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   One
 
   Saladin - Barassa
 
    
 
    
 
   I looked around the street as I walked down it, as cities went; Barassa was okay, but nothing really to write home about. I'd entered the city a few hours before sunrise by climbing over one of the walls and was now scouting it and looking around. I wanted to get a better idea of just who they were, and what we dealing with.
 
   I'd scouted the city out before entering, the entire place was walled, and I didn't like the idea of entering through one of the gates. The odds that they had priests stationed there to try and find someone like me trying to sneak in I suspected were pretty high. 
 
   The discovery that Tantrus, the patron god of Barassa, was building temples and churches on the sly in a number of neighboring kingdoms where other gods held sway, had not gone over very well. When Jane, Dezba, my sister Nikki, and I had killed their high priest and caused their champion to quit, it had left them with their pants effectively down. Destroying a church and a major temple on top of that had left Tantrus stunned and doubled his problems. So last summer and fall, several champions from these neighboring gods had infiltrated with groups of their own god's faithful and orchestrated more than a few attacks on Tantrus's temples and clergy right here in Barassa, the kingdom's capitol city.
 
   I was here to try and discover just what the effects of our actions, and the actions of those other groups had been on Barassa as a whole. After almost an entire day of scouting inside the city, I'd discovered that King Stivik had chosen to crack down rather heavily. Guards were doubled at all the gates, and priests were in fact assigned to check every visitor, as I had suspected. 
 
   I learned that there had also been a crackdown on people visiting the city months ago, but that had backfired rather quickly as Barassa depended heavily on traders from outside the city to come and buy the slaves they sold. So the crackdown had been relaxed, but the priests and the extra guards at the gate were of course still there. All I needed was for one f those priests to touch me, and they'd know exactly who and what I was.
 
   The street I was now walking down was rather narrow; I was in one of the poorer parts of the city. Barassa might be a rich and powerful country, with the largest city on the continent, but they still had their poor, and from what I'd seen of other cities so far in my time living in Saladin, they maybe had a fair bit more than the others. What I found the most interesting was that times were getting hard for the average citizen of the city, and definitely much more so for the surrounding countryside. 
 
   There was a lot of damage in town from the raids that was still being repaired, most of the guard posts in the poorer, and even some in the middle class portions of town, were either closed or woefully understaffed. And there were no new public works projects going on, in fact, there were several that had obviously been halted and appeared to be put on hold. 
 
   The biggest clue to all of this was when I went to check out the slave auction blocks, there were several major ones in the city where almost all of the slave trading took place and it seemed that they had a lot more buyers now than they had sellers. Many of the pens were empty and three of the four auction blocks were barely functioning at all. Between the Hiland kingdom expanding and cutting off some of their trade and the fall of the Mulander kingdom, there had been a sharp decrease in their supply of slaves. Adding to that was that after last year's raids and other discoveries, more than a few of their neighbors apparently either weren't willing to come here any more, or they were no longer welcome.
 
   Now I had no illusions that the slave trade was going to end here anytime soon, too many of the coastal lands practiced slavery. When I thought about it, it was surprising to me that those up in the hills and further inland didn't practice it as well, but in those situations it really wasn't economically practicable.
 
   I stopped at a vendor's cart on the side of the street and bought something cool to drink. Along with the city being crowded, it was hot and muggy being this close to the sea. The narrow winding streets in the poorer parts of the city didn't do anything to encourage breezes either. At least I'd taken the time to get my pelt cut shorter before coming here. I didn't want my Hilander pelt, which was a bit longer from living up in the hills, to give me away.
 
   Sipping my drink I looked around for the rundown inn I had come across earlier today. I didn't want to stay at anyplace respectable, I was more interested in the kind of place where the clergy weren't likely to show their faces, and people didn't ask any questions.
 
   It didn't take me long to find it, the alley that ran along its side was already deep in shadows this late in the day and I could make out several unsavory characters lurking deep inside the darkness.
 
   The door was rather heavy, not much of a surprise there and, as I stepped inside, the place reeked of sweat, blood, and soured ale.
 
   "Whatcha' want?" asked the heavyset male behind the bar.
 
   "Room for the night, this one and the rest of the week," I growled.
 
   "Two cop a night," he said looking me over.
 
   "If I had that kind of coin, I wouldn't be here now, would I?" I growled back. "A copper a night and you throw in food."
 
   He grumbled but nodded, "Goth!" he yelled turning towards what I guess was the way to the kitchen and backroom. "Git yer lazy ass out here and show this'un hiz room!"
 
   A rather young and unhappy looking girl entered the room and he encouraged her with a cuff to the back of the head. "Take 'im upta four."
 
   She nodded as I looked her over. She was probably about twelve, her pelt was rather thin and she was definitely undernourished, with a collar round her neck. She noticed me looking at her and shivered.
 
   "Slave?" I asked looking up at him.
 
   He nodded and smiled, "For a half I can send her up to your room tonight."
 
   I nodded back, "Long as I don't have to share, understand?"
 
   "I don't know, she's rather popular," he said smirking down at the girl who cringed. "Bout all her lazy ass is goo' fer."
 
   "Well, I'll just have to see," I said and looked back at her, "my room?"
 
   She nodded and led me off and up the stairs in the back. 
 
   The room met my expectations, which were low fortunately. The mattress on the hard wooden bed was straw. The table was really more of a large shelf built into the wall. There were no chairs. 
 
   I sighed and took off my pack and set it on the floor by the bed and pulled the tank top I was wearing off and tossed it on the table. I didn't like wearing it much in this heat, but it was the local style and it did keep the straps on the pack from rubbing into the fur too much.
 
   I looked up and saw her still standing there, eyes wide and shivering.
 
   "Can you talk?" I asked sitting down on the bed.
 
   She nodded.
 
   "You get sold to guests a lot?"
 
   She nodded again, I sighed.
 
   "How long have you been a slave?"
 
   "Th... three years."
 
   "How did it happen?"
 
   "Ra... raiders came, the...they got me before I could ru... run away."
 
   "Been here at the inn long?"
 
   She shook her head, "S...six mu...months. My last o...owner o...owed him money."
 
   I nodded.
 
   "Go get my dinner and bring it up here. Tell him you're spending the evening with me. Understand?"
 
   She shivered more then, her eyes getting wide.
 
   "I'm not going to have sex with a child," I growled. "But if I don't keep you in here, I'm sure he'll sell you to someone else for the night."
 
   She jumped when I growled, but stared at me when I finished.
 
   "Go. Get food." I said and motioned towards the door. She darted out of it so fast I wondered if she'd come back.
 
    
 
   When she came back, she set the food on the small table, along with a large jug of water. I used a cantrip on the water to make sure it was clean when she wasn't looking, and then told her to help herself to the food, but to take it slow. I didn't want her getting sick after all.
 
   I sat there and watched her eat and wondered what town or village she had come from. I may not be able to put an end to slavery here, but I figured I could put an end to hers. When the innkeeper had offered her to me, I just couldn't ignore her plight. I'd have to figure out how to get him to sell her to me. Things to think about tomorrow I guess.
 
   "I'm going to sleep," I told her.
 
   "You can sleep with me, or on the floor, I don't care. But don't leave the room without waking me up first, okay?
 
   She nodded and looked at me a moment. "Wh... what are you g...going to do?"
 
   "Sleep. Then in the morning take you with me. Find you a better place to live I guess, one where you're not a slave."
 
   She started at that, "W...Why?"
 
   "Because you have to start somewhere," I sighed and went over and lay down on the bed. "Put the candle out."
 
   She did, and after ten minutes or so came over and curled up on the bed with me. 
 
    
 
   When I woke in the morning she was still there. Only now she had her face buried in my chest ruff and I had my arms around her as she clung to me. She was so small and thin, what a fate for a child, to live in a hell like this. I thought about just how I was going to do this. I suspected if I tried to buy her, the innkeeper would just raise the price to something absurd, and then I'd have to either steal her or kill him.
 
   Of course, there were other ways of doing things. I woke Goth up and told her what I was going to do. She nodded, and then watched in wide-eyed fascination as I set up the scene I wanted on the bed.
 
   Grabbing my things, I went downstairs to the bar and nodding to the innkeeper I ordered breakfast.
 
   "Goth!" he yelled. Then after a long moment when she didn't show he looked at me.
 
   "Where's my slave?" He asked as I sat there eating my food.
 
   "Oh," I sighed and tried to look a little embarrassed. "I think I broke her. Guess I'm just too big."
 
   "What!?" he said and looked at me surprised.
 
   "I sort of tore her up. Course she was still alive when I came down here, well more or less." I said and shrugged.
 
   "You killed my slave?" He said looking angry.
 
   "Well, not intentionally!" I said exasperated. "You said she was experienced. I though she could take it."
 
   He came around the bar and started for the staircase, I followed. 
 
   When he entered the room, Goth was laying back on the bed, breathing rather shallow, and the blanket was covered in blood where it covered her waist. She was a bit bloody as well.
 
   "You killed her!" he said turning on me angrily.
 
   "She's not dead, look, she's still breathing!" I said back. "Go get her healed or something."
 
   "She's not worth that much!" He growled threateningly. "I'm going to go call the guard, you owe me a new slave!"
 
   "Whoa, let's not get too hasty," I said and held up my hands. "It's not like she cost you a lot of money, is it?"
 
   "What does that have to do with it?" He said.
 
   "I'll give you ten coppers if you let the matter drop," I said looking a little aggravated.
 
   "Ten! She's worth a silver!"
 
   I laughed, "Oh please, her? Not hardly, and especially not now."
 
   "She was before you ruined her!" He glared and started to step forward to go past me and out the door. "I'm calling the guard!"
 
   I pushed him back, surprising him with my strength.
 
   "Now look," I growled, "you should have known a little girl like that couldn't handle a big male like me. You're as much to blame for this as me, I'll give you fifteen coppers."
 
   "Twenty!"
 
   "Fifteen and I take care of the body," I growled.
 
   He looked at me, then back at the mess on the bed.
 
   "Done."
 
   I nodded and gave him the money, then let him pass.
 
   "I want you out of my inn, now!"
 
   "Just give me a minute to wrap her up, and I'll be gone." I said.
 
   He nodded and stormed off down the hall.
 
   "Up, Goth," I said and she got off the bed and handed me the blanket.
 
   I cut the bloody end off, wrapped the rest of it around her and tossed her over my shoulder and left the room.
 
   "Now, play dead," I told her and we quickly made our way out of the inn. 
 
   When we were a couple of blocks away, I set her down and had her wrap the blanket around herself. Then we spent a few minutes looking for a clothing vendor and I bought her a better outfit to wear, as well as a sturdier change of clothes for when we left the city.
 
   "M...master?" She asked as we walked away from the shop.
 
   "It's Will," I told her.
 
   "Y... Yes, Master."
 
   I sighed, but she continued.
 
   "Do you think we could find my mother?"
 
   I stopped and looked down at her. "Your mother?"
 
   She nodded and I could see her eyes were starting to tear up a little, "She was caught with me."
 
   I said a little prayer in my head to Fel, a bit surprised that he wasn't laughing at my predicament.
 
   "Do you have any idea where she is?" I asked.
 
   She shook her head no. "W...we were sold to di...different owners."
 
   I grumbled and shook my head, "What makes you think I can find her?"
 
   "W...well m...master, after you c...cut your arm..." she said looking at me with a mixture of fear and hope. I had slit my arm open to get the blood I had used on her sheets to make it look like I'd torn her up, and then simply healed myself. Yeah it hurt, but it had worked.
 
   "Let me think about it," I said. "Maybe it'll come to me, or we'll get lucky while walking around."
 
   'Well, Fel, you're a god,' I thought to myself, 'where is she?'
 
   I jumped as what felt like a hot lance stabbed me right between the eyes. I got the impression Fel was perhaps a little annoyed with me.
 
   "Well, excuse me," I muttered under my breath. "But like most men, a crying little girl is my worst nightmare!"
 
   I didn't get poked again, but I got an urge of where to go, so taking Goth's hand, I went. 
 
   "Any other family members we need to find?" I grumbled as she hurried to keep up.
 
   Goth shook her head, "No, D...daddy died."
 
   I tried not to feel like a complete louse for that, and led her through the city as I followed Fel's urging. I knew I was going to have to make this up to him, I was sure he had a lot better things to do than help me find Goth's mother. 
 
   I did take advantage of the time to continue making notes of where everything was, the defenses, the guards, and the condition of both. My whole reason for coming here was to get an idea of what shape Barassa was in and what it would take to mount a successful attack on the city. I could see now that Hiland didn't have the ability to do it by themselves, well not yet at least. But Barassa's neighbors weren't very happy these days, so an alliance just might.
 
   It took us three hours to cross the city to where the feelings finally stopped. We were outside a rather nice house, a rather nice and large house. I hoped at first it was a bordello. Then I could get in rather easily. But as I watched, I realized that somebody important lived here.
 
   The guard post at the corner, along with the ones standing at front and rear entrances sort of gave it away.
 
   I looked around, and found us a place in the shade where we could sit and watch the house. It was a small cafe of some sort, so I ordered us food so we wouldn't stand out.
 
   "Is...is my mom in there?" Goth asked looking at me.
 
   "Yes. And probably a whole lot of other women. Now I just have to figure out which one."
 
   "Th...that's easy!" Goth said smiling, "I'll rec...recognize her!"
 
   I sighed and shook my head, "That isn't the kind of place you can just walk in. I'll have to sneak in later tonight and find her."
 
   "Yo...you can d...do that?" 
 
   "Not like I have much of a choice," I sighed. "Just keep an eye on the place and if you see her, let me know so I can get a good look. Okay?"
 
   Goth nodded wide-eyed.
 
    
 
   We got up when we finished eating, before we drew attention to ourselves, and spent the next couple of hours lurking in the area and trying to stay out of sight. Eventually we got lucky when a procession of slaves carrying a sedan chair approached; I was rather surprised to see that all of the bearers were females! There were twenty of them, five on a pole, all naked, and all rather attractive. 
 
   The man sitting on the chair looked to be middle aged, in halfway decent shape, not muscular, but not fat either. He had a bored look, reminding me of some of the insufferable glitterati I used to see back in New York City. Rich, spoiled, and better than everyone else.
 
   "That's my mom!" Goth said tugging on my arm and pointing.
 
   I pushed her arm down. "Which one?"
 
   "In the back, on this side."
 
   Well that narrows it down to five, I thought.
 
   "The last one?"
 
   "No, the one in the middle of them."
 
   I nodded and looked her mother over. If all she had to do was carry a spoiled rich man around, her life may not be all that bad. But somehow I doubted it.
 
   I watched as they approached the front door, then all kneeled, lowering the chair so their passenger could get off. He went inside, followed by the bearers who brought the sedan chair inside with them. The six guards that had been traveling with the procession went inside as well.
 
   I turned and looked down at Goth, "Come on, I need to find a place to sit and think a bit."
 
   "Are...are you going to g...get her?"
 
   I looked at Goth, "Of course."
 
    
 
   I waited until it was late, very late, probably two or three in the morning, when most people were all asleep and in bed. I had gotten us a room at an inn in a nicer part of town. I had told them I was a trader and my wife asked me to bring back an apprentice for her weaving business. 
 
   With Goth safely asleep in bed I crawled out of the second story window rather carefully, carrying only a rope that I'd bought earlier, and made my way to the rooftops. I had decided to use what the fantasy books I had read as a kid always called “the thieves highway.” 
 
   Maybe in the poorer parts of town it was a good highway, but here in the nicer part of town the main roads were wide enough to make it rather tough going. As a champion, I had the strength to make those leaps, but landings were rather tough as I was not a light guy and I wouldn't be surprised to find out that I woke a person or two when I landed on a roof particularly hard.
 
   When I reached the house that Goth's mother was in, I stopped and scouted it out first. There was a guard post for the local watch on the corner there, and it was staffed and active. There was also a guard at the front of the house, and he looked rather alert. Flicking my tail in annoyance I back tracked a few houses and circled around to come back from the other side. 
 
   That side was a lot darker, which let me see that there was a light lit in the house on the first floor. Probably another guard. The house was big enough to suggest that the owner was wealthy enough to hire guards who actually did their jobs. 
 
   Backing up on the roof I was on, I got a good running start and leaped over the space separating the house from its neighbor. I rolled when I hit, and swore quietly as I got stabbed by something as I did. Getting up quickly I checked my side, and then healed the wound. There was a bar sticking up out of the roof, and I'd gotten stabbed by it. Fortunately it was only a few inches long, but I did wonder who put such a thing there. At least it would give me a place to tie the rope when I left. There was no way I'd be able to make the jump carrying someone.
 
   It took about ten minutes of careful searching to find the hatch that led down from the roof into the top floor. It creaked when I opened it, which made me swear under my breath, I hadn't thought to bring any oil for hinges! I'd make a lousy thief I guess. I opened it slowly, and while it didn't stop creaking, it didn't creak very loudly and no one came to investigate, thankfully.
 
   There was a ladder built into the wall and I quickly climbed down, I was in a small closet, there were a few tools hanging on the walls, and a closed door. Getting down on my hands and knees I peered under the door. I didn't see or smell anything, so carefully opening it I stepped out into the hallway. 
 
   The hallway wasn't very fancy. There was a rather plain carpet runner on the floor and the walls were clean, but undecorated. I guess the top story was the servant's quarters. So taking my time I followed the hallway around. It circled the entire top floor, with two stairways on opposite sides of the floor. As one was a lot narrower than the other, I assumed that probably was the servants' path to the kitchens and other work areas.
 
   There were doors on the outside wall of the hallway, but only two on the inside, and those were opposite the staircases. When I put my ear to those two doors, I could hear breathing, so I carefully opened one of the doors and looked inside. It was a dorm room, of sorts, and there were thirty or so women sleeping on beds evenly arranged. 
 
   Slipping in, I slowly sneaked through the room looking at each of the sleepers. I found Goth's mother fairly quickly, but I still took the time to check all of other sleepers just to be sure. Looking around I found a cloth and kneeling next to the bed I put it over her muzzle so she couldn't cry out. She woke almost immediately, eyes going wide and giving a start.
 
   "Quiet," I whispered in her ear. "I'm here to rescue you."
 
   Surprisingly, or maybe not? She started to struggle. I whacked her lightly on the head and that stunned her for a moment.
 
   "Are you trying to get somebody killed?" I growled quietly. "I'll explain everything, but first we need to get out of this room."
 
   I picked her up with one arm, the other keeping her muzzle clamped tightly closed under the cloth in my hand. When I got to the door, it took me a moment to get it open quietly as she wasn't cooperating; thankfully no one woke up. I took her to the small closet that led to the roof and then pinned her against the wall.
 
   "I saved your daughter Goth from a rather nasty man. I'm leaving the city and taking her someplace where she won't be a slave. She asked me to get you as well. So, here I am. Now are you going to cooperate?"
 
   Her eyes were still wide, and she gave a small nod, so I released her muzzle.
 
   "My daughter is still alive?" she asked.
 
   I nodded, "Yes, now do you have anything you want to get before we go?"
 
   She shook her head.
 
   "Good," I said, "We need to get out of here before the sun comes up."
 
   "No."
 
   I stopped and looked at her. "What?"
 
   "No, I'm not going."
 
   My eyes got wide and I stared down at her. "You're what?"
 
   "I'm not going. I'm staying here."
 
   "I'm offering you your freedom!" 
 
   "I don't know that," She replied.
 
   "I'm a god's champion," I hissed, "I give you my word that I'm here to set you free."
 
   She started a little as I invoked the power of my word. A minor cantrip, but as far as I knew only champions had it.
 
   "Okay, I believe you," she said looking scared. "But no, I want to stay here."
 
   "You want to stay here?" I growled softly.
 
   She nodded.
 
   "As a slave?"
 
   She nodded again.
 
   I was sure I looked as exasperated as I felt, "Why?" I asked rather plaintively.
 
   "Rutgar is a good master, he treats us well, cares for us, keeps us safe and well fed."
 
   "He makes you carry him around on a chair!" I growled.
 
   "Which is a lot less work than on a farm, or any of the thousand other things I had to do when I was free!" she said back rather forcibly. "We were barely making it, my husband, me, and our daughter. We'd already lost two children to sickness, and I wasn't sure we'd live to see another year ourselves! 
 
   "It was hard and it was terrible. Rutgar takes care of his slaves, he doesn't work us too hard, we only have to share his bed if we want to, and he never loans us out to anyone. Why would I want to leave? I'm safe here! I'm well fed! All my needs are taken care of!"
 
   I shook my head and sighed. "What do I tell your daughter?"
 
   "Tell her whatever you want. You took the time to save her, she's your obligation now, I'm sure you'll do better by her than I ever could." 
 
   I was surprised; she didn't even look embarrassed by it. 
 
   "Fine, be well, slave," I said and quickly climbed up to the roof and closing the hatch, I left.
 
   At least she didn't raise the alarm on me.
 
   But I just couldn't fathom it, she had the chance to be free, and she didn't want to? She was happy to give up her freedom, her rights, and be somebody's slave, all because they fed her and gave her a bed to sleep in?
 
   I shook my head. It just didn't make any sense. 
 
    
 
   "Where's my mom?" Goth asked, sitting up in bed as I climbed in the window.
 
   I shook my head, "She isn't coming."
 
   She just stared at me.
 
   "She said she could never treat you as well as I will."
 
   "I... I want my mom!" Goth said, her eyes starting to tear up.
 
   I looked at her, I had a pretty good idea what was coming and right now I wished I could be someplace else, anyplace else. This was going to suck more than dying.
 
   Taking a deep breath I sat down on the bed next to her and pulled her against me.
 
   "I want my mommy!" She wailed and I just held her, with her head against my chest and tried to shush her, and keep her from getting too loud, telling her over and over that it would all be okay while she cried herself out.
 
   I felt really bad for her, this poor kid had been through hell and she just got dumped by her own mother, who obviously didn't care about her anymore. I couldn't tell her that of course, she wouldn't believe me, and if she did I could just imagine what it would do to her. It was better that she believed that her mother just gave her to me, because she though she'd be treated better. That she made a sacrifice, and not that she just dumped her remaining child on a complete stranger.
 
   It took a couple of hours for her to cry herself out. Several times when I thought she was done, I started to let her go and she just started up again. It was late morning when she finally settled down, and stopped crying. She wouldn't talk, or look up at me. She just looked down at the floor. 
 
   The innkeeper gave me a knowing look; "It's always rough when they first apprentice out," he told me when I settled up the bill.
 
   "I had no idea," I growled softly and he laughed.
 
   "I thought you said you were married?"
 
   "I let the wife deal with them when they cry like that," I grumbled. I hadn't slept at all last night, and I was sure I looked it.
 
   "Oh, well it usually doesn't last long," he smiled. "Have a good trip."
 
   I nodded and gathered up Goth who was still sulking and left. 
 
   I took her hand and kept up a good pace as we walked through the streets towards the gate. I knew that the priests did everything they could to check everyone coming in. They always found an excuse to touch you, so they could tell if you were another priest or a champion. I was hoping that they didn't bother checking anyone on the way out, as it seemed pointless to do so. 
 
   But as we approached the gate, I could see that I wasn't going to be so lucky, there were four priests there and they were checking everyone. Oh they weren't obvious about it, but they were making sure to touch everyone. There were about a dozen guards at the gate, and probably more on the wall. The killing field around the city wall was at least a hundred yards, maybe more. 
 
   I thought about turning around and trying something else, but that could lead to more problems that I didn't want to deal with. 
 
   I looked at the people around me, there were several large merchant groups, and a lot of them had guards that were well armed. I picked a group from a nearby kingdom that we weren't on good terms with and sidled up behind them. I watched how the priests were dealing with the groups, there were three dealing with the incoming folks, and most of the guards were watching them. 
 
   When the priest turned to me, I just ran him through with one of my swords, spun him around so he was facing the man he had just talked to and I yelled "He killed the priest!" and I pointed while drawing my other sword.
 
   There was a lot of confusion, a lot of yelling, and a lot of shouting. The people behind me all saw what I did, but the guards all turned to look, saw the priest with a sword sticking out of him, and a man with empty hands before him, and they attacked.
 
   I grabbed Goth around the waist as everything slowed down for me and picking her up I started yelling "Run! Everybody run!"
 
   The merchant group the one man was with drew their swords as they were set upon by the guards, a nice fight quickly erupting. One of the guards however was looking at me and yelling as well. So I ran at him and batting his sword aside with my own, I shoulder slammed him on my way towards the gate, knocking him back and causing him to lose his balance and fall. 
 
   I ran out the gate, and there were a lot of other people running in the same direction. I could hear more yelling, and I started to run as hard as I could as I shifted Goth around to in front of me, holding her with both hands now. I made it about halfway across the ground when an arrow flew by and I started swerving my course back and forth to try and throw off the archer's aim. 
 
   Risking a glance over my shoulder I could see that there were several dead at the gate, and a number of the guards appeared to be yelling and one of them was pointing in my direction.
 
   Turning my attention forward I dodged along a broken course, as best I could. I was getting far enough away that as long as I didn't move in a constant arc, I had a good chance of the archers not hitting me. Of course some of the other people running around didn't look so lucky, and as I had outpaced them, a lot of archers went for the easier targets.
 
   When I finally made it into cover, I slowed down and stopped, ducking behind a tree to take a good look. There were ten or so people lying on the ground with arrows sticking out of them. None of them looked dead however. 
 
   Six or seven of the guards were double timing it after me, but I wasn't worried about them. 
 
   "You okay?" I asked Goth.
 
   She looked up at me and I could see she was scared. "W... wh.... what..."
 
   I checked her over while she was stuttering. Then picking her up and tossing her over my shoulder in a fireman's carry I took off at a jog. I knew were I was going, and if possible I'd rather not deal with the guards behind me. From my point of view it would be a lot better if they went back saying they couldn't find me, than if they never went back at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Two
 
   Outside of Barassa
 
    
 
    
 
   The trip back to Hiland from here was about ten days. I had two soldiers with me, whose main purpose had been to watch the camp while I was in Barassa and to help with anything I might need help with. It took me a couple of hours to make it back to the camp I had left them at.
 
   I got a quizzical look from each of them when I jogged into camp carrying Goth. I set her down and made introductions.
 
   "Goth, this is Corporal Peers, and Corporal Joe. Corporals, this is Goth. I rescued her from a bad situation."
 
   They looked at her and looked at me.
 
   "William Sir," Peers said, "Shouldn't she be..."
 
   "Peers," I interrupted and he stopped.
 
   "Yessir?"
 
   "This is neither the time, nor the place. Now, we need to move, so let us be on our way."
 
   "Yessir!" They both said and cleaned up any signs of who we might have been quickly, and then we mounted up our wolats and left. I put Goth on Tom in front of me, she was small enough I figured that was easier.
 
   Goth was quiet for the entire trip, I don't know if it was Tom, the corporals, riding through the forests, or all of the things that had happened in the last couple of days, but all she did was lean back against me as we rode.
 
   We stopped as the sun started to set and made camp. After we had dinner Goth finally started to open up.
 
   "Where are we going?" She asked me.
 
   "We're heading back home, to Hiland."
 
   "And then what?" She asked looking a little worried.
 
   "I'll see about finding you a place to live, I know several people who have children your age, you'd be happy there."
 
   "Why can't I just stay with you?" she asked.
 
   "Because I have to travel a lot."
 
   "I could go with you," Goth said looking hopeful.
 
   I shook my head, "I get sent to a lot of places alone Goth. Many of the places I go to, and things I have to do, are very dangerous. I won't even bring other adults or even soldiers with me most of the time."
 
   She pouted a bit.
 
   I sighed, "Goth, you've had a rough life these last few years. You deserve the chance to just have a normal life and grow up without fears or worries."
 
   "But I won't have any fears if I'm with you," she said looking up at me hopefully.
 
   "No, but I will," I sighed. "Go to sleep, we have to get up early in the morning and we have many days of riding yet."
 
   She looked around at the bedrolls we had laid out. There were four of them of course.
 
   "Which one is yours?" She asked looking at them.
 
   "The one I set my pack by." I pointed to the one next to it. "That one is yours Goth."
 
   "I don't want to sleep alone," she said looking around the camp into the darkness.
 
   "You won't be, I'll be sleeping right next to you."
 
   "Okay," she said and yawned, then went and got in her bedroll, but not before moving it right up against mine.
 
   When she was finally asleep I looked up at Corporal Peers. "Okay, ask."
 
   "Where's her mother, dead?"
 
   I sighed and shook my head looking at Goth. "Her mother is a pampered slave of a rich man who has a stable full of lovely women who she claims he treats very well, both in and out of bed."
 
   "You couldn't save her?"
 
   "Oh, I could have. Problem was, she said she preferred the life of a slave and didn't want to be rescued."
 
   "What about her daughter?" He said looking shocked.
 
   I lowered my voice, "She said her daughter was my obligation now and that I'd probably do better by her then she had."
 
   "Wow, that's pretty cold." Joe said looking at her.
 
   "Yeah, I know."
 
   "What did you save her from?" Peers asked.
 
   "A nasty tavern where they were whoring her out when they weren't working her to the bone."
 
   Peers sat back and blinked. "I can't... they did that? To a child?"
 
   I nodded.
 
   "I have a daughter a few years younger than her. I can not understand how any male could do such a thing."
 
   "That's because Hilanders are a decent people," I said. "Barassans are not," I spat in the fire. "I'm going to sleep, if any of you have any ideas on what I should do with Goth, let me know. This whole situation is new to me."
 
   "It's new to all of us," Peers said and Joe agreed.
 
   I sighed and nodded and crawled into my bedroll. I woke up sometime later at night when Goth woke up and crawled into mine with me, and snuggled up against my back. I curled my tail around her and she fell back asleep rather quickly.
 
    
 
   The rest of the trip back progressed rather well, Goth started to talk to Peers and Joe the next evening and rarely stuttered anymore. She asked questions about what Hiland was like, what Feliogustus was like, what the Corporals did when I wouldn't go into any details about what I did. We reached Rivervail after more than a week of travel and spent both the afternoon and evening there at the local garrison. Goth was surprised to find out it wasn't the main Hiland city. I told her we'd be there in a few more days, and that there was a small town between the two that we would also stop at.
 
   I took her out and bought her new clothes, a brush for her hair, and another for her fur. After almost a week of real food, she was starting to look a lot better than she had when I first saw her, but I suspected it would be weeks, if not months, before she looked like a normal healthy child should look.
 
    
 
   When we got back to Hiland I took her with me to the castle, Rachel met me at the door and we embraced and kissed. I smiled at her, and looked her over; I always did whenever we'd been apart for any length of time. I still couldn't believe I was married to her. 
 
   "So how did it go?" She asked.
 
   "About as expected."
 
   "Who is your new friend?" She asked curiously, looking at Goth who was standing behind me, holding on to my tail and looking a bit nervous.
 
   "One of the unexpected things," I said softly, then took a step back so Rachel could see her. "Goth, this is Queen Rachel, she is the ruler of the country, and my wife. Rachel, this is Goth."
 
   Goth looked a little nervous and made a little curtsey like gesture that I'd seen other women do when meeting someone important.
 
   "Goth, welcome to Hiland. What brings you to my country?"
 
   "H...He does," She said and pointed at me.
 
   "I rescued her," I said kneeling down and giving Goth a hug and looking up at Rachel. "She doesn't have any family anymore. I was hoping to find her a new one."
 
   "Hi William!"
 
   I looked up; it was Jeeza, our master builder.
 
   "Jeeza, what brings you here?" I asked standing up and touching palms.
 
   "Talking with her Highness about the river dam project. I couldn't help but overhear your problem." Jezza walked over to Goth and squatted down to her level. "Hello, Goth. You know, I have a daughter your age, as well as a younger one. Want to come to my house for dinner and meet them?"
 
   Goth looked at me, and then looked back at Jeeza.
 
   "I could bring you by myself, Goth," I told her. "Wouldn't you like to meet some girls your own age?"
 
   Goth nodded slowly.
 
   "Fine, it's settled, Will and I will bring Goth and come by for dinner tonight Jeeza," Rachel said smiling, and Jeeza suddenly looked a little panicked, "Umm, Your Highness, on such short notice...."
 
   "Jeeza, just tell your wife you invited a couple over to visit, don't tell her you invited the queen," Rachel laughed, "I'd rather have a regular meal, than a fancy one. This isn't an official visit after all."
 
   Jeeza nodded and smiled, perhaps a little weakly. "She's going to kill me when you show up you know."
 
   "I'll be sure to pardon you before we leave then," Rachel said. "Now, let's go inside, Will, Goth. We'll see you later, Jeeza."
 
   Jeeza nodded and left, and I followed Rachel inside, with Goth still holding my tail as she followed. 
 
   Once inside, one of the maids took Goth in hand and took her to the bathroom to get her cleaned up for dinner while Rachel and I spent a little time cleaning each other up. I think the maids didn't like not being able to help, but personal time was hard to come by for the two of us sometimes, so we took what we could. I related Goth's story while we helped wash each other's fur.
 
   "That's sad about her mother," Rachel told me as we were drying off, "but she'd probably already written her daughter off as dead. Maybe if she'd seen her she would have connected with her again. After hitting bottom as a slave, being a rich male's sex toy was probably an improvement for her."
 
   I shook my head, "I don't get it."
 
   Rachel shrugged. "Some people are always willing to do as they're told, if it means safety and security."
 
   "But she's a slave now, sooner or later, he's going to sell her."
 
   Rachel nodded, "Probably. But it was her choice, and she made it, so it's not your concern anymore."
 
   "Still," I started.
 
   "William?"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "Shut up," she said and poked me in the chest with a finger.
 
   "Yes ma'am!"
 
   "That's 'yes, Your majesty'."
 
   "Yes, Your Majesty," I purred.
 
   "Bett... Eeek!" She jumped as I pinched her.
 
   "I know where you sleep buster," she grumbled at me, but she was smiling.
 
   "And I can't wait to meet you there," I rumbled deep in my chest.
 
   "Damn, too bad we have to go out for dinner..." Rachel sighed.
 
    
 
   Dinner at Jeeza's house was rather good. Jeeza's wife Sara was rather shocked when Rachel showed up, and apologized profusely for not having expected the Queen for dinner. But Rachel put her at ease rather quickly, and Sara moved on rather quickly as well once Rachel told her not to worry. She did shoot her husband a few nasty looks however, and he definitely looked guilty.
 
   Goth and Jeeza's daughters got along rather well, Jeeza's oldest, Mara, was a rather friendly and engaging young girl. Sara also liked Goth, and Goth liked her as well.
 
   When Jeeza asked Goth if she would like to stay the night, she looked torn.
 
   "Goth, stay the night, its okay." I told her, "I'll be in town for a few weeks; I'll come by and visit okay? Jeeza knows where I live; it's not very far away."
 
   "O... Okay," Goth nodded, I could see she was having a hard time choosing, here was a family with children her own age, but I was the one who had saved her. However, I think Rachel being the queen intimidated her a little, and she knew I lived with Rachel.
 
   I smiled and gave her a hug, "I'll stop by tomorrow afternoon, and we can talk. Okay?"
 
   Goth nodded.
 
   We said our goodbyes not long after that and headed back to the castle. I felt a bit better about things with Goth staying with Jezza's family. She was still a pretty fragile girl after what had been done to her, and neither Rachel nor I had the time to spend helping her cope. I just hoped that whatever damage had been done could be healed.
 
    
 
    
 
   "Ah William, you're back!" General Holse said as I entered the council chamber with Rachel the next morning. "How was Barassa?"
 
   "Well fortified, with a large army," I said, and walking in I took my seat next to Rachel after she had sat down. "I don't see us moving on it for years, if ever."
 
   Holse nodded and the others nodded as well.
 
   "I hear that they're a bit short on money these days," Rigel, a new member of the council asked looking up at me. His position was a new one; it was his job to gather intelligence on our neighbors. "Is that true?"
 
   I nodded. "Three of the four slave markets were barely in business. With many of the neighboring kingdoms having cut back on trade, they don't have enough slaves to export to the foreign kingdoms that sail into their ports."
 
   "I'm sure our eastern border's increase in troops and security hasn't helped them either," Holse said with a laugh. "We've taken away a good third of their source for new slaves."
 
   "Which means if they're short on money, it will be harder for them to pay for troops to come up here and attack us," Rachel said and everyone turned to nod at their queen.
 
   "So with our biggest threat held at bay for now, what are your plans, your Highness?" Councilor Ceras asked. He was Wreth's replacement.
 
   "I want to push forward on Diament's project," Rachel said looking at the others. "That will be our first priority, if we can turn those grasslands to the northeast into fertile farmland, we can not only support a much larger population, but we can sell off the excess to our neighbors.
 
   "Second is to continue developing our army, now that we have replaced all that we lost in the last war."
 
   "Your Highness! What about ship building?" Sorin our port master asked.
 
   "I will let you start one ship this year, and it had better not be a big one. We're not equipped to compete on the seas with anyone right now."
 
   "Yes your Highness," he said bobbing his head up and down. I could tell he was pretty happy to finally be allowed to build something. Up to now only our merchants had been doing any ship building.
 
   "What about our relations with King Ruusolf?" Shellia, the foreign minister asked.
 
   "What about them?" Rachel asked leaning back in her chair.
 
   "He sent another request asking for a royal visit."
 
   Rachel nodded, "King Ruusolf is weak right now, after last year's battle with those troops that came up out of Barassa, Marland is in danger of falling apart, and if it does many of those pieces will end up annexed into our lands." Rachel stopped and looked around at the other councilors. "If Ruusolf wants our help, he can come to us and ask for it. Let him know that the invitation stands. My traveling to Marland would probably invite an attack from Stivik while I was there.
 
   "Ruusolf has sat on the fence too long, it is time for him to pick a side, and I want to see which one that is. If he picks Barassa, we will be relieving him of all those troublesome provinces of his that lie on our border. If he picks ours, we will make him an ally."
 
   "Are you sure about that, Your Highness?" Shellia asked surprised. Obviously she hadn't heard this strategy before.
 
   Rachel nodded, "Marland has survived this long by playing off the neighboring kingdoms and city states against each other. Well that strategy won't work here, and I'm not going to play into it. He takes a stand, or he loses everything. He picks us, or he loses half of everything. He's smart enough to see the options on the table, so now it's time he understands that I see them too."
 
   Shellia ducked her head in a nod, ears flicking. "Yes your Highness."
 
   "Now, I believe Brandt has our interior reports?" Rachel said turning to the councilor who had replaced Diament after his death defending Rachel's and my son.
 
   He nodded and started in on reviewing our food stores, farm status, and the conditions of each of Hiland's cities, and several of the smaller projects that were currently ongoing. I didn't pay too much attention to it; I was mainly here just to growl at anyone Rachel wanted me to growl at, and to help represent any of Fel's interests, along with Narasamman, the high priestess who also sat on the council.
 
    
 
   When the council adjourned Rigel came over to me as the other councilors were leaving. 
 
   "Will, a moment if I may?" he asked.
 
   "Sure, Councilor Rigel," I said as Rachel was still discussing something with Drea, the mayor of Rivervail, and her aunt Reese who was the mayor of Hiland city.
 
   "Please, just call me Rigel," he said and I nodded. "Other than the slave markets doing so poorly, what did you see about the other markets?"
 
   "They seemed to be doing okay, though I did hear more than a few people complaining about the lack of better goods, as well as prices being higher than they were used to. Why do you ask?"
 
   He nodded, "A moment, what about the troops you saw? How did they look?"
 
   I shrugged, "They looked fairly normal, nothing different."
 
   "What about their morale?"
 
   "Seemed okay to me, though I didn't really speak to any of them."
 
   "And the condition of the city?"
 
    I thought a moment, "Well I did notice that some of the defenses were in need of repair, and not all of the guard posts were manned. Also some of the larger projects looked like they were on hold. Why do you ask?"
 
   At this point Rachel came over, "Yes, Rigel, why do you ask?"
 
   He bowed, "Your Highness, as you observed earlier if King Stivik can't afford to pay his armies to attack us, then he won't. But consider this, Barassa's money almost exclusively comes from the slave trade, it is the prime source of cash for the king. Now what happens if he no longer gets enough money to pay for all the things he must have?"
 
   I thought about that as I watched Rachel consider it. I knew back where I grew up the first things cut were always the police and the military. Because people might revolt if you cut their bread and circuses. 
 
   "He'll be forced to cut his army back, and probably the city guard. As well as any new building and possibly even repairs." Rachel said looking at Rigel.
 
   He nodded, "And if the crown is short of money, the people are sure to be short of money as well. Which means levies and taxes are increased, making the people less well off, and less satisfied with their ruler."
 
   "So what does that mean to us?" I asked curious as to where he was going with this.
 
   "Well in the short term, it means that as our queen here noted, we won't be seeing any serious attacks from King Stivik's armies."
 
   "And in the long term?" Rachel asked.
 
   "In the long run, it means that the size and quality of his armies decrease. At first he'll probably cut the guard and raise taxes. Criminals will take advantage of the lower number of guards, crime will rise, and the people will start to get upset. So he'll have to cut his armies even further to prop up the city guard to restore order and keep his throne. 
 
   "Less trade will mean spiking prices, lower standard of living, and less money for the people to buy things, which means, less traders coming to the city, followed by shortages, and lower tax revenues."
 
   "Well that sounds good for us," Rachel said nodding.
 
   "Well yes it does, however there is a bit of a problem," Rigel said.
 
   "And that would be?"
 
   "Well, in order for this to happen, Barassa's slave trade would have to continue to diminish, and other traders would have to decide that it wasn't worth selling their wares there as well." He looked at Rachel and me, "This is all just a theory of mine, but I do think if the slave trade doesn't recover, Barassa's power will wither away over time."
 
   I looked at Rachel and she looked back at me and smiled.
 
   "I think I know how to keep Barassa's slave trade from returning to its former levels," Rachel said. "How long do you think it would take for it to have a major impact on their kingdom?"
 
   Rigel shrugged, "A few years at least. Probably three or four. But they do have a reputation for being a major slave trading area, and most of their sales are by sea."
 
   "Yes, but they can't sell, what they don't have, now can they?" Rachel purred. "Thank you for your insights, Rigel, continue to look into this, I may have more questions later."
 
   Rigel looked rather pleased and bowed rather low, his ears perked in excitement, "Thank you, My Queen," he said and then took his leave.
 
   I looked at Rachel, "Obviously this involves me, doesn't it?" I sighed with a smile as we started walking down the hall.
 
   "Oh, obviously. I think I just found a new use for that 'cavalry' you have been spending all of my money on."
 
   "So an embargo then?" I asked.
 
   "What's an 'embargo'?" She asked mouthing the unfamiliar word.
 
   "You block someone from trading with anyone else."
 
   "Oh, I'm not going to block them from trading," She smiled her tail giving a vicious slash behind her. "I'm just going to make sure that there aren't any slaves ending up there." She paused a moment in thought, "And maybe discourage a few of the merchants from wanting to do business there as well. We can't blockade their ports, so we won't even try. But all of their slaves come from the continent, and we can block those."
 
   "Well, we can try," I said thinking about it.
 
   Rachel stopped and turned to look at me, "William," she said turning all queen for a moment and looking me dead in the eyes. I'd seen her do this before, but she'd never done this to me before. "You will do this. I will not accept anything less."
 
   I bristled a bit and glared back at her, "You won't?"
 
   She smiled rather slowly and seductively at me. "William, as your queen, I expect this of you. And as your woman, I demand it of you." She turned away from me and flicked her tail in the air rather playfully, continuing down the hall. "Are we clear on this?" 
 
   I sighed and nodded as I followed, "Witch."
 
   "You knew that when you married me," she said rather smugly.
 
   I just shook my head, because she was right, I did. I just should have realized that one of these days she was going to start ordering me around. I knew her well enough now to know that when she really wanted something, there was no dissuading her, like probably every other queen that had ever existed anywhere, she took stubborn to the extreme.
 
    
 
    
 
   It was late, and I was asleep, and Fel had obviously decided I didn't have enough on my plate.
 
   "Hi, Fel," I said smiling. To be honest, it was nice to see him, we hadn't talked in weeks.
 
   "So, I see Rachel finally lowered the boom on you," Fel laughed.
 
   I shrugged, "She has a point, if we block the slave trade to Barassa the kingdom will slowly start to collapse."
 
   Fel nodded, "It is a good start, attacking a country's trade always throws off their economy, and Barassa has grown way too dependent on slavery. They've focused on that for so long now, they're not really set up for anything else, and because they've come to rely on slaves as the prime workforce, their own citizens will be hesitant to pick up the work themselves."
 
   "So why am I here tonight? Do you want me to do this as well?"
 
   Fel shook his head, "No, that is Rachel's job as queen. If you weren't her husband you probably wouldn't be involved in it.
 
   "No, I have something else I need you to take care of for me, and it's important, so I need you to deal with it in the morning."
 
   I sat up, I loved Rachel, but Fel was my first responsibility. 
 
   Fel smiled and gave me a nod, he could read my thoughts, so he knew he had my full attention now.
 
   "As you know, I sent out two missionaries last month to relieve the ones I sent out last year."
 
   I remembered the first two he had Narasamman send out. Neither one did well with the people, so they were called back to be replaced. Before they got beat to death I suspected.
 
   "These last two didn't get along?" I asked curious.
 
   "Oh they got along. They got along rather well. Problem is, they're dead." Fel grumbled.
 
   I blinked surprised. "How'd that happen?"
 
   "Apparently the Mowoks like to have parties whenever one or more of the clans meet up. A prominent feature of these parties is a drug that they smoke. The first one got so intoxicated that he got himself convinced that he could make friends with a narzhun."
 
   An image of a narzhum suddenly appeared in the bar. It was as big as a buffalo, maybe bigger, and looked to be about as mean as a suzhen.
 
   "They're herbivores; they don't go after people normally. But if you get too close to one, it will attack."
 
   I shook my head, "And the other one?"
 
   "Mowok woman like to flirt, and my priest took it a little too seriously."
 
   "And she killed him?" I asked curious.
 
   "No, her husband did when he caught him in bed with her."
 
   "Let me guess, he was smoking?"
 
   Fel nodded, "And drinking."
 
   "So what do you want me to do? I'm not sure I'm the missionary type."
 
   "I need you to pick two replacements, take them out to the plains, and get them set up among the Mowok tribes. The last two had actually been making rather good progress with the people and I've picked up a lot of converts. 
 
   "So I need you to get them out there and get them to start ministering to my people before they can stray."
 
   I nodded.
 
   "And please try and do something to keep them from doing anything stupid," Fel sighed.
 
   I laughed, "Fel, if you can't do that, what chance do I have?"
 
   He shook his head, "I'm sure you will figure out something, pick whoever you want, take whatever you need. I've told Narasamman that you're in charge of this."
 
   I grimaced; I bet that didn't make her very happy.
 
   "No, it didn't," Fel said reading my mind again. "See if you can't cheer her up for me as well," Fel said and gave me a wink. "I don't blame her, but her methods aren't working and this really is something that a champion should be dealing with."
 
   I nodded, "Okay, I'll take care of it. I like the Mowoks, spending some time with them will be interesting."
 
   Fel dismissed me then, and I returned to my sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Three
 
   Outside of Tradeson
 
    
 
    
 
   I looked out over the head of the Wolat I was riding. He was the same one that I’d bought from those traders two years back. We had just ridden out of Tradeson a few hours earlier and I was on top of a large rise, with miles and miles of grasslands spread out before me.
 
   “There it is boys, your new home,” I said turning to look at the two priests who were accompanying me.
 
   Henry, the younger one, looked excited. Steve, the older one just looked disgruntled. Then again, he always looked disgruntled.
 
   “How did our predecessors end up again?” Steve asked.
 
   “Well the first one tried to make friends with a narzhun.” I reminded him.
 
   What’s a narzhun?” Henry asked curious.
 
   “Like a suzhen, only ten times as big,” Steve said.
 
   Henry’s ears sagged a little bit.
 
   “Don’t worry,” I told him, “they don’t bite; they just trample you to death.”
 
   “Ummm,” he said looking a little lost as his ears went flat. “Trample?”
 
   “Just steer clear of them, they’re herbivores, they shouldn’t come after you,” I told him.
 
   “And, how did the other one die?” Steve asked.
 
   “In bed,” I said looking out over the tall grass, in the distance I thought I saw a herd of something.
 
   “That doesn’t sound too bad.”
 
   “He was caught there with another man’s woman apparently. So word of advice, don’t go hopping into the sack with anyone right away.”
 
   I heard Steve grumble something, and I started off again, leading the others down the hill and off deeper onto the prairie. We were all riding, and had brought an extra wolat with us to carry our gear, or rather Steve and Henry’s gear. Things they would need to preach I guess. 
 
   The morning after my meeting with Fel, I’d gathered all the available male clergy in a pub, gave them an open bar tab, and picked the last two standing after a long day and night of drinking.
 
   I had no idea priests could drink so much.
 
   Except Steve, Steve didn’t drink, and thought it was unfair he was one of the “winners.” I had shrugged and told him it just proved he was smarter than the rest and hence a good choice.
 
   We’d left Hiland city about a week ago, me and my two new “recruits.” Rachel wasn't happy about my being sent out here, but she knew I had to do as Fel ordered. I did spend some time with Holse and Rigel before I left however. If we were going to try and intercept every slave caravan that headed by land to Barassa, then we would need a way to find them first. The number of wolats we had available for riding had more than quadrupled since I'd bought that first group. And they figured as key in any plan we would hatch, because they were about the only thing that would let us move fast enough to intercept any slave traders without having to move the entire army down there.
 
   But until we figured out just how we'd find the caravans, it didn't matter where I was, so I might as well be here.
 
    “How far is it until we reach them?” Henry asked.
 
   I shrugged, “No idea.”
 
   “You don’t know where they are?” Henry said surprised.
 
   “They’re nomads, they move around a lot.”
 
   “So how will we find them?”
 
   “We won’t,” I said smiling, “they’ll find us.”
 
   "Ummm, is that a good thing?"
 
   "Probably not," Steve grumbled.
 
   I shook my head and started down off the rise and out onto the grasslands. Or would they be called a veldt? 
 
   We rode all day and didn't come across anybody. I wasn't terribly surprised, the grasslands were huge, at least the size of a large mid-western state back home I guessed. When night came we made camp and I set up a fire. Steve cooked dinner then while I cleaned my swords, and Henry spent his time bribing the wolats with pieces of sweet root he had bought back in Tradeson. He'd gotten bit by the one he was riding when they'd first met and since then he'd been endeavoring to befriend all of them.
 
   "I don't know why he wastes his time," Steve grumbled.
 
   "Because he doesn't want to get bit?" I suggested.
 
   "They don't try to bite me," Steve said.
 
   "That's because nobody could stand the taste!" Henry laughed from the group of wolats. I think he might have been using some priest magic on them as well, because they were all being friendly, even my wolat Tom, who could be a right pain to anyone other than me.
 
   "Well I don't see them trying to bite Will," Steve replied.
 
   "That's because they know I'll bite 'em back," I grinned.
 
   "You probably would too," Steve grumbled and went back to cooking.
 
   Henry laughed and I just shook my head and smiled. Steve fit the definition of cantankerous, but he was a pretty good cook over a campfire, which was no small skill. So we appreciated his company.
 
    After dinner Steve and Henry bedded down near the fire. I was pretty sure we had attracted somebody's attention by now, so I planned to stay up and keep watch during the night while they both slept. I didn't think that the Mowoks would attack us, but I really didn't want to take the chance.
 
    
 
   Sure enough, about an hour after the other two had bedded down and I'd banked the fire and let it die down to just a bunch of glowing coals, a couple of figures stopped on the edge of our camp.
 
   "Greetings," I said to them. Thankfully Fel had gifted all three of us with their language before we had left. 
 
   "Who are you, and why are you here?" One of them asked.
 
   "I am the Champion of Feliogustus, and I have brought two new priests of his out to teach you about him."
 
   "Ah, I have heard of you," one of them said. "The weige of my uncle’s tribe met with you at the trading town. You bought a great many wolats from him. He was very pleased."
 
   Weige meant “trade leader” in their language. Each tribe or clan had one; they coordinated the trade with the outsiders, because most tribes didn't have enough items to trade in the numbers that those in Tradeson wanted. So rather than have a large group of people show up and cause each other problems, they had just decided to assign the job to a select group of individuals, and allow them to deal with it.
 
   "We wondered if your god would replace the two that left us," one of the others said.
 
   "Not everyone has the privilege of being born on the Sea of Grass," I replied. Fel had told me that was how they referred to the lands on which they lived. 
 
   They all nodded, "That is true," the first one spoke again. "We will share your camp if you would let us, and then take you to the others come the rise of the sun."
 
   I smiled, "Then come, and make yourself welcome."
 
   The all gave another nod and walked back into the high grass, but returned a moment later, each leading a wolat. They put theirs with ours, though they did not tie or hobble them. I didn't tie mine up either, because I wasn't worried about him wandering off without me. Or not far enough that I couldn't call him back. But the other three wolats I knew nothing about, so I had them on long leads so they wouldn't get lost.
 
   I noticed that our visitors made note that my wolat wasn't tied up, and got the impression that I had just scored a few points with them.
 
   "I am Rees," the one who had been first to speak told me as they joined me around the embers of the fire. "That is Tom, and that is Seb."
 
   I nodded, "I'm Will," and we all touched palms in greeting.
 
   Tom and Seb quickly unrolled their bedrolls and went to sleep.
 
   "Do we need to worry about a watch?" I asked Rees as he sat next to me.
 
   "The wolats will wake us if any problems arise, but most things here will not come into a camp with wolats in it, for fear of being eaten," he told me with a smile. 
 
   I smiled back and nodded, "In that case I'm going to go to sleep myself, it's been a long day riding here and keeping an eye on the priests."
 
   Rees nodded, "We have heard of course what happened to the last two. We were surprised to be honest, after what we have heard about you."
 
   I looked at him, "I had no idea that you had heard anything about me."
 
   Rees shrugged, "The People love to tell and trade stories, and there are a good many about you in the towns and in the city that my kin went to teach your people about the wolat."
 
   I nodded, I hadn't considered that. "Well I serve my god in a different role than the priests do. They are chosen more for their desire and ability to teach others about Feliogustus."
 
   Rees thought about that a few minutes, "I guess their desire must be great, for them to travel so far from their homes and families."
 
   I nodded, "Yes, even after knowing what happened to those that came before them, they still came here to teach."
 
   "That says something to their courage and determination," Rees said.
 
   "Yes, so please don't let them die on me," I sighed with a rueful grin.
 
   Rees nodded, "We understood later that the miasha weed is not something they are used to. I will counsel the others to not let them smoke too much of the good stuff," he said with a laugh.
 
   We got our bedrolls laid out and went to sleep. I wasn't really worried, I was pretty sure I'd wake up if anything attacked. Wolats were natural to this area after all, so anything that lived here undoubtedly knew to give them a wide berth.
 
    
 
    
 
   I found their camp, or village, to be rather interesting when we rode in the next morning. We descended into a small ravine, with a few trees and much larger brush in it than had been on the plains above. There was also a small stream running along the bottom of it. With the grass and brush of the plains, there was really no way you would see it until you literally stumbled on it. 
 
   Henry and Steve were engaged talking with Tom and Seb, both of them seemed a lot happier now that they were able to do that which they normally did. Which was to be priests of Feliogustus. Tom and Seb were apparently among the recently converted and had a lot of questions for the two priests, both of which were more than willing to discuss. 
 
   Rees and I were riding a bit further ahead of them and I was looking around the camp as we rode in. There were a lot of tents, which looked remarkably like the teepees that the American Indians used. 
 
   "How often do you move your camp?" I asked looking around. I could see there wasn't a permanent structure anywhere, but there were a lot of teepees, a lot more than I had expected.
 
   "Our village normally moves with the seasons," Rees told me. "We summer here every year, after the spring floods have passed, before the undergrowth gets too dense."
 
   "And the rest of the year?" I asked curious.
 
   "In the fall we follow the game as they migrate off the plains, then we winter on the side of a ridge to the far north of here, where the weather is milder and there is game."
 
   "So you use the same to locations every year?"
 
   "Yes, all of the tribes do. We have our hunting grounds and village locations. Those who are too old or unable to travel spend the year at our winter grounds."
 
   I was a bit surprised by that. "So you do have permanent settlements?" 
 
   Rees nodded, "But there is not enough game and growth to provide for many to live there during the summer months. So we come out onto the sea of grass to harvest enough game to see us through the winter, and so our young can learn the skills of the People.
 
   "Come; let me take you to our chief."
 
   I nodded and he led us through the village. I could see that the tents were laid out in some sort of order, but what that order was, I really couldn't tell. There wasn't a straight line to be found, or at least that I could see. The teepees, on closer examination were rather interesting. All had designs and images sketched upon them. Some appeared to be sewn in, others, dyed or branded on them. The images were everything from pictures of animals, or scenery, to geometric patterns. The level of skill was fairly high on them as well, though I did see ones that appeared to be done in charcoal much lower on the sides that weren't very well done.
 
   The teepee we stopped in front of was really not much different than any of the others, but there was a blue pennant flying from the top of it. Looking around I noticed that the teepees around this one also had pennants flying from them as well, but they were different colors.
 
   Rees stopped and we all dismounted, a couple of youngsters came up and took the leads to our wolats and led them off to a clearing placed well behind the teepees. As they did that an older looking male exited the teepee before us, Rees gave him a small bow, as did Tom and Seb, so we all followed suit and did so as well. 
 
   I looked him over when we straightened up, he wore only a loin cloth, a set of leather bands on each wrist that were died blue, and a headband made of small blue and black beads, arranged in a pattern that may have meant something, but not anything I could tell.
 
   "Chief Rain Walker, this is Will, champion of Feliogustus. He was brought with him Steve and Henry, priests of Feliogustus, to continue in their teaching of the words and wisdom of our god."
 
   I almost started at that last part. I had no idea that Fel's religion had been accepted by any of the tribes, much less this one. I knew that a lot of priests had come out here over the last two years, most only staying for the summer months. The two that had died were the first of those who were supposed to live fully among the Mowoks, to stay with the same tribe all year.
 
   He smiled, "Greetings to you all, come in and join me for a meal, then we will discuss your role here in our village."
 
   "Thank you," I said and gave a small bow, Henry and Steve doing the same and we followed him into his teepee. Rees joined us, but the other two left to go elsewhere.
 
   The inside of the Teepee was interesting. The floor was covered with heavy rugs made from what I guess were plant fibers. There were beds made of furs that sat on finer rugs that were set a bit higher off the ground. I couldn't tell what they were set on however.
 
   There was a small fire pit in the center, and the opening at the top of the teepee allowed light in and smoke to exit. I could see that the size of the opening appeared to be adjustable, so more or less light could be let in as necessary I guessed. Also it could probably be closed fully against the cold at night.
 
   We were led to small table that half circled the fire pit, with Chief Rain Walker sitting at the middle, Steve and Henry being directed to one side by one of the women inside, Rees and myself being directed to the other. 
 
   We sat on very small stools made of hide, with three legs. The legs were arranged that the entire affair could be folded up rather small, which I found interesting as an engineer. Looking around I realized almost everything in the teepee was made to fold up or be broken down. For a people that traveled often, I could see why that would be necessary.
 
   "I welcome you to our village and my tent," Chief Rain Walker said after we were all seated. This is my wife, Serene Rider, and my youngest daughter, Smoke Dancer."
 
   We all gave small nods as Chief Rain Walker introduced us to his wife and daughter. Both were rather attractive, and both were dressed in the same manner as the chief, a loincloth and leather wrist bands, which appeared to have designs of some sort inscribed or painted on them. Serene Rider, his wife, was wearing a rather nice necklace that called attention to her other assets, and had her hair tied back with a dark blue silk ribbon.
 
   Smoke Dancer, their daughter wasn't wearing a necklace, but was wearing two armbands and two leg bands, that had tassels hanging down from them. She also wore her hair loose and I had to admit she had away of moving that was quite interesting from the male perspective. When she smiled at us I had a suspicion that this was a young woman that broke a lot of hearts. 
 
   But what stood out about both women the most was their pelts, while the Chief and Rees were both a darker brown, which was the most common color among the Hilanders, Serene was a lighter tan, her daughter a little darker and they both had several darker bands on their faces and bodies, not unlike those of a tiger.
 
   "My wife is from the Ulliet, a people far to the north of here," Chief Rain Walker said to me, I guess he had seen the puzzlement on my face.
 
   "I must admit to not having seen markings like that before," I said looking back at him. 
 
   "Yes, quite attractive, aren't they?" He said and smiled at his wife who smiled back.
 
   "As a happily married male I would say that while they are indeed attractive, those are pursuits for those still single," and I smiled at him while he and his wife laughed.
 
   "The women here love nothing more than a challenge," Serene said smiling at me and I noticed their daughter was giving me the once over as she started to serve us the meal they had prepared.
 
   I shrugged and gave a flick of my tail in obvious unconcern. "That's their problem." I nodded to the other beds that were in the teepee. "Do you have other family?"
 
   The chief nodded and motioned to Rees, "My eldest son, Recently Hunted. My other son and daughter are out hunting today."
 
   "So what were Seb and Tom short for?" Henry piped up from his end of the table.
 
   "Tomahawk, because he can throw one better than anyone in the village, and started when he was just a young boy," Rees said from where he was seated at the other end of the table, "and Sebastian."
 
   "Sebastian?" Henry said surprised. I was curious myself as all of the names we had heard so far seemed to be for a skill, or action, that I assumed you were known for.
 
   Chief Rain Walker nodded, "His father came to the People from a land far away and across the great water. He named his son for his grandfather, a man that he tells us was much admired for his skill at arms. A name which Seb has worked very hard to be worthy of."
 
   "Truly," Rees said, "Seb will probably be the tribe's next war leader. Possibly that of the entire Clan."
 
   I nodded, "And I take it that you are also an accomplished warrior?" I asked Rees.
 
   "Why would you ask that?" He said looking at me with a curious smile.
 
   "Well, I know if I was going to investigate strangers out on the sea of grass I would surely send three of my best fighters." 
 
   "We do get slavers who come out here on occasion," Rees said nodding. "A few have tried to use trickery to take on the lone adult or child. So we check all who we see."
 
   "A wise policy," Steve said looking up from his food, "the followers of the Barassan's god like nothing more than to enslave all those that they can. It is their religion and their strongest held belief. It is why Feliogustus and his followers oppose them so strongly. To deprive another of finding their own path through life is the greatest sin that there can be!"
 
   I sat back and blinked surprised. That was the most impassioned thing I'd heard from him since I'd drafted him a week ago. 
 
   Both the chief and his son slapped the table and the women gave a stomp of their feet and they all nodded in agreement.
 
   "The practices of the Barassans and their evil god affect us all," Serene Rider said. 
 
   "Yes, they have been a plague on the People for many years," Chief Rain Walker agreed. "Feliogustus's opposition to them and his champion's destruction of the Mulanders who sided with them are why we have welcomed his priests into our villages. The People are free! And all who oppose that freedom have no place here."
 
   Rees again slapped the table and both of the women stomped their foot in agreement.
 
   I smiled and looked at Steve and Henry who slapped the table in agreement and nodded their heads. I wondered if Fel had sent his priests out here for just this very reason. Then again, nothing made a person more anti-slavery than to be among those who had once been preyed upon to be slaves.
 
   I had a feeling I was going to like the Mowoks, and not just because of their lovely women.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Four
 
   Glisan Tribe - Sea of Grass
 
    
 
    
 
   A month had gone by and Henry and Steve had both settled in well, and were both still alive thankfully. They had a teepee, one that they had traded for, and had gotten one of the local craftsmen to engrave Fel's sign onto it. 
 
   Neither one of them wasted any time in ministering to Fel's followers and working to convert those who hadn't already done so. My presence apparently was rather helpful in that duty, as the chief's words about my leading the fight against the Mulanders had made clear when we had first shown up.
 
   The women of the Mowoks had turned out to be a lot more interesting and complicated than I had suspected, but then so had their culture. What surprised me most was that while a male might kill you if he caught you in his bed with his woman, if he didn't catch you, he'd hold no ill will against you. The women were the ones who chose the fathers of their offspring, and it was not uncommon for them to choose a male other than their husband from time to time. 
 
   I discovered this when I had met Rees' brother, and noticed he didn't look very much like him.
 
   "Oh, we have different fathers," Rees told me and his brother had nodded.
 
   "Wait, what?" I asked.
 
   "Mother took a fancy to one of the warriors from another tribe." Rees told me and shrugged.
 
   "What did your father have to say about that?"
 
   "Oh father knew him, and admired his skill at fighting for the People, so he didn't complain."
 
   "Not that it would have mattered if he did," Rees brother Hans had laughed.
 
   "Why not?" I asked curious.
 
   "It is the woman's decision as to who fathers her babies," Rees told me. "Rain is our father, because he raised us, but Striker is Hans's sire. Some men will get upset if they catch another man in bed with their woman, but that's more because sleeping in another man's bed without his permission is considered quite the insult."
 
   I thought about that. It was different from what I was used to, but I was hardly one to be judging other people's social mores. 
 
   "So, how do you get along with your sire?" I asked Hans.
 
   "He died in battle when I was still a young child," Hans said.
 
   "Sorry to hear that."
 
   "He died protecting the People, which is why Father is proud to have me as his son, because my sire was not afraid to sacrifice his life when the time came."
 
   "Yes, father is very proud," Rees said and nodded. "Striker was a good friend of his."
 
   I filed that away to consider later. Especially as their sister was now chasing me rather earnestly. Of course she wasn't the only one, and my perceived lack of interest had made it into something of a game for all of them. Truthfully I was interested, but I didn't want to do anything that would cause problems for Fel's priests.
 
   Also I was still giving some thought to my own behavior these days. It was starting to occur to me that I would probably live a very long time, and this left me feeling a bit conflicted at times. I wanted to make a lot of good memories with Rachel and Darlene, and I wasn't sure I wanted to ruin those by too much dallying with other females. 
 
   Of course those parts of me south of the border were more than willing to entertain ideas about every female to express an interest, and neither Rachel nor Darlene really seemed to care about any straying I might do. Just as long as I always came back to them.
 
   "Deep thoughts?" Henry asked me as I considered what I had learned.
 
   "Just a bit surprised at all the interest I'm getting," I sighed.
 
   He shrugged, "If it were me, I'd be enjoying it while it lasts. Most guys would say you're pretty lucky."
 
   I shook my head, "I know, right?" I smiled, "So what's with this party tonight?"
 
   "Oh," he said smiling. "A large hunting party from one of the other tribes has come to visit. From what I've heard, this is more of a match-making expedition, this is how young men and women from other tribes meet and marry."
 
   I nodded, it made sense.
 
   "So there will be stories, dancing, food, and drink." Rees said.
 
   "And smoking," I warned Henry. "Watch out for that. I hear that they have some pretty potent stuff."
 
   Henry laughed, "I've tried it a few times already. I wanted to get an idea of how it affects people."
 
   "And?" I asked.
 
   "It's different than drinking, can't say I care for it much."
 
   "And you, Steve?" I asked turning to look at where Steve was repairing some piece of his vestments.
 
   "Not interested. Too much like drinking." He grumbled without looking up.
 
   "Have you ever had a drink?" I asked, "Not complaining mind you, just curious."
 
   "Once. Tried it, didn't like it."
 
   "Okay, just remember, no making friends with wild animals or ending up in bed with married women."
 
   Henry, Rees, and Hans laughed, and Steve just grumbled.
 
    
 
   The party was actually quite the affair. It started off with contests of skill, and some of those were pretty impressive. Tom really was amazing with tomahawks, and proved it by riding his wolat around a rather twisting course while hitting targets tossed into the air with them. 
 
   There were archery competitions, several wrestling matches, and quite a few games that revolved around both spear throwing and spearing targets on the ground, all while riding wolats of course. Those competing weren't solely the males either; a lot of the women also hunted, and were pretty skilled at using spears and tomahawks as well.
 
   I watched the byplay between the locals and the visitors of the opposite sex as all this went on. It was pretty interesting, and sometimes downright funny. 
 
   Rees was staked out early on by one of the females from the visiting group, and the older of his two sisters seemed to take affront to the attempts of the woman that had her sights set on him. For the entire evening she kept having her ploys foiled by Sist, Rees's older sister, and he appeared to be none the wiser for it. 
 
   Or at least I thought so until I saw him walking away from her latest attempt and he gave me a wink.
 
   After the competitions and the demonstrations, we all sat down outside under the setting sun and ate. The food was wonderful, apparently the art of barbeque had been discovered here on Saladin by the Mowoks, and they were pretty damned good at it.
 
   Once the food had been cleared away the drinks and the miasha, which I guess was their version of marijuana, came out and as the children were put to bed the adults started to partake.
 
   I watched as the area around the fire was cleared and an assortment of drums came out and they all started to play and sing. As they sang several men and women stood up and started to dance. I watched them as they swayed, stomped, and twisted to the music and the beat. I was impressed, they really were rather good.
 
   After a while they all started to gravitate towards particular individuals, and that was when I noticed the hapless female that had been trying to win Rees's attention was dancing before him, and he was paying her rapt attention. When he reached up and grabbed her hand she smiled and looked like she's just won the lottery.
 
   Then again, maybe she had, I thought to myself as he got up and they headed off into the darkness together.
 
   Looking around I noticed all of the dancers had paired off, and some had left, while others were being a little less private.
 
   The beat of the music changed then, becoming slower, and a bit deeper. Looking up I saw several new dancers had started, and one of them was Rees' sister, Smoke Dancer. 
 
   The other dancers had obviously been the warm up act, and these were the true masters. Serene Rider was dancing as well, but I don't think she got more than six feet from her husband, but Smoke came over and danced for me, her eyes never leaving me.
 
   I was beyond impressed with her dance, her movements were languid and flowing, the tassel like fringes that hung from the bands on her arms and legs added to the motions of her body and she really did seem to drift and turn like the smoke from the fire. 
 
   Somebody passed me a pipe and I took a puff and passed it on, keeping my eyes on the motions of her body, her hands, and her legs. She was amazing, I wondered just how long it had taken her to learn to dance like that, and she was focusing it all on me. I looked up into her eyes and she was smiling. I smiled back and taking her hand I pulled her down into my lap.
 
   "I'm not looking for another wife," I told her and kissed her.
 
   "Don't give yourself airs," She giggled back, "you're cute, but you're not that cute!"
 
   I shook my head and laughed. "Well, will you at least protect me from the other women?"
 
   "And ruin their fun?" She laughed, a rather delightful sound. "I thought you were supposed to be a big fierce warrior?"
 
   "Well, I think it's fair to say you've beat me in this battle," I purred.
 
   "Good now, let's go someplace private so I can savor my victory."
 
    
 
   "Well, I can't say as I blame you this time, Will, she really is a lovely female."
 
   I was sitting in Fel's bar, across from him as usual. I sighed and shook my head. "Let me guess, you were a paragon of virtue as a champion?" I said a little sarcastically.
 
   Fel laughed, "Hardly. I wouldn't be surprised if they still tell stories about some of my bawdier exploits back in Hillshire. But you're the first I've ever know who actually feels guilty about it."
 
   I shrugged, "Yeah, but it hasn't stopped me much, has it?"
 
   Fel chuckled, "Don't beat yourself up over it too much. The race here is based off of felines after all, so the tendency for males to occasionally stray isn't all that shocking. Come to think of it, I do believe the same holds true for a certain world I've heard of that the main race is based off of monkeys."
 
   "Point taken. So what's up? I'm sure you didn't invite me in just to tease me about the fem gracing my bed tonight."
 
   "No, that was just an added bonus," Fel joked. "The real reason is I want you to take one of the priests out and visit a few of the other tribes. In another month I'm going to have Narasamman send out four more priests. They'll join up with Steve and Henry here, spend a few weeks getting acclimated to life among the Mowoks, then I'll have each of them sent out to one of the tribes I want you to visit over the next few weeks."
 
   I nodded, "Just tell Narasamman not to pick them like she picked those last two."
 
   "Don't worry, she's been impressed by the success of your two picks, and when I told her of Steve's little outburst on slavery and the response it garnered, she came up with four priests who feel as strongly as Steve does, and are a bit more of the 'rough and tumble' type."
 
   "That's good. But why only four more? There must be dozens of tribes out here on the plains."
 
   "Twenty three to be exact, but they're only a few months away from their fall migration, which would make it difficult. Plus most of the tribes aren't quite ready for me yet."
 
   I nodded and thought about it. "What about when they're in the winter ranges?"
 
   Fel smiled, "Which is why I'm sending four now. It will be a lot easier for the six of them to move about visiting the other tribes when they're all living much closer in their winter camps."
 
   "And when do I get to go home?"
 
   "After they're all settled in after the migration."
 
   "I should have set up some sort of messenger service with Rachel before I left, I would love to know what her plans are right now for dealing with Barassa, and discuss our next steps there."
 
   "I wouldn't worry too much about that," Fel said.
 
   "Oh? Why?"
 
   "Because she's going to send one with the soldiers that Narasamman asked her to provide as an escort for the new priests."
 
   I could feel someone tugging at me.
 
   "Looks like somebody wants you," Fel laughed and I woke up. Sure enough Smoke wanted my attentions again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Five
 
   Glisan Village 
 
    
 
    
 
   When the hunting party from the neighboring tribe left to go home, I left with them with Henry in tow. Surprisingly Smoke came with us, teasing me about my not escaping her so easily. 
 
   Also surprising was Rees was coming with us; apparently he had become rather attached to the girl from the party. I suspected they were courting, and as Henry had said, the whole reason for the “hunting party” was to allow eligible men and women to scope out and possible hook up with a partner. He wasn't the only one from the Glisan tribe coming with us, there turned out to be quite a few, and I wouldn't have been surprised to learn that there were others staying behind.
 
   "So why are we heading to the Cooch tribe?" Smoke asked, riding along side of me. I wasn't surprised that she had her own mount, I was surprised that she had packed even less than I had, and I hadn't packed that much.
 
   I nodded towards Henry who was chatting amicably with several of the members of the Cooch tribe up ahead as we rode. "He needs to go visit some of the local tribes, I was told to go with him, and learn about them as well."
 
   She looked at me curiously. "Told?" She flicked an ear toward Henry as she nodded in his direction.
 
   I laughed, "No, by Feliogustus."
 
   "You can talk to him?" She said looking surprised.
 
   "In a roundabout way, yes."
 
   "And he tells you what to do?"
 
   I nodded, "Yes, he gives me tasks and jobs to do."
 
   "And you do them?"
 
   "Usually."
 
   "Usually? But isn't he your god? Don't you have to obey him?"
 
   I shrugged, "Probably, but I do what he asks because I like him, because I want to help him."
 
   "And what happens if you don't do as he tells you?" She asked with a mischievous smile.
 
   "Oh, he makes me pay for it, one way or another," I told her. "But he's a pretty good chief," I was going to say “boss” but there was no word for “boss” in their language. "He's done a lot for me, so I feel obligated to him, plus I just like him." I shrugged. 
 
   "Father and mother are rather taken with the words of his priests; they say he is a good and just god, and that we should follow him."
 
   "Won't hear any arguments from me about that," I said and smiled. "So how long a trip is it to this other tribe?"
 
   "Oh, just two days. It's rather close by."
 
   "Been there often?"
 
   She nodded, "I dance there a couple times each summer. They appreciate my skills."
 
   I grinned and flicked my tail at her, "I'm sure they do."
 
   "I can do more than dance you know," she said and gave a mock growl.
 
   "Oh I would never argue with you about that," I teased back.
 
   She tapped one of the spears that were slung along the side of her saddle. All of the Mowoks I'd noticed carried at least two. I had never trained with one, at least not mounted, but I had my bow and my swords. Few of the Mowoks carried swords, but they all had a knife that was as big as a dirk, and many of them had tomahawks as well.
 
   "I've used this more than once, and not just on the unruly suzhen. I've killed narzhum and the wild hogs."
 
   I looked suitably impressed. I knew she was strong, even if she didn't look it, all that dancing she did not only made her attractive, it made her rather strong as well.
 
   "If you're so good at hunting, why do you dance?" I asked curious.
 
   "Dancing is what I love," she said and smiled happily. "Hunting is a skill we all must know, to insure that the tribe never goes hungry.
 
   "What do you love?" Smoke asked.
 
   "My wives," I said without even thinking.
 
   "Wives?" She looked surprised. "You have more than one?"
 
   I nodded and flattened my ears in embarrassment. "Two."
 
   She looked me over a minute. "That isn't common among the Hilanders, is it?"
 
   I shook my head. "No."
 
   She smirked at me, "Maybe I should try to be number three?"
 
   I mock growled back at her, "Don't give yourself airs."
 
   She laughed rather loudly at me then. "Now I know why you avoided my advances as long as you did."
 
   "I care about my women, and I didn't want any of the females here to get the wrong idea."
 
   "Oh, I wouldn't worry about that much," Smoke said with a small laugh under her breath, "most women in the tribes might wish to lie with an outsider to see what they are like, but none would marry any male who has not already become a member of the tribes."
 
   "Oh?" I was the one surprised now.
 
   "Yes, how would she know if he could provide for her and her children? That he would commit to live his life with her? If he isn't willing to join the tribe, and if he isn't able to pass the tests, then he obviously isn't worthy to be her husband."
 
   I considered the life that the tribes lived out here. I suspected at times it could be pretty harsh, so her words made a lot of sense. They needed some sort of standards that everyone must live up to, or they would eventually die out.
 
   I heard a whistle and looked up. The leader of the party had raised his spear and was motioning to the east.
 
   "What's that?" I asked Smoke who was pulling her spear out.
 
   "Food!" She said and laughed, kicking her wolat into a run as several others of the party broke free from the main body and took off at a run.
 
   I kicked my wolat's flanks and he took off after them, quickly getting my bow ready as I followed.
 
   We rode around a rise and I saw what we were hunting, narzhum! There was a small herd of them, at least a dozen, and they were a lot bigger than I remembered them being when Fel had shown me one!
 
   As I watched the leaders of the party rode right into the midst of them, turning and jabbing at them with their spears as they rode through the middle of the herd and out the other side. The Narzhum were turning and trying to attack, bellowing and charging at the wolats that had ridden through the middle of the group. At that point the next group of riders rode through, but turned right and left riding immediately out of the group after they jabbed several of the beasts with their spears as our wolats snapped at their flanks.
 
   I followed Smoke as she rode through with the last of the riders, and harassed a few more of them before riding out and turning to circle the group. As I watched the first group of riders rode through again, and I could see what they were doing, they were keeping the group from bunching up, they were spreading them out. 
 
   We did this several times until the hunt leader started to force one in particular farther and farther away from the rest of the group. At that point the tactics changed, the first group continued to harry that one narzhum, while the rest of us worked to herd the rest further away from the target.
 
   There was a lot of bellowing from the lone one, as well as from the rest of the herd, and they tried several times to make a charge, to join up with the other one. Twice I saw Smoke turn one back by jabbing it on the nose with her spear, laughing as she got far closer to them than any of the others seemed to be willing to get. 
 
   When one of the other narzhum turned and tried to body slam her the second time she did that, she quickly reversed her spear and brought it down on the narzhum's head with such force that you could hear the strike and the beast actually stumbled for a moment. Shaking its head then, it gave another bellow and turning it started to run away. 
 
   The others concentrated on any narzhum that stopped to watch the one running, and those suddenly turned and followed. The big bull that I guessed was in charge of the herd, gave a last bellow of its own, and then turned to follow the rest of them as they abandoned the loan narzhum to its fate.
 
   I turned to look at the remaining narzhum, it was still putting up a good fight, but at this point it had several spears lodged in its sides, and blood was running from numerous wounds. 
 
   The other riders all now started to ride in circles around it, stabbing at it and looking for an opening to lodge another spear. It reminded me of the pictures I'd seen of bull fights as a child. Only this animal was more the size of a small elephant!
 
   "How hard is it to kill one of those things?" I asked Smoke as she rode up beside me.
 
   "The heavy fur makes it hard to get a killing blow. So we try to tire it first. Once they have made it too tired to follow the riders circling it, one of us will hamstring it from behind. Then with it unable to move, we will use our spears to open up the juggler in the neck, and bleed it to death."
 
   "That must take a long time."
 
   She nodded, "Yes, about an hour. The biggest problem is if the herd tries to come back and rescue it. So we must keep a careful watch."
 
   "So who is the poor soul who has to run in and hamstring it?" I asked watching as the narzhum turned quickly and almost kicked one of the wolats that was circling it.
 
   "Whoever gets to it first!" She laughed. 
 
   I looked at her, and noticed the way she was watching it move. "You've done this before, haven't you?"
 
   She nodded rather eagerly. "Dancers have faster reflexes and are better at dodging hooves. As the best dancer, I get the first chance!"
 
   I thought about that, and then I looked at those hooves. I was sure she probably had done it before, maybe a dozen times, but I knew it was something that I definitely had no desire to watch. I drew my swords and kicked Tom into a canter.
 
   "What are you going to do?" she asked looking at me suspiciously.
 
   "Kill it." I said as I reversed my grip on both of the swords. As it started to turn away I kicked Tom into a gallop, and kneed him to run straight at the back of the Narzhum as it fully turned away from us. 
 
   I heard Smoke yell something, but as I hopped up on to the back of the saddle, everything slowed down as I entered the fight. Tom, my wolat, ran right up along side of the narzhum, I guess he figured out what I wanted to do once I stood up on the saddle, and as he drew near I jumped on to the back of the beast. 
 
   I used a cantrip to improve my balance, and digging in the claws of my feet I took the two steps that brought me right over its neck. I drove both of the swords down over where the spine should be as I spread my legs and dropped down onto the neck, using my weight to drive the swords home. 
 
   There was a moment's resistance, not unlike the time I had fought that armored soldier years back, and then both swords slid in to the hilt. The narzhum gave a mighty shiver, and then collapsed to the ground. 
 
   Unfortunately for me, it started to roll over when it hit, because it had been turning to the left. My right leg got pinned under it and pushing the sword hilts to the side I leaned over the head as it rolled all the way over, pinning me under the head. Swearing as it started bleeding all over me, I started using my strength to pull myself out from under. The head only weighed a couple hundred pounds I guessed, but it was still attached to the body that probably weighted a couple thousand, so getting out from under that was still rather difficult. If I'd been under the body, champion or no, I'd have been crushed to death.
 
   I pulled myself out from underneath, covered in blood as they all milled about me in surprise and Smoke jumped off her wolat and ran up to me to check me for wounds.
 
   "I'm okay, that's his blood," I said and nodded at the Narzhum, which gave another shudder and then died.
 
   "Don't you ever do that again!" She swore and then slapped me rather hard right across the muzzle making my head turn.
 
   I turned and looked back at her, "I thought we weren't married?" I asked rubbing the side of my face, she had quite the swing.
 
   The others all laughed at that and Smoke blushed, then stomped off and jumped back up onto her wolat. 
 
   "She's just mad 'cause now she does not get to show off," Rees said to me walking over and checking out the carcass.
 
   "You think?" I asked as the rest of the hunting party rode up and started in on the rather large task of butchering our kill.
 
   "Not really," he said in a much lower voice and winked.
 
    
 
   One of the others directed me to a stream nearby where I could clean off the blood. Between that and a cantrip that I didn't want to blatantly use in front of the others, I was able to quickly clean myself up. 
 
   By the time I got back, they had skinned the body, and butchered it into large sections to be carried back to the village. I noticed that they were feeding all of the wolats, as well as eating their fill of the fresh kill. With this much meat I guess it made sense, it would be less to carry back, and there was a lot to carry.
 
   After everyone had eaten their fill, and the meat had been wrapped, we put the meat on the back of our mounts and walked next to them as we continued on our way. Only the scouts stayed on their unburdened mounts, so they could see any dangers we might come across. 
 
    
 
   "That was pretty impressive," Rees said to me as we walked along. 
 
   "Your sister didn't seem to thing so," I said flicking my ears towards Smoke who was still scowling at me from about ten yards away where she was leading her own mount.
 
   "She's just getting over the shock of discovering that what she thought was a grass snake was actually a hay snake."
 
   I shook my head, "What are those?"
 
   Rees smiled, "A grass snake is a lovely green snake that eats insects, small toads, and is completely harmless and makes a good pet."
 
   "And a hay snake?"
 
   "Looks almost exactly like the grass snake, but its bite can drop a wolat or a man dead in seconds, even the narzhum avoids them."
 
   "Oh", I said, and then thought about it a moment, "Oh!"
 
   Rees laughed, "Exactly. It's always one thing to hear the stories, another thing to see that the male you've welcomed into your tent really does those things."
 
   I shrugged and flicked my tail, "I was just worried about whoever had to go and hamstring it."
 
   "Oh I'd say you were more worried about my sister going and hamstringing it," Rees laughed.
 
   I shook my head with a wane smile, "Well, there is that."
 
   "My sister may be impulsive, and at times a bit crazy," Rees laughed, "but she is not soft, and not one who fears. She is very unlike the women you have met in the cities."
 
   I nodded, she definitely was.
 
   When we stopped to make camp, I walked up to Smoke. 
 
   "So, am I forgiven?" I asked dropping my bedroll next to hers.
 
   She looked up at me, "There's nothing to forgive."
 
   "I'm not what you thought I was," I said, "but to be honest, you're not exactly who I thought you were either."
 
   She smiled, "Then I guess we are even."
 
   "Just don't hit me again, that hurt," I said and she laughed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Six
 
   Cooch Tribe Village
 
    
 
    
 
   The Cooch tribe and village weren't all that much different than the Glisan tribe and village had been. It was also in a ravine, though this one was a bit wider and had a pond in it. The tents, or teepees rather, were laid out in the same sort of almost random pattern, the only positions I had found that were close to being “set” were the ones of the chief's advisors, who usually set their tents up in the general vicinity of his. 
 
   We were greeted by the chief and dined with him, met his family, and then there was a party that night, mainly because half of the hunting party that returned were from the Glisan tribe. I was surprised that Smoke danced for me again that night and told her as much.
 
   "Why does that surprise you?" She asked smiling.
 
   "Because I'm just temporary. I will be gone in a month or two. I would think you'd be more interested in someone serious about you."
 
   "Are you saying you don't like me?" She asked coyly.
 
   I laughed, "Hardly," I was still a sucker for attractive women, and I suspected she knew it.
 
   "Well, I'm still young, and it is my time to waste, though I'd hardly consider it wasted with you." She purred.
 
   We spent a week there, and Smoke didn't spend it all with me, making it clear that she did understand the temporary nature of our relationship. 
 
   "So how goes the Priest business?" I asked Henry as we were nearing the end of our stay.
 
   "Rather well. When those four new priests show up, we'll definitely send one here. They're very interested in Feliogustus's words. More than a few are interested in Fordessa as well."
 
   I looked up at him surprised, "Really?"
 
   "You've heard their music. We have several interested in her back at the first village as well. They've heard of wind instruments and are very interested in learning more. Apparently some of her followers wandered through here a few years ago."
 
   "Huh, interesting."
 
   Henry nodded, "I like it out here actually, it's nice."
 
   "And the women are as well?" I teased him a little. More than a few of the women had been flirting with him, and he hadn't been sleeping alone the last few nights.
 
   Henry laughed, "You should talk. But yes, they are rather nice. But there is something to be said for living out on the plains like this. I can't wait for winter when we'll travel to their winter grounds. Yarsha tells me that they rarely get snow, she's only seen it twice in her lifetime!"
 
   "Well, you're going to be here a while, it's better if you like it."
 
   Henry flicked his ears, "I'm thinking of making this my permanent parish. Pick one of the tribes that I like the most and stay with them. Marry, settle down. Be a settled priest."
 
   "I don't see how you can be settled with a semi-nomadic tribe," I said with a smile.
 
   "My point exactly," He agreed flicking an ear. "So when do we leave for the next tribe?" 
 
   "Two days. A hunting party from the Alder tribe is supposed to show up tonight. When they return, we'll join them."
 
   Henry nodded. "Good. The previous priests sure did a lot of ground work, too bad they're still not around. There really is a lot of interest here."
 
   "You know, I always thought that missionary work was pretty hard, but you and Steve have really made it look easy."
 
   Henry smiled at me, "It's been going easier because we have you with us."
 
   I stared at him. "What? How?"
 
   "They know that you're William the Godslayer, and then of course there was your little demonstration with the narzhum. No natural male could have done that."
 
   I groaned at that, "But how come they haven't said anything?"
 
   "Because the People don't like titles and honorifics like that. The only time you hear them call their leader 'chief' is when it's something official. They haven't even called you 'champion' like so many do back home."
 
   I considered what he said, he was right, they weren't very formal here at all. "You know, I hadn't noticed."
 
   "Oh I picked up on it right away, even Steve likes it. The class structure here is based on if you can help the tribe or not. And if you can't, well they pretty much kick you out. Everyone is expected to carry their own weight, and help the old and the young. It really is just one big overgrown family." Henry said rather happily.
 
   "Only child?" I asked curious.
 
   "Worse, Orphan. My family died during a severe outbreak of the coughing sickness when I was a small child. There was no priest in our village and it was late winter, so by the time one got to us, a quarter of the village had died."
 
   "Is that why you became a priest?" I asked curious.
 
   He nodded, "That had a lot to do with it, helping people became a goal as I grew up. I found that working with Feliogustus let me help a lot more, and I find his words to be comforting and wise."
 
   I nodded to that.
 
   "Can I ask you something?" Henry said looking at me.
 
   "Sure, I don't mind."
 
   "Why are you with Feliogustus? I know you weren't born here, the stories tell us you came from very far away. That you knew nothing of this place, our people, or our god, until you arrived."
 
   I shrugged, "I was sort of maneuvered into taking the job. Fel had me over a barrel and I had to take it."
 
   Henry looked rather shocked at that, "You're not here willingly?"
 
   I held up a hand to stop him, "If I wasn't willing to be here, I would have left long ago, trust me on that."
 
   "Then why are you still here?" He asked curious.
 
   I thought about that a moment, why was I? I could quit the job if I wanted to, I'd still have Rachel, and I'd still have Darlene. And I'd be able to spend more time with them then I currently could.
 
   "I guess," I said gesturing with my palms up as I held my arms out, "I guess you could say he's my best friend and I care about his people, my people." I gave up and shrugged, how do you tell people that you think of their god as just another guy? Sure I knew Fel was a god, and while I was pretty sure he liked me, I doubted that he viewed our relationship like I did. He was a god after all! But to me, he just felt like my best bud and I enjoyed hanging out with him when the rare opportunity gave me the chance to.
 
   Usually after I got killed.
 
   "I'm almost jealous of you," Henry said surprising me, "that you get to know our god that well. It must be a wonderful thing to be able to be in his presence."
 
   I stopped a moment when he said that. Again, to me Fel was just another guy, yes he was an incredibly powerful one, and at times I had trouble remembering what he was, because I thought of him as a friend. But Henry, Henry was among the faithful, the truly devoted faithful. Even Steven fit that description. 
 
   "Yes, yes it is," I said after a moment looking at the expression on Henry's feline face, his eyes clearly showing his devotion, his ears up in rapt attention. It made me just a little uncomfortable to see just how I was viewed by so many of them. 
 
   "I've met several gods and goddesses in my service to Feliogustus," I told him, using Fel's full name. "You will never find a better god, Henry, and you will be rewarded for your faith and your hard work, he really does care."
 
   He bowed his head a moment, and I think said a prayer, then looked back up at me as we heard the people outside starting to welcome the approaching riders.
 
   "Thank you for that, William," he smiled. "Now, why don't we go outside and meet the new guests?"
 
    
 
   "So, shook you a bit did it?" Fel asked. We were sitting outside his bar, instead of inside it. This was a first, usually we always met inside. There were even people walking outside of it, some of whom nodded to me as they passed. The recently dead I assumed.
 
   "Yeah, a bit. It's, it's a bit strange when you think about it, Fel. I really do think of you as a person, as a friend, as just another guy. But you're a god, you have powers I can't even conceive, I'm amazed that I can even understand you.
 
   "And the clergy, Henry, they worship you, they honestly and truly worship you."
 
   "Well of course, Will, I'm their god!" Fel laughed.
 
   I looked at him a moment, "Do you remember what it was like to be mortal?"
 
   He nodded and took a sip of the beer he was holding, "Yes, I even remember when I realized about Aryanna what you're now realizing about me. It's a tough thing to understand when your best friend is something that you can't even fully conceptualize."
 
   "I once lost a friend to a cult, when I was in college, and he looked on the leader the same way Henry looked at you, only there was one difference." I said taking a drink of my own beer. 
 
   "That he was worshipping a fraud, while Henry worships a real god." Fel supplied.
 
   I nodded, and didn't care that he had pulled it out of my mind.
 
   "I was impressed at what you said to Henry there at the end," Fel said. "First time that happened to me I had no idea what to say, I think the phrase is 'gob smacked.'"
 
   "I still can't think of you as anything more than another guy, my friend," I said turning to look out at the street and the people walking along it. "I don't know if I ever will. I'm not sure I can wrap my head around it."
 
   "Narasamman is almost the same way, though she had a decade of being a priestess to shield her from the effect." Fel said with a nod.
 
   "The thing is, I don't want to insult you Fel, it's strange, knowing what you are on the one hand, but having trouble processing it on the other."
 
   "I wouldn't worry about it, Will, you're really better off just continuing to deal with me, and any other god or goddess you run into, like we were people."
 
   I looked at him, "Really?"
 
   "William, we are so far above and beyond you, that there is no other way for a mortal to do it. The shocking thing about becoming a god is the first moment you become one, but we all hold on to a bit of our mortality, because that bit is what defines us when we ascend. If we didn't have it, we'd never be able to relate to our followers, we wouldn't be able to even care about them."
 
   "Why did you become a god, Fel?"
 
   Fel looked at me very solemnly, "Because Aryanna told me I'd enjoy it."
 
   "Do you?" I asked, wanting to know very much if he did.
 
   Fel grinned and laughed, "More than I ever thought possible. Some people are cut out to be gods, and I most definitely was one of them."
 
   I nodded and thought about that a moment.
 
   "And to answer your question, you're not. You'd never care for it. You're a good Champion, Will, but you'd make a poor god."
 
   I started at that, "Why?"
 
   "Because you don't like to sacrifice people to do what must be done. As a god, sometimes you have to let hundreds, maybe thousands die, and it's not an easy thing to do. And all of your people, all of your creations, will eventually turn to dust with the passage of time. Yes, you can build more, but those things too will pass.
 
   "Trust me, William, when the time comes, if it ever does, pass it up like you did for Stephanie. I will always have a place for you in my paradise, even if you live a million years, I will take you back, and you will be rewarded, William. You will find it more enjoyable and fulfilling than you would ever find being a god."
 
   I thought about that a moment, and I looked up into Fel's eyes, and for a brief moment I could see what he really was and I understood.
 
   "Thanks, Fel, thank you for that."
 
   He smiled and leaning over he ruffled my ears. "Like you said to Henry, I really do care."
 
   I smiled.
 
   "And pay attention when you get to Aldar, I think you just may find something of interest there."
 
    
 
   The trip to Aldar wasn't much different than the trip to Cooch had been; it was to the east of Cooch, which had been east of Glisan. As I understood it, Aldar was on the eastern edge of what is considered to be the Mowok's lands. On the second day of the trip we came across a herd of suzhen, of which a dozen were quickly dispatched while the rest fled. It was interesting to finally see that suzhen were afraid of something, and that something was wolats. 
 
   I also got to see Smoke hunt, she was one of the few to spear one before the herd realized it was in trouble and turned and fled. I had to admit that I was pretty impressed; she took one right through the eye with her spear. Most went for the neck or the heart, as the head of a suzhen is pretty hard and it's not a guaranteed kill.
 
   I think it was then that I realized why a beautiful and very talented female like her was still single; a lot of the males were just too intimidated by her. Most probably felt that they couldn't really measure up to her, and many of the rest probably didn't want to even try when there were females so much easier to impress around.
 
   I kind of felt sorry for her, but she had so much pride it was hard to feel too bad. She didn't strike me as the type to be worried by things like that. I'm sure once she found the male she wanted, she'd make sure he got the message.
 
   We rode into the Aldar village later the same day as the hunt, and even though it was fairly late in the afternoon, they still put together a party. Rees and his new girlfriend were still with us, plus a couple of others from the Glisan tribe, but most of the rest had either stayed back in Cooch, or had returned home to Glisan already. Rees had just offered to stay with us on the whole trip, to guide us.
 
   The next day started out a bit different, when Smoke came back to the teepee looking rather excited.
 
   I had been helping Henry unpack his gear; he wanted to do a service of some sort that night.
 
   "What's got you so excited?" I asked.
 
   "They're going on a raid!" Smoke said and started to gather up her gear.
 
   I grabbed her arm and turned her to look at me. "What?"
 
   She pulled her arm loose, "They're going on a raid, they're leaving soon, so I have to get my things and go."
 
   I grabbed my weapons harness, my pack, which had my bow tied to it, Tom's saddle and bridle. "What are we raiding?"
 
   Smoke looked at me, "you're coming?"
 
   "Somebody has to keep you out of trouble," I smirked, and then winced as I got clipped by one of her spears as she turned to head out of the teepee.
 
   "Oh, I'm sorry, did I hurt you?" She growled.
 
   "So what are they raiding?"
 
   "Come along and find out!" She said flicking her tail at me.
 
   I shook my head and smiled wryly. "Have you ever been on a raid before?"
 
   Smoke shook her head, "No, that's why I have to hurry; I don't want to miss this one!"
 
   "They're not all fun and play," I said from behind her, "Just remember that."
 
   She flicked her tail at me again, "You don't have to come you know."
 
   "I may not," I said in a low voice and she turned to look at me surprised. "If I don't think you should be raiding whatever it is they're going to attack, I won't take part in it."
 
   "You'd stay behind?" she asked curious.
 
   I nodded, "I represent Feliogustus, Smoke. I can't just go doing whatever I wish," I thought I heard a laugh in the back of my head at that, but it was probably just my imagination. "I have responsibilities."
 
   We stopped by where her wolat was browsing, and I whistled for Tom who trotted up looking happy when he saw the saddle. 
 
   We got them saddled up quickly, then I followed Smoke again as we walked over to where the party was gathering, leading our mounts.
 
   "Ah, Smoke, it will be good to have you with us," a male I didn't recognize said smiling.
 
   "Rhys, this is Will; Will, this is Rides Well,"
 
   We touched palms and I nodded to him.
 
   "Ah yes, the champion of the god that has come to the People, I've heard of you."
 
   "What are we after today?" I asked him looking around at the group. There were about forty warriors assembled, about a quarter of them were females.
 
   "A caravan headed for Barassa!" He smiled, "There have been less of them this year, so we haven't had many opportunities."
 
   "Will this be enough?" I asked curious motioning to the gathered group.
 
   Rhys nodded, "We will be meeting up with another group. The Caravans tend not to have more than a double quad of guards. The scout said this one appeared to be the same."
 
   A double quad was eighty, unless we were meeting up with a lot more warriors, we weren't going to have numbers on our side. We were mounted however, so that would help.
 
   I looked at Smoke, who looked at me, and I nodded, "Anything that hurts Barassa is fine with me."
 
   "Good! Let's go, we have a long ride before us today!"
 
   I watched as he called for everyone's attention, and we all mounted up and followed him out of the village.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Seven
 
   East of Aldar Village
 
    
 
    
 
   We rode for about three hours, leaving the plains and heading into lightly wooded hills that were the eastern border of the plains and met up with another group, of about twenty, who joined us. Twice single riders rode up to us, talked to Rhys, then rode off again. I figured they were our scouts. 
 
   We stopped around noon to eat, and let the wolats rest for a while. Another one of the scouts joined us while we did.
 
   "Okay," Rhys said as we gathered around him, "The caravan is about a twenty minute ride after we cross over that ridge," he motioned eastward. "It's almost to the ford of the river; we will attack them just as they're nearing it."
 
   "What about the guard post to the south of the ford?" One of the others asked.
 
   "It's almost empty, just a few soldiers stationed there now. The quad that Barassa used to keep there is gone."
 
   Everyone smiled when he said that.
 
   "So, here is the general plan," he said and then proceeded to sketch out what he wanted everyone to do.
 
   "Why are we leaving the way to the river clear?" Smoke asked as Rhys drew out the lines he wanted everyone to follow.
 
   "If they can not escape, they will fight to the death. If we allow them an out, they will flee, and hope to come back later and recover whatever we do not take."
 
   I'd swear Smoke almost pouted.
 
   "The goal is not to kill any more of them than we have to," Rhys said looking at Smoke. "This isn't a war, this is a raid. Besides, if we kill them all, they won't come back next year so we can raid them again, now would they?"
 
   There were several laughs from the group as he said that. But I started thinking about what Rigel had said on the council, and the idea of embargoing Barassa. 
 
   I wasn't so sure I wanted this caravan to come back next year. But I also wasn't keen on the idea of slaughtering a bunch of merchants either.
 
   Everyone went and checked their weapons, their saddles, and their mounts, and then we all saddled up and followed Rhys as he led us towards the caravan. I noticed he dispatched half a dozen riders, who split up and rode ahead of us and to the sides, to scout out any possible ambushes I guess. Rhys obviously had done this before, and he also apparently was suitably paranoid to make sure that everything was as it appeared.
 
   The trees started to thin out as we progressed and after a few minutes Rhys stopped and held up his hand. Everyone stopped and looked at him.
 
   "We will ride out from cover shortly. Ready your weapons, remember my orders."
 
   He waited while they all readied spears and I readied my bow.
 
   "Now, Ride!" he called and we all followed him, moving first into a canter, and then into a full gallop as we broke from cover. 
 
   The caravan members saw us immediately, there were twenty wagons, all of which were very large and had a team of ten of the oxen like creatures pulling them. They raised the alarm, and the guards all moved to the side of the caravan we were approaching from, and all those riding on the wagons jumped off drawing weapons, except for the drivers who were trying to coax more speed from the oxen.
 
   I lowered my body closer to Tom's head, turning my bow sideways guiding him with my knees as I got ready to shoot. It was then that I noticed something about the wagons; ten of them had people sitting in the back of them. A lot of people. People who I could see were chained to each other and probably the wagon.
 
   I hated slavery and I knew that Fel opposed it as well. I kicked Tom to a harder gallop, and as we drew within bow range I sat up, and as everything slowed for me I called out "Kill the Slavers! In the name of Feliogustus, kill all the Slavers!" 
 
   Once again, a sunbeam found me and on my leather armor the symbol of Fel appeared and I could feel the effect of my presence bursting forth like a shockwave as I invoked my champion status. 
 
   I shot all of the arrows in my hand in less time then it took to think about it, I grabbed another bunch from the quiver and sent them on their way just as quickly. I killed eighteen guards, three drivers, and every merchant I saw standing anywhere near the slave wagons. I ignored the others completely. I went through the thirty arrows I had brought, then tossed the bow to the side and drew my swords, riding straight at one of the slave wagons, then turning quickly to the left and riding down along the line of them, killing everything in my path, sparing only those who dropped their weapons and fled. 
 
   When I got to the end, I turned Tom around and reversed my course, riding back down along the length of the caravan once again. Most of the rest of the band was following Rhys's orders. Rhys and his group had turned to concentrate on the regular merchants, which they were harassing, and who were fleeing rather hastily looking over their shoulders at what was being done to their slave trading companions.
 
   But about a dozen of the band however must have felt the same way about slavery as I did, because they had followed me and using their spears they had engaged the guards and merchants and were killing them as well. Unsurprisingly Smoke was in the lead and had already killed or seriously wounded two. She moved to engage a third as I rode back down along the line of wagons, using my enhanced speed, strength, height, and mobility to kill at least a half dozen more before they all dropped their weapons and ran. I followed on their heels, Tom growling and snapping, with Smoke and several others along side me as we slowed and let them run.
 
   When they got to the river and started running into it, we turned and rode back to the caravan at a much slower rate.
 
   "What was that?" Rhys yelled at me angrily as I rode up, "I said to drive them off, not slaughter them!"
 
   I looked at the bodies on the ground. I had probably killed thirty of them, and the ones who followed me had easily killed just as many. I looked up at the slaves on the wagons; Rhys's people had taken the keys off the dead merchants and were slowly freeing them.
 
   "Feliogustus does not tolerate slavery, neither do I," I said calmly. "We only killed those who were seeking to make money off of it."
 
   "Do you think they'll keep coming this way if you kill them all?" He growled.
 
   "No, that is why I killed them. Why I plan on killing all of them."
 
   "Then they'll just stop coming!" Rhys fumed, leaning closer and putting his muzzle almost to mine.
 
   "Exactly, they'll stop coming. And Barassa will stop being the major slave port, and will become poor, and we will be able to destroy it. Without Barassa, the slave trade becomes less profitable, slavery won't make the merchants enough money to keep doing it, and there will be less of it!" I said calmly and looked him in the eyes. 
 
   "You can't know that!" He growled.
 
   I smiled slowly, "You would be surprised at what I know. Without a place to sell slaves, merchants will switch to something they can sell. Money, wealth, those are the things that fuel any trade. Traders will not pursue trade that makes them no money or costs them their lives.
 
   "Besides, I thought that the People hated slavery?"
 
   Rhys sighed, "My father's mother was a slave, rescued from one of these very caravans. We raid them as often as we can, and lead away as many as we are able. I worry that if they stop coming here, they will go places where we can not find them."
 
   I thought about that for a moment, this was obviously a personal crusade for him, for many of them. I remembered then that Smoke's mother was from lands far to the north, I turned to her, she was sitting on her wolat to my left.
 
   "Your mother was a slave as well, wasn't she?"
 
   She nodded, "Striker led the party that saved her, while she fell in love with my father, she felt she owned him a life, and so gave him Hans to thank him."
 
   I nodded slowly. I turned back to Rhys, "My family has always fought against slavery; it goes back many generations in my homeland. That fight was eventually won. I want to start that fight here, and I want you to help."
 
   Rhys looked at me stunned, "You want me to help?"
 
   I nodded.
 
   "It will take years, lifetimes!" He balked.
 
   "Yes, I suspect we will all be long dead before the fight is finished, but if not us, who? If not now, when? We will still be dead many years from now, but wouldn't you rather go to your end knowing that you were the one who started this?"
 
   Rhys blinked and looked around, looked at the freed slaves who were starting to gather into groups on the grounds.
 
   "I hear your words, Champion. We will discuss this later." Rhys turned then to the others, "Burn the slave wagons once they are empty. Raid all the food and clothing you can find for the freed. Take what you can from the other wagons; we need to get these people moving if we want to be back on the Sea of Grass by nightfall!"
 
   I smiled and turned to look at Smoke, who was watching Rhys fairly closely.
 
   "Deep thoughts?" I asked her softly.
 
   "Hush you," She said and her ears went down in a feline blush as her face fur ruffled.
 
   "You fought well today," I told her. "I was impressed."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   "With a woman like you to help him, I suspect he will go very far on this quest."
 
   Smoke Dancer slowly smiled at me, "You know, I believe that you are right," and with that she urged her wolat around me, to follow Rhys as he went to see to his people and his orders.
 
    
 
   That night we made camp out in a small ravine on the plains that Rhys knew about. We'd freed four hundred and twenty-six slaves. Each wagon had been packed with about forty on average. Their condition wasn't great, but it wasn't too bad either. They hadn't been fed in two days, and barely given enough water to survive. I guess that was to keep them weak and tractable during the journey. 
 
   The food we liberated from the caravan was eaten within minutes of our passing it out, and all the water we could find there or brought with us was rapidly consumed as well. Rhys had detailed four teams to start bringing water back in rotation as we had marched away from the ambush site, and he'd also sent off another two teams of ten men each to go hunt. 
 
   That had left half of our original number to guide and protect over four hundred people. 
 
   That didn't turn out to be too much of a problem actually; they all realized that their freedom, as well as their survival, lay with us, so they willingly did what we asked of them.
 
   Rhys shook his head as he sat down next to me at the campfire several hours later, "There are a lot more of them than I expected. Usually two hundred is a lot."
 
   I nodded; Smoke was with him of course, she hadn't left his side since we'd left the ambush site. I don't think it had quite occurred to Rhys that she had staked her claim on him, but I think everyone else had at this point. I figured once he got this situation under control he would notice.
 
   "I talked with several of them," Smoke said softly, "they were household slaves from Metina. Their owners were offered a high price for them, as slave prices in Barassa have increased. They have heard rumors that the slave markets in Barassa are empty."
 
   Rhys looked at her, apparently a little surprised that she was sitting so close to him. "Well, that would explain the numbers." He turned and looked at me. "So, what's our next step?"
 
   "The queen and the Hiland council want to do what they can to stop the slaves going to Barassa. They have about five hundred soldiers who can ride wolats. If you were to help them, lead them, what could you do with them?"
 
   Rhys laughed, "Like they would listen to me."
 
   "Will is married to the queen, Rhys. They will do as he tells them." Smoke told him.
 
   Rhys looked at me in surprise, "Truly?"
 
   I nodded, "Yes, it will take them a few weeks to get here, but what could you do with those kinds of numbers?"
 
   Rhys thought about that, staring into the fire for a minute. Suddenly he laughed, "I could control almost all of the trade that goes in to Barassa. If they're any good that is."
 
   I shrugged, "You're probably going to have to teach them how to fight like the People do; they've never fought mounted before."
 
   Rhys growled and shook his head.
 
   "No one said this was going to be easy," I told him.
 
   "Rhys, we can do this," Smoke said softly and put a hand on his arm.
 
   "We?" He asked looking back at her a little surprised.
 
   "Yes, we."
 
   Rhys slowly smiled; I think he suddenly realized that Smoke was interested in him. "I have to make the rounds one more time before I can get some rest, Will. Please, ask the queen to send all that she can spare, and we," he looked at Smoke and smiled, "will do what must be done."
 
   He stood up then, and held a hand down to Smoke who took it, and he pulled her up onto her feet.
 
   "See you in the morning, Will," 
 
   I nodded, "See you both in the morning, Rhys, Smoke."
 
    
 
   "I can't send messages for you, Will," Fel said. We were sitting outside the bar again in my dream. 
 
   "Rules?" I asked.
 
   He nodded, "Yes. Also as your god, you do my bidding, not the other way around," he said with a smile.
 
   I smiled back, "I'd tease you about that, but I'm afraid what the payback would be."
 
   "Wise that," he agreed.
 
   "Of course, as your champion, if I were to ask if I could share my wife's dreams tonight?"
 
   "Oh, that I could easily grant for you, Will."
 
   I smiled again, "Thanks, Fel. I'll probably just gate home and lead them here myself, probably easier that way.
 
   "I am worried about one thing however, Fel,"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "My declaring when we attacked; will that get you in trouble? This puts you in direct conflict with Tantrus."
 
   Fel shook is head, "We've been in conflict for several years now, and since he started it, the other gods will not be upset by this turn of events." He stopped and took a sip of his beer, "Some of them will undoubtedly be concerned by the anti-slavery stance, but that's more of an issue for kings and queens, than for gods, William."
 
   I nodded, "Okay, thanks, I was worried."
 
   "It made a good impression on the Mowoks, it was the right thing to do."
 
   I nodded and stood up; I saw the door that I'd used before to join Rachel in her dreams appear.
 
   "You've been doing a good job, William; I want you to know that I appreciate it."
 
   I smiled, Fel's approval actually made me feel good. "Thank you, Fel. Goodnight," I said as I stepped through the door.
 
   "Goodnight, Will."
 
   Rachel's dream was not as coherent as the one I'd left with Fel; it was more of the type you would normally dream. That was until Rachel noticed me and came to my side. I don't know if it was because I was there, or because of something Fel did, but things stabilized and became a lot more realistic. This seemed to happen whenever we shared a dream.
 
   "This is still a dream, isn't it?" Rachel asked looking around.
 
   "Yes, this is a dream."
 
   "Feliogustus sent you? But I didn't ask yet," Rachel said looking at me surprised.
 
   "No, I asked," I said and kissed her.
 
   "Mmmm," she purred, "I like the sound of that. When are you coming home, love?"
 
   "A few days I think, I'm going to be taking the cavalry with me, so have them get ready."
 
   "Sure, I'll tell them when I wake up in the morning." she said nuzzling up against me.
 
   "Don't you want to know what I'm doing?" I asked surprised, usually she had lots of questions.
 
   "We can talk when you get home. This is a dream, and for once I'm going to take advantage of it, and you, in the kinds of ways I've always wanted to," She purred rather huskily.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Eight
 
   On the Sea of Grass
 
    
 
    
 
   "So what happens with all of these people?" I asked Rhys the next morning. I noticed that Smoke was very much in his personal space today, and they were both engaging in occasional displays of affection for each other. 
 
   "I'm sending out riders to the nearest seven tribes, to see who will take them in. With a group this big we have to find at least that many places to send them.  We'll then divide them between those tribes that are willing to take them in. After that, it's up to the tribes and the freed people. They can stay until they are healthy enough to move on to where they wish to go, they can even stay join the People if they are accepted by one of the tribes. 
 
   "Usually they will stay until we move to our winter grounds, then either join one of the towns we trade with along the way, or go further north and settle in one of the cities there."
 
   "Well, I'm going to head back to Aldar with whoever you're sending that way. I have duties I need to address there. I expect I will be back in about a month with the soldiers I mentioned yesterday."
 
   Rhys nodded, "I will have to think about how to handle this war. I will discuss it with the chiefs and the war leaders."
 
   "I suspect they will have some good counsel to share."
 
   Rhys nodded.
 
   I turned to Smoke and smiled, "Good luck, I hope you find what you're looking for."
 
   She smiled at me and then looked at Rhys. "I think I already have," She said, causing him to look rather proud and smile back at her.
 
   "We'll see you when you return, Will."
 
   I nodded to her, then to Rhys. "Until then."
 
    
 
   The ride back to Aldar was quick. The camp was only about three hours away from the village. I went and found Henry as the two I had ridden back with went to make their report to the chief and tribe counsel.
 
   I found him among the wolats, dispensing his usual bribes and brushing a few of them out. I noticed his garb was a little less priestly, and more like the locals, my guess was that he didn't want to get his priest outfits dirty while brushing out some of the tribe's pack members.
 
   "So, how did the raid go?" He asked looking up at me curiously. "And where's Smoke Dancer?"
 
   "Smoke has found someone more suited for her attentions," I said smiling. "The raid was a lot more successful than we expected it to be. We freed over four hundred slaves, so they're sorting them all out and will send them out among the neighboring tribes until they decide what they want to do with their new found freedom."
 
   "Ah! More possible converts!" Henry said smiling.
 
   I grinned and pointed to the symbol of Fel on my leather armor.
 
   "Hey, that's nice, where did that come from?" Henry said looking at it.
 
   "I freed them in the name of Feliogustus; I suspect you are going to have a very ripe audience for converts."
 
   Henry laughed and rubbed his hands together. "In that case, it's probably better if I stay here." He thought about that a moment, "Actually, I should see about riding out there myself..." He looked up at me.
 
   "As much as I would like to help, I have other tasks I need to be about. Are there any you can draft to help in camp?"
 
   Henry paused a moment, then nodded. "Rees I'm sure would be willing. Especially if it gives him an opportunity to check out the male his sister has set her sights upon!" He chuckled. "Yarsha would definitely help. Is it far?"
 
   "About a three-hour ride."
 
   He nodded, "Okay, I'll need to get things in order then. What will you be doing?"
 
   "I need to meet with the chief here, then I'm going to return to the Glisan village, let Steve know what's going on, meet with chief Rain Walker. After that I'm going to head home to Hiland."
 
   "Well, if I don't see you, have a safe trip, and may Feliogustus watch over you in your travels," he said blessing me.
 
   "Um, you know he watches me all the time?"
 
   Henry smiled, "See? My blessing worked!" He hurried off to his tent then, I guess to start putting his things together for the trip.
 
   I shook my head and sighed with a grin as he ran off, "Fel, you have more characters in your clergy than a comic book."
 
    
 
   #                    #                    #                    #
 
    
 
   Three days later I gated into the main temple, with Tom following me on a lead. He gave a small woof of surprise, but the priests in the back altar room where we appeared were not very happy with a half ton of wolat suddenly appearing. When I noticed the foot prints Tom was leaving on the rug I shrugged and told them I was sorry and quickly led him outside. I probably should have used that cleaning cantrip on him before I gated in. Or at least tried to, I had no idea if I could, but as he was my mount, I suspected there must be something I could use for that purpose.
 
   Once outside, I headed up to the castle and went in search of Rachel. When I finally found her, she was riding one of the female wolats, and doing rather well at it too. I was impressed; she obviously had been practicing at it for some time and was shooting a bow at a set of targets while riding around the practice ground, hitting all of them, most of them close to center.
 
   "Hi, love," She said when she saw me and rode up next to me. Leaning over she kissed me while I sat on the back of my mount.
 
   "I see you've become rather good at riding," I nodded to the targets, "and shooting."
 
   "Well, I've always been good with a bow; I used to go hunting quite often before I became queen. I must admit that riding Jeri here lets me travel around the city and inspect the various public works I've got going on around here a lot quicker. I can get out to Diament's dam and back within a day and still deal with other tasks."
 
   I looked at her a little concerned; the dam project was almost twenty miles outside of town. "You've been riding out to the dam?"
 
   Rachel nodded, "Of course, I have to check up on these things myself occasionally. It's a crown project after all." She smiled at me sweetly and patted my wrist, "Don't worry, I do bring along a few guards when I go."
 
   I tried not to growl, "And how many is 'a few'?"
 
   Rachel laughed, "About two hundred, though last time General Holse sent all eight hundred cavalry with me. He thinks it's a good exercise for them, sudden unscheduled deployments he calls it."
 
   I stopped any complaints, mollified. "We're up to eight hundred now?" I asked surprised.
 
   Rachel nodded, "Last fall General Holse had asked the traders to bring as many as they could this year and offered to pay a premium if they did. So they showed up a few weeks ago with quite the herd, I think it was close to three hundred. From what I heard, the traders from the plainsmen spent the winter talking to all the tribes, and they put together a large group. 
 
   "They did warn him, however, that there would not be another delivery until next summer."
 
   "So how many Wolats do we have now?"
 
   "About nine hundred." Rachel said and started riding her mount back towards the stables at a slow walk; I had Tom walk next to them.
 
   "That many?" I said surprised.
 
   "Well, about a hundred of them are still too young to ride; the stable master has set up a breeding program with fifty of the females, and a number of the more promising males. According to the tribesmen you hired, it's best not to start riding them until their third year, though you can start training them in their second."
 
   We rode into the stables, and a couple of grooms took the leads and led our mounts off to their stalls. I noticed when Tom tried to nip the one I'd handed the reins to, that he tapped him on the nose sharply and told him “No!” which brought Tom up short. Obviously they had become much more experienced with wolat behavior.
 
   "So, how many of my new cavalry are you planning on taking with you?" Rachel asked as I put my arm around her and we walked back to the castle.
 
   "I'm thinking five hundred. That would allow for attacks with overwhelming force. They'll probably be broken up into several groups, but until they've become experienced with fighting from the back of wolats, they're going to need to fight in larger groups. They'll probably need two to one, or even three to one, odds to win safely."
 
   "That makes sense. That will also leave enough for General Holse to continue his training. Once we finish Diament's project, I'm thinking of building a large breeding ranch out to the north of it, on a small section of the plains west of where the tribes are. I'm hoping that I might be able to entice a few of them to work there, and learn what they know."
 
   "So, you're starting to agree with me that we need them?" I asked.
 
   "Let's just say that if this plan to hamper Barassa works out, I want to be ready to follow up. I'm still not fully sold, and neither is General Holse, but he admits that it looks promising. That even if we don't fight from the backs of them, just being able to move our troops faster, and having them arrive without being exhausted from marching, will be a serious advantage in combat.
 
   "Plus," Rachel leaned into me and purred, "I like riding them. Seeing as I'm queen, that means I get what I want."
 
   "Tyrant!" I laughed.
 
   "Well somebody has to be in charge, it's just better that it's me!" Rachel said grinning.
 
   "You won't get any arguments from me!" I smiled back.
 
   "How are Baron and Suisan doing?" Baron had just turned four and his younger sister was now ten months old.
 
   "Baron wants to see his father of course; I weaned Suisan two weeks ago. Guess who turned up yesterday?"
 
   I shrugged, "I have no idea."
 
   "That girl you rescued, Goth."
 
   I looked down at Rachel in surprise. "What? I left her with Jezza and his wife. They have several children; I thought she would be happy there."
 
   Rachel nodded, "She ran away, made her way up here to see you. I let them know she was here so they wouldn't be worried."
 
   "Well, send her back," I sighed.
 
   "She'd just run away again. This is something you're going to have to deal with dear," Rachel said with a smile.
 
   "I don't know how to deal with it, that's the problem!" I grumbled.
 
   "Then why did you save her?" 
 
   "I couldn't just leave her there, not when I learned what they were doing to her!"
 
   "Will, there are probably hundreds of little girls being abused at least as bad as she was, if not worse. You didn't save them, did you?"
 
   "No, but I saw what they were doing to her, hell, they offered her to me! I was involved. I had to do something about it." I looked back down at Rachel beside me as we walked. "Doesn't it bother you?" I asked her.
 
   Rachel smiled, "Why do you think I want to destroy their city? Slavery is only for criminals until they've worked off their sentence, or captured enemy officers until they've won their parole. It is not something to trap people into, and trading in them is just wrong. Reliance on slaves makes a people soft, and separates them from their lives and obligations."
 
   "It also allows people to treat other people like objects," I growled.
 
   "Oh, that's what husbands are for," Rachel laughed and then squeaked as I pinched her.
 
   "Well, let's go see the kids; I'll deal with Goth after I've seen them, which will hopefully give me a few minutes to figure out what to do with her."
 
   "Just remember, you saved her for a reason."
 
   I nodded and smiled, yes, I had. So the last thing I wanted to do was to make it worse.
 
   I held Suisan after I had romped with Baron a little bit, as he started to tell me the things he had been doing, and asking questions in that endless stream of words that all little children seem to use.
 
   "Go get Goth and bring her in here, please?" I asked one of the maids, who came back a minute later with Goth. 
 
   Goth blushed and looked embarrassed and a little worried; I guess she thought I was going to yell at her. I handed Suisan back to Rachel and grabbed Goth's hand and pulled her into a hug.
 
   "Sit," I told her and motioned to the couch, Baron was starting to run down on things to talk about, so I pulled him up onto my lap and gave him a hug. I knew after about a minute he'd start to squirm and want to run around again, sitting still wasn't his best skill.
 
   "So, tell me what you've been up to," I said to Goth smiling at her.
 
   "Y... you're not mad?"
 
   "I'm a little upset that you made Jeeza, Sara, and Mara worry when you ran away."
 
   "I, I wanted to see you," Goth said, her eye's starting to tear up.
 
   I nodded, "I understand, I do. But I only got back a few minutes ago, so there really was no rush. I'm sure Jeeza would have told you when I was back. You could have asked to see me then, if I hadn't come down right away."
 
   "But, but what if they, they told me that I couldn't?" Goth sniffed, trying not to cry.
 
   "If I'm here, unless I have to do something for Feliogustus, or the queen, then I will make the time to see you, okay? I'm not going to abandon you, Goth, don't worry about that." Baron started to squirm, so I set him down and he ran over to his toys and started to play with them.
 
   "Come here," I said, and she got up and came over. I pulled her onto my lap and gave her another hug. "I care about you, Goth, and I want to know what you did while I was gone, and how things are going for you. But you have to understand that I have important work to do, so I can't be here all the time. But that doesn't mean I don't care, and it doesn't mean that Jezza's family doesn't care either.
 
   "So, tell me what I missed while I was gone?"
 
   Goth started off slowly at first, but it wasn't long until she was about as enthusiastic as Baron had been, just with a better vocabulary, and more focus. 
 
   She did like Sara, Mara, and Mara's younger sister Val. She was a little afraid of Jezza, because he was a pretty big male, and I think his slightly gruff manner maybe reminded her of her time back at that inn. But she liked him too.
 
   She was learning how to read, she was learning the history of Hiland, and she was learning how to cook. She had chores to do around the house, but so did everyone else, and once a week Jeeza and Mara would take them all out for treats, and she liked that a lot too.
 
   I think it took her an hour to run down, maybe two. I asked her questions, and asked about how she felt about everything that had happened since I saw her last. 
 
   "So, if I take you back to Jezza's house, will you stay there this time?"
 
   "I, I missed you, Will." 
 
   I nodded, "I missed you, and I'll visit, but I'm only going to be here a week, I have to do some things for Rachel and Feliogustus again."
 
   "It's not fair," she grumbled.
 
   I laughed; I wondered how many times I'd tortured my own parents with that logic.
 
   "It's very fair, Goth, you have people who care for you, and who like you."
 
   "But why do you have to go away so soon? You just got back!"
 
   "Because I have a job to do, and that job is important. People count on me doing that job; it keeps them safe and secure. And right now, I have to travel far away to help people who need my help, and protect us from our enemies. Okay?"
 
   Goth sighed, "Okay."
 
   "Good girl," and I gave her a kiss on the forehead. "Now how about I take you back to Jezza's house.
 
   Goth sighed, but nodded. "Okay."
 
   I gave her a hug and set her on her feet and got up. Rachel wasn't in the room anymore; she had gotten up after listening to Goth for about a half hour.
 
   I grabbed one of the maids, "Tell Rachel that I'll be back in a little while, I'm just taking Goth home."
 
   The maid nodded and I took Goth's hand. "Okay, let's get you home."
 
    
 
   "So how did it go?" Rachel asked when I returned home and proceeded to drag her off to the bedroom.
 
   "Well, I made her apologize of course, and they were very understanding. They know she has been through some bad things. Jeeza told her that next time, he would be happy to bring her here, to see if I was back, so no one would worry if something bad had happened."
 
   Rachel smiled, "Good. Now where were we?"
 
   I purred and kissed her on the neck, while pulling her close.
 
   "Oh, yes, right about there," She purred.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Nine
 
   Hiland City
 
    
 
    
 
   I spent the next several days consulting with General Holse, the stable master, the officers in charge of the cavalry, and Rigel on the current state of his intelligence. I also spent quite a bit of time down at Fel's temple as well, and not just to see Narasamman and our children. Though I made sure I did that as well, I talked with Fel, and I talked a little with Fordessa, asking if her priests could provide any further information on the slave caravans that were headed to Barassa to help bolster our scouting.
 
   Considering what Tantrus had tried to set her up for, I hoped she would be rather willing to help. It was payback after all, though I had no idea how widespread her own clerics were in those areas. But the traveling minstrels were becoming popular, and a fair deal of them were her followers, so again, I had my hopes.
 
   Of course, the night before we were getting ready to leave, Rachel and I had an argument. Rachel told me she was coming along, and I, of course, said no.
 
   "It isn't safe out there, hon! We'll be close to Barassa's border! The temptation for them to attack would be huge!"
 
   Rachel looked at me, and I could see the queen in her eyes. 
 
   "William, it is not close enough that they could attack without a great deal of warning. I'm not planning on riding out on any raids. However these people are becoming friends, fast friends, and allies. They would be a wonderful addition to my kingdom if they should ever decide to join, and if they don't, well I want to make sure that they're such good friends of ours that they would never think of joining with somebody else."
 
   "But it won't be safe!" I growled.
 
   "I'm the queen, William!" she growled right back. "Do you understand what that means? I have duties and responsibilities just as you have! I need to do this, me, the queen. The only thing that will leave a lasting impression on them is if I show up, riding a wolat, paying my respects to their customs, and showing them I can hunt just as well as they do.  And you know it!"
 
   I growled and stomped around the room. She was right of course, she was always right. Rachel knew her job, and she knew just how important the Mowoks would be to her kingdom. Especially if they joined with someone else. 
 
   But it's hard to bring logic into the discussion when it's the love of your life you are talking to.
 
   "I won't allow it," I growled.
 
   "I'm ordering you as your queen," she growled back.
 
   "I don't care!"
 
   She looked at me, and I could see she was thinking, and suddenly I got worried.
 
   She smiled and sat on the bed, "Come to bed, love," she said in her most seductive tone. I sighed and sat down next to her.
 
   "What are you plotting," I asked.
 
   "What makes you think that?" She smiled sweetly.
 
   "Rachel, please, you're my wife. Just tell me what you're thinking."
 
   "Oh, it's so simple, dear, I'll just kill you in your sleep, and then the day before you re-incarnate I'll lead the expedition out of town. By the time you catch up with us, well it would be pointless to try and send me back. Assuming you could of course."
 
   I could feel the blood drain from my face. "You would do that?"
 
   "Will, love, there are two things you need to accept. The first is that I'm a queen, and I will get my way. The second is that I love you, you stupid idiot, and I'd like to spend some time with my husband other than just when he's able to be here at home! I am no simple woman, I am not defenseless. And if you don't start to understand my power, then I will use it on you, until you do!"
 
   She glared at me a moment, then sighed.
 
   I sighed myself and slid across the bed and put my arms around her. "You win."
 
   She looked surprised, "I do?"
 
   "Yes, I don't want to wake up dead in Fel's bar, I'm afraid if you do it once, you'll have no problems doing it again, and trust me, dying hurts. Plus, I'm afraid of what it would do to our marriage. You can come, you can do all the things you think you need to, and once you're done, I'll bring you back here myself. Agreed?"
 
   Rachel purred and kissed me, "Thank you, hon, killing you would have really been hard on me. Even though I know you would come back."
 
    
 
    
 
   We took all of the cavalry with us when we left, General Holse, Rigel, and Rachel, all felt that it was less likely to raise an issue with any spies that Barassa might have in our lands if it looked like these were just the normal troops accompanying the queen on a tour of her new lands. Further, it would not be as apparent to any observers when we left a good number of cavalry behind after visiting Tradeson. General Holse also thought it would be a good exercise for them all to ride around the kingdom and spend some time on the road. 
 
   The officer in charge of the cavalry was Second Carso, who I knew from my adventures in Tradeson. Apparently he thought it was better to be on the wolat, than on the ground facing them, though he claimed it was my interest in them that made him decide to join. Whatever the case, he was an excellent rider, and seemed to have a very good understanding of the tactics you could employ with mounted soldiers.
 
   "The biggest reason I wanted to go," He told me as we rode along, he was riding on my right and Rachel was riding on my left in the middle of the row, with two more riders to her left. "If so, I can learn the Mowok's tactics. They've been doing this a lot longer than I have, I'm sure they can teach me a lot."
 
   I nodded, "Their use of the spear is impressive. Don't know why they haven't adopted the bow however."
 
   "Lack of materials," Rachel said, making us both look over.
 
   "Really?" I asked.
 
   Rachel nodded, "There aren't a lot of hardwood trees on the plains, so there isn't enough material to make a lot of bows, or arrows. The spears they use are almost all softwood, that's why they need the metal spearheads that we trade to them."
 
   Second Carso nodded, "Makes sense. Guess I'll need to raid the arrow supplies at Rivervail."
 
   "How many did you pack?" I asked curious.
 
   "About two hundred per soldier. Think I'll see about doubling that."
 
   "That's all?" I asked.
 
   Second Carso nodded, "We're only going to act as raiders, so after we drive the merchants off, we should be able to recover most of our arrows, as well as liberate any we find on the caravans."
 
   He learned forward to look past me at Rachel, "How are you doing, Your Highness?" He asked politely, "Enjoying the ride?"
 
   "Immensely," She purred, "I don't get to spend enough time with my husband of late, and I do want to see more of my kingdom. As well as be seen in it. I've only been to Rivervail a few times since we won it. And I've never been to Tradeson at all."
 
   "Well, once the summer castle is finished at Rivervail, you can travel there more often," I said smiling at her. "I'm not sure what to do about Tradeson however."
 
   "Do they know you're coming?" Second Carso asked.
 
   "Rivervail? Yes," Rachel said.
 
   "What about Tradeson?"
 
   "No," I said softly. "I didn't want them to know she was coming. What they don't know, they can't tell anyone."
 
   Second Carso nodded, "I suspect they're going to be very surprised."
 
   I nodded and Rachel laughed. I had to smile when she did that. I moved my wolat a bit closer to hers and leaned over to give her a hug and a kiss. I may not have wanted her to come along, but I was happy that she was here. I really hadn't been spending enough time with her lately.
 
   We rode as far as Midway that day, and spent the evening in the barracks there, with Rachel and me staying in one of the officers' quarters. There was an inn there now as well, but the officers' quarters were safer, and probably just as nice.
 
   The day after that we made it to Rivervail and we spent two days there as Rachel took the time to inspect the city, and be seen by the people.
 
   Some of the women I suspect didn't care much for her, being as it was her army that had conquered the city and their country. Of course those women undoubtedly liked me even less, as I was the one who had killed their king, destroyed their religion, and slaughtered their men.
 
   I sighed as I thought about that.
 
   "What's wrong, hon?" Rachel asked quietly.
 
   "Just thinking about what I did to this place," I told her.
 
   "Well, don't," She growled softly. "They started it, they deserved it, and taking their city made it very clear to all of the other kingdoms that we Hilanders are not to be taken lightly. The city-states to the south of us have all turned their attentions elsewhere since then, because they know we're just looking for an excuse to expand now.
 
   "The decrease in raiding and the increase in safety for the kingdom was worth it."
 
   "What are you going to do about those places anyways?"  I asked her. There were a number of small city-states spread out to the south up in the mountains. The mountains were a pretty impressive barrier, and no one was sure what was on the other side of them, though there was one large city-state well up into them. Hiland was fairly well south of the equator, about equal to the northeast or the Pacific Northwest back home. By the time you got past those mountains, I suspected you were in an area that would be equal to northern Canada.
 
   Rachel shrugged, "I'm thinking of taking a couple of the closer ones if they misbehave ever again, otherwise try to open up trade and see if maybe we can exert enough pressure over time to co-opt them."
 
   "Like with Kethel and Tradeson?"
 
   "Not quite, they're not as friendly as those places were, lots of outlaw types, lots of problems. I think we'd have to get some sort of established order going on in those places first."
 
   "And how are you planning on doing that?" I asked curious.
 
   Rachel smiled and leaned against me, "Not a clue." She paused a moment, "Yet. But I'll think of something eventually."
 
   I nodded and put an arm around her. 
 
   "So what are we going to do when we get to Tradeson?" She asked.
 
   "Take up a nice section of the city and kill anyone who gets near you," I purred smiling.
 
   Rachel kicked me in the shin. "You are not going to terrorize my subjects. I'm saving that for my enemies!"
 
   "But how am I supposed to practice?" I said trying to look innocent.
 
   "Don't use that look on me, I know better!" She laughed.
 
   I laughed along with her, it was nice having Rachel with me, she was always interesting, very smart, and I loved her a lot. 
 
   "So, what are we really going to do when we get to Tradeson?" She asked smiling at me.
 
   "I suspect you're about to tell me," I sighed, still smiling.
 
   "Better." She laughed. "I want to meet with the city council, the Duke, and my new nobility."
 
   "Haven't you already met with them?" 
 
   "Yes, but only when they come to visit me. Now I get to see how they act when they're at home."
 
   I nodded to that.
 
   "I also want to visit both Feliogustus's temple and Fordessa's temple, tour the city, and get a general idea of how my people there feel about me."
 
   "Don't you already know?" I asked curious.
 
   Rachel shook her head. "They say I'm loved there, but they've never met me or even seen me there. In Hiland city everyone knows me, I grew up there and I was very accessible while I grew up, and am still easy to see now. But out here? These people," she motioned to the locals around us, "don't care much for me because of the war."
 
   "The women you mean, the men are a different story," I corrected her.
 
   She gave a wry grin and nodded, "True. I am thinking that once the new castle is built here for me, that I will spend a few months here every summer, and travel the outlying lands. I need for these people to see me; they need to remember that they have a queen, and what she looks like, and who she is.
 
   "They need to be brought into the fold."
 
   "That could be dangerous," I warned her.
 
   Rachel nodded, "Yes, but being a monarch is a dangerous job that few retire from. I want to make sure that Baron has a reliable base to rule from when he finally ascends to the crown."
 
   "He's only four, hon, that will be a few decades."
 
   "All the more reason to get started now then," She replied giving me a serious look. "It takes a lifetime to instill the kind of loyalty I want to see in my citizens. While many of the older ones in these new lands I will never fully win over, there are however the young and the unborn however I can and will. When the will of a nation is strong, William, it can withstand any threat, any danger. When it is weak, it becomes easy prey to predators, both inside and out."
 
   I thought about that. From what little I knew of wars in my own world's history, and from what I had learned from Josh years back, morale was always a key factor, and believing in your country and your leaders was a key element to that. If the people didn't believe in their leaders, if they didn't love their country, then they either wouldn't fight, or at least they wouldn't fight well.
 
   "Wise words that," I agreed. "Let's go check on the supplies, then I think we can have dinner and call it a night."
 
   "Yes, lets."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Ten
 
   Sea of Grass
 
    
 
    
 
   "Ahhhh, am I glad to be out of there," Rachel sighed as we rode together near the front of the column. We had left Tradeson about an hour ago. The two days there had allowed Rachel to see and be seen, as she had wished, and to make a good impression on the people there. Other than that however, it had mostly just been official tours, official visits, and politicking. Something Rachel excelled at, but which I found rather boring.
 
   "Really, Your Majesty?" Second Carso replied to her comment looking surprised.
 
   "It's a nice city, but it's too flat, and that high wall around it just makes it feel confining," Rachel replied.
 
   "That's your nomadic roots speaking," I said with a laugh.
 
   "Maybe," Rachel agreed, "But walls don't stop armies, just raiders and animals."
 
   "The best defense is a strong offense?" I asked.
 
   Rachel started and gave me a look, "I like that! Where'd you hear it?"
 
   I started; I forgot sometimes that many of the things I thought of, as common wisdom, hadn't been learned here yet.
 
   "It comes from my homeland," I told them. I noticed Second Carso and his aide, Fourth Leto, were both looking at me curiously.
 
   "Any other gems to share?" Rachel asked grinning at me.
 
   "I heard him once say that fixed defenses are monuments to stupidity," Second Carso told her.
 
   Rachel pondered that a moment and then nodded, "I can see where that would be true." She looked at me again, "Any more?"
 
   I thought about that, "Get there fustest with the mostest," I said.
 
   "Well, that's a curious one."
 
   I shrugged, "It was from a famous Cavalry leader many years ago back home. I think the original quote was about always getting their first with the most soldiers."
 
   Rachel nodded, "Is that why you're so hot for the cavalry?"
 
   "That's part of it. Remember, we won Rivervail because we were able to move the entire army a long distance in a very short time. The only reasons we won as easily as we did was because the Mulanders never expected it, and never had time to organize or regroup. It was our speed that did it more than the size of our army that day."
 
   Rachel nodded.
 
   "And of course, here is one of the most important to remember, even if people hate it. ‘He who fights and runs away, lives to fight another day.'"
 
   That one got me some startled looks from all those around me.
 
   "Sounds like cowardice to me!" Second Carso said, and even Rachel looked a bit shocked.
 
   "When you're losing, and you know you're not going to win, what does fighting to the end do for your queen? Your kingdom?" I said looking at all of them. "When a fight becomes un-winnable, it is your duty as an officer to get your men out of there, save as many as you can, to regroup and try again. Hopefully, with better numbers and a more favorable terrain.
 
   "Remember that you all have a duty, and that duty is to win. Losing is not winning. Fighting to the death may be honorable, and at times it may be necessary. But retreating, rebuilding, and coming back later to win, that is what will keep your women, your families, and your queen safe."
 
   I watched as they all considered that.
 
   "Still, I don't know," Fourth Leto said.
 
   "Back where I come from, there was once a great and powerful army that attacked a weaker neighbor. The weak neighbor knew it could not win, so they engaged in small skirmishes, and retreated, again and again. They did that for almost a year. When winter came, the attacker was stretched out across almost the entire country; they had spread themselves thin, thinking of only the easy victories that they had. 
 
   "But the locals, they knew how to fight in the harsh winter of their native lands, and they turned on the attackers then, and using the weather, and having had many months to build their forces up from the many displaced refugees. They not only forced the invaders out, but took many of the invaders' lands and attacked their capitol.
 
   "They retreated, or 'ran away' to buy time and wait for more favorable conditions. In the end, they won the war and the other side lost everything."
 
   Second Carso nodded his head, and even the Fourth seemed to agreed as well. "That must have been a very hard decision for their leader to make," Rachel said.
 
   "I don't doubt that it was," I agreed. "If the Mulanders had the brains to disengage at the start of the battle, when it was clear that they couldn't win against us, they'd still be here. But they took an 'all or nothing' philosophy."
 
   "And ended up with nothing," Fourth Leto said nodding.
 
   "Exactly."
 
   "I must say, I am impressed with your understanding of war," Second Carso said.
 
   I laughed, "My sister is the real expert. She was a professional soldier for years."
 
   "Ah, so did she teach you this?"
 
   "Some," I admitted, "but I've had some other teachers over the years."
 
   "Up until we fought that last battle against the Mulanders," Rachel said, "the largest battle we'd ever been in involved ten thousand soldiers, and that happened when my father was a young man. Most of the fights we've had over the last two decades only involved a thousand soldiers from our side. My army is the biggest it has ever been before and honestly there has been a lot of pressure to reduce the size."
 
   "But, Your Majesty, you are the queen; your word is the law!" Fourth Leto interjected.
 
   "Economics is a law all unto itself, Leto," Rachel said. "That's why I wanted to ride out here with all of you and see how well you did. If what William tells us works, then we can have a smaller standing army."
 
   "How big is the army now, Your Majesty?"
 
   "Close to twenty thousand, but that decreases significantly during the spring planting and the fall harvest. I'd like to get it down to about half that, but until Barassa is dealt with, we really can't afford to."
 
   "How big is their army?"
 
   "We estimate it to be around forty thousand," Second Carso said. 
 
   "That much?" Fourth Leto looked shocked.
 
   "King Stivik has made a lot of money dealing in slaves. That has allowed him to keep a very large standing army, and in times of war he can easily afford to call up his own levies and hire mercenaries to double that size."
 
   "And hence your mission," Rachel interrupted. "You starve his markets of slaves, he will have less money to pay for his army, and his army will shrink."
 
   "Don't you think he'll just attack us instead?" Fourth Leto asked.
 
   "He might," I said. "Which is why we need to build up our cavalry, which will give us an edge if he does. Of course we're a long way up river, there are other neighbors of his that are closer, I suspect he'd attack them before he attacked us."
 
   "Well, I sure hope so," Second Carso said.
 
   "Me too," I muttered softly.
 
    
 
   We were met about a mile from where the Glisan summer village was located; I was surprised to see that Chief Rain Walker was leading the group that met us.
 
   "Greetings, William," He said raising his hand and nodding to me when we met them at the head of the column.
 
   "Chief Rain Walker," I said raising my hand in greeting as well, "Allow me to make some introductions," I nodded to Second Carso, "This is Second Carso, the officer in charge of the Cavalry, his Thirds: Sylace and Lokan," I introduced Carso's aide as well because he was there.
 
   "And most important of all, I would like to introduce my wife, Queen Rachel of the Hilands. Your Highness, Chief Rain Walker of the Glisan tribe."
 
   I noticed the chief's eyes widen slightly when I introduced Rachel, while the rest of his party's tails all went straight in shocked surprise.
 
   "You honor us with your presence, Queen Rachel," He said and gave a slight bow from the saddle. "William," He said turning to me. "I don't think our camp has enough room for your group, there is a place not far from here that would be better suited for most of them however."
 
   "How many of our group do you think we could bring to the village?" I inquired. I could understand him not wanting eight hundred or so soldiers that he did not control in his village. 
 
   "Twelve would be fine, but no more I would say."
 
   "Oh, I don't think we need that many, do you, Will?" Rachel said smiling. "Second Carso, his aide, Third Sylace, and Sergeant Mikals should be more than enough for any discussions."
 
   I looked at her and smiled, "I would agree, hon."
 
   Rachel smiled back, "Make it so please, Second Carso."
 
   "Yes, Your Majesty!" He said and saluted, then detailed his orders to his officers.
 
   "Who will be leading them to the camp, Sir?" He asked Chief Rain Walker.
 
   A male and female detached themselves from the group and Rain Walker nodded to them.
 
   "Lokan, follow them to the campsite and set the men up to stay a few days."
 
   "Yessir!" Lokan said and saluted.
 
   "Why don't we let them get themselves sorted out, Chief," Rachel said.
 
   Chief Rain Walker nodded, "Come, I would show you my tribe, Your Highness, and please, call me Rain, we are not much for titles among the People."
 
   "Thank you, Rain," Rachel said and nodded. I noticed she did not extend the same courtesy to him, and I honestly didn't expect her to, she ruled a kingdom after all. Few people could get away without acknowledging her position and just call her by name. 
 
   As we rode in I pointed out to Rachel the few things I had learned in my time there, the different color pennants that marked the teepees of the important members of the tribe: blue for the chief, black for the war leader, green for the healer, brown for the pack master, red for the hunt leader, white for the herbalist.
 
   When we passed the teepee for Fel's priests, I was surprised to only see Steve. He waved to me, and then did a double take when he saw Rachel there as well, and bowed to her as we rode past.
 
   When we got to the chief's tent, we dismounted and a couple of youngsters led our wolats off after we removed our gear and set it on the ground. Most of Rachel's stuff was packed on another wolat that was with the rest of the soldiers. I hadn't thought to bring it along, if it became a problem I would send for it.
 
   "Please, come inside, and share a meal. I'm sure you must be hungry after riding all day."
 
   I nodded and allowed Rachel to go in first, following her next, with Carso, Sylace, and Leto behind me.
 
   I noticed that there was one less bed inside than there had been before.
 
   "Rees move out?" I asked curious.
 
   "Smoke Dancer has moved her home to be with Rhys. It would seem that my daughter has finally chosen."
 
   I nodded as we all sat at the table, "But not Rees?"
 
   "Oh, he has chosen too, and rather well. His wife shares his bed now."
 
   I nodded and thought about that. These teepees didn't really allow any privacy. Then again, if you grew up with it, it probably wasn't that big a deal.
 
   Rain Walker introduced his wife Serene Rider to Rachel and the others, and then we made general small talk about the tribe while she and Rees's wife, her new daughter-in-law Water, served us.
 
   "So, Queen Rachel," Chief Rain Walker asked after we had finished eating and were now relaxing, "what are your plans for my people?"
 
   Rachel smiled, "What makes you think I have plans for your people?" 
 
   Chief Rain Walker returned the smile, "Because you are here. You lead a great many people, you have many responsibilities, but you took time away from them to visit the People. As a leader myself I know you would not have come here if you did not have plans of your own. So I must ask, what are your plans for my people?"
 
   Rachel nodded, "Very astute, though in all fairness, part of why I am here is truly to spend time with my husband," She looked over at me and smiled. I smiled back and was curious as to where this would go. I knew she had plans for the Mowoks, she'd even told me what they were.
 
   "My plans are however fairly simple; I want to be allies, and hopefully friends."
 
   "That is all?" Chief Rain Walker asked shrewdly.
 
   Rachel laughed, "Oh, I'd love to have all of you as members of my kingdom, and your lands as part of it as well. But I don't expect that to happen in my lifetime, if ever. William is fascinated by you and your people. He thinks an alliance would benefit all of us.
 
   "So I have come out here with him to see if it is so."
 
   Chief Rain Walker thought about that a moment and nodded, "We have had a productive trade with Tradeson for many years. They have been good neighbors to the People. I have talked with the other chiefs and of course they would all like to see that stay as it has. But as for any alliance, we would have to spend time discussing that."
 
   Rachel nodded, "I do not expect an answer anytime soon."
 
   "I am surprised that you would be interested in an alliance with the People," Serene Rider said from where she was standing. "You are people of the cities and towns, not riders of the plains."
 
   Rachel nodded, "That is true, now. But my people once roamed the mountains and moved with the seasons as you do. Circumstances in our past made us change our ways and settle where we live now. But not so far in our past that the stories are no longer told and the traditions of those times have not died out. 
 
   "There are those of us who still miss the days of roaming."
 
   "Does that include you?" Serene Rider asked looking curious.
 
   Rachel laughed again, "Hardly. I do enjoy travel, and I love to hunt. But I like the idea of being settled."
 
   "You enjoy the hunt?" Rain Walker asked.
 
   Rachel nodded.
 
   "I must plan one for tomorrow then."
 
   Rachel smiled and I nodded in agreement. I knew that Rachel wanted to show them that she could not only ride well, but hunt well. Hunting was still an important skill among the Hilanders, and Rachel knew it was among the Mowoks as well. 
 
   We talked a while longer, with Rachel asking about the area and what kind of game there was here, and Rain Walker telling her about that as well as the upcoming migration. In a few more weeks it would be time for the Mowoks to all start their annual trek to their winter grounds.
 
    
 
   "I like them," Rachel said as we left the tent and gathered up our gear.
 
   "Where are we staying tonight?" Second Carso asked looking around.
 
   "Well, Rachel and I will be sleeping in Feliogustus' s tent tonight," I told them, "You can either set up your gear beside it, or ask someone to lead you to where the troops are bivouacked for the night."
 
   "How long do you think we'll be here?"
 
   I looked at Rachel. 
 
   "A few days at the most," She said. "We need to find out if the leader of the raids is coming here to meet us, or if we need to go to where he is."
 
   Second Carso nodded and turned to his Fourth, "Leto, find someone to guide you to where the troops are and let them know we will be here for a couple of days. Take Sergeant Mikals with you and come back in the morning."
 
   "Yessir!" Fourth Leto said and saluted.
 
   "And bring back a tent and Her Majesty's things. One night outside is fine, but I don't want to make a habit of it."
 
   "Yessir!" Fourth Leto said again and headed off with Sergeant Mikals in tow.
 
   I took them all to Fel's tent, or rather the teepee that Steve and Henry had set up to work from. I could tell that they had done the basic ceremonies around the tent so that it was now on holy ground, but the effect would probably cease after the tent and gear were packed up and moved.
 
   "Your Majesty!" Steve said and bowed when we walked up to him, "Oh, and hi, Will," he said to me when he straightened back up.
 
   "Just 'hi Will'?" Rachel said with a grin.
 
   Steve shrugged, "He did get me sent out here, Your Highness."
 
   "Oh you love it out here, admit it!" I laughed.
 
   "To be honest, it's not half as bad as I thought it would be. But I'm not looking forward to taking everything down and moving it by myself when we all leave in a few weeks."
 
   I nodded; there was a lot of stuff here. "What happened to Henry and the other four priests that came out here?"
 
   "Henry is still with the Aldar tribe. He's staying with them. He also borrowed one of the four new priests to help him with the freed slaves from the caravan. The other three have been send out to other Tribes; Cooch, Ash, and Hawthorne."
 
   I nodded. "Well, I'll ask him to send the extra one back to help when I see him next."
 
   "Thanks."
 
   I dropped my gear by the spot I had occupied when I had last slept here, and put Rachel's next to it while Steve showed Second Carso and Third Sylace a good place outside the teepee to set up for the night.
 
   "Why not have them sleep in here?" Rachel asked me quietly once they were out of earshot.
 
   "Well first of all, because they're not clergy in the church," I told her.
 
   "Neither am I," Rachel noted with a smile.
 
   "Yes, but you're married to me, plus you are the queen," I purred and kissed her.
 
   "Ah," she purred back and cuddled up against me. "The second?"
 
   "I'd really rather not have either of them watching what I have planned for you tonight," I said and let my hands do a little roaming.
 
   "What about Steve?" She asked letting her own hands do the same.
 
   "That male can sleep though anything," I murmured and kissed her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Eleven
 
   Glisan Village
 
    
 
    
 
   The hunting party was about twenty, including Rachel, Second Carso, Third Sylace and myself. Rain Walker and Serene Rider were both there, as well as the hunt master, Hunts Well. 
 
   Introductions were made, and we saddled up and rode off. Several of the other riders commented on the stirrups that were on the saddles of the four of us. Most hadn't noticed when I was here before, as I hadn't gone out hunting that many times.
 
   "Do they really help that much?" Hunts Well asked me as rode out of the village. 
 
   "If you want, I can show my saddle to the leather worker here and they could copy it on yours."
 
   He nodded, "I would like to try it and see."
 
   "Sure," I looked over at Rachel who had her bow in hand and wasn't bothering with reins at all today, guiding Jeri with her knees like everyone else. That did not go unnoticed, though no one said anything about it, as all of the hunting party was doing the same, except for Second Carso and Third Sylace. At least they were only using one hand to hold the reins.
 
   From the way the two of them were looking around, I think they realized they stood out because of that.
 
   "What are we hunting?" Rachel asked.
 
   "Boar," Hunts Well told us.
 
   "Big group, or a small one?"
 
   "One large tusker, a couple of females, and a bunch of piglets."
 
   "They attacked one of our hunting parties last week," Rain Walker supplied.
 
   "So we gave them a week to forget about us," Hunts Well said.
 
   We all nodded. I hadn't hunted boar that many times, only twice actually, but I'd paid attention to what I'd been taught each time. Boars were pretty nasty. So I made sure I stayed close to Rachel.
 
   "Just don't get in the way of my shot," She whispered to me as we rode.
 
   "What makes you think they'll let you get one?" I asked curious. 
 
   "I'm their guest, and they want to see what this queen can do," she whispered back, "So let me do it, or I'm going to be very unhappy. Understand?"
 
   "Kill me in my sleep unhappy?" I asked.
 
   Rachel smiled, "That would be letting you off easy!"
 
   I nodded, I got the message. But I still stayed close.
 
    
 
   After we'd been riding probably an hour, Hunts Well raised his hand. "They are near, be wary."
 
   I nodded and readied my own bow, Rachel had a half dozen arrows in her hand and I grabbed several of my own. The grass was about two or three feet high here, a little bit past the undersides of the Wolats, who could see over it. For us, sitting on their backs, we had a much better field of view. 
 
   Everyone spread out, and sure enough, Rachel and I were in the front with Hunts Well, Rain and Serene were behind us, and I had waved Carso and Sylace back to the rear of the group when I had readied my bow.
 
   "Left!" Rachel suddenly said and Jeri spun to the left and charged as Rachel stood in the stirrups and quickly launched three arrows. I followed and looked for a target as Jeri suddenly jumped and Rachel turned firing two more arrows at something in the grass as Hunts Well started to throw spears at a different target.
 
   I saw them suddenly as things slowed down for me, there was a large male tusker, and he was down on his knees with an arrow in the head and two more in the neck that were bleeding rather fiercely. There were five females running around, one of them was what Jeri had jumped over, and Rachel had put two arrows into it. I put another arrow in that one as it was still moving and was trying to track her mount. Hunts Well had put one down with two spears in the neck and was changing targets to throw a spear at another. I was impressed by how fast he could draw and throw. 
 
   I just shot at any that appeared to be going after Rachel, or myself, following her as she turned Jeri around and started to pick off the piglets one after another as the other riders took out the rest of the passel. I looked back at the boar, and it was on its side, dead, I could see the arrow it had taken to the head had gone in one of the eyes. 
 
   Rachel looked at the dead male and then up at me and smiled. "Lucky shot."
 
   "Sure it was," I said and shook my head. The adult boars were all dead at this point and the piglets didn't last much longer.
 
   "You are quite the huntress," Hunts Well said riding over to us as the rest fanned out to make sure there weren't any missed stragglers. My speed had returned to normal, so I was fairly sure we were safe at this point.
 
   "Well I caught him, didn't I?" She said with a smirk and motioned to me. I scowled back at her as those nearby laughed. I decided not to correct her memory of the events. Rachel had come out here to impress the Mowoks. Far be it from me to do anything to hurt that effort, and not just because she might “punish” me, but because I loved her and would do everything I could to help her.
 
   Once they were sure things were safe, we all dismounted and gathered up our arrows, and then field dressed the boars to bring them back to the village.
 
   "I had no idea you could shoot a bow so well, Your Highness," Second Carso said looking at the dead tusker. 
 
   "Yes," Rain Walker agreed, "That is a very difficult shot to make on a charging boar."
 
   Rachel gave a small shrug, "They keep their heads down when they charge until the last moment when they bring their heads up to try and gore you with their tusks, you just have to watch for it."
 
   "You have hunted boar before?" Hunts Well asked.
 
   "Oh many times, though usually on foot. I have to admit it is much nicer doing it from the back of a Wolat," Rachel said looking thoughtful.
 
   I cold see that the others all looked rather impressed by that. To be honest I was too; boars are tough.
 
   They slung the dressed out carcasses on the back of the Wolats, and then we rode back to the village.
 
   "See, I told you I could hunt," Rachel whispered to me as we rode back.
 
   "I knew you could hunt, I just had no idea you were so good at it," I admitted.
 
    
 
   There was a party that night to celebrate the hunt, as well as Rachel's visit. Word of her hunting prowess spread fairly quickly, the hunt master telling all that it was Rachel's shot that had killed the boar.
 
   The party was about the same as the last party I'd been to here. I warned the others not to smoke any of the miasha. I also growled rather loudly at any of the males who even looked like they might try and flirt with Rachel.
 
   "What's that about, Will?" She asked grinning.
 
   "Tribal custom has it that a female has the right to pick the father of her child, and if the husband doesn't catch them in the act, he won't complain."
 
   "Oh really?" Rachel said and gave me a slow smile.
 
   I growled again, "I'm not a member of the tribe trust me, love, I will kill any male who even tries."
 
   "But there are so many handsome males here..." she purred.
 
   "Keep that up, and in about five minutes there will be a lot of very dead handsome males," I growled back, and I wasn't completely teasing either. 
 
   Rachel laughed and took a step back, and I took a step closer, grabbing her, and pulled her up against me. "Where do you think you're going?" I asked softly.
 
   "I like it when you get all possessive," she whispered, purring. "How about we go find a nice secluded spot of our own out there in the dark?"
 
   I looked around the fire; a number of couples had already retreated into the night at this point. 
 
   "I like the sound of that," I rumbled and we did our own disappearing act for the night.
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning we bid our goodbyes and gathering up the troops, we headed off to the Aldar tribe's village. Originally I had considered sending Rachel back home at this point, but she wanted to meet Rhys, seeing as he was going to be in charge of a large number of her troops for a while. She also wanted to see more of the Mowoks. I relented solely because so far she'd shown that she was more than capable of dealing with it.
 
   Also I was afraid to die in my sleep.
 
   It took about two days to make the trip, the tribes kept their summer camps pretty well spread out, so as to not overlap their hunting grounds too much. Cooch and Aldar were the closest to the Glisan tribe, which I learned was the southernmost tribe. Aldar was east of Glisan, putting it closer to Barassa, Hawthorne was west, which would put it closer to the area that Rachel was looking to expand into once the dam and irrigation project was complete.
 
   As we neared Aldar, two riders came out to meet us, Rhys and Smoke.
 
   "Greetings, Will," Rhys said looking over the troops, "I see you were not lying about being able to bring troops to help."
 
   I noticed that Smoke was looking over Rachel rather closely, and Rachel was returning the inspection. 
 
   "Rhys, Smoke, this is my wife, Queen Rachel of the Highlands. Hon, this is Rhys, who will be leading the raids, and his...?" I looked at Smoke.
 
   "Wife," Smoke said and leaned across the saddle to rub her shoulder against Rhys's shoulder.
 
   "His wife, Smoke Dancer."
 
   Rachel smiled and nodded, "It's nice to meet the both of you. I gather you probably have someplace you'd rather we led our troops?"
 
   Rhys nodded. "I'd like to take them to where we encamped the freed slaves. It is a better place to work from."
 
   Rachel nodded, "Lead on then."
 
   Rhys nodded and turning his wolat led us off to the camp. It was almost full dark when we got there, and he showed the troops where to set up. There were about forty of the Mowoks around, and at least that many of the former slaves.
 
   "Why are there still slaves from the caravan around?" I asked Rhys as we dismounted.
 
   "They wish to help us. So they will stay here and help with those things the warriors will be too busy to do."
 
   "I notice quite a few females among them," Rachel noted as she undid Jeri's saddle.
 
   "Well, the warriors won't be too busy not to do everything," Smoke said with a grin.
 
   Rachel smiled and nodded, "Nothing keeps the men happier, right?"
 
   Rhys, I noticed, blushed at that comment and Smoke laughed.
 
   "Now, why don't you get your leaders, and we can all sit down and eat while you tell us how we're going to go this?" Rachel said looking at Rhys.
 
   Rhys blinked, "What do you mean?"
 
   "Rhys, I am about to put a lot of my soldiers under your command, they will be following your orders. I would like to hear your plans before I leave them with you, so I know I'm making the right decision."
 
   Both Rhys and Smoke looked at me.
 
   I sighed, "It's a reasonable request, and she is their queen."
 
   "Yours too," She said and whacked the back of my legs with her tail, "and don't you forget that, dear." She smiled and turned back to Rhys and Smoke, who was grinning at me now. "I am responsible for them, Rhys, so I must ask. William believes you are a good choice, and I trust him. But I would like to know exactly what I'm getting my people into."
 
   Rhys nodded, "I understand." He pointed to the nearest group of teepees, "The blue pennant flies from mine. Let me gather my leaders and I will meet you there."
 
   Rachel nodded, and turned to Second Carso who had been giving orders to his Thirds and Fourths.
 
   "She's strong," Smoke whispered to me still grinning. "I like her."
 
   "Well yeah, you'd think I'd marry a woman who wasn't?" I smiled back.
 
   Smoke winked at me and hurried off to catch up with Rhys.
 
   "One of your conquests?" Rachel asked as Second Carso saw to her commands.
 
   "From her point of view, I'm sure it's the other way around," I said.
 
   "And from your point of view?" Rachel purred.
 
   "About the same," I admitted.
 
   "Well, she is cute," Rachel admitted, "And," She turned to look at me and gave a growl of her own, "Married. So you had better behave."
 
   I raised my hands in innocence. "Hey, I set her after him. Don't look at me."
 
   "Yes, but I saw the way she looked at you, and remember you told me all about their little custom of females picking daddies."
 
   I stared at her surprised, "Surely she wouldn't..."
 
   "Oh, she would," Rachel said, "And if you do, there is going to be a lot of trouble. Am I clear on that?" 
 
   I pulled her close and kissed her. "I will not sleep with her ever again," I whispered in her ear.
 
   "Better," Rachel purred her body softening as she leaned against me.
 
   "To be honest, hon, I didn't know you cared."
 
   "I don't mind Nara, because I know her. The other one, well Feliogustus told me he ordered you to cater to her wishes. But I do not want you fathering children on other women beyond that."
 
   Rachel paused a moment, "Oh, your other wife is okay as well. To be honest, I wish you would just bring her home and keep her in the Castle with me."
 
   I looked a little shocked at that. "Seriously?"
 
   Rachel nodded, and then smiled, "Then I could control your life all of the time, and just not when you're here."
 
   I grabbed her shoulders and pushed her away a little as I held her. "Control me?" I laughed, "Oh really?"
 
   Rachel nodded and smiled, "Oh, of course. With her help I'm sure I'd have you completely under my control."
 
   I gave a soft laugh and shook my head, "Oh, I don't think that will ever happen."
 
   "Yes, that's what all you males think," she winked. "But seriously, why don't you bring her here to live, Will?"
 
   "Umm," I thought about that a moment, "things are very different where she lives, if I brought her and my other children here, I'm not sure how she would take it. Plus her family lives there. I don't know how she would handle not seeing them anymore."
 
   "Different? How?" Rachel asked.
 
   "I'm not sure I can explain that to you," I told her.
 
   Second Carso came up at that point with his Thirds in tow, "Your Highness, I have the men settled; we're ready to meet now.
 
   "We will finish this conversation later, dear," Rachel told me and turned to Second Carso, "Come, let's go meet with Rhys and his people," and led us off towards the teepees.
 
    
 
   Rhys's teepee was different than any of the chief's I had been in, it did not have any sort of table or seats, everyone sat on the rugs that were laid out on the ground. Whoever was speaking stood up to talk. The only thing he had which I hadn't seen here before was a large hide that was stretched on what I guess was a tanning rack. Only it had a map of the area painted on it, and he was using a piece of charcoal to make marks on it.
 
   "Here is the border of the People's lands," He said showing a line on the left side of the map. "This is Barassa, over here. This is where we are currently, and these lines represent the trade routes," Rhys continued pointing each of them out as he talked.
 
   Rhys continued by showing us Barassa's borders, where the cities were that traded with Barassa, though all but one was off the map due to the scale. 
 
   "Now, these three area's," He said pointing to three spots on the map, one of which was just inside Barassa's northern border, the other two were both outside of it. "Are where I want to set up our camps. We've used these places before, they're easy to defend and easier to retreat from if necessary. Each offers close access to several of the trade routes and as far as we know, no one from Barassa's army knows of them."
 
   We all nodded.
 
   "Are you planning on setting up permanent camps in them?" Rachel asked.
 
   Rhys shook his head, "No, this will be the only permanent camp. Whenever an attack is launched from one of these places, we will go back to it to reorganize, then clean up any traces and move out of it to one of the others, or back here."
 
   "Why?" Second Carso asked.
 
   "Because eventually they are going to send out their army to search the area after one of our attacks. Fighting their army will not help us, it will hurt us. We attack, we fade away. We practice that from the beginning, and when it becomes necessary we will already be practiced at doing it."
 
   "How many camps do you plan to occupy at once?" Second Carso asked again.
 
   "All three until the next full moon. Any who have raids during that time will of course retreat back here to rest. After that, we will only staff one or two of the camps, with the rest of the warriors back here." 
 
   Rhys turned to Rachel, "Queen Rachel, how many of your troops will you be leaving here?"
 
   "Three hundred," Rachel replied and several of the Mowoks in the tent looked at her in surprise.
 
   "So many?" One of them asked.
 
   "Your Majesty, if I may?" Second Carso asked.
 
   Rachel nodded.
 
   Second Carso stood up and turned to face the seated Mowoks. 
 
   "Our soldiers are not as experienced as your people in fighting while riding the wolat. Because of that, we brought a larger number, so our inexperience would not hamper our effectiveness. As we learn from you, and get better, we will probably send some home, unless Rhys should decide we need to stay longer."
 
   "Another question," One in the back asked.
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "I notice that your men do not wear a uniform."
 
   Second Carso nodded, "Yes, we felt that if we identified ourselves as Hiland soldiers that not only would we soon be at war with Barassa, but that everyone would believe that you are allied with us. So we had those men that are staying here change out of them."
 
   "Well, won't they believe that anyway? They will see this as attacks by the People on their caravans."
 
   "Ah, but the People all use spears, is that not so?" Second Carso asked.
 
   The man nodded.
 
   "My men will be using bows and sword. Not spears. Many of us will not be dressed as you dress. We believe that it will take them some time to puzzle out who is behind the attacks."
 
   "But they will figure it out, sooner or later?"
 
   Second Carso shrugged, "Maybe, maybe not. We will only attack caravans with slaves, and we will try not to do too much damage to the wagons that do not carry slaves. We want them to think this is purely an anti-slavery crusade, not an attack on Barassa."
 
   The man nodded and no one had any other questions, so Second Carso sat back down.
 
   "Now, let me detail the scouts," Rhys said and started on how the scouts would be staged, and where. A number of the Mowoks in the teepee were the leaders of the scouts or scouts themselves, and Rhys introduced them all.
 
   Once that was done Rhys introduced another eight Mowoks who were his lieutenants, who would be split up among the groups of Hilander soldiers. 
 
   Second Carso wanted to split his troops into eight groups, Rhys wanted to split them into six groups, two for each of the three camps. After Rhys explained his reasons to Second Carso, Carso agreed and asked Rhys and his men to meet with him tomorrow in the morning so they work out the finer details.
 
   Rachel and I got up as the meeting broke up, getting ready to follow everyone out of the tent.
 
   "William, Queen Rachel," Rhys said motioning to the beds in the tent. "Please, accept Smoke's and my hospitality and stay with us tonight."
 
   I looked at Rachel who smiled, and then back at Rhys.
 
   "Are you sure?" I asked.
 
   "Oh yes," he smiled and glanced at Smoke, who suddenly looked embarrassed. "I have made it clear to my most loving wife that I will be most displeased if she should ever grace your bed again."
 
   Rachel suddenly laughed, and Smoke's tail lashed in further embarrassment, "I told Will the same thing!" She said turning to smile at me.
 
   "Ah, it is always a problem when old lovers meet, no? But still if we did not set them limits, they would not know we care," Rhys said smirking at first Smoke, then at me.
 
   "Umm, shall we go to bed, dear?" I asked Rachel.
 
   "Yes," Smoke said whacking Rhys with her tail, "you should go to bed. Maybe if you're nice I will join you in it later."
 
   Rhys gave Rachel a wink and suddenly grabbed Smoke, dragging her off to what was obviously their bed.
 
   Smoke obviously did not appreciate the gesture, or Rhys's intentions.
 
   "Reminds me of us," I said looking down at Rachel as Smoke scowled at me while making a number of rather nasty threats at Rhys.
 
   "That's how I can tell they love each other," Rachel purred. "Now, off to... Eep!" Rachel exclaimed as I pinched her.
 
   "And that's how you know I love you," I purred and smiled at her as she rubbed her butt and scowled at me.
 
   "No sleep for you tonight, mister..." She growled.
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day Rachel checked with Second Carso one last time, as he would be leading the troops. Meanwhile, Third Sylace gathered up the rest of the cavalry who would be returning to Hiland with Rachel, and we headed off to the Aldar village. 
 
   We only stayed there long enough for me to gather up the priest that Henry had “borrowed” and briefly meet with the Aldar chief, then we continued on to the Glisan village. 
 
   I found it interesting that the female, Yarsha, who had shown an earlier interest in Henry, was still around, and that Henry was obviously working on becoming accepted into the Aldar tribe. Except for the mark of Feliogustus on his clothing that showed he was a priest, and those on his teepee, he dressed like the tribesmen did, and the skins by the teepee made it clear he had been hunting.
 
   I suspected he'd be married by the time I caught up with him again.
 
   Rachel spent three more days with me in Glisan, because I would be staying and she would be leaving. The Glisan village would be pulling up and moving to their winter grounds soon and Fel had told me he wanted me to go with them on that migration. 
 
   I wasn't too worried about Rachel on the return trip, four hundred cavalry was quite a lot of people, and they were going to ride straight for Midway, and bypass Tradeson. They would get there in about a week, probably less, as they would now be moving quickly.
 
   I took the time to ride out to the two tribes I hadn't meet yet; Hawthorne and Ash, and spent a day at each one checking with the priest who had settled there. Both of them were doing well, and seemed to get on nicely with the members of the tribe. 
 
   Feliogustus's religion was taking hold rather quickly it seemed, and I had to admit I would be curious to see how things fared once they settled into their winter grounds, where the tribes were separated by only a few hours’ ride, instead of a few days.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twelve
 
   The Sea of Grass - to the North
 
    
 
    
 
   I looked out at the plains ahead of us from my seat on Tom's back. We had broken camp over a month and a half ago and were getting near to the winter grounds for the tribe. It had been rather educational so far, they had packed the entire camp up in one day. I learned later that it had taken as long as that because there were a lot of smoked meats to be packed. 
 
   Sure enough, that night all the teepees were set up within an hour, and the next morning they were struck just as fast.
 
   That's not to say that they made camp every night and broke it the next day, most times we stayed in the same place several days as they waited for the Narzhum herds to continue on their migration. The Narzhum were the primary source of food and skins for the Mowoks, though they would hunt anything, especially any boars that they found, but a single adult Narzhum could feed the tribe for almost five days, they were that big. 
 
   So the Narzhum pace set the tribe's pace. Plus, it was apparently not a good idea to get in front of the migrating herds; they had a tendency to pack up into much larger groupings in the fall.
 
   "So how much farther until we get to the winter grounds?" I asked Rees who was riding with me today as we followed the tribe.
 
   Rees pointed to the mountain range that we'd been approaching for days now. "We'll start up into the foothills tonight. Another week and we'll be at our camp."
 
   I nodded, "How far up into the mountains do you go?"
 
   "Not very, high enough to not have to worry about any of the floods in the spring and to have better protection from the winter storms that blow across the plains. Low enough to avoid any of the snows higher up."
 
   "I though it didn't snow here?" I said surprised. The weather had been getting warmer as we moved north. Not by a lot, but enough to notice.
 
   "At the camp, it is rare to get snow, and even if we do, it rarely lasts more than a day. Higher up in the mountains however, it does snow, the tops remain snow covered for the entire winter and water will harden up there. We use the hardened water to help keep our food fresh longer, that which has not been smoked."
 
   I nodded; refrigeration using river ice was something that even my ancestors had worked out long ago. I wondered if they'd invented icehouses yet.
 
   "If you want to join me, a few of us will be riding ahead to the winter camp tomorrow, to check the route and let the elders know of our coming arrival."
 
   "Sure," I agreed. Steve and the new priest, Jaeson, had the routine for moving the teepee from campsite to campsite down at this point, and had integrated fairly well with the rest of the tribe. I wasn't worried about them making it the rest of the way. "I would like that."
 
    
 
   The next morning we left before sunrise, before they had started even breaking down the camp. There were five of us total, Rees, his wife Water, Hans, and another that I'd never met before. 
 
   "How long a trip is this?" I asked as we rode out. I had five days of dried rations with me, hopefully that would be enough.
 
   "Three days if we can move quickly." Rees told me.
 
   "What do we have to watch out for?"
 
   "Narzhum, wild wolats, things that would avoid the entire tribe, but might be willing to tackle a smaller party. With the herds drawing together, those that prey on them are drawn closer together as well. Competition for food is getting harder, so everyone gets more aggressive. Odds are good that we will have to change our plans at least once as a herd gets in the way.
 
   "We will avoid the river to the west of us, as the herds will stay close to that. There are a few smaller streams we will have to cross, and we can get water there."
 
   I nodded, it made sense.
 
   The first day's ride was fairly easy, we saw nothing that worried us, the few small groups of suzhen we came across scattered before we drew near. We stopped briefly every couple of hours or so, for Rees to blaze a marker for the tribe to follow. He'd cut a branch off of one of the trees, hung it with a strip of bright cloth tied to it, and cut a pattern of notches in the wood. 
 
   "What are the notches for?" I asked later that evening when we had settled to make camp.
 
   "To let the scouts know who left the blaze. If we come across any problems, I'll send Hans back to change the last marker."
 
   Rees also set a watch that night on the camp, and the wolats were all kept close by and not allowed to wander off, not that any of them seemed the least inclined to get very far away from us. I could see their noses working fairly often, obviously there were a lot of scents in the air and even the wolats knew that there was strength in numbers.
 
   The second day we left before sunrise once again, and hit our first snag before the sun had even made it halfway into the sky.
 
   "Wow, look at them all," I said as we looked down into a valley that must have had a thousand narzhum in it. Probably more.
 
   Rees looked at it and shook his head, "Let's try the next one east. Hans, go change the last marker."
 
   Hans nodded and rode off. At least Rees had only set it about twenty minutes ago, and he caught up with us just as we reached the next valley. This time Rees swore, and I agreed with him. There were a lot of narzhum in this valley as well, but there were several large packs of wolats too.
 
   "Now what?" I asked watching a rather large pack of wolats off in the distance feeding on a narzhum that they must have killed earlier. There was another pack circling in the distance watching the first one, probably planning on moving in when those had eaten their fill.
 
   "Back the way we came," Rees sighed. "There is another valley west of the first one, if that one is not clear, we will have to go through the hills between them. That will not be an easy path for the tribe to follow."
 
   Everyone nodded and followed him off and Hans was sent to change the marker a second time.
 
   The third valley was clear, and we were able to move through it, but we'd wasted several hours back tracking, so by the time we came out of it, it was getting dark and we had to find a place to camp for the night.
 
    
 
   I was woken up sometime late in the middle of the night as someone kicked my foot. I sat up quickly, a bit surprised, and grabbed my weapons. Cat, the other Mowok who I hadn't met prior to this trip was kicking Han's foot; Rees was already getting up and his wife Water was looking around warily.
 
   I could see the wolats were all facing out from the embers of the fire, standing around us, and their tails were out straight behind them. Something had them spooked.
 
   "What do you think it is?" I asked Rees as I got to my feet.
 
   "Narzhum don't move at night, unless something makes them move. It could be a bear, or one of the mountain beasts." He paused.
 
   "Or?"
 
   "Or it could be a pack of wild wolats."
 
   I grabbed my bow, and a handful of arrows. "How bad is that?" I asked, though I was pretty sure it was bad.
 
   "Packs can run as large as eighteen, though that is rare. They will see our group of five as something easily attacked."
 
   I nodded and moved in front of Tom. I could see his ears were tracking something, but I wasn't able to spot anything out in the darkness yet. I stood there a moment looking out into the darkness, then when I heard a noise I hastily fired an arrow at the sound and was rewarded with a “yelp” followed by a low growl.
 
   Tom and the other four wolats started to growl and hunker down a bit as they did so. The fire behind me started to get brighter; I guess someone threw some extra fuel on it to make it pick back up. As they did I saw shapes start to resolve in the darkness, there were at least six of them, and they looked like wolats to me.
 
   "Tom!" I said loudly, as he started to move forward, causing him to stop and look at me. "Wait."
 
   He growled but stayed where he was, the rest of ours holding still as well.
 
   The wolats outside the camp started to draw closer. They were running back and forth and starting to make soft barks as well as growling rather loudly. I could see that they were nerving themselves up for the attack, and that there were about twelve of them. I checked the others; they all had their spears out and were poised, ready to throw.
 
   I looked back to the invaders, looking for the alpha. It took me a minute to pick him out, but once I did, I drew my bow back and readied an arrow.
 
   "I see the leader," I said softly.
 
   "Which one is it?" Rees asked.
 
   "This one," I said and let my arrow fly just as the alpha reversed course and hit him in the shoulder. 
 
   Everything slowed down at that point and I put three more arrows into the leader, then one each into the two following him. 
 
   The leader howled and turned to charge, and both Tom and Rees's mount charged to attack. I couldn't see the others, but I dropped the bow and drawing my swords I charged as well, running between Tom and the other male, who were both making a direct line for the Alpha, obviously knowing instinctively where the threat came from. 
 
   The clash when we all collided was muted, the sounds of heavy bodies coming together as Tom and Rees's mount growled and bit, savaging the other male, who was trying to bite Tom, but instead got a mouthful of steel as I attacked his muzzle and face. When he turned to try and bite me, Tom got him by the throat and the other male got him by the shoulder and the Alpha made a rather horribly gurgling howl as I heard a crunching sound come from Tom's jaws. The Alpha collapsed to the ground, his body jerking, as Tom held on to his neck.
 
   I turned to my left, along with Rees's steed as Tom took a few more minutes to shake whatever life was left in the Alpha out of him. I could see that at least three of the other attackers had spears sticking out of them, and that the other three of our own wolats were snapping and trying to bite the others as a second set of spears fell amongst the attackers. I looked back and Rees, his wife Water, Hans, and Cat were each grabbing a third spear and getting ready to charge in themselves.
 
   Then I had to get back into the fight. Rees's steed attacked the one behind the Alpha that was trying to bite him, and I joined in with my swords. The Wolats moved fast, faster than most people, snapping and biting, but my enhanced speed let me move as fast as they were, dodging and thrusting. I realized that we were fighting the Alpha female about the time that Tom suddenly barreled into her from the side, sending her flying as he slammed into her hard. Rees's steed took advantage of the situation and got her by the throat, and I could hear the crunch as he crushed her windpipe, causing her to shake and spasm on the ground as she died.
 
   Things turned to chaos at that point, with their leaders dead, and several of the other adults wounded, the remaining invaders started to panic, running into each other, barking and yipping rather frantically as they suddenly had no idea of what to do or where to go.
 
   When it was finally over, there were four dead wolats on the ground, and there were three wounded wolats laying on the ground eyes wide with fear and whimpering in submission. Water's wolat was injured and limping and I could see another three whining and pacing back and forth in the darkness with their tails between their legs.
 
   "What's with them?" I asked Rees, panting.
 
   "Wolats are pack animals. They don't know what to do, both of their alpha's are dead and they see the others of their pack on the ground submitting."
 
   "So what do we do?"
 
   "We take them into our pack of course," Rees said and whistled at his mount, then pointed at the ones in the darkness, then at the ground.
 
   I watched in surprise as his mount and Tom went and herded the three into the camp with growls and snaps, and then got them to lie down by the fire.
 
   "What about the wounded?"
 
   "We don't have our wolat trainers here, I'm not sure we can do anything about them," he said. "Calming them enough to get the spears out and treat them is not safe."
 
   I thought about that, I had my cantrips, and I was well rested, so I had all of my healing spells available.
 
   "Let me try," I said and putting my swords down I carefully approached the first one. He growled and tried to snap at me, but my speed kicked in and I was able to push his muzzle away, and then put a hand on his head and use the spell. 
 
   It worked partially, he looked at me warily, so I spent another minute calming him, then had Rees toss me a rope and I made a makeshift bridle to control his head, then Hans came over and pulled out the first spear, and treated the first wound and then treated the second. 
 
   I had to use another cantrip and use my body weight to hold his head down for that one, but once Hans was done, the wolat just laid there panting, so we moved onto the second one and repeated the process. Sadly the third one died before we could take care of it.
 
   After all of that I went and did what I could for Water's wolat. The few healing spells I had couldn't do much, but I was able to do enough that Rees was sure it would be able to keep up with us, though it wouldn't be strong enough to ride.
 
   While I was dealing with that, Rees, Hans, and Water had made bridles for the remaining three and had roped them all together on a line so they wouldn't wander off. None of them seemed too happy about that, but the growls of our wolats kept them in line.
 
   By the time we were finished, the sun was starting to rise on the horizon. Water would take turns riding double with each of us, to make it easier on the wolats. The new ones would follow on a lead, with Water's mount bringing up the rear to encourage the new pack members to keep up.
 
   "What will you do with them?" I asked Rees as we finally got started.
 
   "The three younger ones will be turned over to the pack master to see if they can be trained or not. The older two will probably be turned into pack carriers. Usually the older ones won't take a rider."
 
   "They won't run off from the pack?"
 
   "They might, but I doubt it, none of these are leaders, the tribe's pack will become their new pack. They'll find their place in it and be happy. They're not stupid, once they see how easier their life is in the tribe's pack, they'll settle right down."
 
   The going was slower that day as the two wounded wolats were having trouble keeping up and none of the Mowoks would even think of leaving them behind now that they had been co-opted into the tribe. Hans and Cat even rode off to hunt and brought back two suzhen, which they butchered when we made camp that night and fed to our new wolats, as well as our own.
 
   That had a rather telling effect on the three young ones who became a lot more tractable after that. 
 
   By the end of the fourth day we started up in to the mountains, the slower pace as well as the time spent trying to find a path through on the second day hurt us, but we did make the village on the morning of the fifth day. Rees estimated that the rest of the tribe was probably only three days behind us.
 
   The winter camp was a lot different than the summer camp. First it was not anywhere close to the stream that ran through the canyon it was located in, but was instead on a series level spots that looked to be well over fifty feet above the creek. There was actually quite a bit of space that was obviously for the tribe to set up in. 
 
   But the most interesting thing was the buildings. 
 
   There were four that were made of wood, probably thirty or so feet wide, but about a hundred or more feet long. There were several smaller huts scattered about, the largest of which had smoke coming from it, and the sounds of metal being worked. Apparently the Glisan tribe had a blacksmith! I found that surprising, and wondered how much metal they were able to work.
 
   "You have a blacksmith?" I asked Rees as we made our way up one of the paths to the camp.
 
   "Yes, though he doesn't work in the winter. The temperature makes it hard to heat the metal. I'm surprised he's still working this late in the season, but it has been mild today, with little wind."
 
   I nodded, "What about those buildings?"
 
   "Ah the lodges, the leaders, the elderly, and many of the tribe will live in them during the winter. If it should get cold enough, we will all move inside."
 
   "What about the wolats?" I asked curious.
 
   "It is not uncommon for riders to bring their personal wolats into the teepees when the colder weather comes," he nodded, "while they have the coat to withstand the winter, they are rather warm and can keep one from freezing to death if a sudden cold should come down from the mountains, or in off the plains."
 
   "I thought it was supposed to be warm here," I said surprised.
 
   Rees laughed, "It is warmer here, than out on the plains, and during the day it is usually fine. But at night it can get rather cold, and while it is rare, it can get cold enough that it is not safe to stay outside for long without heavy clothing to protect you."
 
   I nodded and filed that away. I had no real heavy gear for the cold with me here. I might have to see about procuring some, if Fel wanted me to stay the winter. I was hoping he wouldn't however as I wanted to spend some time with Darlene. I hadn't seen her in five months now; usually I tried not to go more than three without at least a brief visit. 
 
   Then again, if Rachel hadn't accompanied me on the trip with the cavalry, I wouldn't have seen much of her in the last five months either. 
 
   Rees had us unpack the wolats in front of one of the long houses, and then led us up to a field that was fenced, and fenced high enough that a wolat could not jump out, and had us turn ours out into it.
 
   "I don't want to separate ours from the newcomers yet," he told us. There were probably a dozen wolats already in the pasture, and they came over to meet the new ones. There was a little interaction as they started to work on a pecking order, but no real fighting thankfully.
 
   Rees then led us back down to the lodge we'd dropped our gear at and led us inside.
 
    
 
   "William, I would like you to meet my grandparents, this is my grandfather, Strong Bear, and my grandmother, Patience." I touched palms with the two of them, Strong Bear looked old, I think he may have been the oldest person I'd met since I had come here to Saladin, his fur was shot heavily through with grey, and he moved slowly, and I could see from his build that in his prime he must have been a rather big male. His paw was bigger than mine, and I was a fairly large. I suspected if he stood up straight, he'd be taller than me.
 
   Patience also looked old, but not as old as her husband, and she moved a little quicker and easier than he did. Her fur was not nearly as grey as his, and she was of a more average size as well.
 
   "Welcome to our home," Strong Bear said slowly, "William." He turned his head to look at Rees, "How far behind you are the rest of the tribe?"
 
   "Three, maybe four days, Grandfather, we were attacked by a group of wild wolats on the way, and the injured ones slowed us down."
 
   He nodded slowly and then asked, "How many did you gain?"
 
   "Five, three of them are young enough we may be able to train them to take riders."
 
   "Good, very good. I'll go up and look at them later."
 
   "Grandfather, Grandmother, this is my wife, Water Swan."
 
   I thought about that as Rees introduced his wife to them, I had to wonder how she'd gotten a name like that.
 
   "Welcome to our home and our family," Patience said hugging Water, after which Strong Bear gave her a hug as well, still moving slowly. I wondered if he had arthritis, or some other problem.
 
   "I see our grandson found a wife to be proud of," he said in the same slow voice. "I hope your parents are still well?"
 
   "Yes, Grandfather, they are both well and happy. I'm sure they will visit before the cold weather comes."
 
   "Good," he said and nodded.
 
   "What about your sister?" Patience asked.
 
   Rees laughed, "Smoke has taken up with Rides Well!" 
 
   I noticed both grandparents looked both surprised and impressed.
 
   "Is it serious?" Patience asked.
 
   Rees nodded, "They have gotten married. She is very much interested in him and his quest."
 
   "She will be a good wife for him," Strong Bear said and nodded, then turning slowly he walked over to a rather large chair and carefully sat down on it while Patience, Rees, and Water talked a bit longer. I looked around the room as they did, both Hans and Cat where talking to others, all of the people here looked to be rather elderly, I guess when you became too old to travel back and forth to the summer camp you settled here. 
 
   The room itself was not as large as the building, there was a dividing wall about twenty or thirty feet to the left of the door I had entered from, with another wall almost immediately on the right side, which had a large arched opening to the room adjoining it. Looking around I walked up to it and looked through, that room had several long trestle-like tables in it, you could easily sit a hundred people in there, with a large kitchen at the end. 
 
   "Will," Rees called and I turned and looked at him.
 
   "Come; let me show you where you can sleep."
 
   I nodded and followed him, as he led me to the door at the far end of the room. 
 
   The next room was different, the center hallway ran all the way to the far end, but there were, I guess “stalls” would be the best way to describe it, that were each about ten or so feet wide, with a large shelf on one side, and not much else. These stalls were on both sides of the main hall.
 
   "This is where the families that own a space in the lodge live," Rees explained to me. "They will set up in each one of these spots when they get here."
 
   I nodded, that made sense.
 
   When we got to the very end, the set up was different; there was a door outside on the last stall on the left, which was rather narrow. The stall just before it, and the one across from the doorway had the wide shelves on both sides and those shelves were stacked three high.
 
   "This is where single adults who do not sleep with their families stay, if they don't want to sleep in their own teepee," He told me. He pointed to the wall across from the door, obviously not the best spot when the winds blew.
 
   "Those are unclaimed; you can sleep on one of those for now."
 
   I got it then, the shelves were for sleeping on, and these was pretty much bunk beds.
 
   "Is there any separation between the males and the females?" I asked curious.
 
   "Only if they want there to be," Rees laughed. 
 
   I nodded and tossed my gear on the bottom one. When Steve got here, I'd probably move into the teepee with him, but I'd wait and see on that.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirteen
 
   Glisan Winter Camp
 
    
 
    
 
   A couple of weeks after the tribe settled in I decided it was time to visit some of the other tribes with some of the priests, so they could do a little proselytizing. I got Rees to guide me, and had Steve come with me.
 
   Not surprisingly Rees's wife, Water decided to come with us.
 
   "So how long does it take to ride around to all of the tribes?" I asked Rees as we started out.
 
   "The farthest one out is only three days from here, two if you ride very hard."
 
   "That close?" I asked a little surprised.
 
   "With the herds all grouped up for the winter, the hunting is easier. It's common for hunters from two or three tribes to hunt together, so we don't upset the herds as much. Plus it gives us more protection against any predators that might come along."
 
   "What about up into the mountains?"
 
   "There are deer and suzhen up there. Some go up there to hunt as well, in smaller groups. There are also berries and other plants that the People like to gather."
 
   "Is that where you get the miasha?" Steve asked.
 
   Rees nodded, "Some members of the tribe plant the seeds for it in the spring before we leave. So there's always a fair amount of it around. It's much easier than making beer!" Rees laughed.
 
   "Makes sense," Steve agreed as we rode on.
 
   The path we were on was fairly wide and looked like it hadn't been used in a while. I suspected that a few weeks from now, that would no longer be true. It took around three hours for us to reach the next camp, but we really were not in much of a hurry, and we did pass a couple of riders heading in the opposite direction.
 
   We got to the Cooch tribe before lunch, and spent a little while visiting. Water wanted to visit with her family and Steve and I took the time to visit with the priest who had been assigned to the tribe. 
 
   We moved on about four hours later and we got to the Aldar tribe just as the sun was starting to set. It didn't take us long to track down Henry, but I had to admit I was a little surprised when he came out and greeted us.
 
   "Will! Steve!" He said walking up to us, dressed like one of the tribe members, though he still wore Feliogustus's sign clearly on his vest and back.
 
   "What happened to you?" Steve said looking surprised for a change.
 
   "I joined the tribe!" Henry laughed.
 
   Steve and I looked at each other, Steven shrugged and I laughed.
 
   "When did that happen?" I asked.
 
   "About a week after you left," Henry told us as he led us to the pasture where they kept the wolats so we could add our own for the night.
 
   "I thought you had to go through some sort of trial, or initiation," I asked him.
 
   "Well, you have to prove that you can hunt, and I did. Plus you have to show that you're of value to the tribe, and well," He turned and grinned at us. "As a priest of Feliogustus, among a tribe that either follows him, or is thinking of following him, they felt I was pretty useful."
 
   I shook my head and grinned, Steve just looked thoughtful. I noticed that all of the Wolats came over to Henry as we turned ours loose in the pasture.
 
   "Still doing well with the wolats I see," Steve said.
 
   Henry shrugged, "I don't use any priest magic on them anymore, but I do still bring them sweet root when I can, or pieces of liver, or other treats."
 
   I noticed one of our mounts tried to take a nip at him, and two of the ones already in the pasture growled at it and shouldered it aside.
 
   "Besides," Henry grinned, "they watch out for me!"
 
   Steve and I both laughed at that. Wolats were known for their occasional tempers. Especially for people other than their riders. Henry however seemed to have won over all of the ones in the Aldar tribe's pack.
 
   "Come, join me for dinner. You can meet my wife."
 
   "Wife?" Steve inquired.
 
   "You married Yarsha?" I asked.
 
   Henry nodded, "As soon as I was accepted into the tribe. She and I have ridden out to a couple of the other tribes since we settled in to help spread Feliogustus's word. It's been very successful, the People are all very interested to learn more about him, and to learn his ways."
 
   "I didn't think any of the other priests have ventured out on their own yet," I said a little surprised.
 
   Henry shrugged as we came to his teepee, which had Fel's symbol clearly painted on it. "I'm not an outsider; I'm a member of the tribe now, a member of the People. So I'm welcome wherever I go. And there are always several other tribe members who want to go with me. 
 
   "I tell you, Will, Feliogustus's words really do resonate with the People. Especially the stories from when Feliogustus led us through the mountains and the wilderness before we settled Hiland."
 
   Steve nodded, "I've seen that with the Glisan tribe as well, many of our traditions are still tied to the ways of the nomad."
 
   We slipped inside then, and Henry introduced us to his wife. I had already met her before, but Steve had not. We settled down then to talk as she went back to cooking something over the small fire in the middle of the teepee.
 
   "So I take it you're going to visit all of the villages and do some preaching?" Henry asked after handing a mug of beer to me and water to Steve.
 
   I nodded, "Though Steve will be doing the preaching. Want to come?" 
 
   Henry laughed, "You couldn't keep me away!" He turned to his wife, "Want to help, dear?"
 
   She grinned and nodded as well. "Of course! I can show off both my husband and my new god at the same time!" She giggled.
 
   Henry smiled at her and then turned back to us. "In the morning I'll see who else wants to come with us. Until then, settle down; enjoy the hospitality of my teepee and of Feliogustus!"
 
   I nodded and took a drink of the beer, if this went well, I could be back in Riverhead before year's end to spend some time with Darlene.
 
    
 
    
 
   For the next two weeks we slowly worked our way through the other tribes of the People, visiting the ones Henry had been to only briefly, and the ones he had not yet visited for a longer time. Henry was right, the people here were very interested, and it seemed word had been spreading through the rumor mill. They were definitely going to need more priests here, the six we had were just not going to be enough, though I heard Steve and Henry discussing a plan of having each of them doing a circuit of three or four tribes each.
 
   "I think I'm going to join the Glisan tribe," Steve said to us one night as we were sitting around the fire as guests in a teepee in the Pine tribe.
 
   "Are you sure?" Henry asked looking up. His wife Yarsha looked up as well.
 
   Steve nodded, "I've seen the difference it has made for you here, they have much more attention for your words, and welcome you much more openly."
 
   "Is that the only reason?" Yarsha asked.
 
   Steve shook his head, "No, but it would be enough of one." He looked around at the rest of us and smiled, "I don't think I'm going to be leaving here either. Now that I've gotten used to living in one of these tent things," he motioned to the walls of the teepee, "I kind of like it. It's also a lot easier than taking care of a church!
 
   "Besides, I like these people, they're pretty nice. They remind me a lot of my father."
 
   I blinked, "Really?"
 
   Steve nodded, "He's a hunter, way to the south of the city, one of the smaller towns. Guess all that stuff I learned as a kit will finally be of some use now."
 
   "Now all we need to do is to get Will to stay!" Henry joked.
 
   I shook my head, "No thanks, I don't mind camping out or traveling, but I do prefer the idea of a nice big soft bed, with all the comforts of home."
 
   "Lazy," Henry laughed.
 
   "Every chance I get," I agreed.
 
   Trouble started two days later when we came to the Stark tribe. They were one of the tribes that was farther west and north of the others on the plains, which put them west of almost all the other tribes. A larger number of the freed slaves had ended up there, and a priest was there now as well; and he wasn't one of Fel's. 
 
   Steve and Henry played it off like he wasn't even there, there were about twenty tribesmen and women from various tribes accompanying us now, and apparently any excuse to travel and visit the other tribes was always a good excuse. They all seemed rather insulted that there was a competing priest there, but again, Steve and Henry just ignored him. 
 
   Henry met with the Stark tribe's leaders, while Steve set up a place to talk to the members of the Stark tribe, just as they had at every place we'd been to so far.
 
   I myself had no idea what to do. I didn't know anything about this other religion, or even that there would be someone here. So I went with Henry to see what I might learn.
 
   "I welcome you to the Stark Tribe," The chief said when Henry, Yarsha, and I came to his teepee. "I am Chief Narzon, this is my wife Weesil."
 
   Henry nodded and touched paws, "I am Henry, of the Aldar tribe, and priest of Feliogustus. This is my wife Yarsha, also of the Aldar tribe, and this is Will, champion of Feliogustus."
 
   Chief Narzon nodded, "I have heard of you, Henry. They say you have been going to the tribes and telling them the words of your god."
 
   Henry nodded. "I have also brought another priest with me; he is setting up our things for the night."
 
   "Come, join us for a meal, I would hear the words of your Feliogustus."
 
   We all went inside, and sat down. Yarsha went to help Weesil with the meal, and they made quiet talk to each other as we sat and Henry answered all of the chief's questions. He did ask Henry why he had joined the People, and the Aldar tribe. Henry's answer that he liked the people there and their way of life seemed to satisfy the chief.
 
   "So what brings you here to us, Will?" The chief finally asked turning to me.
 
   "Feliogustus sent me with Henry and the others," I said nodding at Henry. "There had been some problems with accidents before, so I was sent to try and keep them out of trouble."
 
   "And has there been much trouble?" He asked me curious.
 
   "Actually no, there has been very little trouble. Henry here, and Steve who is outside, both seem to be fitting in rather well. I was not really surprised to see Henry decide to join the tribe and wish to stay here and spread the word of Feliogustus. Even the other priest I brought with us has said how much he likes life among the people and that he wishes to stay."
 
   "I am surprised by that," Chief Narzon said looking surprised. "Many of us believe that the city dwellers are soft, and would not like the life of hardship that being one of the People demands."
 
   I shrugged, "We're from Hiland, farther up in the mountains. Life is not as easy up there."
 
   Chief Narzon nodded and thought about that. "Yes, I have heard of the winters in the mountains to the south. I can see where that would make you tougher."
 
   "So how long has the other priest been here?" Henry finally asked.
 
   "Gauch? Only a few weeks. He and some others I am told came from the city further to the west from here. It is one of the places that several of the freed slaves apparently came from. The priest is from a god that they worship."
 
   Henry nodded, "What do you think of him?"
 
   "He seems okay, but he is not of the People, and the ones following his god, are not of the People either, and do not seem to be interested in joining us like several of the other freed ones already have. 
 
   "But still, some have been curious, so we have not asked him to leave us yet."
 
   Henry nodded and changed the subject to other things, and he, Yarsha, the chief, and his wife, discussed news of the other tribes as we ate.
 
   "So what do we do?" I asked after we left the teepee to go back to where Steve was already talking with a group of locals. Some of the ones we had ridden here with were helping him.
 
   "We do what we normally do," Henry said.
 
   "No, about the other priest," I asked softly, "what do we do about him?"
 
   "Nothing," Henry said and smiled at me. "It's not my problem, and not your problem. If he does not join the People, and if the People do not start to follow him, he will be asked to leave, and those who have not joined will be asked to leave as well."
 
   "And because you're a member, and many tribe members follow Fel?" I asked looking at him.
 
   "Feliogustus," he corrected me.
 
   "Feliogustus," I nodded, "So you won't be asked to leave."
 
   "Exactly. To be honest, I hope Feliogustus is sending more priests out to help. There are a lot more here than six priests can handle."
 
   "So we don't have to worry about him then?" I asked, still concerned.
 
   "Probably not," he turned to Yarsha, "Do you know anyone here?"
 
   "I have a cousin who married into the tribe five years ago," She said.
 
   "Ah, well we can visit with her later tonight, and ask her about it." Henry said and turned back to me, "I wouldn't worry much. It is rare for priests to fight, that's what we have you for after all!"
 
   I sighed; yes it was what I was here for. Didn't mean I was thrilled by it however.
 
    
 
   I woke up in Fel's bar. Henry had learned that there were three who had come out from the city to the west, which was called Langhir. Two of them were male priests, one of whom was in the village west of here, that of the Upshur tribe, which was the last one of the chain, and the farthest west. Apparently there was a woman with them, who traveled back and forth, and I suspected she was a champion like me.
 
   "Hi, Fel," I said looking up at him; we were sitting in the bar.
 
   "Greetings, Will. No, I did not know they were there. Remember that I can't track the priests or champions of the other gods, just as they cannot track you."
 
   I nodded, "So what do I do about them?"
 
   "They are priests of Roden. He and I are not at war, or in open conflict, and I would prefer to keep it that way. So do not kill his priests. Do what you can to encourage them to leave, but do not do so openly, or directly."
 
   "But he is trying to convert your people over to his ways," I said.
 
   Fel laughed, "Will, the Mowoks are not my people, well not yet," he said sounding rather pleased. "They are open for any to try and win over, their small numbers have left many to not bother, and their stance on certain things has made it hard for most of the other gods and goddesses around here to get a foothold, even if they had cared."
 
   "So what can you tell me about Roden?" I asked.
 
   "He's a fairly militant god, rather hedonistic as well however."
 
   I thought about that a moment, "How does that work?" I said trying to parse the two of those things.
 
   "His priests are often fairly martial in nature, and preach strength gives you power over the weak, to do as you want."
 
   "And that power is sex?"
 
   "Sometimes, though the priestesses.... Will, I would suggest you avoid those," Fel laughed.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because your weakness for lovely females is well known, and they are rather salacious in their behavior."
 
   "Militant priests and whorish priestesses?"
 
   "More or less," Fel nodded, "The biggest obstacle to Roden's winning over the Mowoks will be that his religion does not take a stance against slavery."
 
   I nodded, "I guess I should leave Steve here when we go, and then take Henry to the next village."
 
   "That would probably be a wise idea," Fel agreed. "If his priests cannot gain a foothold among the Mowoks, he will take his followers back to the city, and his champion will leave as well."
 
   "And with us here, hopefully that will happen soon." I agreed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Fourteen
 
   Stark Winter Camp
 
    
 
    
 
   "Are you sure you'll be okay, Steve?" I asked him as Henry, Yarsha, and I saddled up the next morning.
 
   Steve nodded, "Sure, I'll be fine. That Gauch guy doesn't have many followers, and after last night and Henry's talking to everyone, well they're a lot more interested in what I have to say, than the other priest. 
 
   "If he tries to do anything, the tribe won't like it, and he'd have to leave. I'm not worried."
 
   I nodded and got up on Tom and waved to him as we rode off. We had a pretty good sized group with us again. Ten of them were still people from the Aldar tribe, Henry really was popular with them, then again, he was pretty popular here it seemed as well. 
 
   "So, what do you know about the next camp?" I asked Henry as we rode along.
 
   "Well, apparently there is a large group of Roden's followers in the next camp," Henry told me.
 
   "So they are making inroads with some of the Mowoks?" I asked.
 
   "Not really. The freed slaves are making their way west. Well those that wish to return to Langhir that is. Many of those follow Roden. No one knows yet if they're going to settle in the Upshur tribe, or continue on to the city."
 
   "I'd think they'd go to the city, if they're already heading that way," I said.
 
   "Yeah, so would I. But I suspect that some of them are going to end up being slaves again if they go there."
 
   "Then going back would be a pretty stupid thing to do."
 
   Henry nodded, "But sometimes people do stupid things."
 
   "Yeah, I know, I've done more than a few of them myself," I sighed.
 
   "Well, we'll see what's going on when we get there. If the Stark tribe is any indication, I suspect that when the freed slaves move on, the priests will move on as well."
 
   "You think so?"
 
   Henry nodded, "Chief Narzon told me that once Gauch has no more people to minister too, he will be told to leave. Apparently they've had priests of Roden out here once before, years ago, and they weren't popular then either."
 
   "Really?" I said surprised.
 
   "Langhir and the People apparently do not get along very well," Henry laughed.
 
   "Why's that?"
 
   "Because the People have raided it's outskirts more than once in the past."
 
   I nodded, "That would do it."
 
   When we rode into the Upshur tribe's camp, it was a fairly typical arrival, we met with the chief and his wife, shared a meal, chatted a bit. We learned the Roden cleric here was named Zang, and the female with him was named Evean. There was a large enough group of Roden's followers now, probably fifty or so, and people had been curious as to what Roden was about, though so far, it was still only the freed slaves who followed him.
 
   So as soon as we got out of there, Henry went to work. 
 
   There was a BBQ and celebration planned for that night, because of the visitors from the other tribes that had shown up with us and Henry spent the rest of the day talking with the other tribe members, telling them about Fel. So did his wife and interestingly enough, so did several of the members of the Aldar tribe who were still with us. 
 
   I guess Henry felt it was his duty to convince all of the Mowok's to follow Fel, now that he was a member.
 
   It was around then that Evean finally tracked me down.
 
   "So you're William?" I heard someone say, and turning around I knew immediately who it was, and what she was. She was gorgeous of course; actually, she was beyond gorgeous. She had a body that was absolutely perfect, she was groomed to perfection, she wore less clothing than any of the women around, and what she was wearing was arrayed to accent her looks.
 
   I figured I was doomed.
 
   "Will is fine," I said after a moment. For all that I had two beautiful women who loved me completely, and I them, I was still tongue tied for a moment. Yeah, I was definitely doomed.
 
   "You're Evean?" 
 
   "How did you ever guess?" She asked a bit coyly and sauntered up to me rather seductively.
 
   "Because you're beautiful, and only a champion could keep their fur clean while wearing so little." I sighed and looked up into her eyes. They were grey. I'd never seen a woman with grey eyes before, especially here. They looked good on her of course.
 
   "So what brings Feliogustus's champion out here?" She asked giving me the once over as well.
 
   "Visiting with friends," I said. "Why are you here, Evean?"
 
   "Oh, call me Ev," she said and grabbing my right arm with both hands leaned into me a little seductively.
 
   I had noticed she wasn't wearing any weapons, not that she probably needed any against the average person. I however was, and I made sure to keep an eye on where her hands were. Last thing I wanted was to be killed with my own sword or knife.
 
   "So, Ev, why are you here?" I asked and started walking; she walked beside me, and continued to lean into me. She only came up to my shoulder and I could feel her tail trying to wrap around mine. I probably should have stopped her from leaning into me, or turned and walked away, but she seemed harmless and rather nice. Plus it had been months since I'd been with Rachel or Darlene, or any other female for that matter. But still....
 
   "Oh, Roden wanted me to come out to this dreary place because a bunch of his followers were stuck out here."
 
   "Un-huh. Right," I sighed and shook my head with a wane smile.
 
   "Well, it's true," She said and smiled up at me. "He was afraid that if the priests showed up by themselves, they'd just be killed out of hand."
 
   "Seems like a lot of trouble to go to, for just a few followers," I said.
 
   "I don't know, you're here," she said purring out the last two words.
 
   "Umm, we do work for competing gods you know."
 
   "Oh, who cares about that?" She smiled up at me. "You know how long it's been since I've found a decent male to be with? Much less a nice big strong one like you?"
 
   She was stroking my arm with a hand now and purring rather happily.
 
   "I would think that there would be lots of them back at home, all just lining up to make you happy," I said, unable to take my eyes off of her. I was starting to enjoy the attention she was showing me, she was after all incredibly attractive.
 
   "Well, there are some," she said. "But they're just regular men, they're not a big strong champion like you," she purred again and turning in front of me, she stood up on her toes and grabbing my head with her hands, she kissed me.
 
   I was surprised, and well, impressed. If there was one thing this fem knew how to do, it was kiss. I suspected my tail was sticking out straight, fully bushed. In the back of my mind, my conscious was betting there was probably a cantrip for this.
 
   I grabbed her wrists, more so I wouldn't get any nasty surprises, but she didn't seem to have any, other than her body which she first pressed into mine, and then started to slowly grind against me.
 
   When she pulled away I looked down into those eyes and smiled and she smiled back and winked. She pulled away from me, and turned slinking away a few steps, then turned to look back over her shoulder at me.
 
   "Coming?" She purred.
 
   I started to follow her before I had even realized I was doing it, my eyes riveted on her butt, and the way her tail danced over it. I was entranced and could no longer think about anything else other than to follow. 
 
   She led me to her teepee, and I didn't hesitate to follow her inside, grabbing her and kissing her rather hard once we were inside, I really couldn't help myself anymore, she was about all I could focus on. I ran my hands along her shapely body, quickly removing what little clothing she was wearing as she slowly walked me backwards towards one of the beds.
 
   When I felt my heels hit it, I suddenly remembered what had happened with Stephanie, so as I started to fall over backwards I twisted around to put her beneath me, just to be safe, also enjoying the idea of being the dominate one in our first pairing.
 
   Everything slowed down suddenly, and I couldn't understand why, as she had no weapons and we were alone in the tent. I was holding her shoulders rather tightly and I realized that she was trying to twist out from underneath me, but was unable to because of my strength, and her position.
 
   When she hit the bed and several blades suddenly came out of her body, as she settled onto it, I realized that it had been a trap. I pushed down hard and arched my back to avoid one of the longer blades as she cried out and tried to pull my body down against hers.
 
   "You bastard!" She screamed, "How did you know?"
 
   I was shocked, my wits were still dazed and I was having trouble concentrating. I realized suddenly that she had done something to me. "I'm sorry, Ev, I'm sorry," I said and looked around. We were in the priest's tent, and it was holy ground. How had I missed that?
 
   She was struggling, trying to get up. I could imagine the pain she must be in, the only reason she wasn't dead was she was constantly healing herself, but with my weight pinning her down, she couldn't get up off the swords.
 
   "Let me up, you bastard! This hurts!"
 
   "I'm sorry, Ev, I'm sorry," I kept babbling, but I had enough of my wits about me to realize that I had to kill her soon, or there would be one hell of a fight, and with the way my head was spinning, I probably wouldn't win. I let go of one of her shoulders, and as she tried to sit up I grabbed my dagger and drove it through her eye. She spasmed once, then fell back down, dead.
 
   I moved away from her and sat down hard on the floor.
 
   "That was a nasty thing to do," I said aloud in the room. Looking around I took stock of my situation and the inside of the tent. Oh right, holy ground, I remembered and I crawled out of there quickly. I took a guess at where one of the wards was once I got outside the limits, and dug it up rather quickly. Standing up I threw it towards the woods. 
 
   I shivered as I thought about what had happened, and I still felt pretty messed up in the head. I staggered back to the small teepee I was sharing with Henry and Yarsha and dropped down to nap for a few minutes. Whatever she had done to me, I hoped would wear off soon.
 
   "What happened to you?" Henry said coming into the tent not long after I did. "Yarsha told me she saw you stumbling in here.
 
   "Evean did something to me," I said, "some sort of spell or something. I was following her like a wolat in heat, and now that she's gone, well I can't think straight."
 
   Henry thought about that a moment, then made a prayer to Fel, did something that I couldn't see, and then touched me on the head. Just like that things went back to normal and shaking my head I sat up.
 
   "What did you do?" I asked.
 
   "Treated you for poisons, potions, and other charms." Henry said smiling.
 
   "But I didn't drink anything!" I said.
 
   Henry shrugged, "Whatever it was, that worked."
 
   We heard a bit of a commotion outside, and I groaned, "Better go see what that's about." I suspected someone had found the body.
 
   Henry nodded, and ducked out the tent, with me following. I heard a noise, and everything slowed down for me once again. Looking up I saw the other cleric, and he was holding my dagger, the one I had killed Evean with. Only he had driven it into Henry's body and was casting a spell of some kind as he did it.
 
   And then I heard the screaming, Yarsha was hitting him and several other people were yelling and running forward. As I watched he pulled the dagger out and turned towards Yarsha, so I took two steps to close the distance and pushed him hard enough to send him flying, then I turned back to Henry as his body started to sag. Grabbing him I started casting the few healing spells that were in my capability, but nothing was happening. 
 
   I tried everything I knew as Yarsha collapsed next to Henry and started to cry. Henry was dead. Whatever Zang had done when he had attacked, it had killed Henry instantly. I heard another scream then, I turned to look to see who the priest was attacking next, and what I saw shocked me. 
 
   It was Henry's wolat. And mine, and all the rest of the village pack, and they were tearing the priest to pieces. I saw him heal himself several times, but for every wound he healed, he quickly received two more. Everyone watched stunned as it played out, until after a couple of minutes he was no longer moving. But the wolats didn't stop they continued to attack the body, not stopping until they had torn it to shreds, a gruesome and rather bloody mess on the ground. Which they then dragged off into the woods, leaving pieces everywhere.
 
   "What happened?" Chief Far Eyes asked running up to me.
 
   "Zang attacked Henry and killed him," I said looking back at Henry and the weeping Yarsha, who was cradling his dead body. "While I tried to save him, the wolats attacked Zang, and tore him to shreds." I said a bit shocked.
 
   I'd never seen anyone torn apart alive before. It wasn't a pretty sight.
 
   "Why did he attack Henry?" Chief Far Eyes demanded looking at me.
 
   "Evean drugged me and tried to kill me."
 
   "She did what?"
 
   I shrugged, "She's a champion like I am. She invited me back to her tent, I thought she wanted to, umm," I blushed, "be friends."
 
   "She has done that with more than a few of my tribesmen," Chief Far Eyes said, "But they all survived the encounter."
 
   "Come, let me show you what happened," I sighed, heading for the tent.
 
   We went inside, and there was a blanket over the body. I could feel that the holy effect had worn off, which made me feel a little better. When the chief lifted the blanket, he saw the blades sticking up through it.
 
   "How dishonorable." He said and dropped the blanket, and then walked out of the teepee. I followed him out, and he walked to the center of camp. I wasn't sure who he felt was the dishonorable one here.
 
   "Followers of Roden!" He called out.
 
   Everyone in the camp stopped and turned to look at him.
 
   "You have until nightfall to leave this camp. You are no longer welcome here."
 
   I heard a number of gasps at that, and several people approached him, starting to plead.
 
   He stopped them, "I have made my decision, and it is final. If you follow Roden, you leave. If you wish to stay, you may only do so if you convert to follow another god." He turned to me then, "We will mourn Henry in the ways of the People, and his god. Zang's attack on Henry is a crime that will be remembered, Henry was well liked he performed no crime, no treachery. 
 
   "Zang's quarrel was with you, but seeing how Evean had died because the trap she tried to lead you into failed and took her instead, his quarrel was not a just one. The People do not like treachery, and both of their acts count as dishonorable. As they were priest and champion to Roden, he, his people, and his acts, are no longer welcome here."
 
   I nodded and turned to walk back to Yarsha, to help her with Henry's body. I noticed the wolats had come back to the camp, Henry's and Yarsha's were lying on the ground by where Yarsha was still crying.
 
   "What happened?" Rees said coming up to me, he was the only one from Glisan who had accompanied us this far.
 
   I told him the story and he looked rather shocked.
 
   "The wolats attacked Zang?" He said when I had finished.
 
   I nodded. "It was rather vicious, he kept healing himself, and they kept tearing him apart. Eventually he couldn't keep up."
 
   Rees looked a bit wide-eyed at that. "Wolats rarely attack a person, especially in camp."
 
   I shrugged, "You know how well he got along with them."
 
   "But you said the entire village pack attacked."
 
   "So?" 
 
   "He never met any of the pack; he only knew the ones that came here with us. Yet they all attacked!"
 
   He went over to Yarsha then, and I went as well. I wasn't looking forward to dealing with this, I liked Henry. Now I'd have to bury him, and I'd have to perform the service, and the blessing. Because he deserved it.
 
    
 
   "Well, that did not go well," I sighed and looked up at Fel. 
 
   "It was not your fault, Will," Fel said putting his hand on my head.
 
   "If I had gone out of the teepee first, Henry would still be alive," I said.
 
   "Perhaps, but you can not know that. Zang would have known he could never win a fight against you. He most likely would have attacked Henry first regardless."
 
   I sighed, "I don't know."
 
   "Well, I do, and I am your god, William," Fel told me. 
 
   I looked up at him. "Can I talk to Henry? I want to apologize to him."
 
   "Not right now, perhaps later."
 
   I looked at Fel in surprise, "Why not? He hasn't passed over already, has he?"
 
   Fel shook his head, "No, it is a bit more complicated than that."
 
   "I don't understand."
 
   Fel sighed, "The wolats all attacking Rodan's priest wasn't the only thing they did. After the service you performed, they went to the priest’s tent and destroyed that as well."
 
   "Evean's body?"
 
   "Yup, that too. And they attacked two of the people who were closely associated with the priest."
 
   "Oh no," I said.
 
   "They weren't killed, they got away. But enough people in the village saw it, and they're talking about it. And they've all heard the story by now about how much the wolats liked Henry."
 
   "So what does this have to do with why I can not see him?"
 
   Fel grinned, "He's becoming a saint."
 
   I blinked. "What?"
 
   "Henry is becoming the Saint of Wolat riders. Word will spread from this tribe to the others rather quickly. Almost everyone in the Mowoks had met him, knew him, saw his way with the wolats. They all liked him; he converted a lot of the People, Will, a lot of the People. 
 
   "With the story of the Wolats avenging him, and running Roden's people out of the village, well, he's going to achieve sainthood. It puts him in a different sort of limbo right now. So it would be better if you did not see him until it has become settled."
 
   "Well, could you tell him I'm sorry?"
 
   Fel nodded, "I have. He forgives you; he knows it was not your fault. He just asks that you take Yarsha back to Steve, so he can teach her."
 
   "Teach her?" 
 
   "Yarsha wants to become a priestess and carry on Henry's work."
 
   I thought about that a moment. 
 
   "I hate to say this, but it seems like this worked out rather well for you, Fel," I grumbled.
 
   "I know, and you want to know something to consider?" Fel said to me softly.
 
   "What?" I growled.
 
   "Henry is very happy that his death pushed Roden out of the tribes and will secure me more followers."
 
   "He would be," I sighed shaking my head. "He is devoted to you, Feliogustus."
 
   "Wow, you actually called me by my full name!" Fel laughed.
 
   I shrugged, "I liked him, I'll miss him, and I feel guilty, and not just because I couldn't do anything, but because we will profit from his demise."
 
   "We?" Fel asked raising an eyebrow as he looked at me.
 
   "Okay, you. But I can't blame you; it's not your fault."
 
   Fel smiled and ruffled my head fur. "William, all of the priests and priestesses know that it is their sacred duty to spread the faith and increase the flock, just as much as taking care of them is. It may sound strange to you, but to die in my service is not something that any of them fear."
 
   I nodded, I knew that. While I was only the hired help, no matter how faithful I may have become, they were committed. 
 
   "Exactly," Fel said reading my mind. 
 
   "Oh, one other thing," I said, I knew I'd be waking up soon, "Well, actually, two other things. What did Evean do to me?"
 
   "Her lipstick."
 
   "She was wearing lipstick?" I said surprised.
 
   "Yes, and it was highly narcotic, and an aphrodisiac, of course, she has control over her scent, so her pheromones already had you hopping."
 
   "So if I had just cured poison on myself?"
 
   "And flushed out any intoxicants with the cantrip you use to keep from being drunk," he nodded.
 
   "I feel bad about what I did to her," I sighed.
 
   "Don't, she was going to do it to you, after all."
 
   I smiled wanly and shook my head, "Still, if you could convey my apologies? It really wasn't anyway to treat a lady."
 
   Fel laughed, "I'll pass it on. However Evean really isn't much of a lady."
 
   "What about the priest back in the other village?"
 
   "The one back in Stark?"
 
   I nodded.
 
   "They'll run him out of course."
 
   "Umm, should I lead him to those that were thrown out of here today, and guide them to Langhir? I mean, would it keep Roden from declaring open war?"
 
   Fel paused a moment, "Well, if you want to you can, it wouldn't help much, but it wouldn't hurt either. Roden isn't mad at me, though I suspect he is a little angry with Evean, her gambit would probably have hurt his case, even if she had been successful. However the rest of the Mowoks would see it as an honorable act and the other gods would see it in a positive way as well."
 
   "Thanks, Fel, and well, tell Henry that I will miss him."
 
   Fel nodded and I went back to a deep sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Fifteen
 
   Upshur Winter Camp
 
    
 
    
 
   I gathered Yarsha and Rees and anyone else who wanted to go, early in the morning and we rode back to Stark.
 
   I told Steve what had happened, and he looked rather shocked. I turned Yarsha over to him and he quickly took her under his wing.
 
   "So what are you going to do now, Will?" He asked looking at me.
 
   "I'm going to escort Gauch back to Langhir, or at least close enough that he won't be in danger of finishing the trip himself."
 
   "Why?" Yarsha asked looking up at me angrily.
 
   "Yeah, why?" Steve asked surprised.
 
   "Because without protection he probably won't make it, and it is the honorable thing to do. Once Chief Narzon hears about what happened, he'll force Gauch and any followers to leave."
 
   "Well, if you feel that is what Feliogustus would want."
 
   I nodded, "He thinks it would be best to escort them out of here quickly."
 
   "Yes, the quicker they are gone, the better," Yarsha growled.
 
   "Well, let me get you started, Yarsha," Steve said, "We can go over what Henry taught you, and I will continue your lessons."
 
   Yarsha agreed and I said my goodbyes to both and went and found Gauch who was already packing up his things.
 
   "I'm leaving," he growled at me. "Are you here to gloat?"
 
   "No, I'm here to escort you to the city."
 
   He looked up at me, "And why would you do that? I have already heard that you killed Evean!"
 
   I shook my head, "We fought, she lost. I didn't start it either. To be honest, killing her was the farthest thing from my mind at the time, and as you knew her, I'm sure you know that to be true."
 
   Gauch growled and looked down at the ground. "That still doesn't explain why you're here."
 
   "Consider it a sign of goodwill, a peace offering. If we just let you go back alone, you probably won't make it. Plus there are followers out there from the other village who are probably equally lost and in trouble. So I'll lead you to them, point you in the right direction, and once we get close enough to Langhir, you're on your own."
 
   Gauch nodded, "Thank you. I should be ready to leave fairly soon."
 
   "Let me go speak to the chief, then I'll be back," I told him.
 
    
 
   "So, Will," Chief Narzon said to me when I came to his teepee, "I hear you are going to escort Gauch back to Langhir?"
 
   I nodded, "I think there will be less trouble that way."
 
   "I'm surprised that you, as Feliogustus's champion would be willing to do such a thing. I would think you would want them all dead for the death of your priest and your friend."
 
   I shook my head looking down at the ground for a moment. If I hadn't killed Evean, this would never have happened. And if I hadn't been thinking with my dick instead of my head, I wouldn't have had to kill her.
 
   "Chief, it would be a slaughter if I attacked them; they're really defenseless against me. And do they deserve to be punished because one of their priests was a murderous idiot? Do we need a war with the people of Langhir because we killed their priests? The followers of their god?"
 
   Chief Narzon nodded slowly, "Yes, it could lead to fighting if we killed them, you are right about that. And it would be seen by many as an honorable act to escort them to their city, even when you had no cause to be forgiving of them."
 
   "Thank you," I replied.
 
   "I will send six of my best warriors with you however, just to keep them from getting any ideas."
 
   "Do you really think that is necessary?" I asked a little surprised.
 
   "If I send them, it won't be. And that is the reason why I do."
 
   "Thank you, Chief, I appreciate your help."
 
   "Henry was a good tribesman, a good member of the People. He would have wanted us to help you."
 
    
 
   We set out about an hour later. There were only two followers who went with Gauch. As the story spread, I think those who were on the fence decided not to side with the priest or his religion. Also, who would want to leave their home, their families for a religion they had only just heard of?
 
   Plus there was one other unexpected development. The Wolats wanted nothing to do with the two followers, and they had to be stopped from actually attacking Gauch. They would growl when he came near, and would try to bite him. This was not just those who came from the Upshur village with us, or who had taken part in killing the other priest, this behavior applied to all the members of the Stark wolat pack.
 
   "Very curious," Rees noted to me as I got ready to follow the departing group. 
 
   "I will see you then next time I am out this way," I said to him and his wife, Water. I had already said goodbye to Steve and Yarsha.
 
   "Won't you be coming back?"
 
   I shook my head, "I have other places I need to go; I will not be back this way for a while. So don't wait for me."
 
   He nodded, "Until next time then, Will."
 
   I got up on Tom and waved, then rode off to catch up with the others. One of the warriors, Lite was her name, was leading the group, two others had ridden out as scouts to find those who had been thrown out of the Upshur village yesterday. 
 
   The remaining three and I hung back about twenty or so yards from the priest and the two followers of Roden to avoid any problems with the wolats.
 
   It took us two days to find the rest of the group. We got them organized rather quickly and on their way. We ended up having to camp a short ways from them at night, as the wolats would not tolerate any of them. At least they didn't try to attack Gauch or his group at night when they slept, and the only way we could talk to any of them was to either shout, or dismount and walk up to them. 
 
   "I wonder why the wolats hate them so much." I mused one night as we sat around our small cooking fire to eat.
 
   "Wolats do not like it when one of their pack mates are killed," Jon, one of the warriors said.
 
   "Henry wasn't a pack mate!" I said surprised.
 
   "To them, he was," Lite said. "It is rare to see one get along with the wolats so well. He had a way with them, he was pack to them."
 
   I didn't think it would be wise to tell them about the spells and the treats that Henry had used back when he first came here to win over the wolat's affections. 
 
   "Well, that would explain their behavior when they killed that priest." I said. "But why do they continue to go after the others? Hell, except for my wolat, none of these were even there! Why are they angry too?"
 
   Jon and Lite, shrugged, the others also shrugged as well when I looked at them.
 
   "Wolats are very smart," Jon said picking up a stick and stirring the fire. "It is not uncommon for one to learn a trick, and those that are with it to learn the same trick later. If one knows of a danger, we have seen that the others will also learn of the danger from it. It is how they live on the Sea of Grass."
 
   The others all agreed and nodded.
 
   "Did you not see how the wolats were grazing around the priest Steve's teepee when we left the village?" Fast, one of the other warriors asked me.
 
   I looked at him, "No, I had not noticed that."
 
   "They know he is like Henry, so they want to protect him."
 
   "Also Henry's mate is with him. They protect her now as well." Lite added.
 
   I thought about that a minute. I wondered if they would connect Fel's priests with Henry? Or were they just doing that because Steve and Henry had spent so much time together? Or if they were there solely because of Yarsha?
 
   Only time would tell if there would be any association there.
 
   "How much longer until we come to the city?" I asked, changing the subject. We'd been traveling for over a week now.
 
   "We should be able to see it tomorrow," Jon said. "Another day will take us there."
 
   I nodded, "Well once they can see it, I think our duty is done and we can leave them."
 
   "Not going into their city?" Fast asked me.
 
   I shook my head, "I suspect I'm probably not very welcome there."
 
   Several of them laughed, "I would think not!" one of them commented.
 
    
 
   The next day when we came over a rise, we could see the city off in the distance.
 
   "How long from here?" I asked Jon.
 
   "Another day by wolat, two on foot."
 
   I nodded, "Gauch!" I called, and he stopped and turned to look at me. I pointed to the city. "We will follow a while longer, but from here you are on your own."
 
   He nodded, "Thank you."
 
   "When the scouts come back, don't send them out again," I told Jon who nodded and whistled a short tune that caused Lite to turn from where she was leading the group and ride back to join us.
 
   It was about noon when our two scouts came back.
 
   "There are a group of soldiers on their way in this direction," Fast told us as we stopped to have lunch. We had fallen back far enough, that Gauch's group was no longer in sight.
 
   "How many?" I asked, curious.
 
   "About a dozen. There was a rather striking looking female leading them," He said smiling at me.
 
   I just sighed. I hoped Evean wasn't looking for a rematch.
 
   "I thought you killed Evean?" Lite said looking at me.
 
   "Champions can be re-incarnated by their god," I said trying not to look guilty.
 
   "Really? Is that so?" Lite said looking surprised.
 
   I nodded, "Yes, it is so."
 
   "That is quite a gift," She said looking at me a little differently than she had been before, and not in a good way either.
 
   "You wouldn't think so after you'd been hacked to pieces a few times," I growled at her.
 
   "But you come back!" She said in accusing voice.
 
   "Dying hurts, it hurts a lot! And after you die, there are worst things that happen if you are a champion. You get to go on to your eternal reward after you die. I don't get that, I get sent back here." I growled.
 
   I noticed they were all looking at me kind of funny.
 
   "You'd rather be dead?" Jon said surprised.
 
   "I'd rather not be getting killed in the first place," I said looking at all of them, "I would rather be with my family and not having to do things that will cause me or them to suffer. 
 
   "And when the day comes that they have moved on, as the rest of you will, to your final reward, I'll still be here, doing my job, and serving Feliogustus. So don't be so quick to envy me, I have to do as I'm told, and the tasks of a god, are never easy, and often painful."
 
   No one had anything to say to that.
 
   "So, when will those soldiers get here?"
 
   "Two, maybe three hours," Fast said.
 
   "What do you want us to do?" Jon asked.
 
   "Wait up there on that rise," I said pointing to a spot about three hundred yards away. "Where you can be seen, but try to hide your numbers."
 
   "Where will you be?"
 
   "Right here," I said looking around at our location, "if they go past the others and come here, it will be me that they're looking for. So I might as well see what they want."
 
   "If you think that is safe."
 
   I laughed, "I don't think it's safe. But I don't want to start a war either."
 
   We finished our lunch, and the others went off to where I asked them to wait, while I settled in to wait for Evean to show up. I knew if she came alone, she could get here a lot faster than the soldiers would.
 
   She chose not to of course, she showed up with ten soldiers. They were all wearing leather armor, while she was wearing a combination of leather and bronze.
 
   "You!" She growled, stopping a dozen or so yards back, and motioning for her men to stay behind her.
 
   "I said I was sorry, Evean. But you were trying to kill me." I moved Tom to the left a few feet. I didn't want the air currents to carry her scent to me. I'm sure I wouldn't appreciate the effect right now.
 
   "I should kill you for that, Will."
 
   I gestured off to where the others were at, and I could tell that her soldiers had already noticed them up there during their approach. "I'd rather not fight, and we have you outnumbered if you should decide to."
 
   "Then why do you have them up there on the hill?" She asked looking at me.
 
   "You know what the wolats did to your priest, right?"
 
   She nodded.
 
   "Well, they've taken that attitude with your other priest, so we're keeping them away so they don't attack you. Like I said, I'm not here to fight."
 
   "So why are you here?" She growled, her tail lashing rather angrily.
 
   "I wanted to make sure your people got back safe," I said and smiled. "You did tell me that it wasn't safe between the village and here. And without you, well, who else was there to escort them?"
 
   "You're just a regular boy scout, aren't you?"
 
   I almost flinched when she said that. No one here could possibly know just what a boy scout was!
 
   "Excuse me?" I said, and she gave me a look.
 
   "Why did you come, Will?"
 
   "I told you. I felt bad about what happened." I tried to look embarrassed. It wasn't hard, I was embarrassed.
 
   "I will get you for that, Will," She said growling again.
 
   I looked at her; she was still one of the most beautiful females I'd ever seen, even in that armor.
 
   "It's not just that you were going to kill me, Evean, which was bad enough, but you were going to kill me on your god's holy ground. Do you have any idea what that is like?"
 
   "Do you?" She said glaring back at me.
 
   "Actually, yes. It's pretty nasty."
 
   "So how did you know?" She asked changing tack. 
 
   "How did I know what?"
 
   "That I had rigged the bed to kill you!"
 
   I laughed, "Oh please, a woman like you interested in a man like me? I knew you had to be faking it," I lied.
 
   Evean looked actually surprised at that. "What's that supposed to mean?"
 
   "Us 'boy scouts' never get the really hot gals. You know that. So I was waiting for you to pull something on me. After that, it was pretty obvious."
 
   She gave me a strange look for a moment, and then continued, but she didn't look as angry as before. "Do you have any idea how much that hurt?"
 
   I nodded, "Yeah, and I'm sorry about that. I'd forgotten where we were." I looked at her soldiers, then at her again. "I've apologized, I've said my piece, you've said yours. I hope next time, we meet on better terms."
 
   "Don't count on it," she growled again.
 
   "I won't," I muttered and turning Tom around I rode off to where the others were waiting.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Sixteen
 
   Sea of Grass - Raiding Camp
 
    
 
    
 
   It was early spring, and I had ridden out of Hilands with the cavalry troops who were assigned to join Rhys's men on the raids. They had stuck it out until the late fall, after Rachel and I had left them there, and raided two more caravans during that time.
 
   They'd also been drilled rather thoroughly by Rhys and a couple of the war leaders from several of the tribes who had come to help. 
 
   Rachel and General Holse had sent a smaller force this time, a little over two hundred soldiers, two thirds of whom were experienced from last year, the other third here to get experience. Second Carso had been promoted to First over the winter, and both he and General Holse felt that these raiding operations provided a great training exercise for the men. 
 
   Rachel had sent me with them this time; she wanted me to represent her interests. Of course Narasamman had added a half dozen priests that we “dropped off” with the tribes, and even Felecia had sent along several of her priests and priestesses, to see if Henry's claim that the Mowok's were interested in them as well were true or not. 
 
   I watched as Rhys went over his plans for us this spring, they were different from the ones he had shown us in the fall, as only two of the trade routes would be usable this early in the year. The others were still too wet, and wagons would bog down. However the softer ground would lead to problems that our forces would have to deal with, such as having to ride in single file to conceal our numbers, and leaving a more readable trail, should the Barassan army send out trackers. Also there would be a lot of game which meant a lot of predators that followed the game, moving through the area.
 
   So the newer troops would stay in the camp and train with the Mowoks for the first few weeks while the more experienced troops scouted out the camps we would be using. After that, a rotation of groups would start. I was personally amazed at the level of detail from Rhys and the Mowok war leaders. They took this campaign very seriously, and had put a lot of planning into it. I could see that our Thirds, Sylace, Lokan, and Leto were impressed as well.
 
   "I'm impressed," I told Rhys, after the planning session had broken up for lunch. "You spent a lot of time on this over the winter, didn't you?"
 
   Rhys nodded, "Smoke and I rode to all of the villages and consulted with all of the war leaders. Of course, they all felt that this would be a good exercise for their own warriors," he smiled at me, "which is why we have a larger number of the People here as well this year."
 
   "I noticed. But how long will they stay?"
 
   "Once we get everything worked out, they will come and go as they are needed by their tribe. But I would expect at least a third of them to be here at any time."
 
   I blinked, from what I'd seen; a third of them was about a hundred warriors. "That many?"
 
   "Yes, it will take twenty of them to guide off the slaves we free, so we do need the numbers."
 
   "I hadn't thought about that." I nodded to Smoke as she came up to Rhys and gave him a kiss.
 
   "I finished with the supplies," she told him. "When are we riding out?"
 
   "First light, tell Trace to send his scouts out now, and we will meet them at the first camp tomorrow."
 
   Smoke smiled and nodded and left us.
 
   "You know if you sleep with her again, I will be very upset with you, William," Rhys warned.
 
   "Rachel has already made it clear she'd kill me," I laughed. "Twice."
 
   "I just want to be clear, Smoke is the kind of woman who wants her mate to keep an eye on her and constantly show his affections."
 
   I nodded, "She's a proud one; I don't doubt that. But as to what she sees in me, I have no idea."
 
   Rhys laughed, "She sees the only man not afraid of me, that's what she sees! No one else here would try; the few that aren't afraid of her as much as me that is!"
 
   I shook my head and laughed with him. I hoped Smoke wouldn't try anything, because I sure didn't want to deal with it right now.
 
   We went our separate ways then and I went and found the thirds: Sylace, Lokan, and Leto. Each of them had seventy riders under their command, Leto being in charge of the green ones, though his Fourth and his Sergeants were all experienced from last year. General Holse had not sent a second to be in charge of all of them, as that was currently my job, though Sylace was the senior Third when I wasn't around.
 
   "Everyone will be ready to ride out in the morning," Third Sylace told me when I joined them. They had their fourths and senior non-coms gathered around and were detailing the plans to those who had not attended Rhys's briefing.
 
   I nodded, and found a spot to sit that wasn't muddy. "Carry on," I said and just watched and listened as the three of them took the time to explain Rhys's plan as it applied to them. 
 
   I found it interesting, because I had no military training at all. Everything I knew I had either learned by doing, picked up from my sister when she'd told me about the training she'd received in the Army, or learned from Josh back at the Renfair so many years ago. So I sat there and watched carefully. If I was going to have to lead these men as a commander, it would probably help if I learned just how it was supposed to be done.
 
   When they finished, Third Sylace looked at me, so I stood up.
 
   "Does anyone have any problems with their orders?" I asked looking around.
 
   A hand went up in the back; it was one of the sergeants, one of the more junior ones around.
 
   "Yes?" I asked.
 
   "Well, begging your pardon, Sir, but what exactly is your rank here?" I saw a couple of people stiffen as he said that. "I know you're Feliogustus's Champion, Sir William, but no one has really told us where that puts you."
 
   I held up my hand as Third Leto started to say something.
 
   "That's a fair question, normally the champion is outside the military structure, though it is fairly safe to say that not following the orders of one is a rather dangerous proposition," I smiled wryly, "as the champion is usually working with the leadership. However, in this case, I have been specifically assigned to command all of you by your queen."
 
   The Sergeant's ears drooped a little at that comment, apparently he hadn't heard about that little detail, which surprised me. 
 
   "Please be sure to tell any of the other troops who may not have gotten the word, Sergeant."
 
   He nodded, "Yessir."
 
   "Also," I smiled and looked around at everyone there, "remember that I just happen to be married to your queen, and as such, that means that unless you're a general, you pretty much have to do as I say, and that even the generals know that they have to consider my words. 
 
   "However, pissing me off won't get you in trouble with your superior officers; I'll just punch you in the face, and expect you to follow orders. Otherwise, when you die you can explain to Feliogustus just why you were acting like an ass."
 
   I noticed everyone got quiet when I said that.
 
   "I'm Feliogustus's champion, never forget that. So while I don't expect the level of military decorum that the officers expect, and I'm perfectly fine with you calling me by name, and I won't bust on you for the kinds of things a regular officer would, I expect to be obeyed when I give an order, especially when I speak for our god. 
 
   "Because of that, I will normally pass my orders through the Thirds, Sylace, Lokan, and Leto," I said motioning to them, "I know that a non-com's life is already difficult enough without me adding to it. Any other questions?" I asked looking around.
 
   No one moved.
 
   "I guess you can dismiss the men, Third Sylace."
 
   Sylace nodded and dismissed them. I noticed more than a few of the senior non-coms were having a hushed word or two with the junior one. I shook my head and sighed, "Just remembered another saying, Leto."
 
   "Oh? What's this one?" He asked curious.
 
   "Don't ask the question if you can't stand the answer."
 
   Leto laughed, "Oh, I think Sergeant Hodges understands that one now, and if he doesn't, I expect the rest are all going to explain it to him in great detail."
 
   "I hope I wasn't too harsh there."
 
   Sylace shook his head, "You didn't tell them anything that they shouldn't already know and understand. Oh, it may have surprised a few to hear it from your mouth, but it never hurts to have it reinforced."
 
    
 
   #                    #                    #                    #
 
    
 
   "Scouts reporting!"
 
   I turned to look at one of sentries on the other side of the camp, and could see the two riders entering the camp. 
 
   We'd been here almost a week now, just inside Barassan territory at one of the advance camps. So far the scouts hadn't come across any signs of a caravan, though there did seem to be more of a military presence at the outposts. Apparently our raids last year had caused a reaction.
 
   "Well, might as well head over to Rhys's teepee and find out what they found," Third Lokan said.
 
   "Might as well," I agreed and followed him over.
 
   Several others gathered as the riders dismounted and walked over to Rhys.
 
   "We found a caravan, a big one," the lead scout started, "its eighteen wagons, all slavers. But there's a bit of a problem."
 
   We all looked at him expectantly.
 
   "There's a triple quad of soldiers riding with them."
 
   Rhys swore, "Whose uniform are they wearing?"
 
   "Barrassa."
 
   "How many other guards are there with the caravan?" I asked.
 
   "Another quads’ worth, plus the drivers, merchants, and teamsters. Say one hundred and eighty total."
 
   "We can't attack that," Rhys said shaking his head.
 
   "Sure we can," I said turning to him, "but we need to call the team from the other camp, and everyone from the main camp. That would give us closer to two to one odds."
 
   Rhys growled at me. "That would take days to put together." He turned to the scout, "How far out are they?"
 
   "Five to six days from the city's outskirts at the rate that they're traveling. Depends on how much mud they hit. They're moving pretty slow, the wagons are loaded rather heavily."
 
   "It will take three days to get everyone here. We'd be attacking them possibly a day away from the city. That would be far too close to be safe," Rhys said.
 
   I nodded, "True," and thought about it. A caravan that big meant that Barassa was hurting. Putting soldiers with it meant that they were getting desperate. 
 
   "They must have sent those soldiers out several weeks ago, before we got set up," I said.
 
   "Obviously. Probably spent the winter buying up all the slaves that they could get their hands on, and the second the rains let up, started on the trail." Rhys said.
 
   "How many oxen are on their teams?" I asked.
 
   "Ten per wagon, nothing fancy. They had maybe eight more in reserve at the back of the train."
 
   "What are you thinking, Will?" Rhys asked looking at me.
 
   "I'm thinking if we could kill a bunch of their oxen, we could slow them down. More mud to bog them down would also be good, but I can't make it rain."
 
   Rhys thought about that, "But if we attack them now, we'll be outnumbered. Not by much, but we wouldn't have much of an advantage. They could easily drive us off."
 
   "Well, there has to be a way we can slow them down, to give the rest of the warriors and soldiers time to get here so we can still attack."
 
   "We may have to let this one go by, William," Rhys warned.
 
   "We can't, Rhys," I sighed. "We need to take this one out, completely out; no survivors, no traces, nothing. So they have no idea at all what happened. We also need to push the scouts further out, so if they try a big one like this again, we get more warning."
 
   "Why not go after them tonight?" The other scout asked.
 
   "They still outnumber us, and would be set up to defend their camp."
 
   "Oh, I don't mean go in there and fight, just attack. Do it a few times, keep them awake all night."
 
   "What good would that do?" Rhys asked.
 
   "Well, if we did it every night, they'd be getting pretty tired after a few days, not getting any sleep."
 
   "So we just keep harassing them?" I asked.
 
   He nodded, "After the second night they probably will realize that we can't hurt them, but I'd think being tired from not sleeping would slow them down. Maybe we get lucky and damage a few wagons, or kill some oxen."
 
   I looked at Rhys; he shrugged, "Worth a try I guess."
 
   "I'll take twenty of my people, and we'll see what we can do," I said.
 
   "Fine, I'll send out riders to the other camps immediately." Rhys turned to the two scouts, "Lead Will and his people to the caravan as soon as they're ready."
 
   They both nodded and I went off to get a group together.
 
    
 
   We got there after the sun had set. The caravan had set up camp; they had the wagons in a circle, with the slaves dismounted and all sitting on the ground. The oxen teams were spread out around the camp, but inside the circle of wagons, as were the caravan guards and the accompanying soldiers.
 
   I noticed that the soldiers and the guards were keeping to themselves; I guess they didn't get along.
 
   "So what's the plan, Sir?" Johan, the senior non-com asked.
 
   "Ride up close, then we make a lot of noise, shoot a few guards or oxen if you can as we get them all excited, then we ride away when they start shooting back and watch what they do."
 
   "And then what?"
 
   "In a couple of hours we do it again, all night long."
 
   Johan laughed. "They're not going to like us much, are they?"
 
   "That's the general idea. Just make sure that nobody gets too close. We're just harassing them."
 
   "Yessir," he said and spread the word. Five minutes later we rode down in the darkness, and approached slowly, until one of the sentries raised the alarm. At that point we all galloped around the perimeter, shot a few arrows, made a lot of noise, and then rode off when they started to shoot back at us.
 
   The tried to chase us that first time, but they were on foot and we were mounted, so they couldn't keep up. Also they were smart enough not to split their numbers by following us too far away from their camp, where they would become vulnerable.
 
   We did that three more times that night. One the third and last time for the night I rode in closer than I had before, and several of the better archers in our group followed me. I attacked one of the groups of oxen that were not as well guarded as the others, shooting as many of them as I could, the others following my lead. 
 
   That really got their attention! Half of the soldiers charged out of the camp towards us, pushing us back from the oxen, so we turned and rode off before they could get close enough to attack. 
 
   When morning came, we rode off a ways and made camp for the night; one of the scouts would spend the day trailing them, and would tell us how their day went.
 
    
 
   We slept until a few hours before sunset, and then made our way onto the next camp.
 
   "How many of the oxen did we kill?" I asked our scouts.
 
   "I'm not exactly sure, I think they butchered them and are keeping the meat, but they're down to only three spare oxen today."
 
   I nodded and thought about that, we’d need to do a lot more damage if we were going to slow them down. Five, even ten more oxen wasn't going to do it.
 
   Night had fallen when we made it to their new camp, we started off the same as we had last night, riding around, making a lot of noise, and shooting at targets of opportunity. I know we wounded a few of the men, but I don't know if we killed any. What I had noticed was that they set their camp up differently tonight. All of the oxen were in the center of the camp, in one group, with the caravan guards watching them. The soldiers were spaced out more evenly now, guarding the wagons.
 
   "Looks like we won't be killing anymore oxen tonight, Sir," Johan said to me as we sat around comparing notes on what we'd seen, waiting to make our second attack of the night.
 
   "If we could get one man in among them, I bet we could kill a lot of them," I said thinking.
 
   "I'm not sure how much damage just one of us could do, Sir."
 
   "Well, I know I could do quite a bit," I said thinking about that.
 
   "You'd be dead before you could get to them, Sir, there are over a hundred fighters in the camp."
 
   I nodded, and thought about it some more.
 
   "New plan," I said after thinking about it for a few minutes. "I want everyone to attack the north end of the camp. Concentrate on the soldiers; let's see if we can't kill a few before all the rest come around to drive us off."
 
   Everyone nodded and agreed, so after we finished resting we rode off and attacked again, doing just that.
 
   The attack was probably our must successful so far, as we killed five soldiers and wounded at least as many before the rest of the soldiers in the camp were ordered to give up their posts and come and attack us. 
 
   The probably thought our attack was a feint, and eventually it would be. But not so yet. We got away with only two of our own wounded, and I had enough magic to heal both of those. I'd have to be careful and conserve my abilities however, as I wasn't a priest, I did not have a large store of spells. Champions are usually expected to take care of themselves after all.
 
   On the second attack, we hit the south side, and they were a lot faster to respond, though they still hesitated long enough for us to kill one of the soldiers and wound several more.
 
   On the third attack they responded almost instantly, and while we wounded several that I could see, I didn't see any kills.
 
    
 
   "Okay," I told everyone as I had them all gathered together, we had maybe another half-hour before the sun would start to rise. 
 
   "I want all of you to attack from the north this time. Stay as long as you can, because once the guards from the southern side of the camp move away to help, I'm going to sneak in on foot and make a dash for the oxen."
 
   "Sir! That's suicide!" Johan and several of the others protested.
 
   I nodded, "Possibly, but as Feliogustus's champion, it's only a temporary problem."
 
   They all looked at me kind of funny, I wasn't sure how many knew that champions could come back, as dying was incredibly painful most champions avoided it. I'd done it more than enough times already to know that I sure didn't like it, but I didn't really see any other way of slowing the caravan down enough so that the others could get here and finish it off.
 
   Plus, I was pretty sure that in the confusion that would follow I would be able to get away. It's not something that anyone would expect after all, right?
 
   "I don't think you should do this, Sir," Johan said, and the rest all nodded. Even the scouts were looking at me a little dubiously.
 
   "Remember what I said about expecting my orders to be followed?" I growled.
 
   "But, Sir! You can't be serious!"
 
   "The queen has made it very clear that these shipments can not get through. Feliogustus has made it very clear that he opposes slavery." I looked them all up and down, "Now which one of those two, do you want to go tell that you didn't do as you were told, and didn't follow my orders? 
 
   "You may just be able to avoid her Royal Highness, but you are not going to avoid Feliogustus! Now, I'm not asking any of you to die, just keep those damned guards as far away as you can, as long as you can, and I will go take care of business. 
 
   "Am I clear?" I growled.
 
   All of their eyes were wide, their ears were down flat, and several of them were shaking.
 
   "Ye... yessir!" They all replied quietly. I was thinking about making them say it again, louder, but remembered where we were, and decided against it.
 
   "Now, let's go!" I said and we rode off to attack the camp.
 
   I split off before we got there, and rode around to the other side, and as the others attacked, I dismounted Tom and told him to stay. Then I slowly snuck in closer to the other camp. 
 
   Not being mounted made me smaller and harder to see and the guards were mostly looking towards the attackers, and not out towards me, which made it easier for me to move a lot closer, using the cover that was there. 
 
   When the order came and they all started to move to support those fighting at the other end of the camp, I took off running.
 
   They did leave a guard behind to watch for an attack, but he was too busy watching the fighting on the other side of the camp, so he didn't even know I was there until I ran my sword through him from behind as I leaped up onto the wagon he was standing on. 
 
   I looked up as I jumped off the wagon, and I could see my squad was attacking the other side of the camp, and they were attacking furiously! I had told them to draw the enemy and make a good show of it, I hadn't told them to jump up on the wagons and engage the Barassan soldiers! 
 
   But they were, and they were doing a lot of damage, as well as taking it. 
 
   Swearing to myself I jumped down and ran as fast as I could for the makeshift corral in the center of the camp, noticing the shocked surprise on the faces of the slaves, who were the only ones that saw me run by.
 
   The oxen were milling about when I slipped inside with them, they were uneasy from the noise, but nothing yet had gotten them upset. I had to shove them away to keep from being crushed several times; my champion's strength was the only think that helped me there. Once I was far enough in to keep from being seen by those in the camp, I started to attack, hacking off legs, and stabbing them in the body.
 
   I had seriously wounded about three of them, which had started to bellow in pain, when the rest started to bellow in fear, trying to get away. The problem was, they didn't know what they were trying to get away from, as I was just a single lone attacker, and only the ones nearby could see me, and they were all still inside the corral.
 
   I got two more, when things started to go crazy. The oxen were running back and forth at first, and I was having to spend more time dodging and trying not to get trampled, then I was killing or maiming any of them. Then there was a sudden shift, like you see a flock of birds make when they're all flying in the sky, and the oxen started to run around the inside of the corral, in a circle, with me now in the center of it.
 
   I could barely see, because of the dust, but I did notice that a lot of the guards and the soldiers were now running towards the oxen.
 
   And that was when I heard it, Tom's howling.
 
   As one, every single oxen stopped and turned as one, away from where I guess he had run into the camp and stampeded towards what I guessed was the north end of the camp.
 
   All I could think of was what had happened to Dezba at that point, as the oxen were no longer afraid of me. They knew what Wolats were, and being already in a state of panic they charged right into me, knocking me down, stepping on me, breaking my bones, crushing me, and after a couple of painful moments, I guess one stepped on my head and that was it.
 
    
 
    
 
   "So that didn't go too well, did it?" I groaned and opened my eyes. The complete lack of pain told me were I was.
 
   "I don't know, Will, the oxen destroyed two of the wagons as they stampeded out of the camp, and your men are riding after them now, driving them further and further from the camp."
 
   I nodded and looked around the bar. "How many of my men died?"
 
   "Four, and one more won't survive his wounds."
 
   I shook my head, "I shouldn't have been so hard on them."
 
   Fel shook his head, "Don't be so hard on yourself, William. Sometimes you have to crack the whip. King Stivek is hurting; he doesn't have the money in his treasury to keep such a large army. Even if this shipment had made it through, he was going to have to cut the size down. Without this? Without the hope of more shipments like it? He's going to have to cut his army in half."
 
   "Well, that's good I guess."
 
   "The other slave trading ports are going to seize on this opportunity as well."
 
   "How so?" I asked.
 
   "They're going to make sure that those who come to Barassa to buy slaves know that their ports still have plenty to sell. They're going to tell the merchant houses whose people you are slaughtering, that travel to their cities is still safe."
 
   "So, does that mean Barassa is going to fail?"
 
   Fel shook his head, "No, they'll still be in business for years to come, and if Stivek is smart and moves out of the slave business, they'll survive. 
 
   "But right now, tides are turning against him and Barassa. Because of Tantrus's actions, a lot of his neighbors will not help him. The only thing that was keeping the trade going was Barassa's status as the major slave trading port on the continent. If Barassa loses that, none of his neighbors will be inclined to trade with him at all, until the insult that they suffered from Tantrus's hidden temples is forgotten."
 
   "Do you think he'll attack us?" I asked.
 
   Fel shrugged, "It is a possibility, however, none of those surrounding him right now are willing to let him march his armies thought their lands without a fight. Marland is probably the shortest route, and the weakest country, therefore that is the cheapest and easiest way to get to Hiland. So he would probably go that way, however it would be very costly for him, and anything less than a fast victory would ruin him."
 
   "What about going through the Mowok's lands?"
 
   Fel laughed, "They tried that once several decades ago. Winter and spring, the weather is too harsh, during the summer only the Mowoks know where to get water, and they have this nasty trick of driving narzhum herds through your camps at night and raiding your supply lines.
 
   "Marland is a much easier fight."
 
   I nodded, "I guess I should go and apologize to the men that died tonight, and thank them for their sacrifice."
 
   Fel smiled and shook his head, "William, those men fought as hard as they did because you reminded them that they were fighting for both their queen and their god. It's better for both them and you, if you didn't."
 
   I looked up at Fel, "Is that a 'no'?"
 
   Fel nodded, "Sorry, Will."
 
   I sighed and leaned back in my chair, and picked up the mug of beer on the table taking a drink. I thought about the way they'd all looked at me when I'd read them the riot act. Had I been too hard on them? Probably. Had I expected too much from them? Apparently. I had gotten them killed, but wasn't that their job after all? To die for queen and country?
 
   Of course that's an easy thing to say when you aren't the one dying, or you know you'll come back to life no matter what. I wondered how other champions had dealt with it; I wondered how my wife dealt with it.
 
   "I'm sorry too, Fel," I sighed again, "I'm sorry too."
 
    
 
    
 
   End Book Four
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   Urban Fantasy:
 
    
 
   Portals of Infinity, Book One: Champion for Hire
 
    
 
   William is just your typical engineer fresh out of college with a stressful job, a boring life, and not a lot of prospects of anything better in the future.

Until one weekend while hiking in the woods he stumbles across a portal to another time, or perhaps another place. The more he investigates this new world the more he realizes that it may just be able to offer him a lot more than the one he's been living in.

However, there are forces at work beyond anything that Will has ever come across before and the local goddess seems to have taken a liking to him. Will may soon find himself getting an offer he cannot afford to refuse.
 
    
 
   Portals of Infinity, Book Two: The God Game
 
    
 
   Will’s life has definitely changed since that day he went hiking in the woods of Pennsylvania. He’s discovered that reality is a lot bigger and stranger than he had ever imagined. Learning about the portals that link the infinite number of worlds opened his eyes to that wider reality. Learning that he was being groomed to become the Champion of a God in one of those realities was an even more startling discovery. 

But now it’s time for him to pay the bill for his ‘recruitment’. Just as the Gods on a single world fight and jockey for power and position, the older Gods from the many different spheres of the infinite play a much larger and more complicated game. The Goddess Aryanna has a quest she needs completed, and William and four other Champions are the ones tasked to do it. 

What bothers Will however is what could a Goddess possibly need? And why would it take five Champions to retrieve it?
 
    
 
   Portals of Infinity, Book Three: Of Temples and Trials
 
    
 
   With the first of what he suspects will be many favors completed, William finds himself busy with important tasks back at his home on Saladin. Queen Rachel has several jobs she needs him to do, and Feliogustus has similar tasks in mind for him as well. All in all, it seems easy enough to Will, it’s not like he’ll be fighting in any wars, or traveling across the infinite on a strange quest after all. 
 
   But things aren’t always as easy as they might seem, and both politics, as well as the other gods, aren’t going to ignore Will, or the tasks he’s been set to complete. And is if dealing with that isn’t problem enough, when the time comes to do some serious diplomacy between Hiland and a neighboring Kingdom, a deadly problem comes from a most unexpected quarter, forcing Will to take immediate action to payback both his, and his God’s foes. 
 
    
 
   The Hammer Commission
 
    
 
   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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