lot of the men stopped what they were doing when she passed.
 
    
 
   “Your Majesty!” A big, heavyset, almost leonine looking older male came out of what was obviously the command tent. “We got word last night that you had disappeared. What happened?”
 
   “One of the priests from the temple kidnapped me and tried to sacrifice me on the altar at seven hills!” She told him rather angrily walking into the tent as we all followed, “I want the high priest to be arrested!”
 
   I put my hand on her shoulder, “I think you should let me take care of that Rachel.”
 
   “Why?” She turned and stared at me. I could see she was furious. I was amazed at how quickly she had turned that on.
 
   “Because I’m pretty sure if you start killing clerics that the church will start preaching against the monarchy.”
 
   “And you can?”
 
   “Well, duh. I’m Feliogustus’s champion. In the church, I’m his word pretty much embodied.”
 
   She stopped glaring at me and I watched her tail twitching as she thought a moment.
 
   “You’ll kill him, right?”
 
   My, she was a bloodthirsty little minx.
 
   “Oh definitely, in front of the entire church.” I said watching her smile “Examples must be made after all.”
 
   I guess it was rubbing off, because I was feeling pretty bloodthirsty too.
 
   “Okay, I’ll allow you to handle it then.”
 
   “And who are you, and why are you addressing Her Majesty so familiarly?” Holse growled turning his attention now to me. He was taller than most, but he still only came up to my nose.
 
   “General Holse, allow me to introduce Will. He saved me from that priest,” she spit out that word, “and his two henchmen. You would have been impressed.”
 
   “That still doesn’t explain the familiarity or why he’s here Your Highness.”
 
   I watched her as her tail curled, her ears went sort of flat and her eyes lowered. He also noticed her embarrassment and looked back and forth between us.
 
   “Well it’s really rather simple,” I said and moved next to her and put my arm around her in a very familiar manner. “Your god sent me here to deal with this little war, that’s why I’m here. As to the other, well she’s my woman and I’m her man. If you have a problem with either of those things we can step outside and I’ll just beat on you until you agree to see things my way.” 
 
   “Your Majesty?”
 
   She nodded and kind of gave a little shrug. “He did just appear out of thin air and started to kill things.”
 
   He pondered that a minute. “Let’s step outside a moment,” he said looking at me. “I tend to prefer to see these things with my own eyes.”
 
   I shrugged and followed him outside. “Do you think you could find me some gear?” I asked as we walked outside.
 
   “If you’re still alive,” he grunted and then turned and attacked me now that we were clear of the tent.
 
   As soon as it was coming, I was shifted into that ‘high gear’ again, it was a rather interesting effect, and I was guessing now that it must be divine in nature. I dodged his first attack and dodged again watching his form. I then went at it with him, he was really good, and it was really a learning experience. I actually was enjoying it, with my extra speed though it wasn’t as much of a contest as it should have been. 
 
   “So, why aren’t you beating me?” He growled softly when we clinched.
 
   “Because I’m actually enjoying this and I don’t want to show you up in front of your men. Bad for morale.”
 
   “Good points both,” he nodded.
 
   “Also, I don’t want my boss mad at me.”
 
   He laughed and dropped his point so I stopped as well.
 
   “What’s it like being a champion and all that?” He asked curious.
 
   “Ask me again in twenty years, maybe I’ll have an answer.”
 
   We went back inside again and Rachel had corralled some food and drink and had it being set out on a table.
 
   “Food!” I growled and set in with a will. I hadn’t realized how much I was starving.
 
   “Satisfied?” Rachel asked Holse.
 
   “I think so. Does he always eat like that?”
 
   “Well, he hasn’t eaten since I met him and he carried me most of the way.”
 
   “All that way?” He looked me over again, “Impressive.”
 
   “I’d like to see your plans for tomorrow’s battle,” I asked between bites.
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Because I’m going to change them on you, why else?”
 
   “Taking on an awful lot, aren’t you?” He gave a soft warning growl.
 
   I sighed and looked at Rachel, “Could you please order him to, hon? If I beat him up I just know I’m going to get in trouble.”
 
   “Show him your plans and listen to his council, General, that’s an order.”
 
   “I know he’s impressive, but what does he know about war?”
 
   “General, we know where things stand and we’ve been praying for help. Well, there’s our help,” She said pointing at me, “And I’d sure hate to seem ungrateful. You will do as he says.”
 
   I put my drink down as the general acquiesced. “As you wish Your Highness.”
 
   “So when can you show me your plans?”
 
   “Now would be as good a time as any,” He said and standing led us over to the back of the tent where there was a rather detailed map of the land. 
 
   I listened as he talked about what the opposing army would probably do, and what they planned to do. I was struck by the stream running through the field and something kept hammering around in my head. Finally, I figured it out.
 
   “Alexander the Great,” I mumbled.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Hmm? Nothing. Look, here’s what you’re going to do.” And I proceeded to show him how Alexander the Great had won the exact same battle against the Persians. I was glad Josh had gone over this one. The terrain wasn’t exactly the same, but it was similar enough.
 
   “One other thing. I want every able bodied man in the city to be given any kind of a weapon and taken here,” I pointed to a spot a mile off from the battle site. “When the word is given, I want them to come in on the rear flank here,” I pointed again.
 
   “That will drive all of them forward into us,” Holse murmured.
 
   “Maybe. But I suspect it will more likely cause panic in the rear. I doubt they’ll even notice they’re being set on by rabble and not soldiers. Take the city guard and put them in the front of it so they look like a trained force. If we can get them to hit once the battle is joined, we might throw all of them into disarray.”
 
   “That would leave the city undefended though, and I don’t know how many of the people will join. Especially on such short notice.”
 
   “It’s simple. Just tell them that if they don’t do it, they’ll all die the day after when the Mulanders sack the city. If we lose tomorrow, there won’t be another battle.”
 
   He nodded, “I can get a runner up to the city before dinner. With the proper motivation, I think we could have them there before noon.”
 
   “Good. Now where can I get some sleep?”
 
   He pointed to a bedroll that was laid out and I didn’t even remember hitting it before I was asleep.
 
    
 
   “So far so good,” said Feliogustus.
 
   I looked around; we were back in the tavern. “What happened to all my stuff? Showing up naked was a rather unpleasant surprise.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know, the queen sure got to appreciate it.”
 
   “Very funny. But what happened there?”
 
   “Rules.”
 
   “Rules?” I looked confused.
 
   “As my champion you can’t bring any outside materials or tech in to help me on my home plane. But to make up for it, I buffed you a bit. Hope you don’t mind?” He grinned at me. Of course I didn’t mind.
 
   “The whole cat thing is a surprise,” I said instead.
 
   “Yeah, but telling you about it in advance wouldn’t have helped.”
 
   “So what do I need to know?”
 
   “Okay, here it is all in a nutshell. You killed the opposing god’s champion at the altar the other night.”
 
   “That explains his ability to move as fast as me,” I nodded.
 
   “Exactly, that’s a divine power you get. My opposition picked a guy for stealth and sneakiness, so once it came to a battle, you had him. But it allowed him to infiltrate my temple without me knowing it, as my attention was diverted elsewhere. He then stirred up issues and so many of my priests got misled that my powers got seriously cut before I could do anything about it. I’m going to need you to clean up my temple, and my priests and priestesses.”
 
   “I’ll get on it as soon as I can.”
 
   “Oh, you will, trust me on that,” He smirked.
 
   “What about my plans for tomorrow?” I asked.
 
   “They sound pretty good. With his god’s champion out of the way, the Mulander king can’t bring as much to bear as he’d like. It’ll be days before his god, my real opposition, can bring him back.”
 
   “He can bring that guy I killed back?” I blinked.
 
   “Of course. But it takes time and power. My power is limited, which is why I need you to clean up my followers.”
 
   “Huh,” I said and nodded.
 
   “They’re going to start their attack at noon tomorrow. Just so you know.”
 
   I nodded again.
 
   “You need to be out there in front fighting. I’ll have something for you to wear so everyone knows who you are. It will inspire the troops.”
 
   I nodded yet again.
 
   “And I need you to take no prisoners and kill as many of them as you possibly can.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “No prisoners, no quarter. I need them set back for at least a dozen years. Or they’ll be back again next fall. Once their god gets back on his feet this will start up again.”
 
   “Their god is behind this war?” I asked curiously.
 
   “Yes, this is a religious war. It won’t stop until we’re powerful enough that he won’t attack anymore.”
 
   “I didn’t know you gods pissed each other off.”
 
   “Yeah well, I beat him at a game of golf.”
 
   I coughed on my non-existent drink. “What?”
 
   Fel laughed. “Oh not really, but it’s a good an explanation as any.”
 
   “Now, wake up, take the queen up to the city where she’ll be safe, throttle that fucking head cleric so I can deal with his soul properly, read the rest of them the riot act, then get back down to the camp before dawn.”
 
   “Yes, sir, anything you say, sir, do you want coffee with that, sir?” I sighed.
 
   “No, there is no rest for the wicked. Unless of course you don’t want to be able to heal your own wounds tomorrow?” 
 
   I blinked, “What?”
 
   “I can’t filter down most of my abilities to my clerics and my champion because the head priest has lost me. So until he’s replaced, the whole religion is a mess. I need him replaced ASAP, and with a true believer. Understood?”
 
   I stood up, “Then why the hell are we still talking? Wake me the hell up!” I growled. 
 
   “Better!” He grinned.
 
    
 
   And I was awake. I looked at Rachel who was sitting there looking at me surprised as I sat up.
 
   “How long was I asleep?” I asked
 
   “I don’t know, ten minutes? Twenty? Why?”
 
   “Got my marching orders. You and I are heading up to the city. I need to strangle a certain head priest and see you safely home. Then I have to get back here by dawn.”
 
   “Sure you don’t need to sleep more?”
 
   “I can sleep when I’m dead,” I said and stretched giving a large yawn. To be honest, I didn’t feel that bad for such a short sleep.
 
   Holse came in then with some clothes for me and some things a bit more fitting for Rachel. We changed clothes and he assigned us several guards and we were off. I ended up carrying Rachel again because quite simply she couldn’t keep up. As it was, the guards with us were at the edge of their own abilities. 
 
   We got to the city about an hour after sunset. The city was rather impressive; it was spread out over a very large area, taking up the whole of a rather large mountain valley, with buildings up the side. The highest of those being the Royal Palace of course. Though it was more like the original stronghold of the city from when it was first founded. The amount of terraced farms we’d passed as we got within an hour of the city also gave an indication as to how many people there were living up here. 
 
   I was down to one guard when we entered the city gate, the rest I’d had to get Rachel to order to stop and rest lest they kill themselves. Once inside I got her to her quarters immediately. 
 
   I gave her a rather lusty good-bye kiss. Well maybe a bit too lusty because we ended up taking yet another quick diversion in private. It was nice to see that I was having the same effect on her that she was having on me. She deserved more than a quickie from me, but we both knew the time wasn’t there. At least we were both all purrs and smiles when I left.
 
   Then it was off to the temple to deal with the head priest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Five
 
    
 
    
 
   The trip to the temple was an easy one, I could have found it with my eyes closed with the way my senses were drawn to it; I definitely had a deep and profound connection to the place. Going up the stairs to the rather large front doors several things quickly became apparent, the first being that they practiced human sacrifice, or maybe it was feline sacrifice? I could see a number of bodies that were staked out, they all had the same pattern of cuts, and the chest cavity had been cut open. I recalled Rachel’s words about the priest wanting to sacrifice her and I realized that it wasn’t a one off thing, they did practice it regularly, they just wanted to use her for the victim for a change. I made a mental note that that aspect was going to end; I didn’t care who the normal sacrifices were, be they prisoners, or even willing. I just would not tolerate it and if that meant Fel and I had words, well so be it. 
 
   The second was that the entire place was packed, standing room only. The third was that it was rather large.
 
   Oh, and as soon as I walked in past the archway, I started to draw the attention of everyone inside. I’m not sure what it was, some kind of a presence, or maybe there was some aspect around me that only they could see, but it caused the entire place to go deathly silent. Including the priest who was standing up by the altar and who looked rather perplexed at me as I strode quickly down the long center aisle, vaulted the low railing into the sacristy, and then stopped standing next to him.
 
   His eyes suddenly got wide as he no doubt saw the anger in mine. I seized him and turned to the crowd, a gasp going up from everyone as they saw I had him by the throat. Public speaking was never my strongest point, but I could see I wasn’t going to have any other option as many of them rose to their feet, obviously agitated, probably angry.
 
   “People of Hiland city,” I began, “as you have no doubt been hearing, there is a great need for the men of this city to be men and follow the dictates of their queen, and their god. Now the queen wants you to go fight tomorrow, because if you do not, the city will be lost, and so will you. 
 
   “However this man here,” I gave him a little shake, “Says otherwise.”
 
   “Well, let me ask you this, if he is so much the servant of our god, Feliogustus, why has he lost the god’s favor? Why are not lightning bolts striking me down this very instant as I stand here slowly squeezing the life out of him on the dais of our god’s most sacred temple?” I looked around the temple, no one was moving now and the people were rapt with attention. 
 
   “Simple. Because this man here, who I will not even dignify by saying his name, has lost the favor of our god and in his doing so has lost it for all the rest of you too. When was the last time someone who was seriously injured got healed by the priests? When?” I looked out into the audience.
 
   “It’s been months!” Someone shouted out.
 
   “Exactly,” I continued. “And people have been getting sick, and the sick have been dying. Why? Because this man has not only fallen from the faith, but he has turned to evil ways! This man tried to have your very own queen sacrificed to the god of the Mulanders!” I growled and looked at him, he was very pale now.
 
   “Who is the next in line?” I asked turning to the assembled priests and priestesses standing behind the altar. There was a look of terror in a few of their eyes; all were showing some signs of fear. But several were standing tall despite their fears.
 
   “You,” I pointed with my free hand paw at one of the younger priestesses, “Come here!” 
 
   She bowed and came forward. I could see she was afraid, but I could actually feel her faith, she believed. 
 
   “Do you believe that Feliogustus will protect you here in his temple?”
 
   “I believe that if I do my lord’s bidding and serve him well, I will not need his protections.” She replied. “When my time comes to meet him, I will do so joyously.”
 
   I smiled, “You are now the head of the order, the new high priestess, by the will of our God Feliogustus and through the power he has invested in me as his champion, I appoint you in his stead.”
 
   “And as for you,” I looked at the man cringing in my gasp. “I do believe our lord would like to have some words with you. Good bye.” And I crushed his throat in my grasp.
 
   Everyone in the temple gasped loudly as I squeezed and he started to turn blue as he died. But then the most amazing thing happened. The new high priestess started to glow. Her eyes went wide and she stepped up besides me and said in a loud clear voice that carried far better than my own.
 
   “Hear me people of Hiland, your god is with you once again. And he commands that you hear the pleas of the queen and serve her, lest all of yea perish in the upcoming fight. The god of the Mulanders has sent his evil serpents to confuse you and lead you astray, and for the desire of powers no priest should want he led my predecessor awry. Look upon the champion of Feliogustus, our protector and savior and remember that our god has always answered our calls when we were fit enough to see that he would only help us when we were willing to take up our fair share of the task.
 
   “So all of yea men, go now, join with the garrison and protect that which is ours!”
 
   I watched as all the men suddenly stood as one and they all turned and filed out the exits, I had no doubts as to what would happen now. I dropped the dead body to the floor and turned to her, “Nice speech. You need any more priests throttled before I go?”
 
   She smiled at me, “I think there will be a lot of very penitent people here soon enough. Feliogustus tells me things should clear up here fairly quickly now that he can reach the rank and file again.”
 
   “You can talk to him?” I blinked.
 
   “Yes, and eventually he should even be able to appear here to some extent.”
 
   I nodded, “Oh, no more human sacrifices, okay? I’m serious about that.”
 
   “And if he should command me otherwise?” She asked smiling.
 
   “Then Fel and I are going to have a very big argument. I haven’t had the chance to talk to him about it, and I don’t have the time now. But it’s something of an issue for me.”
 
   She nodded. “We can talk when you get back.” Then she looked me up and down appraisingly and smiled, “I’ll see you later.”
 
   I got the distinct impression I was being sized up for something, but not exactly sure what. However, I had things to do and little time to do it. Gathering up my still meager gear I headed out into the city to find the garrison guards.
 
    
 
   It was close to dawn when I finally stumbled into camp. I’d had to spend more time organizing the guard than I had expected, and had to run harder than I wanted to make up for the lost time. I was bone tired; I’d been on the move for a day and a half and only eaten once in all that time. I found the general’s tent without any problem, I noticed the guard had been doubled, but no one got in my way as I entered the main tent.
 
   A member of his staff was up, so I grabbed him.
 
   “I need food, and then a place to sleep until we move.”
 
   He nodded and five minutes later, I was eating a large breakfast. As I was eating, the camp started to come to life. The general came in and got his own food as I was finishing up.
 
   “What time will we be marching?” I asked stretching.
 
   “Two hours.”
 
   “Well, I’m going to take a nap.” I said and stood and stretched letting out another massive yawn.
 
   “I could watch that all morning long,” I heard Rachel purr and I turned around to see her standing behind me at the tent’s rear entrance.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I growled. “You’re supposed to be back home where it’s safe!”
 
   She smiled, “Considering I sent all of the guards and every soldier from the city off with the citizens you asked for, right now the safest place around is here with the army.” She walked up to me and put her hands on my hips. “Besides, I want to watch you fight.”
 
   I looked over at the general, “If she gets within a half mile of the front I’ll pull your arms off and beat you to death with the bloody stumps!” I looked over at the two bodyguards who had followed her in and were by the entrance. “You two I’ll just kill,” I growled. “And I don’t care what orders she gives. Understood?” They both nodded.
 
   “Now, I need to take a nap, as long as you’re here, you can keep me company,” I sighed.
 
   “I wanted to get something to eat first,” she said looking at the food.
 
   “You can eat while watching me slaughter the enemy.” I said dragging her out of the tent. I found her small tent and dragged her inside and dragged her down onto the bedroll with me.
 
   “Minx,” I growled as she giggled.
 
   “What’s a minx?”
 
   “A lovely little creature that causes all sorts of problems if you don’t watch out,” I said and yawned.
 
   “You really are tired, aren’t you?” She said cuddling up against me.
 
   “Very,” I kissed her, “Keep me company while I sleep.”
 
   “Sure, Will.”
 
    
 
   I awoke to the sounds of the Army being mustered to move, I stretched slowly and sensuously, it may only have been a couple of hours but I felt considerably better.
 
   “Yum,” Rachel purred looking at me from the other side of the tent where she was sitting. She was as naked as I was. Someone had removed my gear as I had slept, her I suspected.
 
   “Come here, you,” I smiled.
 
    
 
   “If you two are quite done in there?” I heard General Holse’s aide’s voice from outside the tent.
 
   “I think so,” Rachel said laughing as we untangled ourselves.
 
   “The command staff will be moving out in fifteen minutes. The general requests your presence by then.”
 
   “We’ll be there,” I said standing up.
 
   “Here, let me help you,” Rachel said and handed me a metal breast plate. 
 
   I stopped and looked at her, “Where did this come from?” The armor I’d gotten yesterday didn’t fit well and was a patchwork of unmatched pieces.
 
   She smiled, “This set has been sitting in the great hall for years. This belonged to one of my ancestors, the one who founded Highland. The stories say he was a large man. Apparently just about your size,” she purred and fondled me.
 
   “I doubt they discussed that!” I laughed, “Now, help me with this.”
 
   “Oh, you’d be surprised at the things they discuss,” she giggled and helped me put it all on.
 
   It was a nice set of armor; it was bronze, with a leather backing. A front and back piece, a leather skirt with metal strips, bracers, greaves, and a helm. I looked at my reflection in the shield she held up. I looked a lot like what Josh told me the hoplites must have worn.
 
   “Now your sword,” she smiled and handed me one in a sheath.
 
   I belted it on and drew it. It was steel.
 
   “Wow,” I said shocked. The sword I’d been using was bronze. A lot of what I’d seen was bronze. Steel was a shock. “Where did you get this?”
 
   “It’s one of the royal treasures. My Father used it; he got it from his father. No one knows where my grandfather got it though.”
 
   I put the sword away and pulled her against me and kissed her again. “Thank you. Thank you very much, my love.”
 
   She smiled and hugged me tight, “Just go out there and win, and come back here.”
 
   I laughed, “Well, that’s why I’m here. Let’s go.”
 
   We walked out to meet the others. I noticed the senior officers all had bronze armor same as me. Among the soldiers, most wore leather, though there was a unit which was composed completely of soldiers armored such as myself. I asked the general about them.
 
   “That’s our heavy foot. They’re the ones you put at the center of the line.”
 
   I nodded, “I’ll lead them then.”
 
   He introduced me to their commander and I gave Rachel a last kiss and once again promised her bodyguards what I would do to them if they let her get anywhere near the fighting. They promised to keep her on a hill a ways off where she could watch from a distance. They also promised not to fly any pennants to give away just who she was.
 
   And then we marched.
 
   It took us a half hour to march to the field; we were early so as to keep them from taking our positions when they arrived. 
 
   The hardest part was the waiting. We sat or stood, each in our position and waited for their army to march up, and then for them to form up for the battle. Part of me wanted to fall on them while they were still arriving, but they were arriving in good order so I suspected it wouldn’t be to our advantage. We had our plan; our goal was to stick to it as long as possible.
 
   I won’t go into the preliminaries, because I didn’t pay much attention to them. The general dealt with those. The archery in the beginning was more annoying than anything else. We had prepared for it, so we lost few men to it. 
 
   Then we fought!
 
   The land was set in such a manner that they could not bring their entire line to bear upon us at once; their size was cut down by this. This was a good thing because they clearly had brought twice the army that we had. Our biggest task would to make sure they could not outflank us, because with their numbers we would be in serious trouble.
 
   As we ran to clash, I outpaced the rest of the group by a small distance, it felt like the right thing to do, so I did it. As I did a stray sunbeam found its way to me and suddenly I remembered Fel’s words about finding ‘something for you to wear.’ There was a flash around me and I noticed that suddenly my armor was polished to a mirror like finish, and on my breastplate as well as my shield were both Fel’s symbol and the queen’s device. The line in front of me gasped and the soldiers behind me all cheered loudly as one.
 
   And then we clashed.
 
   Even with the speed effect, I was fighting for my life from that instant onward. I may have been faster than any of them, they may have all seemed to move slowly to me, but there were five or six trying to engage me at any one moment. Twice early on I got stabbed, but remembering Fel’s words, I concentrated on healing the wound a moment and in each case they were. However, I had a feeling those healings would be limited so I took more care after that to protect my own hide.
 
   I have no idea how many of their men I killed. I was out there for so long that it all became a blur. There is a rhythm to a war, to a battle, a fight. If you live long enough, I guess you sense it or learn it. I saw and did things that would have normally made me puke my guts out. But not here. Not now. I did it because it had to be done, I cheered as I killed them, because they died and not me. Hacking off limbs, disemboweling bodies, gouging eyes, ripping throats, splitting and spitting chests, it was gory and it was gruesome and at that very moment, I was deep in its splendor, reveling in all of the blood, bile, and gore. It was the only way to survive and not go insane from the shear horror of it all. You either get caught up in the battle, or you die there. There is no middle ground, no other way.
 
   Eventually, I realized that we were pushing forward into them, so I took a step back and raised my sword and waved it back and forth. I looked around to see how the battle was going. There were a lot of dead. A lot of dead. Normally I think I would have been repulsed by the blood everywhere, the hacked up corpses, the body parts, and the cries of the dying, but I was still too hyped up by the battle, and the fear of becoming one of those on the ground. I’d become as completely numb to it as those dead around me, many of whom I myself had killed. Suddenly I understood why so many old soldiers feared sleep.
 
   Our forces were still holding strong, and it appeared that there were more of them dead than of us, which gave me a feeling of hope. I noticed those closer to me were doing exceptionally well and I wondered what kind of influence I might have been having on them. I could see the flags of our command staff and saw one wave towards me in response to my signal. I then turned back to the battle and looked for the flags of their command staff.
 
   “This way!” I yelled and pointed in that direction. Surprisingly, the men fighting with me seemed to hear me and we started to fight our way in that direction. Again, I spent my time killing and trying not to be killed. It was hard work and I could tell my men were getting tired. New troops started to filter up from the rear; the tired ones filtering back to take a break. I hadn’t thought that we’d been fighting that long but now I realized that the battle had been going on for several hours. 
 
   Right about then the enemy started to surge, and we started to have to give back ground that we’d already taken on the field, they started to push harder and harder and suddenly those behind the ones we were fighting started to get entangled in the front line and I realized that our flanking attack had finally hit and they were being pushed in on themselves on this side of the line. I called for a rally and an attack and as I pushed back into them their line collapsed and they suddenly fell completely apart, just like that. I led our forces forward and turned to the left to hit the now open flank of what had been the center, letting the irregulars and the town guards mop up the completely disorganized groups on the right.
 
   It went from a battle to a slaughter and I led everyone right into the midst of it. We granted no quarter and took no prisoners. Finally, as the sun started to get close to the horizon the remainder broke and ran, fleeing for their lives. I stopped and looked around, I could see our priests in the field healing and helping our fallen, while others went around putting the fallen enemies to death. I marched back to where the general was issuing orders and I grabbed a pitcher of water to take a long draft.
 
   “We’ve carried the day, Will,” he said to me looking around, “and for a lot less of a cost than I had thought. Your idea’s worked and your presence seems to have had a great effect on our fighters.”
 
   “People fight better when they know their god is with them and helping,” I said taking another drink.
 
   “Well I’m grateful, that’s for sure. Guess I’ll have to go pay my respects tomorrow at the temple.”
 
   I shook my head, “It’ll have to wait. Gather everyone that can march, we’re going after them.”
 
   “What? Are you sure?”
 
   I nodded; we had routed them, now it was time to really drive it home. My blood was singing in my ears and I wanted to kill a lot more of them. I realized suddenly that I’d enjoyed the fight, and I’d enjoyed winning even more. Well there was more to be won and I was going to go take it. Every last piece.
 
   “How far are we going to chase them?” He asked.
 
   “All the way to their gates and inside if we can. I mean to take their city. They came to conquer us? Well, let’s turn it back on them!”
 
   General Holse’s face lit up then like a child’s at Christmas, I could see why he was in charge. “By god you’re right man! We can put an end to their constant attacks once and for all! Grab a company and keep them running, I’ll get the army together and we’ll be on the march behind you within the hour!”
 
   I gathered a few officers and they got their men together in record time and we were off. We chased them all the way back to their base camp, and attacked without warning. The battle was short and fierce and then they abandoned their camp and were on the run again. But not before we’d killed their king. Or rather, I had killed their king. 
 
   “Try to kill my queen will you?” I growled when I hacked his head off as he went down from a stomach wound I’d just given him. I doubted he had any idea what I was saying; the stomach wound had pretty much finished him. But the others around him heard me and that was when they broke and ran.
 
   “Kill their priests first!” I yelled and we took off after them with a vengeance, cutting them down with the soldiers, and in much greater numbers.
 
   I started to get a bad feeling from that part that I knew was Fel’s influencing me.
 
   “Not now, Fel, I’ve got fighting to do!” I growled under my breath.
 
   The feeling receded, but there was a lingering aftertaste to it. I got the distinct impression that he disapproved of my plans. But the more I turned the idea over, the more I liked it. That city was going to be mine!
 
   By the time morning came, we were all dead on our feet, but the enemy was still running before us, and they were in just as bad a shape as we were. General Holse came up behind us though with fresh troops shortly after sunrise and we fell out to take a few hours break as he took up the chase.
 
   “How far is it to their city?” I asked him.
 
   “We should be there by tomorrow morning at this rate.”
 
   I nodded. “Good.”
 
   Behind his troops was the supply train. Person drawn carts with food and other supplies. We ate then lay down on the ground to sleep.
 
    
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?!” Fel was thundering at me across the table.
 
   “Wiping out the enemy, what do you think I’m doing?” I said shocked.
 
   “I brought you here to win a battle, not to wipe them out!”
 
   “You said they were going to wipe you out. That if you lost they were going to eradicate you and your followers. Did you lie to me?” I growled at him.
 
   “No, I didn’t lie to you. But you can’t do this!”
 
   “Turn about is fair play! When I’m done here there isn’t going to be a temple, priest, or follower of their god left! And that city will belong to Rachel and your priests will have a temple there.”
 
   “You’re going to do this no matter what I say, aren’t you?”
 
   “It’s too late, Fel. Even if you killed me where I stand, the horse has the bit in its teeth now. Maybe I could stop Holse if I pressured him, but I’m not going to do that no matter what you say or do.”
 
   Fel sighed, “I should never have upped your aggression levels.”
 
   “What?” I looked at him.
 
   “Oh come on, you don’t think that the only thing I changed was your size and species when you came here, do you? I upped your aggression, that’s why you were all over the queen when you saw her. You’re a lot more aggressive than you were, and you’ll fight for what you want and take it.”
 
   I thought about that, I wondered what other things in me were now changed?
 
   “So why are you upset? You’re about to gain a lot of people when we convert them. Plus the extra temples and the larger population base.”
 
   “Because the other gods are going to have a fit when you wipe out this one. Right now I’m the only one who knows your mind, but once it’s done, there will be trouble.”
 
   I smiled at him rather evilly, “Then I’ll kill them for you too.”
 
   “I’ve created a monster,” He sighed. “When this is over, we’re going to have words. I can’t afford to have you quit on me. I still need you too much.”
 
   “You need me still?” I grinned again. “No more human sacrifice!”
 
   “Do you have any idea how many you’ve killed in the last twenty-four hours?”
 
   “Don’t know, don’t care. It’s war. But you know my mind and you know my reasons. I know it hurts more than it helps in the long run.”
 
   “I should know better than to talk with you in the midst of a campaign, your aggression is peaked. But yes, it’s gone and won’t be back. I happen to feel you’re right, and this was a good time to end it.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Now go.”
 
    
 
   It was noon when I awoke. I must have slept four hours, which was the longest I’d slept since I got here. I wondered if that was just me, or if the people here all had a different sleep cycle. I got the men together and we started off at a fast pace. Our plan was to get there at sunrise, which was when the general thought they would get there. I could still feel some unease from that part in my mind that was Fel, but I could tell he wasn’t going to make an issue of it. The part that floored me the most was that I was completely ready to get in his face about this. I wanted that city! I wanted to destroy their god. I wanted to do to them what had been done to Josh. Up until that moment in my life I had no idea that I could be so cruel. 
 
   I wondered if it was because I had laid claim to Rachel, at least in my own mind, and this was because of what they’d tried to do to her. Or if by increasing my aggressive nature if he’d increased my vindictiveness as well. I was also surprised to find out that the carnage of the night and day before hadn’t bothered me in the slightest. I know I killed over a hundred easily, once I got the hang of it with my increased speed and self-healing abilities I was a juggernaut. I could see how a champion could have a major impact on a battle. I could also imagine what would happen if I ever came up against another one.
 
   We came across a lot of bodies, and a few small groups of our soldiers who were either keeping an eye on things, or working on building funeral pyres. When we finally did catch up with the main body General Holse told me that he didn’t believe any of the army had made it back to the city.
 
   “I cut the last group down an hour ago.” He said as we both stood just inside the tree line and looked out at the city.
 
   I only had one city to judge by since I got here, but Rivervail was a big one. It was larger than Highland, and looked richer too. Part of that was because it was on a river, the other part probably because of the falls there and the natural defenses. There was a river on one side and a cliff on another. Because of the cliff there was a falls on the river at that point, so if you wanted to go up or down the river you had to take the portage through the city. The river and the cliff defended the city on three of its sides, which only left one side open. The side we were on. There was a low wall, but it wasn’t much. I suspected they thought it would be easier to conquer us than to fortify this side. That or they thought we’d never be able to mount an attack.
 
   “Okay,” I said to General Holse and the rest of the senior commanders. “Make sure everyone, and I mean everyone understands this: No fire.” I looked at all of them, and some of them looked surprised.
 
   “Gentlemen, this is now our city. We are going to go in there and eliminate every male old enough to know what a sword is, or older. Every priest, every priestess, and we will tear down, but not burn! We will tear down every temple. Every sign of their god is to be erased, broken, and destroyed. We are going to give this city to our queen as a gift for their attempt to murder her. Understood?”
 
   They pondered that a few moments, but did seem to like the idea. Rachel was popular after all.
 
   “What about the women?” One of them asked.
 
   I smiled, “Well you see, it’s like this. We’re kind of short on citizens what with this war and suddenly having this new city with no men left in it at all. So I got to thinking that every man on this campaign, and that includes those who only fought at the first battle that started this war, could probably use a second wife or concubine. And of course each man stands to take over whatever property his new wife or concubine had once he takes her. Okay?”
 
   “Umm, what if she’s not interested?”
 
   “That’s your problem,” I said with a smile and the others all laughed.
 
   “We still have a lot of the men from the city that came out to help,” the general’s aide said. “A good deal of the married men went home, but all the single men came, I think a lot of them will be interested in this.”
 
   I nodded, “Good. Again, make sure everyone understands this is our city now, kill the priests, priestesses, men, and tear down the temples and holy symbols. No fires.”
 
   Two hours later, we attacked.
 
   They knew we were coming, though I don’t think they believed we would actually attack. The city guard was overwhelmed shortly after we broke down the gates, and that only took a few hours. The promise of women and their property kept everyone from wanting to destroy that property, so there were no fires.
 
   But it was another slaughter. Some women fought, they died with the men of course. The priests holed up in their temple and that was another fight. We ended up burning them out of the main temple and one other. They were set apart enough that we could do so without fear. The smaller temples weren’t that hard to overwhelm, and I made sure each was destroyed. Securing the city took two days and I hardly slept at all during that time except for a few breaks here and there. Fel didn’t bother me during that time, but I got the impression he was busy with whatever it is that keeps gods busy.
 
   I took the royal palace and turned it over to the clerics in our own army. I figured we could build something for the queen on the grounds the main temple had occupied once it was suitably cleared. But right now I wanted an obvious sign of Feliogustus here in a prominent place. I made sure the queen’s flag was flying over every barracks, guardhouse and gate. I was putting both his and her stamp on this town in very large ways.  Once the town had been pacified General Holse sent half the army home, and set the other half up here.
 
   There were marriages going on a round the clock after that, and I know most of the women weren’t happy but I didn’t care. I looked at one who was crying and told her rather bluntly that if she made her new man happy he would undoubtedly do the same for her, and wasn’t that a whole lot better than being dead? She got to keep her house, she wouldn’t be a slave, and she wouldn’t be a whore. She looked at the man who had her, he was a rather plain average guy, one of those from the city who had not only volunteered for the first fight when asked, but had endured the forced march and from the obviously recently healed wounds had actually done some fighting. He looked at her and nodded, “If you treat me right I will do right by you, I promise!” 
 
   She quieted down a bit after that, and as I watched, he put an arm around her and escorted her off, showing her some genuine affection.
 
   “Who is that?” I asked the priestess next to me who had just married them.
 
   “He’s the local tanner’s son. A rather plain looking lad but he’s got a way with the suhzen. I thought he was going to end up a herder, but I guess not now.”
 
   The suhzen were something like sheep from earth, only larger and meaner. You could either shear them or skin them. The nastier one’s usually got skinned.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Cause that’s the oldest daughter of the leading merchant in town. Who is now dead, and whose wife apparently had died some time ago. So he just married a fortune. He’s a smart lad; I bet she’s in love with him by year’s end.”
 
   “Huh,” was all I said. By the end, it turned out that comparatively few of the marriages were forced. As soon as a lot of the women figured out the score, a bunch killed themselves and the rest decided to do the picking before they themselves got picked. Women are far more practical and realistic than men. Or maybe I was just feeling rather cynical after all of the carnage I’d released. I didn’t know. 
 
    
 
   The next day found me inspecting the city’s defenses, and in general just buoying the general morale. Fel still hadn’t visited any of my dreams, but order was quickly being restored.
 
   “Ah, Will, just the man I was looking for,” General Holse came up to me. “Seems I just got a message from the queen. She requests the honor of your presence.”
 
   “Or?” I asked smiling.
 
   “What makes you think there is an ‘or’?”
 
   “I know my woman.”
 
   He laughed, “Or she’s coming here to find you.”
 
   I nodded, “I might as well head back now.”
 
   “I have a few carts of captured loot and the more seriously wounded heading back, why don’t you ride with them?”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
    
 
   The cart I ended up in wasn’t very fast, oxen pulled it, the cattle here in the lowlands were rather earthlike and even had the same names, or at least they translated the same in my head. I noticed however that there were no horses or horse analogs. I suspected there were some around someplace, and with the rolling fields off to the east below the cliffs it would be wise to try and raise a Cavalry.
 
   As soon as I got in the cart I stretched out and fell asleep, my dreams were fairly nondescript until eventually I ended up in that inn again.
 
   “Gee, you’re looking good,” I said looking at Fel, who really did look better than the last time I’d seen him.
 
   “Yes well, apparently quite a few of those brides have effectively converted, so I got a large shot of new followers, plus there are the new temples. I’ve gained some power.”
 
   I smiled, “Good.”
 
   “I’m still however a bit upset with you,” He warned, “the other gods are wary of me now; with this new city and population I’m going to grow in power a lot the next decade or two.”
 
   “And that’s bad because?”
 
   “Because I’m one of the newer gods here. Roth was an older god and he’s all but dead now. Once the last of the women who believe in him forget him, that’s it, he’s gone. At this point he’s completely powerless; you got all of his clerics by the way congratulations on that, so there is nothing he can do. Soon I’ll be as powerful as some of the older gods and more powerful than any of the other newer ones.”
 
   “I still don’t see how that’s bad.” I said.
 
   “Because if enough of them team up and attack us, I could lose everything.”
 
   “Yes, but Roth’s people did start this.”
 
   “I know, and they know. Plus he wasn’t popular among the gods anyway. But I need to play it safe for a while. They know you took the city against my wishes, so as long as you behave, I’m okay.”
 
   “Who told them that?” I asked surprised.
 
   “I did, who else? If they thought this was my idea they’d be building an army as we speak!”
 
   I sighed, he smiled. “Get used to it. Serving means I get to blame things on you, even if I am happy with the outcome. Besides, I did tell you not to.”
 
   “I see.” I said, and wondered if his telling me not to was sincere, or just what he had to say to protect himself? I decided I did not want to know the answer to that question. If I was going to serve, then I had to take the bad with the good.
 
   “So how long before you can leave?”
 
   “Leave? Leave for where? Now what do you want me to take care of?”
 
   “Darlene? Your Son? Your Inn? Remember?”
 
   “Oh!” I said abashed. I hadn’t thought of either of them for some time now, all I’d really been thinking of lately was Rachel and parting her thighs.
 
   “Well, a few more months won’t hurt I guess. I do owe Rachel some time before I up and leave her. Which reminds me, I can come back, right?”
 
   “Of course you can. Are you sure you want to keep your relationship going with the Queen though?”
 
   I growled low in my throat, “Yes.”
 
   Fel sighed, “Definitely too much aggression. Well, you earned it. Try not to knock up my high priestess, up while you’re back in town.”
 
   I looked at him, “What?”
 
   “She’s been praying every night since you left for me to ask you to pay her a ‘visit’.”
 
   “Ooookay. And of course you want me to get her pregnant.”
 
   “Didn’t I just ask you to do otherwise?” Fel asked raising an eyebrow.
 
   “In a manner that has gotten me most interested in doing just that.” I grinned. “We’ll see.”
 
   “Go, have fun, you earned it.”
 
   I went.
 
   It was a two-day trip. I slept the first day through, enjoying the experience immensely, but I got off and jogged the rest of the way, otherwise it would have been a three-day trip and I was getting anxious to see Rachel.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Winning is good. Being the hero when you win is better. Spending the next several days in bed with the queen after doing all of that is the best. I think I got thanked for saving her, the kingdom, and any future endeavors I might have planned for probably the next hundred years. 
 
   Fel was being amazingly quiet and I wasn’t going to push my luck by asking him what was up. I spent the next few days getting acquainted with the palace which, as palaces go, was rather small and simple. To be honest I liked it, Hilanders as a rule didn’t go in for fancy palaces. What they did go in for was jewelry, and after some prodding and teasing and a few well-placed pinches, I got Rachel to put on hers, and almost nothing else, then went out on the town. 
 
   She got a lot of looks, and I could tell she was eating it up. Women love to be loved and they love to be adored. As queen there had been ‘limits’ placed on her by a few of the leading nobles who had different ideas on morality than I or most Hilanders did. As far as I was concerned, she was my woman first, queen second, and I wanted her to have fun and get the adoration I believed she deserved. Besides, she had always been popular with the people and after winning the war she was now doubly so.
 
   There were some complaints at first by those same nobles about her appearance in public wearing really not much more than a thong, but a lot of women, including the noble ones, dressed like that. There wasn’t much of a nudity taboo considering the layer of fur we all had, and after a punch in the face and being knocked to the ground, even the most intractable of the nobles suddenly realized that I was more than prepared to beat them senseless. I guess Fel was right about my aggression, it was something I would have to work on controlling, of that I was sure.
 
   “You know what this town could use?” I said to her as we were strolling around one evening a few weeks later.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Public bath houses.”
 
   “Hmmm, don’t get to ogle enough naked women?” She grinned then squeaked as I pinched her. I enjoyed pinching her, and sometimes I think she did too. I was probably the only one around who treated her like a woman, too many others were afraid to because of her status.
 
   “I was someplace once that had them. I remember being impressed by how clean everyone and everything was. That along with the priests and there really wasn’t a lot of disease, or pestilence.”
 
   She nodded, “Fleas can be a major pain whenever we get an outbreak. And every few years we always seem to. I know there have been some complaints about sewage and the like in the past. But the council has objected over the cost.”
 
   “Well, now might be a good time to take care of it. We just got a windfall from the war.”
 
   “And my popularity is high and I have my own personal arm twister,” she laughed.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Okay, tomorrow at the council I’ll introduce it and you can stand behind me and glare at everyone until they vote the way I tell them too.” She laughed. “You know the priestess down at the temple sent up a note requesting your presence again.”
 
   I sighed.
 
   “What? I think she’s cute!”
 
   “She wants me to bed her.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Let me be more specific, she wants me to put my cubs in her.”
 
   “And?”
 
   I smiled, “I want to put my cubs in you first.”
 
   She pondered that a moment and was quiet.
 
   “You’re serious, aren’t you?” She said softly.
 
   I nodded. “Yes. The problem is, I can’t be here all the time with you, I have other commitments and I have to be somewhere else at least some of the time.”
 
   “You have another woman, don’t you?” 
 
   “Yes, and a child. But while I love her, I love you more than anyone I’ve ever met in my life. I’m not lying when I say you’re my woman, or that I want you to have my children. I’d like you to be my wife as well.”
 
   “And you’re telling me all of this because?” She said looking up at me.
 
   “Because I won’t lie to you. I don’t want hidden secrets, because of who you are and who I am, someone is likely to try and use them against us. Telling you I already have one wife may screw this up for me, but Rachel I want you as my wife too. And as much as I want to drag you down to the temple and force it on you, this is something that I know I can’t force you into, I need to hear from you.”
 
   “Well to be honest, I’d love to have you all to myself and here all of the time. But I know what you are and I know that’s never going to happen. And well, fidelity isn’t exactly a trait among my family’s males. I think my dad sired at least a half dozen bastards.”
 
   “And?”
 
   She smiled, “Tell you what, if you can catch me, I’m yours!” and she took off like a shot through the streets.
 
   It was a race. Or rather a chase, I was faster, but she could corner better than I could and knew the territory intimately. But finally I got her, and we tumbled in a ball down the street laughing until we came to rest at the feet of two guardsmen who stared at us like we’d lost all sense. I picked her up and threw her over my shoulder and carried her down to the temple.
 
   The high priestess looked both surprised and disappointed.
 
   “We’re here to get married,” I told her.
 
   “You can borrow him next week,” Rachel snickered.
 
   The ceremony was short and sweet, and I got the distinct feeling that Fel approved. To be honest I thought he’d be pissed, but what do I know about gods? Just before we left I pulled the priestess aside.
 
   “Sorry if I missed your cycle, but to be honest I want Rachel to be first.”
 
   “Actually,” she dipped her ears in what I had learned was a blush, “I was going to use a spell for it.”
 
   “There’s a spell to make women get pregnant?”
 
   “Not to get pregnant, but to put them in their cycle.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She looked at me funny, “Cause we only cycle once a year. Why else?”
 
   I made an ‘oh’ with my muzzle. “One moment.”
 
   I went and grabbed Rachel and dragged her over to the priestess, “Cast it on her,” I told her.
 
   “I think I need her permission first.”
 
   “You don’t get any until she gets pregnant,” I smiled.
 
   “Oh! Hold still then.”
 
   “What are you doing to me Will?” Rachel asked me unconcerned.
 
   “Getting you on your cycle so I can get you pregnant.”
 
   “Umm hmm.” Rachel purred.
 
   “You seem awfully unconcerned,” the priestess said surprised.
 
   “I spend my days ordering the entire kingdom around; sometimes I just like to be a woman with a nice strong dominate man. Besides they’ve been bugging me for an heir now for the last two years. I’m more than ready,” she chuckled.
 
   “Okay, well see you next week then Will,” she said with a wink.
 
    
 
   Rachel announced our marriage the next day in chambers, right after she forced through the new sewage system, and public bath system, for both of her cities. There was a lot of complaining about those, but the majority liked the idea and didn’t fight her when she proposed it. So it became law. 
 
   However, when she announced our marriage there was quite a bit of noise. I picked her up, sat down, and put her in my lap. She leaned back against me and I nibbled on an ear, we started to let our hands drift a little and pretty soon the entire chamber had gotten quiet as they all stared at us.
 
   She laughed, “He will be my consort, he will not be king. His duties to our god preclude his taking the crown.”
 
   There were a lot of nods over that. I think they were worried about the church taking over, which I could understand. The concept of church and state being separate wasn’t big here, but at the top levels it did seem to be practiced. Which I found to be a little strange considering how active a role Fel took in matters.
 
   “As for any other complaints, well too bad. I’m Queen and I’ve decided that this is how it’s going to be. The issue is closed. Now if you’ll excuse us, we’re going to work on that heir you’ve all been pestering me about ever since I turned eighteen.”
 
   We both got up and I smiled at them and we left.
 
   Much later and I mean much later when I was asleep Fel came into my dreams
 
   “To what do I owe the honor?” I asked smiling.
 
   “You really are the marrying kind, aren’t you?” He laughed.
 
   “Yeah, I guess so. I will need to leave for a while soon, I miss Darlene.”
 
   “Yes, well down to business, I have a task for you tonight.”
 
   “Tonight? Fel I think your chances of getting me out of this bed are somewhere between slim and none, and slim just left town.”
 
   “Even if it involves protecting your new wife?”
 
   I sat up straight in the chair and stared at him across the table.
 
   “I take it ‘slim’ just came back then?” Fel smirked.
 
   “And brought his friend definitely. What do I have to do?”
 
   “Ah better. Okay, first you need to go to councilor Diament’s house. I want you to break both of his legs and then tell him the only reason that I am not having you kill him is because of his service in the past. Tell him that I expect him to support the queen fully until his dying day, or his death will not be of old age. Tell him that I have taken a very strong interest in the queen’s rule and health which is why I went to the trouble to find her the best possible mate I could.”
 
   I nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “Next I want you to go to councilor Wreth’s house. I want you to wake him and put a sword to his throat and tell him that I am very displeased with his plotting with Diament, that I am withdrawing my blessing from his house, and if he wants to get it back he had better start working harder for it. Tell him then the rest of what I had you tell Diament about supporting the queen.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “Yes, I want you to then go to councilor Ramert’s house and wake him. I want you to thank him for his prayers, thank him for confiding in me about this plot. Tell him that I have ordered you to break his arm, but only so that the others will not suspect him, and keep him in their confidence. I then want you to put you hand on his groin and think about healing. I suspect you might find this uncomfortable to do, but you will do it. Once the healing is complete, and you will know it trust me, you can tell him that the next time his wife cycles I will bless him with children, two males to carry on his house, and that he is sterile no more. Let him know that the queen is under my protection and that as he continues to serve, he will continue to be rewarded.”
 
   I nodded, I didn’t like Ramert much, he seemed such a withdrawn type and I know he hated me. But if he was the one who tipped Fel to some nasty plot against Rachel, well then I’d crawl through broken glass for him. “I’ll take care of it as soon as I wake up, thank you.”
 
   “I’m not doing this for you, Will,” he laughed, “I’m doing this for her and for my people. Rachel and her family have been good rulers for several centuries now. I reward their prayers whenever I can.”
 
   “Okay.” I paused a moment, “Am I really the best possible mate for her?” I asked surprised.
 
   “Before your ego gets the better of you, I’ll remind you that the field under consideration wasn’t exactly huge,” he smirked again at me. “Now go.”
 
   I woke up, untangled myself from Rachel, and went. It was still dark out, probably around three in the morning, the time when only the guards are awake, and few of them to boot.
 
   Diament’s house presented a slight problem, while he seemed like the kind of guy that had no enemies, hell even I liked him, he didn’t take chances. Of course now I knew why. I had to render both of his guards unconscious and that took a few minutes. I woke him quietly and held a finger to my muzzle to encourage silence. Then I marched him out of the room, told him exactly what I was told to and quite happily broke both of his legs.
 
   I’ll say this much for him, he didn’t cry out.
 
   “Now if it was up to me,” I told him, “you’d be dead. I am very protective of Rachel, her being queen doesn’t even enter in to it. But our god gave me my orders and so you get to live.”
 
   “I’m only trying to do that which is best for our people,” he hissed through clenched teeth. I could see he was in serious pain.
 
   “Best for our people, or best for you?” I nudged his leg and smiled as he hissed in pain again. “If you want to know what’s best for our people, then I suggest you discuss it with our god, or your queen, or possibly both. Feliogustus can be quite reasonable; after all, he’s not letting me kill you. Good night!”
 
   Wreth’s house was easy to get into and his wife was a very heavy sleeper. I held my sword to his throat as he laid there in bed shaking with fear and whispered everything I was told to say in his ear.
 
   “Is...is that it?” He asked when I was done.
 
   “That’s all I was told to say. Now as a personal observation if I were you, I’d start praying a lot more and make sure I never missed going to the temple.”
 
   Ramert’s house wasn’t too hard, I did render his guards unconscious, because I figured it was best. I woke him as I had woken Diament, I had to admit I was impressed by his wife, she was quite attractive and probably half his age. Ramert was by no means young, his best years behind him.
 
   I told him all that I was told, and then put my hand on his groin and concentrated as I had been ordered. The feeling that went through me was like nothing I had ever experienced before. I wasn’t just healing him, I was doing something beyond that, or rather Fel was working through me to do that. It was beyond healing, it was a miracle. A defect of a very profound level was being fixed, which explained why it never had been fixed by a cleric before. This was something that took serious power. I felt drained when it was done.
 
   I had to rest a minute before I broke his arm, he didn’t even flinch, and the tears in his eyes were there before that.
 
   “All these years I had prayed for a child, an heir, and I thought Feliogustus had closed his heart and his ears to me. I had turned from him and become bitter. I had become that which once I mocked, an old man interested only in power. But when Diament came to me last night, for all that I hated you for doing that which I could not; I could not bring myself to betray that last bit of myself. So I prayed to Feliogustus for guidance and help, and here I get the one thing I wanted most and knew I would never see.”
 
   I really didn’t know what to say, though I could see at least one lesson in there. Then again, Fel’s hand had been limited here for a while. Maybe that was why Ramert’s prayer’s had gone unanswered before.
 
   “You might want to take you wife down to the temple when you get healed,” I said turning for the door.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I believe the high priestess knows a spell that causes women to cycle.”  I turned back and saluted him, “Just thought you might like to know.” Then I left.
 
   The sun was coming up when I got back to the room and Rachel was lying in bed awake, her tail tip tapping against the bed.
 
   “Where have you been? I’ve been waiting for over an hour!” She mock growled at me.
 
   “Eh, business. Now come here.”
 
   “What business could you possibly have that would take you away from me at a time like this?” She questioned as I rejoined her on the bed.
 
   I grinned, “Hey, if it wasn’t for him, we wouldn’t have even met. If he wants to wake me in the middle of the night to deliver a message, I’ll deliver it.”
 
   Rachel purred as I pulled her closer, “Oh, that kind of business. Okay, you’re forgiven.”
 
    
 
   There were no council meetings that day; the next day however was rather interesting. Supposedly, councilors Ramert and Diament had both had accidents the day before, and while the priests were able to heal Ramert without any issues, Diament’s proved a bit more problematic, and his legs would be immobilized for a few weeks. So he’d have to be carried around if he needed to go anywhere.
 
   I did see Ramert and Wreth talking briefly, and would have loved to have been privy to what was discussed there. Wreth would get nowhere near me, and Ramert showed up late and asked to be excused early, claiming he was still recovering. Of course rumors had him shut up in his house most of the week, but unlike Diament I was pretty sure he wasn’t recovering or hiding from anything. More likely he was entertaining his pretty young wife.
 
   Fel did tell me several days later in a dream that Ramert’s prayers had become almost verbatim dictations on everything he and Diament discussed.
 
   “How do you know?” I asked curious.
 
   “I’m a god, Will, what do you think?” He laughed at me. I knew that the other gods were still pressuring him, but Fel had become a much more joyous god since the war had ended.
 
   “But I got the impression you only acted ‘cause Ramert told you about what was going on in his prayers?”
 
   “Ah, no. I knew what was going on, and I was trying to figure out how best to deal with it. I am limited in just how I can intrude in the affairs of the world, there are rules we must all adhere to.”
 
   “I’m lost,” I admitted.
 
   “It wasn’t Ramert praying to me about what happened that caused me to take action, it was his praying to me and asking for me to help him do something about it. I simply answered his prayers. And because all of his previous prayers had been for me to help him, it was rather easy to answer his first prayer for me to help someone else.”
 
   “You know, in D&D we called that being a ‘rules lawyer.’” 
 
   Fel laughed again, “Will, all gods are rules lawyers. And the best gods tend to be the best at it. The best part of all of this is Ramert’s not only still asking for guidance in how to best fulfill his duties to queen, country, and me, but he’s donating massive amounts of his estate to the church. Which of course means I get to answer even more of his prayers. He keeps this up and I’m going to have to find something really special to reward him with.”
 
   I shook my head in disbelief; this whole god thing was strange. “So what happens next?”
 
   “For you? Nothing really. Though I would appreciate it if you could lie low for a while.”
 
   “Lie low how?”
 
   “As in make yourself scarce for a year or so, as in go stay with your other wife.”
 
   I sighed, “Give me a couple of months here, and I’ll go. Just let me come back for visits.”
 
   “Sure. You’re my champion, Will, you’ll always be welcome here.”
 
    
 
    
 
   #                    #                    #                    #
 
    
 
   I spent another two months in Hiland, it was one of the most enjoyable times I’d ever had. I wished I could have stayed, but I did have to go for a while at least. I did take the time to make the high priestess happy. And of course that made me want to stay even more.
 
   Rachel and I finally said our goodbyes, and I promised her I’d be back. 
 
   The trek to the gate I needed wasn’t too far. It took me two days up into the mountains. Once I found it, I could feel that it was what I wanted and I stepped through.
 
   And dammed if I wasn’t in all my gear, riding my horse as well!
 
   “Gonna have to ask how he did that!” I said to myself and looked around. I was deep in the woods, and I took a few minutes to get my bearings. I had a faint feeling to head a certain way so I did. I was pretty sure Fel could still send me directions, but it didn’t feel like him. I rode a couple of hours then came to a road. I made a real good note of where I was, I’d probably want to come back this way. Then I headed west. It was just a guess, but it felt right to me.
 
   It was weird being a human again. The strangest thing was, I’d only been a felinoid for about three months. But it felt like I had been that way forever. I missed the extra hearing and better smell. I think I missed the tail too. 
 
   It had been almost a year since I’d been here last. I figured it was around December now; it was cold, and I was just thankful that it wasn’t snowing. Riverhead hadn’t really had any real snows until the end of December last year, so I was hoping I was close. It was still before noon when I’d come through the portal, and a few hours after hitting the road I spied a small village. As I got closer I recognized it as ‘One Last’, and smiled as I realized I was a day’s journey from home. I found the inn I’d visited the last time I was here and tied my horse up out front then grabbing my bundle of bows I went inside.
 
   “Greetings barkeep,” I smiled and walked over to claim a seat at the bar. The inn itself was rather full. I suspect it wasn’t just the lunchtime crowd, there probably wasn’t much to do in this town in the wintertime, and it was later afternoon already.
 
   “What kin I do ye for?” He asked.
 
   “Well, some ale would be nice,” I said flipping him a few pennies, “and a room for the night, a stall for my horse, and food if your wife is still making that fine stew you serve.”
 
   He peered at me a bit closer, and then looked at the coins. I’d used regular pennies from earth, “Well I’ll be! I was wonderin’ what had become of yea. Last time yea left here I was a bit worried as I saw a couple of the local naer’do’wells followin’ yea out of town!”
 
   I nodded and looked around the room, spotting one of them sitting against the wall, I smiled at him and he started to look a bit nervous.
 
   “Yes, I had noticed them too and was trying to decide how best to deal with it when one of the local guards dealt with the matter for me. Course now that I got me a new sword, I doubt I’ll have troubles of that sort anymore.” I turned back to the barkeep, everyone else was staring at the one I’d been looking at while talking. Their looks were less than kind, which made me feel a lot better. I had been afraid that they might side with him.
 
   “Well, yea look like yea’ve come up quite a bit in the world. It’s been well over a year since yea were here last.”
 
   I nodded to him again and took the ale he handed me, taking a long pull off of it. “Year and a half I think, maybe longer? But quite a time it’s been! Got me a wife in Riverhead now, got me a partnership in a nice little business there, and ended up fighting in a war across the sea for a couple of months.”
 
   “Surely yea be pulling me leg!” He laughed, but he refilled my mug and sent a boy out to take care of my horse.
 
   “Hah! Hardly,” I smiled, I knew these people probably were dying for stories and to be honest, I felt like telling one. So I told them mine, or rather a version of mine.
 
   “I managed passage to my homeland working on a ship, was just luck that they were going there, but my luck held and I bought a few bows from a craftsman there, being as he was my cousin I got a rather good price too. 
 
   “Well when I got back, one of the city guards took a fancy to my bows and we made a deal. I gave him a good price and he made sure all the nobles saw him using it. Needless to say, I started a nice little business of trading quality bows for cash.”
 
   “This nay explain a wife, or a war though.”
 
   “Yes, well in the course of my trading, I met a rather comely lass, though of a rather poor family. To be honest, at first when I started chasing her, it was just for sport, but she grew on me with time, and well, when she got my child I decided to make an honest woman of her,” I grinned. “Maybe I’m a fool for that, but she sure was making me a happy fool!” 
 
   That got a round of laughs and I drank some more ale.
 
   “Anyway, I had become friends with an innkeeper, actually at the inn at which she worked. I had made a nice profit, so I bought a share in the business and went into partnership with the owner. Him and his wife are getting on in years and none of their own children had any interest in the business.”
 
   “Aye, none of me own children have a desire to keep an inn either. I know how it be.”
 
   I nodded, “But I still had another trip to make to keep up my bargain with my cousin. The trip there was no problem, but on the way back we got caught up in a storm and blown waaaay off course,” I said gesturing grandly. “The ship took damage and we had to lay up in a port and there we came across a people involved in a rather nasty war....”
 
   I told the story of the war I’d just fought then, though I toned it down some. It became myself and a logging party from the ship looking for a new mast that had saved Rachel. Rachel became the daughter of the local leader, and not the queen herself. The two warring city-states became warring tribes. And what had just been me became the crew and myself, using our better armor and weapons to help even the score against the tribe that had been continually raiding and attacking the other one.
 
   As stories went, it might not have been the best, but they definitely ate it up.
 
   “So what brings yea here?” The barkeep asked after I’d finally wound down and was eating the warmed stew his wife had brought me.
 
   “On my way home.” I said between bites.
 
   “Didn’t yea ship put in at Riverhead?” He asked. 
 
   I suddenly remembered then that Portsmouth and Riverhead were on the same river, and passage between them was faster than riding.
 
   ‘You put in at Kingstown’ I heard a whispered laugh in my head.
 
   “We put in at Kingstown, with the war and all the captain got a nice cargo he could sell there. He wasn’t planning on coming back to Riverhead until the spring.”
 
   ‘Nice save’ I heard then, with more soft laughter.
 
   “Kingstown? That be quite the trip.” 
 
   I nodded, “But I wanted to get home and see my wife and child. And I couldn’t find any ships making the passage I wanted.”
 
   “But why ride four days when yea could have taken the river at Portsmouth for two?”
 
   I looked at him in my best indignant style, “Do you have any idea how much money they charge to bring a horse on those boats? And the stables there, they’re no better than thieves when it comes time to buying horses if you’re going west. They know they have you by the short hairs.”
 
   Everyone laughed at that one.
 
   “For that kind of money, two more days won’t kill me. I may have moved up a little in the world, but I’m not rich!”
 
   That got a few more laughs and a couple of nods.
 
   “By the by, do you have a temple to Aryanna here?”
 
   “Sure do,” and he gave me directions. “I didn’t know foreigners followed her.”
 
   I shrugged, “I can’t tell you much on that, but I feel like she’s always been a friend to me, so I pay my respects when I can. Plus my wife is rather devout.”
 
   He nodded at that and I finished my drink and went out the door to find the temple. It didn’t take me long; it was rather small, rather simple. I walked in and made sure the door shut behind me. It was cold outside and I didn’t want to let the meager heat from inside out. 
 
   “No, I’m not giving you every coin on me,” I said looking up at the symbol of Aryanna above the altar. “To be honest I’m rather surprised you helped me out there, seeing as I belong to Feliogustus now. But thanks anyway.”
 
   “Excuse me?” A voice came out of the back, and an old man in priestly robes came out of the back.
 
   “Sorry, Parson, was just talking to Aryanna.”
 
   “Really now, son?” He said smiling and looking at me. “Are ye one of her flock then?”
 
   “No, but I consider her to be a friend and she’s been rather helpful.” I pulled out my purse, the one I kept inside my shirt. I had two rolls of dimes in it. I looked around and remembered something Fel had told me, about how the more you spend, the more they can do. I took out one of the rolls and handed it to the priest. “Spend it wisely, Father, I owe your goddess a debt and so you get the benefit.”
 
   He looked at it, and then at the end, then he opened it and poured the coins out into his palm. For a moment I thought he was going to have a heart attack.
 
   “This is silver!”
 
   “Yup, should be fifty pieces. In Riverhead it probably wouldn’t be that big a deal, but here, I suspect it is.” I bowed to the altar, “Have a good day, Parson.”
 
   I heard some laughter in my head and left the parson staring at the coins muttering to himself. 
 
   The rest of the evening passed without incident. The room I got at the inn wasn’t much, but it had a door and a lock and I was happy for that. Sometime in the early hours of the morning, well before sunup I awoke to the sounds of someone trying to work the lock. So I quietly got out of bed, got my sword and waited.
 
   After five minutes however I got tired of waiting and pulled the door open and put my sword point against the neck of the person there. Sure enough, my two ‘friends’ from last time were both standing there.
 
   “Sit down, Brad.” I said softly.
 
   “Don’t listen....” the other one started, but I pushed the sword into his neck and he shut up as it cut the skin.
 
   “Sit down Brad,” I said again. “Or your friend here dies.”
 
   Brad sat.
 
   “Now, Brad, what is your weasely little friend’s name?”
 
   “George,” he said nervously.
 
   “Okay, now listen up, Brad. You are going to go wake the parson, you are going to tell him that the man who visited him yesterday wants you to be sent someplace far away from here, where you can learn to do some good for the goddess and her people. Understand?”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   “Good, because if I find out you didn’t do it, and aren’t doing it, I’m going to hunt you down and kill you. Now GO!” I ordered. 
 
   He got up and he went.
 
   I smiled at George, “The only reason I haven’t killed you yet is I don’t want to be smelling your body laying outside my door. Dead bodies do tend to stink. So give me a good reason why I shouldn’t just kill you?”
 
   He looked rather pale, “Yea would kill me?”
 
   “This ain’t a game, son. Twice now you’ve pretty much thought about doing it to me. As for your former friend Brad there, well from what I saw last time you were the one leading him on. I let him go because he just picked a bad one to follow. Now give an accounting of yourself, it’s your judgment day.”
 
   “Well, I...” he looked panicked, “I ain’t never killed nobody! I ain’t never hurt anyone all that bad!”
 
   I pulled the sword away and sighed. I cleaned the tip off on his shirt, I wasn’t going to get blood on mine. He jumped a little but held still when I told him too.
 
   “What am I going to do with you? I can’t just leave you here; you’ll get into trouble again.”
 
   “What do ye care? Why are ye making it ye business?”
 
   “Would you rather I killed you instead?” I asked pointedly, “‘cause if so, I’ll be happy to oblige you and go back to bed!”
 
   He turned white again and gulped. I went and found some rope and had him turn around. I tied his hands up then had him kneel outside the door. I tied his legs up then.
 
   “I’m going to go back to sleep. You are going to sit here and think about your sins. Now I have a wife and a newborn son waiting for me back home. So if you’re not here when I wake up, and I have to waste time looking for you, and trust me I’m not leaving this town without you, I’ll kill you.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” he nodded.
 
   “Smartest thing you’ve said all night.”
 
   I closed the door, I had looped a piece of the rope under it, of course he couldn’t see that in the dark easily, as it was to his leg and behind him and I’d set him facing away from the door. I watched the rope and counted to a hundred. I got to fifty when the rope started to move. I was about to give it yank when it stopped and I heard him start to softly sob outside the door. I smiled and went to bed.
 
   I woke a few hours later feeling refreshed. George was still there, though he’d managed to fall asleep leaning against the wall. I got my things together then kicked him awake and untied his feet. I led him out to the inn where the innkeeper scowled at George then looked at me.
 
   “Caught him at something did ye?” He asked.
 
   I nodded, “I’ll be taking him with me to Riverhead. A small town like this doesn’t need his kind of trouble. Maybe I can find someone there who’ll make something out of him.”
 
   “What about his friend?”
 
   “I’m letting the parson deal with him. I suspect he’ll know what to do. I believe George here is the real troublemaker.”
 
   The innkeeper nodded and I had my breakfast while I made George kneel.
 
   “Don’t I get to eat?” He asked when I was finished.
 
   “No, you don’t. Now come.”
 
   I dragged him out to the stables. I got my horse ready then I re-did the ropes so his hands were in front of him, and could be held about ten inches apart. Next I made a leash out of the rope and tied it around to that. I let him use the latrine, though I kept the door open and watched him. After that I tied his leash to my saddle ring and rode out of town.
 
   He complained at first, quite a bit. He was hungry, he was tired, and he couldn’t run all the way to Riverhead.
 
   “I once ran for eight hours straight, while carrying someone on my shoulders,” I told him. “No food at all. So I think you can make this little trek quite easily. If not, well I can always drag you. In either case, bitching isn’t going to change anything, so shut up.”
 
   The road there wasn’t bad of course, it was hard because it was mostly frozen now that it was winter, and there were a few muddy spots here and there. But mostly it was level and free of large rocks. Trees lined the sides, bare of their leaves now in the winter. Very picturesque, and quite enjoyable scenery really.
 
   I stopped around noon to rest the horse and let my prisoner have some water. He wanted lunch, but I told him there wasn’t going to be any. I hadn’t even brought food for myself, it was only a ten-hour trip if you didn’t dawdle. I’d have probably been a lot further along if he wasn’t with me, I was very anxious to see Darlene again.
 
   About an hour afterward I turned quickly in my saddle as I heard a twanging noise and everything slowed down just like it had whenever I’d fought before. I ducked down to my horse and saw the arrow move just behind my back as two riders broke from the brush on horseback, swords out. I turned my horse into them while dropping the leash on George then drew my sword, the only problem I was having was my horse was moving as slow as they were so I had to wait for us to close. I dodged another arrow while doing that and then I parried the one on the right, reversed cut hard, and took his head off before he was even halfway past me.
 
   I laid back flat in the saddle and the blade of the other one whooshed over me, I then ran him through with my sword and twisted it as I pulled out, leaving him with a handful of guts. I was sure he’d be dead soon as well. 
 
   I dove out of the saddle next and hit the ground rolling; as yet another arrow flew and took me in the arm this time. I saw the archer in the woods and came up on her fast, a punch in the face sending her sprawling and laid her out cold. Everything snapped back together in real time then and I turned to look at George who was standing in the road, looking at me with his eyes wide.
 
   “You killed them!” He gasped.
 
   “What, did you think they were going to invite me to share a meal?”
 
   “But the way you moved, it weren’t natural!”
 
   I shook my head and grabbed the girl by the hair and dragged her out into the road where I started to bind her wrists and ankles. “Just because you’ve never seen something, doesn’t mean it’s unnatural. Now gather their horses and if they have any food on them, I’ll give it to you to eat.”
 
   That got him moving rather quickly.
 
   I looked at the arrow sticking out of my right arm. It hurt like hell of course, and it was bleeding. I grabbed the shaft and pulled it out, then put direct pressure on it with my hand as I tried to decide what to do about it. I didn’t have much of a first aid kit, but I did have something I could make a bandage out of, though it would be a pain doing that one handed. I remembered then healing myself on the battlefield during the fight. True I was no longer on that world, but the speed thing had worked, maybe this would as well? 
 
   So I thought about healing for a moment and I suddenly felt that warm glow in my hand and the tingling in my arm. Sure enough, when I removed my hand it was healed. 
 
   “So I guess my abilities still work, even here,” I mumbled to myself.
 
   George looked at me when he brought the horses up, leading them by the reigns. He looked at the tear in the sleeve of my jacket.
 
   “That ain’t natural either!” He said making a warding sign.
 
   I smiled at him, “It wasn’t as bad as it looked actually, and if you were a better follower to Aryanna, you wouldn’t have to worry about such minor things either.”
 
   “Are ye sayin’ ye are some sort of cleric?” He said eyeing me suspiciously.
 
   “I ain’t sayin’ nuthin.’” I grinned at him. 
 
    I threw the two dead bodies over one horse and tied them to it, and then I put the live one on the other and stuck George on it in front of her. He didn’t care, they’d actually had some food and he was rather happily eating it. I had to laugh when she came around a few minutes later and started to struggle. He smacked her on the head and told her to behave.
 
   It was about three hours later when we finally got to the city gate at Riverhead I was rather happy to see the guards there, including my friend Sergeant Chaucer.
 
   “Well as I live in breath, Will, we were startin’ to wonder if we’d ever see yer smiling face around these parts again!”
 
   I hopped off the horse and shook hands with him, exchanging hearty back slaps. “Oh believe me, there isn’t anything that could keep me from my wife, and truth be told a lot of things did try. It’s been a most trying year. But I’m back and if it wasn’t for this bit of business,” I jerked a thumb at the other two horses and their passengers, “I’d be begging off already to go see her!”
 
   Sergeant Chaucer laughed at that and nodded. “Can’t say I’d blame you either, so what have we got here?”
 
   “Two things, lets take the simple first. George, come here.”
 
   George got down and came over. I still had his hands tied of course.
 
   “I caught this one and a friend trying to rob me last night. Second time they tried. Now the friend was more of the easily led type, so I turned him over to the parson and thought I’d let the church deal with him, see if they couldn’t turn him around. But this one here, well he’s got a knack for trouble, a taste for danger, but once he gets it pounded into him seems to listen to authority and take orders moderately well.”
 
   Sergeant Chaucer grinned at me, “Oh I know just the place for him.” He turned to George and looked him over and then got in his face rather loudly, “As of this moment boyo ye’re in the infantry in service to the lord of this here land. Ye will do as ye are told and ye had better do ye damned best or ye will be far more regrettin’ being borne than anything me good friend Will could ever have done to ye’. Do ye understand me son?”
 
   George wilted, “Yes.” He said in a small voice.
 
   “What was that?!” Sergeant Chaucer yelled at him again.
 
   “Ye...Yes, Sir.” 
 
   “Better!” He turned to the other men at the gate who had all suddenly become much more orderly and professional looking. “Joseph, take this new recruit to Sergeant Rhymes, make sure he knows the circumstances of how he came to us.”
 
   “Yes sir, Sergeant!” Joseph barked out and crisply saluted, then took George in tow in led him off.
 
   “Wow, I don’t think I’ve ever seen your men so sharp off the parade ground,” I laughed.
 
   “Oh they love to put on a show for the new recruits, even more so than for the lords. Cause they get to torture the recruits!” He laughed as well, the others smiling and nodding. “So what’s this other business then?”
 
   “Ah, well I was beset by these bandits about three hours from here. The lady had a bow, the other two attacked with swords. Fortunately she missed her first shot, I heard her before she released thankfully. Anyways, those two are dead, she’s alive. I’ll leave the rest up to you now I guess. If you need me any further you know where to find me of course.”
 
   Sergeant Chaucer nodded. “Aye. And thank ye, we’ve been having problems with this new bunch of late. A few travelers met unwelcome fates at their hands. 
 
   I nodded and got back on my horse, “See you later then Sergeant!” and I rode off into the city, to my home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   I walked in the door dropped my things and caught Darlene as she threw herself at me. To say she was happy to see me would have been an understatement. I waved to Harold as I made my way to the back room, with Darlene plastered up against me kissing and hugging and telling me how happy she was to see me.
 
   When we made it back to our room we didn’t come out again for a very long time. If it weren’t for our son, it probably would have been even longer still. Hearing her say how much she missed me, and having her show it as well was hands down the best part of coming home.
 
   Holding her in my arms again I realized just how much I really cared for her, how much I loved her. How much I’d missed her, and how much she meant to me. She was as beautiful as ever, and as sweet, and yes as good in bed. Where Rachel was talkative, Darlene was quiet, where Rachel was a fighter, Darlene was submissive, where Rachel took over the room, Darlene lit it up. They were very different in so many ways, yet the same in the one basic way that mattered most to me: they both loved me and needed me, and I loved and needed them. 
 
   “I’m sorry I was gone so long,” I said to her the next day when we finally got around to talking about things. “A lot happened.”
 
   She smiled, “I had guessed that were the case. After four months had gone I went and got the priest down at the temple to pray to the goddess for ye and every week he’d tell me if ye were alright, and when it looked like ye’d be back.”
 
   I was surprised by that. “He can do that?”
 
   She nodded, “I guess so, ‘cause he did. He even said ye would be back sometime this month.”
 
   I had to laugh at that.
 
   Things at ‘home’ settled down fairly quickly, after a few weeks it was almost like I had hardly been gone. The big difference was that I had a family of sorts living with me in the back of the inn with Harold and his wife Emma, and now my new son Travis. There were the in-laws I had now too, but I only saw them about once a week. I tried going back to fighting lessons with Master Burdon, but there wasn’t really anything he could teach me anymore and he said as much.
 
   “Your skills have progressed beyond the point that I can improve on them William.” Master Burdon’s accent tended to remind me of English people I’d heard on TV back home on earth; very formal.
 
   I nodded, I’d realized that myself and felt rather surprised that I’d managed to improve so much so fast. I guess combat and constant practice did that. 
 
   “A question or two Sir if I may?” I asked.
 
   “Sure William.”
 
   “What do you know of champions Master Burdon?”
 
   “What, people who’ve won competitions?” He was putting the practice gear we’d used away.
 
   “No, I mean the type that the gods have.”
 
   He stopped what he was doing and turned to look at me, “An interesting question. What leads you to ask that?”
 
   “Something I came across in my recent travels,” I said hedging a bit.
 
   “Hmm, well I ran across Aryanna’s champion once, many years ago when I was in Kingstown. This was back when I was still in the king’s army.”
 
   “Oh? What was he like?” 
 
   “She,” he said, “Aryanna’s champion was a woman. Very down to earth, people said she was down right blunt at times. No nonsense too.”
 
   “Did you ever see her fight?”
 
   “Hmmm? Oh no. She rarely went out with the army, only occasionally from what I heard, and then only if there was some sort of major battle. I gathered she traveled alone mostly. But I did hear from one of the senior officers once who’d seen her fight. He said it was the most awe inspiring thing he’d ever seen, because she was cutting through the enemy like a scythe through wheat and just having her there with them boosted morale tremendously.”
 
   I nodded thoughtfully. The plain truth was I wanted to meet Aryanna’s champion, I had a lot of questions about being one and I was hoping she might have some answers for me. Then again I had a lot of questions for Aryanna as well.
 
   “Does that fit in with what you had heard?” He asked curious.
 
   “Yes. Thank you.”
 
    
 
   The only other thing that changed a lot was my bank account. Of the three dozen bows I had brought back, I sold ten of them in the first two weeks. Apparently I had developed a back log of customers in my absence. Then there were all those gold rings I’d brought back as well, most of them went into the bank. I was still walking around with a small fortune on my person these days though, about ten gold. But my bank account was nearing the triple digits in gold pieces. I decided that my trading days were pretty much over. If I went back to earth I’d probably take some bows to sell just for folding money, but I didn’t need any more cash. Darlene and my son Travis would be set for life no matter what. 
 
   Having a son was interesting. But Travis was just a baby, so I couldn’t relate to him much though. Just knowing he was my son was, like I had said, interesting. 
 
   I did spend more time with Sergeant Chaucer and the other members of the guard than I had before. Same for the Captain of the Guard, and I also met Duke Lias, who was the Lord in Charge of Riverhead and the surrounding areas twice. I gave him one of my bows as a gift, which pleased him greatly. Of course, a few weeks later I sold another six bows as the other local nobles saw his and decided they had to keep up with him. I was definitely gaining in stature and connections. I had a suspicion that my account balance at the bank wasn’t exactly secret from the neither the duke nor the captain, which probably also added to their interest in me.
 
   I continued to go to the Temple on Sundays with Darlene, however the first time I went with her after my return, the senior parson was out front, he was the same priest who had married us. When he saw me, he started and looked a bit wary. I had a feeling that he knew what I now was, or at least had some sort of suspicion, so I strode up to him with Darlene on my arm.
 
   “Parson, it is nice to see you again,” I said and bowed to him starting the conversation on a polite note.
 
   “Yes,” he said and paused a moment, “What brings you here today?”
 
   “I thought I would accompany my wife to today’s services, if I may be allowed? I count Aryanna as a friend, and I hope she counts me at least as an ally?”
 
   He paused a moment and got a distant look in his eyes for just an instant and then nodded. “You are more than welcome here in Aryanna’s house,” He said with a relieved smile and he waved us by.
 
   “What was that all about?” Darlene whispered to me as we went to her usual seat, which was with her family.
 
   “I’m not one of her followers, but apparently my god and she are allies. I was told that it’s good manners to ask permission first.”
 
   “Oh,” She nodded. Then a moment later asked, “How did he know who your god was?”
 
   I smiled, she didn’t say much at times, but she was a sharp one. I showed her the broach on my cloak; it was one of several things, including the ring I now had on my right hand, which had the insignia of Feliogustus on it. I hadn’t bought them or inscribed them; they were just there when I came out of the portal. More divine magic I suspected. I guess that the gods liked to mark their own. That or it was part of the ‘rules’ Fel mentioned every so often.
 
   For the next two months after I got back, it was pretty much domestic bliss. I did pick up a little about working the bar, working there was okay, but running an inn just wasn’t my thing, in fact after a while it was a little dull. Fortunately it looked like it was right up Darlene’s alley. Harold and she would work the bar in shifts during the day and together at night, which made things a lot easier on Harold who was enjoying the new free time. As for Darlene’s sister, well she was rather popular; she had quite a bit of Darlene’s looks, and the same pleasant personality. I felt a little guilty at times about it, when she first started here, her parents had hoped she’d only be doing it a few months, and here she was still doing it a year later, and I suspected enjoying it quite a bit. But the cultural mores here were different; no one thought less about my wife for having done that work and no one appeared to think less of her sister for doing it. So I decided not to try applying my social beliefs here and to stop concerning myself with it.
 
   “So how much longer until the snow’s gone?” I was sitting with Sergeant Chaucer and his usual group of drinking buddies. He was eyeing up Darlene’s younger sister again, I knew he spent regular time with her, and he’d just been promoted to senior sergeant and could now afford to raise a family if he wanted to. I was thinking his exposure to me and Darlene here at his father’s place might have just had him considering it.
 
   “Another month and I think it will be gone. Why? Ye thinking of going somewhere?”
 
   I nodded, “I have a little business in Kingstown I’d like to take care of.”
 
   “If I had a wife like ye’s, I’d be stayin’ a lot closer to home!” One of the others said with a laugh. He was one of the younger sergeants, I hadn’t met him before coming back, I got the impression he was new to the area.
 
   I shrugged, “Man has to take care of his business and his responsibilities.”
 
   “Yea, that be true. Makes comin’ home all the sweeter I bet!” 
 
   I laughed, “Oh yes. Having something to come home to makes all the difference, trust me.”
 
   “So Will,” Chaucer started turning his attention off of Darlene’s sister. “That George ye brought us. He said ye said something about a battle ye was in?”
 
   I nodded and sipped my ale. “Yup. I didn’t give them the full of it, it was a much nastier business than I let on, I’d rather not go into it to be honest.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Kill anyone?” The younger sergeant asked curiously. He wasn’t a bad sort, but I was pretty sure he’d never been to war. He looked worried about it; I think he was afraid he’d screw up if his time ever came. Chaucer had been there though, he understood.
 
   I looked at the sergeant and nodded, “Yes, I did.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I really didn’t want to brag about what had become a slaughter. I turned back to Chaucer, “How is that kid working out anyway?”
 
   “George? Not bad, he has potential. Rhymes is still beating him into shape, but seems to think the kid might turn out alright.”
 
   I nodded, “What about the gal I brought in?”
 
   “Oh we hung her a few weeks ago.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that.”
 
   “Don’t be. They weren’t just robbing people; they killed more than a couple as well. Some of it weren’t pretty either.”
 
   I nodded again, “The way they attacked me I’m not surprised.”
 
   Chaucer grinned then, “You sure seemed to have impressed George there rather well. He seems to think ye are some kind of demon!”
 
   I laughed, “Well, I think subjecting him to the tender mercies of guard training alone qualifies me for that, don’t you?”
 
   We all laughed rather loudly at that one. 
 
   The conversation turned to other things, mainly guard house politics, and a little about city politics; nothing really major beyond who was bitching about whom, and trying to one up them.
 
   “Ye should talk to the captain about going to Kingstown soon, Will,” Chaucer told me before he left later with Darlene’s sister Sarah. “He could set ye up to travel with one of the caravans if ye wanted. There’s not much danger usually, but ye still may find it more pleasant travelin.’” 
 
   I thanked him and the next day did just that. There was a caravan leaving in two weeks actually that would have several guard members going with it to deliver the usual official documents, dispatches, and such. I decided to travel with it and he gave me the necessary permissions. I let Darlene know that evening I would be off again in a few weeks, and she understood. To be honest things were a bit dull for me now, I wasn’t actively selling the bows, and while I still practiced my fighting daily, I wasn’t doing any new training. I’d have to find something new to hold my interest when I returned. My life had become rather busy the last year and I was finding I enjoyed it that way.
 
    
 
    
 
   Going up the river was done by sail. Apparently the wind was rather constant, at least during the day, and the river was fairly wide, if a bit shallow in places. The boats that traveled the river were somewhat different than the ocean-going kind, having wider shallower bodies that didn’t need as much depth. 
 
   The trip up the river itself was rather enjoyable, the young sergeant turned out to be the one in charge of the guard detail; it was just him and two others, so we all got along rather well. The merchants going on this trip were all from foreign lands, bringing goods to the markets in Kingstown and the towns along the way. Mostly for Kingstown though as I suspected their wares were of the more expensive types for the rich nobles in the kingdom’s capitol. I was bringing a few bows along; I thought I might have to make a gift or two, depending on circumstances.
 
   The Caravan itself was a rather good size, it took five boats to carry all the men, carts, and animals involved, and the boats themselves were rather large, more like barges when I thought about it. They reminded me of the Egyptian ships I’d seen drawings of in high school. The deck was completely open; there was no covered storage at all. But then the trip wasn’t that long, so I guess there wasn’t much need of deckhouses or any such thing. And the draft was shallow enough that holds were pretty much out of the question.
 
   As the end of the day drew near, I discovered just what had happened for the river route to take over from the land one: Locks. There was a rather shallow waterfall, say twenty feet high, in the river. More than enough however for any boat to be able to successfully navigate. But someone had figured out how to make locks and then made them, giving river traffic a way around the impassible falls. They used what I suspected were Oxen to pull the boat into the lock, and then the water did the hard work of lifting the boat, and we were pulled out and upstream to a docking facility where the boats tied up for the night. A rather nice town had grown up there, for the purposes of entertaining, feeding, and housing the passengers on the boats. A strong and obvious guard presence also kept everyone behaving; the king obviously didn’t want his commerce messed with.
 
   At the end of the second day, we made Portsmouth, and I was amazed by its size. It was as big as Riverhead, which I thought was a fairly large city. The young sergeant, Habe was his name, told me that there was a large amount of agriculture in the area, small farming towns up to four days riding in all directions that traded their wares through Portsmouth to the rest of the kingdom, or put them on the boats to be shipped elsewhere. Portsmouth apparently was the breadbasket of the kingdom.
 
   “You’re pretty familiar with the area then?” I asked him as I led my mount off of the boat. He’d be picking up horses here at the local barracks, one of the advantages of being in the guard I guessed.
 
   “Yes, I grew up here. My parents’ farm is a two-day ride to the south,” he pointed off into the distance, “off that a‘ways.”
 
   I thought I’d find myself a room at one of the local inns, but apparently the captain from Riverhead had written a note to his counterpart here in Portsmouth and I found myself invited to dinner with the guard captain here. I accepted of course and found I was offered a room for the night as well and accepted that too.
 
   Dinner was a nice affair; I ate with the captain and his officers. This included the senior non-coms, which meant there were quite a few sergeants there as well. I learned of the weather between here and Kingstown, and after dinner the captain even showed me a map of the king’s highway from here to there. The trip would take a month, Hillshire was a rather large country apparently and caravans did not travel very fast.
 
   We ended up being held over an extra day. Apparently the local lord, Duke Finias, had somehow heard about my bows from the duke in charge of Riverhead and wanted to not only buy one, but entertain me that evening. The other members of the caravan were upset at first, but he threw a large enough feast that the leaders from the different contingents in the caravan were invited as well. 
 
   Duke Finias was a nice enough man, but I could see he enjoyed his position and power a fair bit. He didn’t have to hold us over, I had made him a gift of the bow as soon as I found out he wanted one; I didn’t really need the money to be honest. But I guess he felt he had to return that favor in kind and show me how gracious a host he could be, and how much power he truly exercised. 
 
   To be fair though, it was a really good party, he even supplied a woman to keep me company that night, as well as one for the sergeant traveling with me who had been invited to dine as well.
 
   I chatted a little with the duke who confided in me that the cost of this party was less than the cost of the bow, so as I had suspected he really had felt obliged to thank me for the gift. The food was very good; the company was fine, and the conversation rather interesting. Duke Finias was curious about my trip and even took the time to ask about it.
 
   “So what takes you to Kingstown, especially this early in the year?”
 
   “Well Your Lordship, part of it is trade, part of it is curiosity, and I wish to visit the main temple of Aryanna there.”
 
   “Really? I didn’t know foreigners worshipped our Lady.”
 
   “I don’t really,” I smiled, “but she has been helpful to me on more than one occasion, so I felt I really should drop in and pay my respects.”
 
   The duke chuckled, “You make it sound like you’re dropping in on a visit with a friend, not pay your respects at a temple to our goddess.”
 
   I shrugged and thought about my words for a moment, “I suppose you might think me mad, but I do feel as if she’s a friend of mine.”
 
   “Some might find that an insult to her, calling her a friend. You might not want to share that opinion,” he warned me.
 
   I smiled, “I am not so stupid as to ever insult the Goddess. She’s done fair by me and I would be not only rude, but a fool to invoke her wrath.”
 
   “A rather sound philosophy,” he said nodding in agreement. “Do you plan to seek an audience at the royal court while you are there?”
 
   I shook my head, “Probably not. I don’t really have anything to offer the king, I’d just be wasting his time. I’m sure he has much more important people to deal with than a poor trader.”
 
   “Oh you’re not so poor. Duke Lias was kind enough to pass his recommendation on about you as well as your bows. I suspect you will one day be one of our leading citizens,” the Duke said with an easy smile.
 
   I laughed, “You are both too kind to me. I’ve just had a turn of exceptionally good luck in my trades is all. But I do thank you for the compliment.”
 
   We chatted some more after that, he told me some about the city and its history, before his duties led him to deal with his other guests. Other than my bidding him good night when the party broke up, I did not get to speak with him again.
 
   “I think I could get used to this kind of treatment,” Sergeant Habe said to me laughing later that night as we walked down the hall to go to bed with our respective entertainments. “Think you might want a partner in this business of yours?”
 
   I shook my head and just grinned back at him. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Traveling with the caravan was interesting. There were twenty-three wagons in all, which I learned was a bit on the small side; however it was the first caravan of the season which meant not all of the traders had good enough weather yet to sail into Riverhead. There were two teamsters with each wagon, the wagons themselves belonged to Merchant groups, only two of the groups had a single wagon, most had three or four. So there were eight groups making up the caravan. There were a handful of merchants with each group, and each group had an average of six others who were helpers or guards I guessed. 
 
   The only down side of the trip was the weather. On the boats we’d gotten lucky, and while cold, it hadn’t rained. But now it seemed rather determined to make up for that, alternating between cold and drizzly, and cold and pouring down hard. And when the wind got going staying dry was pretty much impossible. 
 
   Of course on top of that the ground was thawing, so while the road itself wasn’t bad with the rock pushed down into it from the many decades of travel, anything off the road would quickly sink up to an axle or your knee if you weren’t careful.
 
   But what made it even worse was after a week of this miserable suffering I discovered I could dry my clothes rather simply by using a spell. I discovered this when Fel asked me in a dream why I was so miserable. 
 
   I could still hear his laughter. Apparently Fel had a rather low sense of humor when his champion’s comfort was involved. It turned out I could have cleaned the mud off as well, but thought that might look a little suspicious. Obviously looks were important with champions, so there was a whole set of minor spells, or cantrips, to keep them looking good. I resolved to discover all of them over the next several weeks.
 
   Habe and I usually rode up at the head of the group; there was a lot less mud splatter up there. Along the way, we’d pick up a small contingent of four or five local guards who would ride with us for a day or two, then turn around and ride back the next morning as we picked up another group at that night’s staging point. A nice system all in all, tolls for riding the king’s highway were reasonable when you saw the amount of protection that was given. And while the staging points weren’t always the best, or the driest, the road itself was paved after a fashion, with rocks so that the wagons and horses rarely bogged down.
 
    
 
   “Well, you have to remember that a lot of foodstuffs travel the road to Kingstown and points further east,” Habe was explaining to me the reasons for the way things were on the road, the weather hadn’t dimmed his spirits at all, after all, he had grown up here. Also the long ponchos that were a part of the guard’s equipment seemed to be exceptionally good at dealing with the wet weather. Better than my cloak even. “Long ago one of the kings decided to see to it that this road was as safe as he could make it for our Caravans from Portsmouth. After that it just seemed like good business I guess to extend the same protection to foreign Caravan’s as well.”
 
   “Makes sense. I’m surprised however that most just don’t sail around to Kingstown and skip Riverhead completely.”
 
   “Some do, but mainly they’re coming from across the ocean or far to the north. For most of these traders the trip to Riverhead is considerably shorter, and going across the land is faster and safer. We don’t own the lands to the south of here they’d have to sail around, and not only is it a very long trip, but both nasty weather and pirates are not uncommon.”
 
   I looked around at the miles upon miles of open fields that were to either side of the road. We passed many a farmer who was already working to get his fields in order for the coming season, despite the cold wet weather. I could understand why Habe didn’t want to stay on the farm; this was undoubtedly far more pleasant. Habe had told me that the forest would start up again once we got into the foothills up ahead. For all that the weather was still cold and often wet, I was once again enjoying it immensely, after six months of the Ren Faire and sleeping on the ground in the hot sticky wet Catskills, roughing it wasn’t that big a problem. Especially now that I had found that spell that let me dry all my things out instantly. 
 
   Being a champion definitely had some perks.
 
    
 
   One week later, the caravan was climbing into the small mountain range that separated the eastern half of Hillshire from the western half, and the weather for a change had decided to turn nice, in that it wasn’t raining at all today. Once out of the mountains there would be a straight and fairly easy two-week ride to the capitol. 
 
   “Once we’re out of the mountains we’ll ride ahead and leave the caravan behind,” Sergeant Habe told me.
 
   “Why haven’t we done that already?” I asked curiously, “Is the weather here that bad this time of year?”
 
   He shook his head, “No, lone travelers can be set upon by bandits through these passes here. It’s not common,” he said to my surprised look, “But during the winter the garrison along this part of the road isn’t manned. The weather makes supplying it too treacherous; a sudden blizzard can close the pass for months without warning. So traffic usually takes the southern pass until the snows clear, which unfortunately adds an additional two weeks to the trip. 
 
   “I don’t know if the garrisons in the mountains here have been reopened yet, but even if they have, the patrols may not have been able to clear out any bandits who may have taken advantage of their absence.”
 
   I nodded, “So it’s not that common?”
 
   “Not really any more. King Andrew has been continuing the aggressive policies of his father on patrolling the road. Most find it better to commit their crimes elsewhere. But it does happen now and again.”
 
   I nodded once more and decided to keep my weapons handy just in case.
 
   We were attacked about an hour later.
 
   The attack was fairly large and well organized. I was surprised that anyone would try it, there were nearly one hundred men in the caravan, and while maybe half of those were fighters, the other half was armed as well.
 
   “Attack! Attack!” Habe screamed the alarm as soon as we saw them. They were on foot, and drawing my sword I spurred my horse towards them ducking my head a bit lower in case there were any archers among them. Oddly enough, I noticed as I closed with them that there weren't any.
 
   The attackers themselves were a burley lot; they were dressed in heavy skins that on closer inspection were really their armor. They wore simple metal caps on their heads and carried swords that I could only best describe as falchions along with small round wooden shields painted with some crude device. They sort of reminded me of Vikings to be honest.
 
   Everything suddenly slowed down as was now normal for me, which gave me time to make these observations, and as I got about half way there I realized two important things: I wasn’t wearing any armor, and neither was my now slow moving (to me at least) horse.
 
   I cursed myself for a fool for not having thought to buy some armor; that was something I would remedy in the very near future. As for the horse, well I jumped off and met the enemy on foot. The idea of being a sitting duck on a dead horse didn’t appeal much to me, and while I didn’t have a shield, I did have a dagger and I drew that into my off hand.
 
   I hit the first one hard, knocking his sword aside and driving my dagger into his eye, then spinning to the side to kill the next one over with a slash to the throat. I wasn’t as strong as I was in my champion body, so I did not know if I could cleave their shields or armor as I had done in the battle there. So I struck for their faces and inside the joint of their elbow or knee. Places where their armor would be thinnest if there was any covering those spots at all. 
 
   I also had to make sure they didn’t surround me, so I quickly found myself giving ground before them as I tried to work to the flank of the group. I had already killed two and disabled another, but they kept charging forward, tripping over the bodies in their zeal.
 
   It was only a few moments later that the others joined in the fight, they at least had armor and apparently knew how to fight from horseback. The enemy parted around us as they continued their charge, our small formation acting like a wedge with me at the point. I killed another and took a shallow cut to my side for my troubles. Even with my speed there were so many of them that the fight was tough for me, I was dealing with two or sometimes even three at once. I killed two or three more and wounded at least six when suddenly there were none left before us and I turned around to see the entire caravan was now engaged with the attackers, most of whom had never stopped charging towards the wagons.
 
   The guardsmen turned their horses and charged. Those that could of course. I saw two horses that were down, and another horse limping; one dead guard and a few struggling on foot to follow their companions back into the fray. I was about to follow when I had a feeling that I should stop and turn back.
 
   “Well greetings there William.”
 
   I stared surprised. He was a man dressed much like the others, only I knew he wasn’t. I could feel it. He moved at the same speed as I was, he was another champion such as myself. But from where? And why was he here?
 
   I held my sword at guard and stood my ground. I couldn’t think of anything to say.
 
   “You’re probably wondering who I am and why I just happen to be here.” He smiled, everyone else was busy with the attackers, and no one was paying us much mind.
 
   “You’re not from this world, or rather, you’re not a champion here.” I said, somehow knowing it to be true.
 
   “Perceptive. No, I’m from Saladin, the same place where you are a champion.”
 
   I started to circle to the left; I didn’t want him in front of me and his group behind me. “Why are you here?”
 
   “I have a proposition of sorts for you, William, a job offer per se.”
 
   “So why not ask me in a bar, why show up with this?”
 
   “To give you a taste of just what can be brought to bear obviously,” he smiled. “We wanted to let you know we take you seriously, that it’s worth ambushing you here, with your comrades. We also wanted you to see that we’re powerful, we can reach you anywhere you go.”
 
   I was getting annoyed at this point. I started moving closer, I could see the fight was still going on and still going hard. There were maybe twenty of the attackers left, but it was still hard fighting, they seemed to all be berserkers. A large number of bodies littered the ground around the fighting.
 
   “Say your piece already, you’re wearing out your welcome,” I almost growled.
 
   “My god and a number of his allies want you either gone, or on our side. Feliogustus has gained far too much power, far too fast, and you are too dangerous. If you leave him and were to take up with another god, say one of ours, we could all profit greatly I’m sure. We have much that I know you’d appreciate, and we’d give you a much freer rein amongst the populace than I’m sure Fel ever would. Slaves, women, estates, whatever you wish. And if you’d rather not join with us, well I’m sure a man of your capabilities would have many offers from other gods. Take it now while you can and we will leave both him and you alone.”
 
   “Or?” I had moved close enough to engage him at this point.
 
   “Or we will go to Hiland and kill not only your wife the Queen, but your children as well.”
 
   I jumped at him then and we crossed swords, I tried to strike him a dozen times but he was good, and I was on the defensive as often as I was on the offensive as we moved back and forth trading blows.
 
   “Listen to me, and listen to me good,” I said as we clashed and struggled. I was a bit taller than him, and apparently a little stronger as well, which was making up for his somewhat better skill, I could use my reach and greater strength to push him back and bring him up short if he over extended. “If you or your army comes within a hundred miles of my wife, I promise you I will do to your city what I did to the Mulanders’s. When I am done you’ll be as dead as their champion and your god will be forgotten. Even if it takes me a thousand years.”
 
   “All you have to do is leave Feliogustus, join with us, be on our side. We could give you everything you want, William. Like I told you, slaves, hot sexy female slaves by the dozen. Money, wealth beyond your dreams, here, there, even back on your home world, wherever you wanted it. And power, William, lots of power.”
 
   I cinched in tight, tying him up with my arms wrapped around his bringing my face to his and looking down slightly at him. “I already have all the women, money, and power, I want. Fel has been good to me; I will not abandon him so you might move against him!”
 
   “We are more powerful than you think, William, there are many of us, there is but one of him!” He laughed.
 
   “I am not without powerful friends of my own,” I growled and then I pushed in even closer and bit his nose off.
 
   He screamed in shock and unexpected pain and I pushed him clear and ran him straight through the heart with my sword. He looked down surprised at me, his face a bloody mess as I spit out what I’d bitten off.
 
   “I’ll... I’ll....” he gasped dying.
 
   “Aryanna, if you are listening, I would be most indebted if you could teach this cur some manners.”
 
   “It would be my pleasure William, my adopted son. Come, Benjiman, you have been very, very bad....”
 
   From the look on his face, I could see he heard every word of it. And then he was dead. I pulled my sword out and turned to the caravan but I could see the enemy was already in full flight. I ran over anyway and checked on the wounded. Three of the guard were dead, one of them had been one of the ones that had ridden with us from Riverhead. George was his name, I felt bad that I hadn’t known him better. Six more of the caravan were dead as well, and there were about ten seriously wounded.
 
   I helped bandage up the living as Sergeant Habe dispatched a rider back to the last outpost for help. When no one was looking, I did what I could to heal each of the most seriously wounded. I was able to help three before I ran out of power; I definitely was limited there being on another plane, but apparently it was enough, none of them died before help arrived the next morning.
 
    
 
   We had made camp there at the scene of the fight; the outpost had turned out twenty armed men and a cleric who set about healing those in need. The lieutenant who had come told us the cleric would need a day and Habe who was in charge agreed of course to stay right there until he was done. None of the Merchants argued with him either.
 
   “I would never have expected to see Ale’arocks this far south! The king will be upset when he hears of this.” The lieutenant said.
 
   “Aye, that’s a fact,” Habe replied nodding. Habe’s left arm and side were bandaged, he’d gotten cut up fairly well in the fight, but from what I’d seen and heard, he’d accounted for himself rather well. “There must have been forty of them. Never seen one before this, but they were everything the stories say. I thought at first they were insane to try and take us on!”
 
   “Some say they’re all insane. I’m going to stay with you until you’re through the pass, in case there are more.”
 
   “How many did we kill?” I asked curious. I’d been busy helping with the wounded until now, and had a few cuts of my own that needed tending. I was also exhausted, I hadn’t slept yet, I’d been too busy until the healer had gotten here. 
 
   Habe looked up at me, “Twenty seven. Of which I think you must have gotten at least six, plus that one who must have been leading them.” He turned to the lieutenant, “Citizen William here probably saved the day. When he killed their leader they turned and ran.”
 
   The lieutenant looked at me and then back at Habe, “He killed seven of them?”
 
   “Yes, sir. Charged right up to them and cut into them so fast it was all the rest of us could do to keep up.”
 
   I shrugged, “I forgot that I wasn’t wearing any armor. Didn’t realize it until I was tied up with them.” I shook my head, “After that, well it’s amazing what fear can do when you realize you just did something incredibly stupid.”
 
   “Still it sounds like a pretty brave thing to do, Citizen.”
 
   “Call me Will please, Lieutenant. Truth be told, I’ve fought better. The only thing they had going for them was a complete lack of fear or self preservation.”
 
   He nodded “The Ale’arocks drink a nasty brew, it makes them fearless in battle, and almost immune to pain.”
 
   “That would explain a lot.” I nodded back and yawned.
 
   “You’re dead on your feet. We won’t be moving on until the morning, go get yourself some sleep.”
 
   I nodded to him, “Thanks.” I looked over at Sergeant Habe, “You did a good job yourself there, Sergeant, and if you hadn’t rode into them with me, I would probably have been killed. All of your men made a fine showing for the guard.”
 
   He nodded and smiled, “Thank you, Will.”
 
   “Night.” I said and went off to find my bedroll. 
 
   “Is he somebody important?” I heard the lieutenant ask as I walked off.
 
   “After seeing the way he fought, I sure think so!” And they both chuckled.
 
   I shook my head and sighed, Fel, if you are listening, we need to talk, I thought at him hoping he was there listening as I lay down to sleep.
 
    
 
   “You called?” 
 
   We were at that table again, him, the empty Inn, and me.
 
   “Yes. Is Rachel okay? How are things back home? Do you need me to come back?” I said it all in a rush; I was worried. “I could make it back to that gate in a week if I rode hard.”
 
   Fel smiled slightly and waved me back into my seat, “Don’t worry, after you killed him, Aryanna had a little talk with him before sending him home. She promised to send not only her champion over if they should attack, but several others as well.”
 
   I blinked. “She’d do that?”
 
   Fel nodded, “We’re allies.”
 
   “Umm, no insults intended here, Fel, but I’ve gathered she’s got a lot more power than you do. I’ve counted three major temples so far, and probably twenty small ones and I’ve only covered a small part of this kingdom. I know she’s got a lot more followers than you do, this kingdom is huge! Why is she willing to help us?”
 
   “I know it sounds strange, but we actually go back a long ways. We have an arrangement. We help each other out from time to time.”
 
   “You do?” I asked surprised.
 
   He nodded, “Aryanna has been a goddess a lot longer than I’ve been a god. Her alliances go well beyond her own plane. She plays a much larger game than I do.”
 
   “I’m not sure I understand,” I said honestly.
 
   “Well I wouldn’t worry about it.”
 
   “You will let me know if anything goes bad back home, right?”
 
   He nodded, “Don’t worry, Will, you’re my champion. If anything happens or I need you, I will call. Nice job on Benjamin there by the way.” He laughed, “Biting his nose off was an interesting tactic.”
 
   “He’s a bully, bullies never really experience pain or suffering. I needed to freak him out so I could take advantage of him.”
 
   “Well it sure worked.”
 
   “How long until he’s back anyway?”
 
   “About a week.”
 
   “That long?” I was surprised; I had the opinion that it was shorter than that.
 
   “Being on another plane slows it down a few days, plus Aryanna is now hostile to him, which makes it worse. If you’d killed him on his home ground he’d be back in two or three days. But when one of you dies on another plane, you have to spend a few days there before you can move on to your own. The farther away from your home plane, the worse it can get.” He explained.
 
   I nodded. “I suspect I’ve just made my first real enemy.”
 
   “Second actually, but the champion you’ve already killed is beyond being resurrected, so you don’t have to worry about him.”
 
   “Still, I’m shocked by it, I must admit. I had no idea they were so concerned.”
 
   Fel shrugged, “I told you I was catching grief over it. But I wouldn’t worry, it was more bluster and bluff than a real threat. I must say though, I’m glad you didn’t take them up on their offer. They really could have offered you a lot more than I can. You could have gone back to your ‘earth’ a very wealthy and powerful man.”
 
   I shrugged. “I’m still very new to all of this Fel. But I don’t like quitting something I’ve just started. Besides you did set me up with Rachel and I definitely don’t want to lose her.”
 
   “Figured that one out did you?” He grinned.
 
   “I’m not complaining!” I laughed. “You’ve done right be me and loyalty’s one of those things that’s pretty important to me so I’m going to stick around.”
 
   “Until next time then.”
 
   “Later, Fel.”
 
   And he was gone and I fell into a deeper sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days later we started up into the pass. We came across a patrol almost immediately, the pass outposts had been reopened, and they were out in force doing their initial sweep. Seeing that we were in good hands, the lieutenant took his men and returned to his outpost wanting to help run down any stragglers from the band that had attacked us. So we traveled through the pass and out onto the plains completely unmolested.
 
   As we came out of the hills the territory changed once again, it was grasslands as far as the eye could see, the weather far less wet now than it had been as well. The three of us left the caravan behind and rode off on our own making better time now.
 
   “What do they farm around here then Habe?”
 
   “Cattle and sheep. This is grazing land; they grow cattle for meat and leather, sheep for wool, and some meat as well.”
 
   I found that interesting, I’d seen wool, but hadn’t thought about if there were sheep or not.
 
   “Didn’t you have any fights between the cattle owners and the sheep owners?” I was thinking about the large range wars that had taken place in the past of my own world.
 
   Habe laughed, “Why? Few ranchers run just cattle or sheep, most tend to run both. The demand is pretty high, and the royal family has never been very tolerant of people fighting over stupid issues.”
 
   I had forgotten about that, this was pretty close to the royal seat, and Kings and Queens probably wouldn’t care for such arguments taking place in their Kingdom.
 
   As we rode out onto the plains the guard posts were spread a lot further apart than they were to the west of the mountains. We were definitely close to the center of the kingdom’s power and without the caravan slowing us down we were making far better time than before.
 
    
 
   The next week passed rather quickly, there were a lot more farms and settlements along the road, and they got more numerous the further we traveled, even more numerous than they were around Riverhead or Portsmouth. The first town we came across was rather large, but the next one was almost as big as Riverhead itself.
 
   “This is Iron Town,” Habe informed me.
 
   “Iron Town?” I had noticed quite a bit of black smoke rising from the northern part of town.
 
   “There’s a ravine to the north of here, there’s a lot of coal in the ground there, they’ve been mining it for ages, and then here they use it to smelt and work iron.”
 
   “Makes sense I guess.”
 
   He nodded, “Yeah, and the kings and queens didn’t like having black soot falling all over their pretty city, or the smells and the noise of the iron works, so they banished them out there closer to the coal mines a very long time ago.” He grinned, “Plus the workers are a pretty rowdy bunch. Between them and the people working the livestock, it gets pretty busy out here for the guard at times.”
 
   I laughed, “An even better reason then.”
 
   He nodded. “When I first entered the guard I spent two years here. It was quite an experience for a farm boy like me. Especially as Kingstown is only a four day ride away.”
 
   We spent the night at the local garrison, which was larger than any I’d seen in the kingdom to date. For the rest of the trip we stayed at a local garrison outpost each night. It was almost the medieval equivalent of suburbia. There was town after town along the road now, and not just shops, but rather large concerns in some cases as well. A lot of people lived in this region and that required a lot of goods to be made, sold, and delivered. 
 
   “I think I’m finally getting an idea of just how big Hillshire is.” I said to Habe the morning we were due to arrive at Kingstown. I was thinking we must have ridden at least five hundred miles.
 
   “Wait until you see the city,” he said sounding rather proud. “I doubt you have ever seen its like.”
 
   I doubted that, having seen New York City many times growing up, but I was wrong.
 
   We crested a rise shortly after noon and the city came into sight. It was huge. I stopped my horse and took a few moments to take it all in. I could make out the thoroughfares that led from the center out in all directions, the sheltered bay to the east that opened to the ocean, the wide river that ran through the western third of the city with numerous bridges across it. The city sprawled in all directions filling the valley, there were no walls around it, something this size and so far from any neighbors really did not need one.
 
   As I looked closer I noticed the valley floor was higher than the waters in the bay, and there were several sets of locks along the river. I then picked out the old city wall that surrounded the castle and what I guessed were the original boundaries of the city rising up above everything else. The castle itself must have been built on a butte rising out of the center of the plain; it resembled a large skyscraper done in a gothic style as best as I could describe it. It was at least as tall as the Empire State Building, and easily ten square city blocks in size at the base.
 
   “Takes your breath away, doesn’t it?” Habe said laughing.
 
   “The castle, it’s unbelievable!” I said shocked. I’d seen pictures of many a medieval castle back home and nothing had ever approached this in size.
 
   Habe nodded “Carved from the living rock it was. Took hundreds of years, they just keep adding on to it. Kingstown hasn’t been attacked in over five hundred years they say; it’s the oldest kingdom on the continent.”
 
   “Wow,” was all I could say, and giving my horse a gentle nudge I started moving again and followed Habe down into the city.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   A city is a city is a city. I think I can now say this is true. Yes, people rode on horseback or in horse drawn carriages and there wasn’t an internal combustion engine to be seen. But I’m not so sure that’s a bad thing. I know I did not miss the sounds of car horns and engines, but it was by no means quiet. There was a hustle and a bustle of people and commerce. A visible and well-trained garbage detail I noticed on several occasions keeping the streets clean of the usual leavings of all the horse traffic. Which helped explained the clean streets and lack of smell. 
 
   It took us hours to reach the castle, which got larger as we drew closer, I listened as Habe told me of the many gardens and terraces it sported. He steered us aside to a nice place for a late lunch that he was particularly fond of. I wasn’t surprised to see a large number of guardsmen in the place and they exchanged greetings with Habe and asked for news of the western parts of the kingdom. That alone killed nearly an hour, and got us an invite to the guard’s mess for tonight so they could hear the rest.
 
   Habe checked in with the commander of the guard after that and delivered his dispatches, there was a considerable amount of paperwork involved in running a kingdom of this size I guess, each of the guards had been carrying a large dispatch bag, and one had been towing an extra horse with even more.
 
   The next several days were interesting; I got a few tours of the castle, and the local areas of the city. While I did not meet with the king, I did meet briefly with the seneschal, who convened to me personally the king’s thanks for helping out in the little fracas in the mountains. I was even staying as a guest of the king and the castle, in thanks for my service in that fight. Habe had made sure my role was well known that night at the mess, and apparently the lieutenant from that outpost had included a note as well. I did make a gift of a bow to the king via the seneschal figuring it couldn’t hurt, and that would be one less thing to carry back with me.
 
   On the fourth day, I went to the cathedral of Aryanna. Calling it a temple was simply too much of an understatement, this was her main temple in the kingdom, the largest of her following. It took me a half hour to walk there from the castle and I was met at the entrance by an acolyte.
 
   “May I help you, good sir?” He said noticing the clasp on my cloak, I think it confused him, he didn’t recognize it obviously. 
 
   I paused a moment unsure of how to proceed, “I guess I’d like to see the temple and speak with the head priest or priestess.” 
 
   He bristled a little at my request, but didn’t look hostile at least.
 
   “I’m not sure about the latter request, sir,” he said, “but I can show you the outer temple if you wish.”
 
   “But not the inner one?” I said with a grin.
 
   “Only followers of Aryanna are allowed inside, sir!” He said almost scandalized.
 
   “Uh huh. Lead on then.” I said and gestured.
 
   “May I enquire as to the nature of this visit?” He asked as he turned and led me through the rather large front doors.
 
   “Courtesy call,” I said. “Also I’ve a few questions I’d like to ask the champion if she’s about.”
 
   “Lady Champion Stephanie?” He said looking back at me almost scandalized once again, “Beggin your pardon, sir, but what would she want with the likes of you?”
 
   “Well I was sort of hoping on professional courtesy I guess.” I replied honestly, “Guess we’ll have to see won’t we?”
 
   He looked back at me yet again, rather mystified and led me further inside.
 
   I was rather impressed. The outer temple was obviously for the large masses, it probably sat several thousand. I walked down the main aisle to the altar, past my guide, though I did not enter the sacristy standing just outside the low railing. I had a feeling that entering unbidden would be considered an insult, for all that Aryanna seemed to like me.
 
   “Well, I’m here, Aryanna,” I said out loud as the protesting acolyte caught up with me, apparently scandalized at my behavior. “Nice place you have here, the city is amazing I must say. Any chance I can chat with your champion for a while? I have a lot of questions.”
 
   “Sir! I must....” The acolyte was starting to say.
 
   “Of course!” Came that voice I’d heard in my head before, only this time it was out loud and could be heard in the entire temple. The acolyte’s eyes went wide and he shut up instantly. “Roebert, if you would escort William here to the prime’s office.” Her voice making it a command and not a question.
 
   “Yes, Aryanna!” he said and bowed deeply to the altar, then looked at me rather shocked. “This way if you please, sir?”
 
   I smiled, “Lead on.”
 
   He led me around the sacristy and through a side door, then down a long hallway to a room at the end. Opening the door he ushered me inside.
 
   The room was fairly large, with a desk, table, and chairs. Obviously an office for someone important. 
 
   Standing by the window was a woman; I found my eyes drawn to her quickly. She was attractive, not beautiful, but attractive in the way that brought your eyes back again and again. She looked strong, but not muscular, her clothing was simple, but well cut in the matter that says you’re a person of means without flaunting it.
 
   “Thank you, Roebert, you may go,” she said and turned to me. “You must be William.”
 
   “Please, call me Will,” I said and offered my hand, “I take it you are Stephanie?”
 
   “Steph will do, please sit down.” She offered after shaking my hand.
 
   I found a chair and sat. She was rather captivating I had to admit. “Nice office.”
 
   “It belongs to the high priest of the order actually. I don’t have one myself.” She walked over and took a seat across from me. “So what can I do for you? Aryanna told me you’d be by and asked that I meet here with you.”
 
   “How long have you been Aryanna’s champion?” I asked curious.
 
   “Almost two hundred years.”
 
   I thought about that; that was a long time! “I know absolutely nothing about this job; I haven’t even been doing it a year. I was hoping you could teach me, or at least tell me, what exactly I need to know.”
 
   She laughed and I had to admit I liked the sound of that. She leaned back in the chair looking relaxed. “I see, and why do you think I’ll do that?”
 
   “Why does Aryanna recruit for other gods?”
 
   “That is a good question, isn’t it?” She said with a sly smile.
 
   “And that’s the reason you’ll help me. I figure there’s going to be some sort of payback someday, so the more I know, the more I can deliver. Right?”
 
   “Perceptive,” Aryanna’s voice said into the room.
 
   “Yes, very,” Stephanie said.
 
   I looked around, “Okay, that’s freaky. I thought you could manifest in your main temple?”
 
   “Yes, but only in one place and I am busy elsewhere.”
 
   “Just remember that she has ears everywhere inside here and she listens to everything that is said. She may not deem something you say worth a reply, but she’s always listening.”
 
   “Sort of like how Fel is always listening to me?”
 
   Stephanie nodded, “We’re their eyes and ears as well as their agents.”
 
   “So what do I need to know?” I asked
 
   “Everything,” Stephanie smiled. “Go get your things and bring them back here. It’ll be a while before you can head back to your inn.”
 
   I nodded and got up. “Thanks.”
 
   “Oh don’t thank me yet. I haven’t even started with you!” And she got up and gave me a very warm hug that definitely did things to me.
 
   “Behave, Stephanie!” Aryanna’s voice said in a definitely humorous tone.
 
   “Umm, I’ll be back....”
 
    
 
   It was much later, I’d packed my things and bid farewell to Habe and the others. I’d come back to the temple and put my things in my new room here, stabled my horse and had dinner with Stephanie who was rather interesting and blatantly flirting with me. I learned a lot of the history of Hillshire from her, at least the more recent history. I guess I wasn’t surprised that later that evening I found my way to her bedroom and just as things started to get interesting, she smiled down at me.
 
   “Lesson one,” she whispered.
 
   “What?” I blinked. I was lying on my back, we had just fallen onto the bed and she was on top.
 
   She brought her arm up and around and I noticed a glint as she struck me in the chest and my whole world exploded in pain! 
 
   “Stop thinking with your dick,” she whispered in my ear as everything went dark. “See you in a week!”
 
   And then I died.
 
    
 
   “Well, that didn’t go well for you, did it?” It was Aryanna’s voice.
 
   “What happened?” I growled and opening my eyes, I sat up.
 
   And blinked.
 
   I was in a garden, a rather lovely garden, a rather impossible garden – however in ways I could not explain beyond that it simply was.
 
   Aryanna laughed and I turned to face her. She was lovely, she was motherhood and womanhood personified. She glowed, and it was almost painful to look upon her, but in a pleasant way.
 
   “Where am I?” I asked looking around.
 
   “You’re dead; you’re in my realm now.”
 
   I blinked and shook my head. I noticed I was in my feline form and not my human one. “I’m where?”
 
   “In my realm,” she smiled.
 
   I swore, and then panicked a little, “I’m dead?”
 
   She nodded, and reached over and patted my arm and a feeling of warmth came over me. “Don’t worry; the first time is always the worst.”
 
   “She, she killed me!” I swore again.
 
   “Yes, I believe I said that already.”
 
   “Why, that, that bitch!” I growled. And then regretted it immediately as that feeling of well being turned to a feeling of pain and torment the like of which I’d never felt before. It only lasted a moment, but when it stopped I gasped and looked at Aryanna.
 
   “Do I have your attention now, William?” She said to me, rather sternly.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” I replied suddenly humbled.
 
   “You will not refer to my champion in that tone of voice, or with those words again in my presence. You asked Stephanie to train you, well dying is something you’re going to do, and I thought it would be best if your first experience with it was in the realm of an ally.”
 
   I nodded even more subdued. “Yes, Ma’am.” I was still pissed at Stephanie however.
 
   “Better,” she nodded.
 
   “So if I’m dead, where are all the other dead people?” I looked around, and noticed we were alone.
 
   “While you may be dead, you have not crossed over to what you think of as Heaven. Once that happens, you pretty much cannot return. You’re in a sort of Limbo. Here I can do a great many things to you, any pain or any pleasure that I want you to experience you will. If you die in the power of an enemy, or someone who is just cruel, expect to face torment. Others will either treat you well, or just push you on as fast as they can, or possibly ignore you completely.”
 
   “So how long do I stay here?”
 
   “Up to three days subjective, three days real.”
 
   I shook my head confused. “How’s that again?”
 
   “In real time, you will be here three days. But subjectively that time can be varied. I can make it pass faster if I wish, but not slower. You may be able to affect it as well, which will come in handy if you ever fall afoul of someone truly evil.”
 
   “So what happens after three days?”
 
   “You go to the realm of Feliogustus, where after a few days he’ll resurrect you.”
 
   I sighed, “So just why am I here?”
 
   She smiled, “Because I have a job for you, and Feliogustus promised me that if I helped him, found him a good champion to win his little war, then he’d loan you to me.”
 
   “What’s wrong with your own champion?”
 
   “Nothing, but this task is too much for one champion.”
 
   “I see. So you did this to get two.”
 
   “Actually there will be five of you. You were right; you were not the first one I have recruited.”
 
   “I’d ask what’s so special that it will take five of us, but to be honest, I don’t even know what one of us can do yet.”
 
   “And that’s what you’re going to be learning. Or at least some of it. Stephanie is a good teacher, and you’ve proven yourself more than capable already.”
 
   “Well, I’m still mad at her for that little trick,” I grumbled.
 
   “You do have a tendency to succumb to the whiles of attractive women William. I recall that little reign of drunken debauchery back on your home sphere.”
 
   I flattened my ears in embarrassment. “You saw that?”
 
   “Well you had married one of mine, so I was keeping tabs on you at that point. So yes, I saw it.” She chuckled then, “come, let us spend the rest of your time here a bit more pleasantly. It’s so rare that I get company that isn’t one of my followers these days.”
 
   “What about the task you want me to do for you?”
 
   “Oh that? I’ve already put it in your mind. You’ll know what you need to know when you need to know it.”
 
   I shook my head and blinked. “You can do that?”
 
   “Only because Feliogustus has allowed it. He has no desire to know what I’m up to, he has his own worries.”
 
   I nodded slowly, “Just as long as this isn’t adding to them.”
 
   She smiled her radiant smile at me again, “Of course not. Now, come, let me show you my garden, I haven’t been able to brag about it in decades.”
 
    
 
   Her garden was rather impressive. Everything in it was real, and came from another dimension, or ‘sphere’ as she called them. In some of those places the laws of nature or physics were different, so each had to be encased in a bit of their native reality. How she managed that I had no idea, but she was a goddess, so all things were possible I guessed. We walked for countless hours the place seemed endless. We took occasional breaks and either ate or drank exotic foods and wines that appeared at a gesture. When the time came to leave, I was genuinely sorry. 
 
   “I hope I’m not being presumptuous,” I said, I could feel something pulling at me and I knew what it was, I’d be in Fel’s realm fairly soon. “But I would appreciate it if I could call you a friend.”
 
   She laughed and the sound was like music to me. “Gods make fickle friends William.”
 
   “I don’t doubt that they do,” I replied earnestly. “But I’d appreciate it all the same.”
 
   “Then by all means do,” she said. “Take care, William.”
 
   And with that I was gone and suddenly sitting in a tavern with Fel.
 
   “Ah, you’re here at last.” He smiled.
 
   I looked around; it was the same place as in my dreams, only now I could see all the details.
 
   “So how long does this part take?” 
 
   “That depends on my power; as I’m doing well now, about three days.”
 
   “Three days. I hope there’s more to your realm than just this pub!” I grinned.
 
   “Well, I don’t have anything to rival the gardens Aryanna has, but you will find things a bit different here.”
 
   I swiveled my ears forward, interested. “How so?”
 
   “Well, the recently departed spend some time here before they move on to their final reward. As you are my champion, you can visit with them before they move across the border.”
 
   “What’s it like on the other side?”
 
   “Paradise,” he smiled, “trust me, you’d enjoy it. I enjoy it quite a bit myself.”
 
   “You can go there?” 
 
   “Of course, I’m always there, just as I’m always here. It takes up quite a bit of my time truth be told.”
 
   I pondered that a moment and nodded, then took a sip of the beer that was on the table, it tasted rather good. “Dying really sucks you know.”
 
   He nodded, “Yeah, I know. But it is part of the job, and you needed to do it sooner or later.”
 
   “Why? So I’d know what’s in store for me if I do?”
 
   “Oh no, it’s the last step in becoming a champion. Up until now I’ve had to work with your existing body. Your new body will be coming from me, so you’ll find you have a few extra abilities that you did not have before.”
 
   “I’ll still look and feel the same, won’t I?” I asked concerned.
 
   “Oh, of course. But now you will be able to change into your champion form, regardless of where you are and access your full powers. You will also be able to open a temporary gateway back to my main temple no matter where you are. Though that will take a lot of effort, so don’t try it if you’re drained.”
 
   I nodded. “So any idea what this thing is I’ll be doing for Aryanna is?”
 
   He shook his head, “No, and I don’t want to know. I have enough issues with my small following here. I don’t need to become embroiled with her larger game.”
 
   “Won’t my involvement cause you troubles though?”
 
   “Not really. I’m just living up to my side of our bargain, the rules that we must follow, are in some ways very strict, as I’ve told you before. Now come with me and learn some more about your people. I would make good use of this time with you.”
 
   And with that we got up and he led me out of the tavern into a duplicate of the Hilander's city. And there were people, a good many people about. We talked to each of them, they told me a little of their lives, their hopes, and accomplishments. Who they had been and what they had done. And about whom they had left behind. Some even told me the stories their elders had told them. All looked to be young adults in the prime of their life. Fel told me this was typical, you became your idealized self in the after life. 
 
   When the time came for me to leave, I was almost sorry to go. Those three days had connected me more with my people. I felt more a part of them than I had before, and it was gratifying to talk to these folk, who were on to their just reward, many of whom recognized me and enjoyed talking with me. It made me feel like I belonged.
 
   “You were a good choice, Will, you know that?” Fel said to me as he got ready to send me back.
 
   “No, I didn’t. Thanks.”
 
   “You’re the third champion I’ve had, the first two were both homegrown types, and at times were more trouble than they were worth. They were more interested in the glory than in the people. It’s hard to find those who care about the people, the ones that don’t, they never last long in the champion business.”
 
   “Where are they now?”
 
   “The first one retired, and moved on to the afterlife to be with their love. The second has moved on to work for other gods.”
 
   “That happen often?”
 
   “Often enough. A lot of the more powerful gods don’t want to train their own champions up from scratch.”
 
   I nodded; it made a kind of sense.
 
   “Well, see you on the other side.”
 
   “Sounds kind of weird when you put it that way.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “And here you are,” I heard Fel’s voice, only now it was different. I opened my eyes and I was lying on an altar in the private sanctum of the temple. 
 
   “Back among the living I see.” I heard the high priestess say.
 
   I yawned and sat up stretching. “Well hello everybody.”
 
   “Well, hello, yourself,” she said grinning at me. I noticed she was very pregnant, and I of course was very naked. Not that it mattered much in this society.
 
   “So, where are my clothes and things?”
 
   “On the chair over there,” Fel’s voice laughed.
 
   I stood up and stretched, “Feel’s the same.” 
 
   “Of course.”
 
   I looked around the room, other than the priestess, there were two priests standing by the door.
 
   “You two can go now,” I said making a shooing motion with my hands.
 
   They both looked at Jennifer, the high priestess and she nodded.
 
   I watched as they left the room, “You really do run this place now, don’t you?”
 
   She laughed and came over and sat in my lap. “Nice to see you again.” 
 
   I put a hand on her belly. “Wow,” was about all I could think of to say.
 
   “Yes, wow. First time huh?”
 
   “Yup.” I gave her a hug. “Catch me up on current events a bit, then I need to run up to see Rachel.”
 
   “She doesn’t know you’re here yet, what’s the rush?” She purred at me.
 
   “I like you, Nara, I really do, but Rachel is my wife and I do love her.”
 
   “Oh you’re no fun,” she grumped.
 
   I kissed her and purred, “Oh don’t worry, I’ve recently been given a very good incentive to cut down on my womanizing.”
 
   “And that helps me how?” She mock growled.
 
   I laughed, “That leaves me with exactly two women in town. Of which you’re one.”
 
   “Oh,” she smiled and got a bit livelier in my arms.
 
   “Have you no shame?” I teased, “Aren’t you supposed to be the head of the church here? The people would be scandalized!”
 
   “I’m not made of stone you know,” She said with a laugh. “Plus, you’re safe. I know your boss.”
 
   “There is that,” I admitted.
 
   We snuggled a bit after that, and I showed her the love and affection that I definitely felt. After all, she was carrying my cub and I’m just not a cold uncaring guy. But I left eventually and went to see Rachel, my wife.
 
   “Hi hon, I’m hoooome!” I said coming in the door to her rooms, yeah I was too much a child of my culture.
 
   Now I had always been of the belief that a pregnant woman, especially one who is more than halfway through her term, was slow, cautious, and not much of a danger. 
 
   Apparently though, the feline-formed hilanders, and more significantly my queen, were built of much sterner stuff as I got hit by Rachel, who threw her entire self at me. 
 
   I caught her of course; I knew that if anything happened to me, Fel would fix it. But of Rachel, well, I had no such guarantees, and both of my wives meant the world to me. So it was a rather painful experience as I got pounced and then pounded to the hard wooden floor of her rooms. 
 
   Though I wouldn’t have admitted it to a soul. 
 
   She was rather frantic, and rather excited, and apparently rather lonely. I’ve heard other men talk about the hormone changes that a pregnant woman goes through. I quickly became a true believer. And what made it even harder on Rachel was as the Queen, she had to doubly restraint those impulses; except for where I was concerned, so she let it all out and I got the full effect. 
 
    
 
   “So, anything else you want to tell me?” It was much later, and I was rubbing her feet. I guess some of the stories I’d heard from my older siblings were true.
 
   “No I think that covers it,” she purred. 
 
   After the usual husband and wife who’d been apart stuff, we’d gotten to talking and she had caught me up on all of the current events while I gave her some sorely needed pampering. Her kingdom had more than doubled in size in the last six months and even though I had gotten rid of the opposition, there were still a lot of troubles. But more of the administrative and budgetary kind, she inherited a whole new set of bureaucrats and now had to restrain them from spending all the new money they’d gained in the war. I promised to break a few heads for her before I had to leave again.
 
   Then there were the new countries she had to deal with, kingdoms that the Mulanders's lands were adjacent to, or with which they had been dealing and trading with prior to their fall. Two of the kingdoms now shared boarders with the now expanded Hilander nation, one was smaller than Rachel's kingdom, and the other was about the same size. Interestingly enough the smaller kingdom appeared to be happy with the new situation, they had been at war on and off with the Mulanders for decades, so they were more than happy to see them gone. The larger one was taking more of a 'wait and see' attitude, which Rachel was more than happy to deal with for now.
 
   Further south down the river there were three more kingdoms with which the Mulanders had traded by boat. Two of them were wary of the new kingdom and one was downright hostile. The hostile one however was the one farthest away, so it wasn't much of a concern, yet.
 
   Also there were several small city-states both on the river and in the area that had all been at war with the Mulanders, again for several decades now. All of them were cautious, but wanted to engage in some level of diplomacy or trade.
 
   “Well right now as long as no one wants to start another war, I think everyone will be happy.” I said smiling.
 
   “No, they’re all a bit too afraid of us for that, rumors of the new Hilander champion and war leader have been making the rounds,” Rachel laughed, “and no one really wants to deal with him after what he did to the Mulander king and his kingdom.”
 
   “Well, that’s a good thing.”
 
   Rachel nodded, “Very. It also helps that the Mulanders weren’t very popular because of their appetite for slaves. They were constantly having to raid their smaller neighbors to keep their needs met. As we don’t practice much in the way of slavery here, that’s one less thing for them to worry about. I’m hoping that we can get enough trade going with some of the smaller cities that I can convince them to join my kingdom ten or twenty years from now.”
 
   “You think they’d do that?” I asked surprised.
 
   Rachel shrugged, “I’ll set up their rulers as nobles in my court. Yeah they’ll have to listen to me and do what I ask of them, but they’ll have a lot more power and a lot more security as part of the kingdom. We’re turning into a big power in this area, and I mean to make us the biggest.”
 
   “And just how are you planning to do that?”
 
   Rachel smiled rather sweetly at me, “Diplomacy whereever we can, a royal wedding or two with our children, and sending you and Holse out when all else fails.”
 
   “Oh really?” I said turning my ears back and giving her a look.
 
   She laughed at me, “Oh, you’ll do it, and you know you will too, so don’t even fake any moral outrage!”
 
   “And how do you know me so well?” I asked carefully.
 
   “I seem to recall your taking my army and conquering a certain city?” She giggled. “I’m sure that when the time comes that I start thinking about conquest, you’re already going to be all but begging me to let you take Holse and the army into the field.”
 
   I lowered my ears and looked embarrassed. I had been the driving force to take over the Mulanders’s city after all. I guess it was only natural for Rachel to think of me as the conquering type.
 
   Rachel snickered at my expression and gave me a hug, so I kissed her and did my best to distract her from that line of thought. Or at least distract me; I shouldn’t be so naive as to think that I wouldn’t be involved in more wars, my own home was still full of them for all that they were so much more technologically advanced.
 
    
 
    
 
   It was a couple of weeks later and I was outside in the courtyard working with a practice sword on the pells. While my body probably didn’t need the exercise to stay in shape being as I was a champion, I still enjoyed the practice and my skills were definitely not god given; I had to develop those myself.
 
   “So, still mad at me?”
 
   I turned and looked at the woman who had addressed me. I instantly realized that she was a champion, that it was Stephanie. 
 
   “A little,” I growled. “But you’re right. I have been thinking with my dick too much. I’m not used to all the attention.”
 
   “I was talking about my killing you,” she smirked at me.
 
   “Trust me, the dick comment was worse. Plus Fel explained it to me.” I chuckled.
 
   “Fel?” She asked curious.
 
   “Feliogustus.”
 
   “Ah, I call Aryanna ‘Ary.’”
 
   “So now what?” I asked.
 
   “Now I get to train you some more.”
 
   “Well, I’ll get you a sword.”
 
   “Not that kind of practice,” she laughed. 
 
   “I’m not sleeping with you,” I warned.
 
   “Aww, but you’re kind of cute in that form.”
 
   “I don’t feel like dying again. Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry; I won’t be doing that to you again. But that’s still not what I meant. Come on, let’s go for a walk.”
 
   “Is this going to be a long walk?” I asked.
 
   “A few hours, why?”
 
   “Wanted to know if I need to tell my wife anything.”
 
   “Nice to see you care about her.”
 
   “I care about both of them, a lot. Don’t ever think otherwise,” I growled.
 
   She looked surprised, “So you didn’t just hook up with that prostitute in Riverhead to get laid?”
 
   I growled again, and took a deep breath to compose myself, “Look, are you actively trying to piss me off here? I thought it didn’t matter in your culture what women did, and even if it did matter, I don’t care. Got it?”
 
   “Wow, impressive.” She said. “I like how your fur bristles when you get all mad and stuff. Rule number two, whenever you talk to other champions, you tell them that your wife back in Riverhead is just some prostitute you hooked up with. The only reason you married her was because she was incredibly hot and you don’t like sharing much. Also because it gives you control over her and you’re just using her to ensure that you have a safe place to stay if you ever need one.”
 
   “But that’s not true!” I growled again.
 
   “Quit growling, I know that, you know that, but do you want anyone else to know that? Ary will do what she can to keep your woman safe, but you don’t want people, people like us, to know you care. As for your queen here, of course you’re doing her, she’s the hottest and most powerful bitch in town and as champion it’s your right to take her and again, you don’t share, so you made sure that the only one breeding her is you. Tell jokes about them that demean them, make everyone think that you just love screwing hot babes and get a kick out of making them have your kids. Rule two is that you love nobody but yourself, and if you do, you sure as hell don’t let anyone know about it!”
 
   I had stopped growling about halfway through. “What about you? Is it okay that you know?”
 
   “Trust Feliogustus, he’s your god now after all. If he wants to screw you over there isn’t a lot you’re going to be able to do about it, plus he already knows who you love and don’t love. With Ary, well anyone that is one of her followers she’s going to figure it out. But she really cares about her people, so she won’t use it against you. Me? I’m not the type to do that kind of thing. 
 
   “But there are a lot of gods and champions out there who will try to use it against you. Never trust anyone unless Feliogustus tells you that you can. And even then, keep your eyes open.”
 
   I had stripped off my gear by now and followed her. I was wearing shorts and sandals, she wasn’t wearing much more so I enjoyed the view while reminding myself that the last time I tried to have sex with her, she killed me. Sobering thought.
 
   We struck off towards a portal that was about a two-hour walk out of town. At least that’s where I assumed we were heading because we were walking directly towards it. I found I could sense all the portals within a day’s travel if I concentrated hard enough.
 
   “Now something to be aware of. Right now Feliogustus can hear and see everything you’re doing, and he can read all of your surface thoughts. He knows your mind and what you’re up to, whenever you are in his sphere of influence that is always the case.”
 
   “So that’s anywhere on this planet?”
 
   “Yes and no. If you were in the lands of a competing god, he might not pick up your thoughts unless you were thinking them at him. But he’d still see and hear all in public, most private places as well unless they’re in the other god’s control, like in a temple. That has to do with his being a god, and the limited omniscience god’s get. 
 
   “Now Ary, cannot see what I’m up to, she can’t pick up all my thoughts either. Unless of course I am thinking at her. That’s because I’m out of her sphere. She’s not a goddess here. Now I can open my mind more and let her see what I see and hear what I hear.”
 
   “So that is how we are their ‘eyes and ears’?” I asked.
 
   “Exactly. So I want to pop through that portal up ahead and let you try sending to Feliogustus so you’ll know how to do it. When we’re done you’ll open up a portal for the two of us to go back so you can see how that works too.”
 
   “How many can I bring through a portal?”
 
   “It depends on your strength and experience. But you should be able to handle us both this first time.”
 
   She then ran down through all of the cantrips and simple spells I should be able to do. I knew most of them, mainly they were things to make life simpler and make your presence more impressive. By the time she’d finished we were at the portal.
 
   “Before you go through, I want you to concentrate on the portal, tell me what you feel.”
 
   “What I feel?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I closed my eyes and concentrated on the portal. It had a quality to it that was hard to explain, but I knew I’d know it as unique if I ever found it again. It didn’t worry me it almost felt safe.
 
   “Okay, now what?”
 
   “Always check a portal before going through it. Some go places where you’ll be destroyed instantly. As you learn more portals, some will feel familiar enough to give you a clue as to what’s on the other side.”
 
   “Do they all feel unique?”
 
   “As far as anyone knows, yes, no two feel the same. If there is an obvious physical threat, like say molten lava, you should feel it. At least as a champion you’ll re-incarnate.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Okay, let’s go through then.”
 
   I stepped through behind her and looked around. We were still felinoid, but our fur was lighter colors, and my size was more reasonable. We were in the midst of a large desert, the sun was bright and the sand was hot beneath my paws, even with the sandals.
 
   “Okay, try changing into your champion form.”
 
   “How do I do that?”
 
   “Concentrate.”
 
   I tried doing that, and sure enough, I changed. Changing back was just as easy; it was too hot out for me to be in that form here for long I felt.
 
   “You can access your champion abilities fully in your champion form, no matter where you are. That means the healing, the strength, heightened senses, etcetera.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Okay, now let’s work on the eyes and ears thing.”
 
   I nodded again.
 
   “Hold the thought of Feliogustus in your mind, I find concentrating on the way Ary appears to me to work.”
 
   “And I’m supposed to do that while doing everything else?”
 
   She nodded, “Try it.”
 
   I did, and I found it was rather easy. I immediately got the feeling that Fel was paying attention to everything I was seeing and hearing.
 
   “Not so hard, is it?”
 
   “Actually no, it isn’t. Now, turn it back off.”
 
   That took me a minute. 
 
   “That wasn’t so easy.” I said surprised.
 
   She nodded, “If you pass out while connected, you’ll stay connected. However that’s not true if you fall asleep.”
 
   “Is there anyway to tell if someone else is connected?”
 
   “No, but realize that Feliogustus can break the connection if he wants. Try connecting again.”
 
   I did that, and Fel was there again.
 
   “Okay, would you please break the connection, Feliogustus?”
 
   There was a sudden snapping feeling and I felt a sharp, but brief, stinging sensation.
 
   “Ow!” I said surprised.
 
   “Rule three, don’t bug your god with the ‘eyes and ears’ stuff unless it’s important or you’ve been told to. They don’t like giving us that much of their attention unless it is important. So there is a bit of a price to pay if you bug them with it too much.”
 
   “Okay, so how do I do this gate thing?”
 
   “In a moment, now that I know you’re not being listened in on, I want to tell you the truth about a few things.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow and quirked an ear. “Away from our respective bosses?”
 
   “Yes. You know that Aryanna set you up for this job right?”
 
   “Well yeah, she told me she recruited me.”
 
   “Well when do you think the recruiting started?”
 
   I opened my muzzle, then stopped and thought a moment. When had it started? “I was going to say when I married Darlene, but suddenly I’m not so sure.”
 
   “Darlene was bait. She was placed there to reel you in and see what kind of a man you were.”
 
   I blinked a little shocked. “Bait?”
 
   Stephanie nodded, “She’s had dreams that a young attractive man of means would one day come into her life and make her very happy.”
 
   “And so she threw herself at me when she met me.” I said softly.
 
   “Don’t doubt her feelings for you, Will, she does love you, Ary won’t force people to love other people and the dream never mentioned marriage, or your buying her an inn. That was a nice act by the way, Aryanna really liked it.”
 
   “But I’d still have to have stayed at the Swann to meet her,” I said.
 
   “The gate guard you met always sends people to the Swann; it’s his father’s place after all. Making sure he was on duty is easy for a goddess, Will. Especially a goddess who has a decent ability at seeing the future.”
 
   “So she started recruiting me before I came to Riverhead. Was it when I came through the portal by accident?”
 
   Stephanie shook her head. “Nope. You didn’t really find that portal by accident, you’re sensitive to the portals which is part of why you were recruited, and as for tripping,” She grinned, “I pushed you Will.”
 
   I blinked. That was a lot to take in. I sat down on the hot sand, pretty much ignoring the pain the heat caused in my ass.
 
   “When did it start, Stephanie?”
 
   “When we dated.”
 
   I looked up at her. “We dated? I think I would have remembered you.”
 
   Stephanie sighed, “Jennifer.”
 
   I gasped surprised. “Jen? Is that you?”
 
   “’fraid so.”
 
   “Well at least you weren’t lying when you said you had to leave the country for work....” I said and tried to smile at her. 
 
   “Yeah well. I was sent to find the best possible recruit I could find, and well....” She smiled at me.
 
   “I was the best?” I laughed, “I find that rather hard to believe.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know, judging from your accomplishments so far, I think Ary did pretty well in picking you.”
 
   That made me wonder, “How many others were there?”
 
   “Three.”
 
   “What happened to them?”
 
   “Well one I vetoed right from the start, too unstable. Another one didn’t do very well when he had to save me from that mugger.”
 
   “The mugger was a set up?”
 
   She smiled, “Yeah. Sort of.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘sort of’?”
 
   “The one that failed that part of the test got shot and nearly died.”
 
   “That sounds kind of harsh.”
 
   “Well, being a champion is harsh.”
 
   “And the remaining one?”
 
   “He died.”
 
   “Died?”
 
   “Yeah, he kind of went a little off the deep end and tried to set himself up as a sort of warlord when he got to Hillshire, not where you came out, it was in another part of the kingdom.”
 
   “Let me guess, you killed him.”
 
   She sighed and nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “Then the whole portal thing?”
 
   “Was staged. Closing a portal is impossible actually, but it can be blocked for a time, and Ary just blocked it on you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To see how you’d react, what you’d do. To make you desperate enough that when Feliogustus contacted you, you’d sign up. Ary’s known for several years when Feliogustus’s moment of need would come, and she spent all of them trying to find the right man for the job. The man who’d win his war for him.”
 
   I thought about that. “Getting fired?” 
 
   “Yup, we set that up.”
 
   “The Ren Faire?”
 
   “Yup, that too.”
 
   “And all those kinky things you taught me in bed?” I looked up at her.
 
   Stephanie actually blushed, “Umm, that wasn’t part of the job actually. That was just because I really liked you and figured you’d be the one to get to this point.”
 
   “Well, thanks for the vote of confidence I guess. So why tell me all of this, now?”
 
   “Because eventually you’ll figure it out. And usually it happens at the worst possible time. Ary manipulated you on a number of levels; she’s probably doing it still. Gods do that to their champions, and Ary does that to everyone.”
 
   “Even Fel?”
 
   “Maybe not him. He’s a sharp one, that’s why he and Ary are so close.”
 
   I filed that one away for later, and got back to the main point. Well at least the main point as far as I concerned “So why me? Why all of this?”
 
   “Because like I said, she wanted Feliogustus to win his war. And now that he has she has this quest she wants us to go on. This thing she has spent the last twenty years putting together a team so it can be done.”
 
   “And I’m the man who can do it?”
 
   “You’re one of the people who can do it. Ary has recruited over a dozen champions; she even recruited me, though it was for someone else originally. She has a knack for finding people; she got me out of a high tech society not unlike where you came from, where she seems to get a lot of her recruits. You’re one of the best I’ve seen her recruit; she pulled out all the stops for Feliogustus. She’s put you through every test she could think of and you’ve passed them all. So when the time comes that someone throws it all in your face in an attempt to get you to defect, or at least hesitate, now you’ll be prepared to deal with it. Yes, she’s a manipulative, conniving, and contriving being. That’s what gods do and she does it to the T’s. But she keeps her word, she takes care of her people, and she never abandons her friends or allies.”
 
   “You’re afraid I’ll get pissed off and not help her and maybe even leave Fel, aren’t you?”
 
   She nodded, “We’re tools, Will, and sometimes we get used. It’s just part and parcel of the job. That’s why the benefits are so great. What we’re going to do is very important to Ary, very important. I will need your help very much in accomplishing it.”
 
   “She means a lot to you doesn’t she?” 
 
   Stephanie grinned, “Why do you think I’ve been with her for so long? Rule number four: If you don’t really care about your god and your people, quit. There will always be another god out there to pick you up, if you want to continue as a champion. Yes, you can work for someone you don’t like if you respect them, yes, even if you don’t care about their people. But you’re not going to do a very good job of it, and you’re not going to like it very much.”
 
   “Been there done that?” I asked.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I made a bad choice. I left someone I liked for all the wrong reasons, ended up with someone I thought I’d like, but was wrong. Ary was nice enough to bail me out.”
 
   “If she’s so great, why would someone leave her?”
 
   “Eventually you get tired of the job. When that happens you have three choices, the first is to give up being a champion, go someplace and live out the rest of your life as a regular average person.”
 
   “I suspect that’s hard to go back to.”
 
   She nodded, “For most it is. Second is find another god, and go work for them.”
 
   “That sounds better. What’s the third option?
 
   “Have your favorite god send you to their heaven.”
 
   “You mean die? That doesn’t sound very attractive.”
 
   Stephanie shrugged, “Sooner or later you have to. We all have to. And eventually you will outstrip all that you know, and you’ll long for old friends and old loves. Rachel is mortal, one day she will die. A thousand years from now, if you go to Feliogustus’s heaven, she’ll be there for you. Trust me, if you don’t find that idea attractive now, one day you probably will.”
 
   I thought about that, I couldn’t see it now, but maybe one day I would. I was twenty three years old, what did I really know? 
 
   “You know,” I said standing up, “it’s going to be a little weird for me, seeing as how we were lovers once and all. Well, I was at least; I don’t know how it was for you.”
 
   Stephanie smiled at me, “I liked you, and I like you now. Yes, I didn’t feel as strongly for you as you felt for me, I hope you’re okay with that.”
 
   I nodded and healed my butt, which then stopped aching. “I can live with that. Thanks for the honesty.”
 
   “Well, we’re going to be working together for a while, so,” she shrugged. “Anyway, let me show you how this gate thing works.”
 
   She showed me then and we gated back to the temple. 
 
    
 
   “So what do you think of her?”
 
   I was asleep, dreaming of course, Fel had decided to pay a visit.
 
   “She told me about everything you know.” 
 
   Fel sat back in his chair, “And here I thought you were spending that time getting laid.”
 
   I chuckled and shook my head, “Once I’m sure it’s safe, I may sleep with her again, but not before.”
 
   “Wise that. So what does this mean for the two of us?”
 
   “It doesn’t change a thing Fel. You’ve played straight with me, and you’ve done pretty damn good by me to be completely honest. I’m happy with my situation and our agreement.”
 
   “What about Aryanna?” I could see Fel was concerned.
 
   I shrugged, “Even if I was upset with her, which I’m not, I’d still uphold your end of the bargain because I’m loyal, to you.”
 
   Fel smiled and relaxed, “I’m glad to hear that, Aryanna’s and my relationship is very important to me. It’s also important to the continued success of our people. She got me you, and that alone means I owe her a tremendous amount.”
 
   I nodded, “Stephanie was right to tell me, if it had been thrown in my face at a bad time, I know myself well enough that I would have had second thoughts. I’m young and stupid yet, hearing it now, I had the chance to look at everything and realize that it doesn’t really matter how I got here, to this point. The fact is I’m happy with where I am, what I’ve got, and where I’m going.”
 
   “Just remember that years from now,” Fel warned. “I’ve been told this task of yours is going to take some time.”
 
   “Years? How many years?”
 
   “I have no idea, but if it was easy, she wouldn’t have needed someone as good as you, now would she?”
 
   I laughed, “And here I was hoping I was just a pleasant surprise...”
 
    
 
   I woke early the next morning and thought about what Fel had said to me as I rolled over and looked down at Rachel, who was cuddled up against me in bed. Being away would suck, but I knew that would be the case when I married her, and so did she. Even Darlene knew I would be gone for long periods of time when she said yes to me. 
 
   I was sure there would be fighting, probably a lot of it; and killing and probably even dying. Long days of terrible conditions, of slogging it out and wondering just what the hell we were doing and where we were going. Whatever it was Aryanna wanted us to do, I was sure it wasn’t going to be just a walk in the park, or she wouldn’t have gone to all that trouble of helping Fel win his war just to get his champion’s help to get it done. Or helped the other gods who had pledged their champions as well.
 
   But still I couldn’t help smiling as I looked down at Rachel sleeping there and as I thought about Darlene back at the inn; all things considered, no matter how much it would suck, no matter how much I would suffer, no matter how much I might complain about it, with two women like these to come back to I wouldn’t trade my job for all the money and power in the world.
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   Mark's job seems pretty dull, working as an investigator into crimes committed against Church property, theft of holy objects, vandalism; nothing terribly exciting but he does get to travel the world.
 
    
 
   That's just the window dressing. Mark does work for the Church, but as an elite member of a thousand year old secret society that hunts down devils, demons, and other evils. His job is not just to find them, but to remove, dispel, or kill them: he's on the front lines of the secret ongoing war between Heaven and Hell. However as wars go, it has been a fairly easy one for the last few decades, with nothing seriously evil having been summoned since the last world war.
 
    
 
   But all of that is about to change, and the question for Mark may not be can he survive, but can he survive long enough.
 
    
 
    
 
   Science Fiction:
 
    
 
   Children of Steel
 
    
 
   Raj is just your average everyday genetically modeled and artificially created anthropomorphic worker for one of the many corporations of the future. Extensively trained and conditioned from birth he's now indentured for the next fifty years of his life; assuming he doesn't die first, or somehow manage to pay off his creation and training debts. 
 
   Created by the corporations to deal with the harsh labor shortages of the twenty second century when humans will no longer take on the dangerous jobs Raj finds himself now in the harsh world of space exploration, trading, corporate maneuverings, and sometimes the even more dangerous fanatics that hate Raj and his fellows. No longer in safe confines of the training academies he must learn how to live and deal with both his fellow workers and the humans he encounters and not get saddled with extra bills or fines because he's screwed up or worse yet, get 'put down' because he's lost his temper one time too many.
 
   After all, it's not like he's human ...
 
    
 
   Danger Money
 
    
 
   Jotun was born and bred to be a corporate assassin, back in the days of the Corporate Wars. Confined these days to life in a gilded cage, Jotun welcomes any opportunity to get out and lately he's been getting out a lot. But as a genetically designed and Laboratory bred animorph by a company that isn't quite sure if it trusts him anymore his choices are few: do the jobs that eventually will kill him, or refuse, which will also kill him.
Of course it isn't like he doesn't enjoy the work, but when everybody wants you dead you start to wonder if there isn't more to life. 
When an unexpected betrayal kills the few friends he has and nearly him as well, Jotun realizes he has bigger problems than his lifestyle, namely finding out who betrayed him and paying them back, no matter what the cost.

Danger Money is a Science Fiction story that takes place in my Children of Steel universe, a future where genetically created animorphs serve as second class citizens and handle all of the dirty and dangerous jobs that are part of humanity's extension to the stars.
 
 
   Dialene
 
    
 
   Dialene's Captain decided to play pirate, and one well placed nuclear torpedo later she finds herself prisoner of the Corporation whose ship they were attempting to raid; her friends and lover all dead. With no corporation to ransom her back she finds herself in the unenviable position of having to work off the debt assigned to her for her part in her Captain's actions. With concerns as to where her loyalties lie she has but two choices: Work in the mines on an airless rock where a small fem like her would not last long, or work in the company bar entertaining those very same miners. 
At least working in the bar beats the alternatives, until one day an interesting character inserts himself into her life.

A Novella from my Children of Steel universe, Dialene is a foxmorph who until her capture was a highly rated shuttle pilot working a deep space trader for one of the more notorious corporations. Like most of her kind she had no choices in her employer who considered her nothing more than a disposable asset.
 
 
   Shorts: The Furry Years
 
    
 
   A collection of short stories that I wrote years ago for several of different anthropomorphic fanzines. Includes the following short stories: 
 
    
 
   Changes: The hero of the story wakes up in the morning to find his world has changed, rather drastically for him, hardly at all for others. 
 
   Old Business: This is from my ‘Children of Steel’ universe, it’s about the beginning of it all, the very first of the sentient animen (or animorph) ever to be created. 
 
   New Beginnings: Jack is the new bartender at a small pub, a nice quiet pub in the business district. The patrons tend to find his opinions humorous, as what does a bartender know after all? (More of a slice of life type story). 
 
   Fox Hunt: A joke that I just could not resist. 
 
   Easy Money: What happens to spies who come in from the cold? Especially ones who grew up on the wrong side of the tracks? Nothing good I’m sure...
 
    
 
   Available in eBook format at Amazon, Barnes & Noble, Smashwords, Kobo,  iTunes, and wherever eBooks are sold, available in print from CreateSpace or Amazon.
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