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      Author’s Note on Letters

      

      I would like the reader to be aware that the names of several characters, items and places in this book often use Old Norse spelling.  This means that some of the letters might not look familiar to modern English readers.  Thus, I am including a quick summary here on the four letters you will come across.  Also, please note that my explanation here is representative of Old Norse pronunciation of the letters, which does differ from modern Icelandic in the case of Æ.

      

      Æ or æ:	  Known as Ash, this letter makes an “aa” sound, as in Ash or Cat.

      Œ or œ:  Known as Ethel, this letter makes a long “ew” without the w at the end.

      Þ or þ:  Known as Thorn, this letter makes a “th” sound, as in Thorn, or Threw.

      Ð or ð:  Known as Eth, this letter makes a “th” sound, as in The, or That.  It is often 				anglicized as d.
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      The scent of pine was light on the cold crisp air, and the fading sunlight cast long shadows among the trees.  No matter how silent he wanted to be, the snow beneath his boots  let out a soft crunch with every step, which James was certain could be heard by every critter within a mile of him.  His breath puffed into a small white cloud in the winter air as he let out a sigh.  He was tired.  He’d been hiking these trails since dawn, stopping only briefly for a quick lunch around noon.  As had been the pattern for the past three days, there was plenty of sign - tracks and spoor, even a few good rubs and scrapes made by a decent size buck, but he hadn’t spotted a single deer.

      With one last glance at the dim sun hanging low in the sky, James decided to give up for the day.  He had to make it back to the camp before dark, as it was illegal to hunt in Canada after sunset, and he didn’t want to risk getting lost regardless, no matter how well he knew these woods.

      Turning around, he set off at a slow but steady pace back the way he’d came.  It’ll be good to get back to the camp the hunter thought to himself.  I’ll get the wood stove going and heat up what’s left of the Massaman curry beef.  Thoughts of his favourite dish helped cheer him up as he tried not to think about how out of shape he was.  A decade ago, a day of hunting like this wouldn’t have bothered him a bit.  But now, having lived a comfortable life of good food and little labour, the dreaded ‘middle age spread’ had caught up to him.  The odd backpacking adventure here and there hadn’t been enough to keep him truly fit after he left the Forces.  Now a day in the woods, tramping through snow, left him slightly winded and wanting a warm couch to lay on.  Perhaps a good book to read.

      James glanced down at the rifle in his hands.  Even with the sling, the stupid thing felt awkward.  He’d just gone too long without carrying one.  Of course, the C8 he carried in his Army days was a hell of a lot lighter than this bulky SKS.  He still wasn’t sure why he’d chosen to take the SKS this morning, as it was far from his favourite rifle.  Normally he would have brought his .308 Mauser.  It had a nice smooth action, and even had a decent scope mounted on it.  He was plenty fast enough with the bolt action that he didn’t need to carry a semi-auto like the SKS for deer hunting, so why had he brought this old Russian rifle along?  Shaking his head, he dismissed the thoughts.  It had felt like the thing to do at the time, so he had.

      Time and miles passed, as James made his way back to the cabin his father had built.  He had only been a young boy when his dad had poured the cement footings for the camp.  Now, with so many of his friends and family gone, he was older than his father was then, with more grey in his short hair and beard than he liked to admit.  James tried to keep an eye out for an unlucky white tail, but his mind kept wandering, taking him back to better days.  Days of love and laughter, when he wasn’t so… alone.

      The old ex-soldier froze when he was suddenly torn from his reverie by a loud roar echoing through the forest.  Dropping to a knee and bringing the rifle up to his shoulder, James scanned the woods around him from right to left.  He’d never heard a roar like that in his life.  It didn’t sound like a bear, not quite.  Similar to a big grizzly, perhaps, but mixed with the rough growling sound of a lion, like they used to play at the start of some old movies.  Neither of which should be anywhere near the woods of Nova Scotia.  A sudden chill went down his spine when the unknown beast roared again, this time clearly off to his left.

      James had slowly started to rise to his feet, peering into the darkening woods, when a loud growl was followed by a woman’s scream.  The shrill sound blew away the hunter’s hesitancy, and training took over.  James bolted towards the noise, his rifle up as he looked ahead over his sights, trying to spot either the animal or the woman.  The tiredness in his body fell away as adrenaline pumped through his veins.  His steps were sure as he dashed through the woods, dodging branches and roots.  Something ahead moved.  Something large.  Discipline kept James from pulling the trigger until he could positively identify his target.  He couldn’t fire blindly, or he would risk hitting the woman instead of saving her.

      When he finally broke through the tree line, James couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  Right in front of him was a creature straight out of myth and legend.  The beast had a body the size of a half ton truck, and that wasn’t counting its long neck or tail.  Dark green scales the size of dinner plates covered the massive reptile’s body, and a pair of wings the size of hang gliders sprouted from its back.

      Once again, discipline and training kicked in, snapping James out of his shock at seeing a bona fide dragon in the back woods of Colchester County.  Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of someone in white clothing scrambling through the brush, clearly trying to get away from the monster.  Believing this was the screaming woman, and thus he had a clear shot, James lined up his sights on the beast, targeting a spot just behind its front shoulder.  James slowly exhaled, then held his breath as he squeezed the trigger.

      The sound of the ricochet was disappointing, if not entirely surprising, given the legendary toughness of dragon hide.  A deeply furrowed brow was the only outward sign of emotion on James’ face as the great serpent spun to glare at him, clearly very pissed off.  The hunter squeezed the trigger once more, this time going for a head shot.  The heavy round struck the ridge over the dragon’s eye, causing the beast’s head to whip back from the impact.  James sucked at his teeth as the dragon roared its fury and squared off, preparing to charge him.  If a 7.62 x 39 round couldn’t penetrate his foe’s hide, he really didn’t have any way to take the monster down.  Thus, the ageing hunter calmly took a step forward as he fixed his bayonet.  Perhaps he could at least distract the thing long enough for the lady to get away.  “Well lizard,” James called out “let’s end this.”

      “Lizard!” The dragon roared, its voice deep and gravelly, with the ‘z’ coming out as a hiss.  “I’ll show you the difference between a lizard and a DRAGON!”  The drake raged as it stood up on its hind legs, flared its wings, and took in a deep breath.

      A deep, unnatural fear sent shivers down James’ spine, and settled in his stomach like a lead weight.  Terror threatened to paralyze his legs, as though his feet were rooted to the ground.  But then, like a bolt of lightning, a sudden thought flashed through James’ mind.  A single chance to take this enemy out.  He was the hunter.  He would never be the prey.  Rage and determination filled his heart, melting the fear that froze him in place.

      Before he could reconsider, James charged the beast, roaring at the top of his lungs.  In response, the dragon dropped down on all fours, extending its neck, and spreading its jaws wide.  The ex-soldier focussed on the beast’s mouth; he could see bright flames swirling deep within its cavernous maw.  In the time between heart beats, James lunged at his enemy, driving the point of his bayonet into the creature’s mouth, and pulling the trigger as fast as he could.  The flames grew brighter as they shot from the dragon’s throat, blinding the hunter and drowning him in agony as they enveloped his entire body.  Yet still, the man pressed on.  He continued to pull the trigger until the magazine was empty, even as the flesh melted from his very bones.  In the time that it took the young lady’s heart to beat thrice, both the dragon and warrior had died.
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      Eventually, the excruciating pain that seemed to permeate his entire being began to fade.  The dragon’s fire felt like it had lit up every nerve in his body, which to be fair, it probably did.  With the passing of the pain came a new awareness of his surroundings, as well as his person.  That being, that he seemed to lack the latter.  It was then that James realized that the reason the pain in his body was gone, was because his body itself was gone.  Or rather, he wasn’t connected to it anymore.  He could sense his surroundings to some degree, but everything appeared as indistinct shapes, concealed as if in a bright mist.  The nearby trees appeared more as wispy shadows than solid objects.  The girl in white though, seemed to be approaching, and unlike everything else around him, he could discern her features more clearly.  She gave the impression of being a rippling reflection, as though viewed in a pond.

      James tried to move towards her, but found that his feet could not gain purchase on the soil.  This caused him to stop and make an attempt to examine himself.  To his ‘eye’, as it were, he appeared, well, ghostly.  His body, that is his incorporeal form (not to be confused with the blackened lump which sat on the ground below him), lacked any colour at all, as if someone had taken a black and white photograph of him.  It struck James as odd that he was still wearing the same clothes he had died in.  Were they ghostly versions of clothes?  What need had a ghost for clothes anyway?

      The sound of the lady speaking brought him out of his rambling thoughts.  He tried to listen to her words, but they sounded like the echoes of whispers.  The volume seemed to flicker, like a candle in the wind, if sound could do such a thing.  No matter how hard he tried to focus on her speech, the words were indistinct and distorted.  This also led James to realize that he was having a great deal of trouble concentrating on any one thing.  His mind wandered, pondering questions like How do I see with no eyes to catch the light?  And for that matter, how do I detect sound at all, with no ear drums to sense the vibrations in the air?

      The young lady’s movements caught his attention once more.  She had stopped and knelt next to his charred corpse, then clasped her hands as if in prayer.  Being this close to her, James was finally able to get a good look at her face, and was shocked to find her quite beautiful.  Her wavy black hair seemed to rest softly on her shoulders.  A small, pert nose and soft pink lips graced her face, but it was her eyes that were her most striking feature.  Her irises were a golden colour he had never seen on a person.  For a moment he lost himself in those eyes, before she closed them, lowered her head, and began muttering in a language he didn’t understand.

      Rather than stare at the woman who clearly couldn’t see him, James turned his attention back to his surroundings.  Just beyond the kneeling girl sat a huge shape James vaguely recognized as the dragon.  The fact that it was unmoving, and that the girl seemed to have no fear of it, led James to believe that it must be dead.  That thought made him chuckle and shake his head.  At least he had managed to slay the beast, even if it had cost him his life.  The girl should be safe now.

      James focussed on the huge carcass, trying to pick out any details he could.  He’d never thought he’d see a real dragon, so he was determined to sate his curiosity as much as possible while he had the chance.  Frustratingly, the strange mist that seemed to obscure everything was far denser around the dragon’s corpse.  He then noticed that the odd cloud was also a different colour than the rest of the mist.  In fact, it was the only thing besides the girl who had any colour at all in this strange existence.  The strange red fog seemed to be emanating from the corpse, and growing thicker by the moment.

      The ghostly hunter puzzled over what it could be.  He could feel something akin to a very subtle heat and pressure coming from the smoke like substance.  It gave his outstretched hand an almost… energetic feel.  If James had eyes, they would have widened then, or perhaps his ghostly eyes had indeed done so.  It was impossible for him to tell, as he had none of the physical sensations one would normally associate with a body.  Regardless of his facial expression, or possible lack thereof, James came to a startling conclusion.  He recognized this energy, or at least the feeling of it.  It was Qi!

      Decades ago, back when he had served in the infantry, he had been exposed to numerous martial arts, as such training was very popular in his line of work.  One art in particular had intrigued him more than the others, and so when he found a Shidoshi willing to teach him, he had trained in that form for a few years.  That art was ninjutsu, and a small part of his training had included the basics of sensing and manipulating Qi.  Only once in all is his travels had James come across such a substantial source of Qi, and that was when he had visited the Stonehenge in England.  The odd warmth in his palm from those stones was not dissimilar to what he could feel flowing from the dead dragon now.

      At that thought, James quickly began to do precisely what he had done back then - attempt to draw the Qi into himself.  Unable to get into the lotus position, the dead warrior simply focussed on the feel of the energy, and moving his arms and hands in a half remembered pattern.  Closing his eyes seemed to have no effect on his ability to perceive his surroundings, and momentarily caused him to lose concentration.  Similarly, he had no heartbeat to slow, nor any ability to breathe, let alone deeply.  All of this was becoming quite frustrating to James,  as it was preventing him from entering a mediative state.  He simply wasn’t familiar enough with his current state of being to control it.

      As he watched the cloud of Qi slowly grow denser and expand, James became more irritated.  As a ghost, it was easier than ever before to sense the Qi, perhaps because that is essentially all that was left of him.  But with no living body, he had no means to attract the energy to him, let alone absorb it.  At a loss of what to do, James willed himself to move towards the dragon’s Qi.  At first, nothing happened.  Then slowly, like a balloon on a gentle breeze, the man’s spirit began to drift towards the red fog.

      The moment he entered the cloud of energy, it responded to his beckoning and began to cling to him, almost as if he were magnetized.  Unfortunately, that was when James realized that the Qi was very hot.  His elation turned to panic as the fiery Qi scorched his soul, slowly burning away that which made him him.  The dragons’ Qi was mixing with his essence, and breaking him down in a way he didn’t understand, as if melting the very pattern of his soul.  James tried to scream and withdraw from the crimson mist that had enveloped him, but the searing pain destroyed any concentration and control he had.  A single thought took form in what was left of James’ consciousness.  To think that the very dragon who had burned my body to ash is going to do the same to my immortal soul.

      “Thou art a fool!  Cease that this instant!”  A powerful yet feminine voice rang out clearly behind him as a strong hand grasped him by the arm.  One moment he was being consumed as if by the fires of Hell, and the next he was pulled free of their torturous caress.  That’s not to say that the pain had stopped in its entirety.  He still felt as if small rivers of fire were passing through the veins he no longer had.  Glancing down at himself, he could see fiery red cracks spider webbed throughout his black and white spirit.

      “Just what doest thou think thou wert doing!?”

      Shocked by the volume and clarity of the voice, James’ attention snapped to the woman in front of him.  Further to his surprise, the woman’s appearance wasn’t distorted in the slightest.  She stood there, clear as day, and was definitely pissed.  She glared at him with steel blue eyes as she pointed a shining spear at his chest.

      “Well?” she demanded.  “I asked thee a question.”

      “Ah… um….”  James stuttered as he tried to form a coherent thought.

      “How wondrous.  A skald.” the woman frowned and planted her spear in the earth.

      “Skald?”  James muttered as his brain (or whatever spectral replacement he had) finally started to kick into gear.  He knew what a skald was.  It was a poet.  Or rather, an old Norse word for a similar profession.  And her using such a term started to make sense as he took in her appearance.  To say that the woman was statuesque would be an understatement.  She easily stood a few inches taller than him, making her around six feet tall.  Her long blonde hair was tied up in a ponytail, and sat under a steel helm with white wings sweeping up the sides.  Her chest was encased in serious armour, the breastplate clearly meant for battle and not some men’s fantasy design.  Her right hand rested on her spear, and her left held a round shield that looked too heavy for a normal man to carry.  A long cloak of white feathers was the only adornment she bore, not that she needed any.  This woman was the very definition of power and beauty.

      “Skald.” James repeated.  “Sarcasm.  I see.  The lowest form of wit, but the highest form of intelligence.”

      The woman quirked a brow.  “It seems thou canst form words, at least.  Thou might be more intelligent than I thought.  Now answer my question.  What didst thou think thou wert doing, entering yon fire Qi?”

      Ordinarily James would simply ignore anyone with an attitude half as haughty as this lady possessed, but given that she had literally pulled his ass out of the fire, he felt he owed her a significant amount of patience.  James tried to stand up straighter, and accomplished nothing at all.  The fire Qi was still burning through his soul, so he was still in a significant amount of pain, but he no longer felt as if he was on the verge of oblivion, and he could at least think straight again.  Which he immediately found strange.  His mind was clearer than it had been since he first… died.  He also felt more… real?  Solid wasn’t the right word.  Stable perhaps?

      The woman cleared her throat and stared at him with impatience.

      “Right.  Um.  Well, I could sense that the red cloud was Qi… so I wanted to absorb it.”

      “Thou art dead.”  she deadpanned.

      “…Yes?  And?”  James gave her a confused look.

      “Qi is life force.  Life force.  For the living.  The dead cannot absorb more life.  Some forms of undead canneth feed upon it, verily.  Many seek to destroy it.  But thou art not undead.  Thou art dead.” the warrior woman sighed, as if it pained her to explain something so rudimentary.

      “There is a significant difference, I take it?”  James inquired, unable to restrain his curiosity.

      “Quite.  Attempting to merge thy self with a dense source of Qi, like that over yonder, will simply dilute and break down the pattern of thy soul, destroying thee utterly.” the woman scowled as she delivered the proclamation.

      “So… these cracks?  This fire Qi flowing through my… spirit?  It’s tearing me apart?”  James frowned as he tried, and failed, to touch glowing red lines.

      “Nay.”  the woman responded, biting her lip.

      “No?” James asked, perplexed.

      “Nay.  Hast thou suddenly gone deaf?” the woman snarked.

      “No… I’m just… confused.”  James muttered.

      “Thou should be.  That fire Qi should be burning away what remains of thy soul as we speak.”  the woman sighed and pulled her spear from the ground.

      “So… why isn’t it?” James tried to prod her for an answer.

      “I do not know.” she replied as she turned and walked towards the kneeling woman in white.

      “Right then… I’m James.  Thanks for… saving me.” he tried to follow, extending a hand to her.

      The warrior woman turned and looked at James, as if wondering whether or not to take his offered hand.  After a moment, she stepped back to him, planted her spear once more, and shook his hand.  “My name is Hrein.  I am valkyrja, here to take thee to the afterlife.”

      The fact that she was a valkyrie wasn’t actually what surprised James at that moment.  No, it was the fact that she actually held his hand.  He could feel her, as if he were solid.  Alive.

      Perhaps James’ shock registered on his face, because Hrein tilted her head as she looked at him, as if in question.  After a few seconds of silence, she simply shrugged and released his hand, turning back to the other woman.  Before he could say anything else, the valkyrie knelt beside the black haired lady, placed a hand on her shoulder, and whispered something in her ear.

      The young lady must have heard her, for her head snapped up and her eyes widened for a moment, before a gentle smile graced her lips.  The lady in white spoke softly, and her words must have reached the valkyrie, for the warrior woman nodded, then stood and walked back to James.

      “Who is she?”  James wondered aloud, his attention still focused on the raven haired beauty.

      “A priestess.” Hrein replied as she took up her spear in her shield hand.  “It was her prayer which called me here to collect thy soul.  Ordinarily we valkyrjur no longer visit Midgardr, as the Norse pantheon abandoned this realm centuries ago.”

      James turned to look at Hrein as she stopped beside him.  “Why did they do that?”

      Hrein shrugged, as if it were no big deal.  “They lost the war with the one called Yahweh.”

      “Who?” James frowned at the unfamiliar name.

      This time it was Hrein’s turn to frown.  “The God of the Israelites.  Surely thou hast heard of Him?”

      “Oh…” James’ brows went up with understanding.  “Most everyone I know just calls Him ‘God’.  Well, that or Allah.”

      Hrein nodded, as she grasped his wrist in her right hand.

      “So, he’s real, huh?”  James whispered as he glanced down at her hand on his arm.

      “Yea.  But it is due to thy lack of faith, thine ‘atheism’ as thou dost call it, that He hast no claim on thy soul.  This, along with the prayer of the priestess, is what allowed me to come for thee.”  The valkyrie tightened her grip on his wrist and looked up into the sky.

      “Lucky me.”  James winked at her and grinned.

      Hrein tilted her head, as if in confusion, then scowled.  “I should have allowed Hrist to come.  Now be silent, and prepare thyself.”

      James opened his mouth, about to ask another question, when suddenly the maiden’s swan cloak snapped out behind her and became a pair of glorious white wings.  Without further ado, the valkyrie leapt into the air and spread her wings, hauling James along with her.  With each flap of her wings, Hrein pulled them higher and higher aloft, soaring into the night sky.
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      Tearing his gaze away from the quickly receding Earth, James tried to look ahead of them in an attempt to spot their destination.  At first he thought he was looking at a particularly bright star in the night sky.  As they drew closer however, the light grew larger and brighter, while the other stars seemed to vanish.  It was almost as if they’d entered a tunnel, one whose walls were constructed of pitch black void, and for some reason, the thought of touching said walls evoked a primal fear deep in his soul.  The two travellers drew ever closer to the light, until at last, it enveloped them completely… then was gone.

      James found himself standing in an open field of golden wheat; the peaceful rustle of the ripe stalks blowing gently in the breeze the only sound he could hear.  In the distance he could make out a great hall of gigantic proportions.  The hall rested in the shadow of a tree  that stretched so tall into the sky, that he couldn’t discern the top of it.

      “Welcome to Asgardr, warrior.  Yonder is Valhalla, Óðinn’s hall and home to the einherjar.”  Hrein proclaimed loudly, with more than a little pride in her voice.  These terms, at least, were familiar to James.  While he had never suspected that they were real, he’d had some interest in Norse mythology, and thus had read enough to know the basics.  Einherjar, for example, were those that died in battle and were chosen by the valkyries to fight for Odin at the end of times, aka Ragnarök.

      Surprisingly, the warrior woman didn’t rush him, and was content to let him stroll along, taking in all that was around him.  She didn’t even seem to mind his questions, answering him patiently and giving names to the sights he pointed out.

      “The great hart thou seest there, nibbling upon the leaves of Læraðr, is known as Eikþyrnir.  The foolish beast plays and cavorts about upon the roof of Valhalla with his friend, Heiðrún the goat each day.”

      “Why does it appear to be… raining from Eikthyrnir’s… the deer’s antlers?” James asked, clearly perplexed by what he was seeing.

      Hrein was silent for a moment, a look of distaste settling over her fine features.  “That is… sweat.”

      The dead warrior’s eyes widened.  “Sweat?  From his horns?  In such great amounts?”  The tone of his voice betraying how incredulous he found her statement to be.

      Hrein scowled and straightened her posture.  “The leaves of Læraðr, which is but a branch of the great Yggdrasill, posses such potency that even divine beasts must distill its humours in some fashion, lest they be overcome.”

      “I see… then what about Heidrun, the goat?  He seems fine.”

      “She is fine.  Where Eikþyrnir exudes such fluids from his antlers, which runs off to add to the great spring Hvergelmir, Heiðrún turns her milk to mead, and lets it flow into yon great cauldron beside Valhalla.  It is from said cauldron which the einherjar are given their drink each day.” the valkyrie explained.

      “Wait.  I thought Hvergelmir was located at the roots of the World Tree, in Niflheim?  Isn’t it the nesting place of the dragon Nidhogg?” queried James.

      “It is.” replied Hrein.  “Hvergelmir is one of the three great springs, from which all waters flow, and one which feeds the mighty ash, Yggdrasill.”

      The hunter’s mind boggled at trying to envision a spring that spanned multiple worlds.  “So… it exists in more than one place simultaneously?”

      Hrein sighed.  “Many of the realms are connected, and are kept separate from each other, by bodies of water.  The river Ífingr separates Jötunheimr from Asgardr, for example.  Tell me, dost thou think it is merely distance that separates Jötunheimr from Asgardr, or Asgardr from thy world, Midgardr?”

      “No…?”  James responded, but didn’t sound too sure of himself.

      The valkyrie shook her head.  “These are things valkyrjur learn as a child.  The Realms are not merely different places within the same space.  One cannot pass from one Realm to another by mortal means.  Special magic must be used to pierce the veil.  Mystics and wise men in Midgardr hath known this for millennia.”

      “Okay.” said James as he did his best to follow along.

      “Water and other reflective surfaces are known to be places that touch more than one Realm.  This is why it is possible to pass through the looking glass into another world, given the right magic, or to use a pool of water for divination.” she continued.

      James nodded along as she explained.

      “To answer thy question about Hvergelmir in particular, the pool doth indeed sit here in Asgardr, to the side of Valhalla.  Of course its reflection sits in Niflheimr, beneath the roots of Yggdrasill.”

      “Ah.  I think I get it.  So, Nidhogg nests in the reflection, along with the countless snakes mentioned in the legends.”  James smiled as it came together in his mind.

      “Precisely.  The dragon Níðhöggr and the serpents are trapped in Niflheimr, on the other side of the spring Hvergelmir.” Hrein concluded.

      “Thanks for taking the time to explain all that.”  James grinned a bit sheepishly and tried to scratch the back of his head… to no avail.

      Hrein glanced at him for a second, then gave him a soft smile.  “Thou art welcome, warrior.  Now let us continue our journey to thy final destination.”

      As they approached the great hall, James could make out many more details on the building.  Details like the fact that it had shields in place of shingles on the roof, and didn’t just have one door, but hundreds along all of its sides.  Or at least, the sides he could see.  “Just how many doors does one building need?” he muttered.

      “Five hundred and forty.” Hrein replied, as if she didn’t realize the question was meant to be rhetorical.  “This is so that no less than eight hundred einherjar canneth sally forth at once.”

      “Right… of course.”

      “Dost thou seest yon spear heads?” Hrein kept on, as if she were some celestial tour guide.  “The very rafters of Valhalla are made from the spears of the greatest Jötunn.  And there, before the west doors, hangs the hide of a mighty wolf, even as the noble eagle circles it, as a crow would circle mere carrion in Midgardr.”

      Before he knew it, James was standing at the doors of the great hall.  Hrein rapped thrice upon the massive entrance with the tip of her spear.  A few heartbeats later (hers, not his, since he no longer had a pulse), the doors opened and a veritable bear of a man stepped forth.  No, seriously.  He even wore a bear’s head as a hood!  The massive man had at least five inches in height on Hrein, which meant he was much taller than James.

      “Greetings, noble einherjar!  Make way, for I bring the soul of a dead warrior to Óðinn for judgement.” the valkyrie proclaimed.

      “He don’ look like much…” grumbled the beast of a man.  “Mayhap I should test him first.”  he sneered as he flexed his pectoral muscles.

      “I said STAND ASIDE!” Hrein shouted as she slammed the butt of her spear into his foot.

      The einherjar let out a howl of pain and rage, only to be knocked on his arse by Hrein shoving past him with her shield.  James quickly followed as the valkyrie made her way down the central aisle of the hall.  Thousands of men sat upon benches clad in mail (yes, the benches themselves were adorned with armour), each feasting and drinking their fill as they loudly proclaimed their prowess in battle, or occasionally, called out to the numerous valkyries serving them mead.  Some few turned their heads and watched as James passed by, and none of those seemed overly impressed with what they saw.  Never in his life had James felt more out of place.  Though technically this wasn’t his life, but his afterlife.  Does it still count? he wondered to himself.  The men here were all built like professional MMA fighters, and wore a variety of furs and pieces of armour.  None had anything that even appeared to approach any sort of manners, as they stuffed their faces with whatever they could get their hands on, though surprisingly none looked dirty or unclean.  James had spent a number of years around ‘macho’ guys and meat heads while serving in the army, but that was very different from the feel of this place.  The uniforms and discipline of the army made things seem so much more… civilized.

      “Heil og sæl, young valkyrja.” called a loud but fatherly voice.  This brought James’ attention back to the present, and caused him to realize that they had come to a halt in front of a raised throne, wrought of pure silver and clearly designed to seat two.  Currently the left seat was empty, but a large, long bearded man sat on the right.  The man was easily seven feet tall and wore a simple cloak about his shoulders, and a wide brimmed hat upon his head.  His beard was grey and his left eye appeared to be missing, as if it were plucked out long ago.  The elderly man held a massive spear in his left hand, a goblet of wine in his right, and perched upon each shoulder was a raven which stared at James with intelligent eyes.

      Hrein dropped to one knee, and so James followed suit a split second later.  Doing so, he suddenly found himself face to face with a massive white wolf.  The beast snarled, as James nearly put his knee in a plate of food, which was clearly the wolf’s supper.  Doing his best not to make any sudden movements, the ghostly hunter carefully slid back, to kneel further away from the huge canine.

      Apparently the old man found James’ gaffe somewhat amusing, as he chuckled softly while Hrein turned to glare at him.  A sharp bark from the other side of the throne caused James to turn his head, whereupon he saw an equally large wolf with a coat of black lying next to another plate of food.

      Hrein addressed the king as she lowered her head.  “All-Father.”

      “Rise, granddaughter, and tell us what you have brought to us this day.” the old man spoke in a commanding, yet gentle voice.

      Hrein stood and turned, as if to present James, who, taking his cues from the valkyrie, also stood then.

      “May I present James, a warrior of Midgardr, for thy judgement.” the valkyrie proclaimed before taking a step back, away from the deceased hunter.

      “A warrior you say?  And from Midgardr?  How strange…” the All-Father furrowed his brow as he studied the spirit before him.  “He certainly doesn’t look like a warrior, all soft in the middle like he is.” the god frowned as he poked James in the stomach with the butt of his spear, and causing him to stumble back.

      James was well aware of his… deficiencies, but that didn’t mean that he’d brook such disrespect, even from a god.  Thus he locked eyes with the primordial being and scowled.  “I’ve served my time in the trenches.”

      Odin scoffed and then sneered at the disembodied soul.  “Served, is it?  Do not think that we fail to see the laziness in your heart, mortal.”

      James bit his tongue, unable to deny that he preferred an easy, comfortable life to one of battle and hardship.  Before he could come up with a reply, Hrein made a plea on his behalf.

      “All-Father, it is true that he died in battle, and…”

      “Then send him to Freyja.  We do not want him.  He has no place in Valhalla.”  Odin commanded, cutting her off with a wave of his mighty spear, Gungnir.

      Bowing deeply, Hrein acknowledged her orders.  “As thou dost command, All-Father.”  She then spun on her heel and marched over to James, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him away from the throne.

      The two had scarcely made it ten steps down the aisle before a thundering voice called out to them.  “Hrein!”

      James glanced at the valkyrie and saw her set her jaw before turning to face the speaker.

      “Þórr.” she said evenly, her head held high and showing not an ounce of the subservience she had shown Odin.  “What is it thou wouldst have of me, my lord?”

      “I will have you!” shouted the mountain of a man as he grabbed her by the waist, laughing loudly.

      James took in the boisterous god before him.  The being was at least as tall as Odin, if not slightly taller, with the build and handsome face of a character from a superhero movie.  A mop of fiery red hair covered his head, and matched his bushy beard.  His clothing was typical of the warriors in the hall, with two major exceptions.  Wrapped about his waist was a broad leather belt with a huge silver buckle, and his hands were sheathed in great iron gauntlets that looked to weigh a ton.

      “Thor…” James uttered.

      The God of Thunder turned towards James, looking him up and down with a puzzled expression on his face.  “What… is wrong with it?”

      “I beg your pardon?” James blinked at the derision in Thor’s voice.

      “That… thing there.” the god pointed at James with a heavy looking hammer bearing a short handle.  “The fractured soul before me.  What is it doing here?”

      Hrein silently slipped from the god’s embrace and shifted to stand next to James, taking his hand in hers.  “This is James.  I am taking him to Fólkvangr, by Óðinn’s command.”

      Thor’s brow furrowed further in confusion.  “Fólkvangr?  But Freyja only receives warriors there…?”

      Before Thor could continue with his questions, Hrein spun and started hauling James towards the exit.

      “Ah…!”  Thor grunted, his hand outstretched as if he meant to stop them from leaving.

      “Mead, my lord?” a voluptuous and scantily clad valkyrie with pale white hair sidled up to the god, holding a mug of amber liquid under his nose.

      “Er… thanks Róta.” the god grumbled as he accepted the drink.  The valkyrie smiled sweetly until Thor turned away, then glared after Hrein and James, her icy blue eyes filled with jealousy.

      Odin sat quietly on his throne through all of this, listening to his ravens, Huginn and Muninn, as they whispered in his ears.  He watched Hrein drag James though the door with a small smirk on his lips and a mischievous twinkle in his eye.
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      James let Hrein drag him quickly across the field and away from Valhalla for several minutes before speaking.  It was clear the valkyrie was upset about something, but he couldn’t fathom what.

      “So… you and Thor, eh?”

      Hrein stopped abruptly and spun to glare at James.  “Just what art thou implying is between myself and the God of Thunder?”

      “W…well,” James stammered, having clearly put his foot in it.  “He certainly seemed fond of you.”

      The scowl on Hrein’s face only deepened at James’ comment.  “Þórr is fond of anything with two teats and a gash betwixt her legs.”

      James was mildly shocked to hear such a vulgar description come from the normally very proper valkyrie.  “Is… is that so?”  James cleared his throat.  “I see.”

      Hrein turned to look away from him, then sighed.  “I… am not fond of the God of Thunder.” she said quietly.

      James blinked, then squeezed her hand gently.  “That… has to be annoying.”

      The valkyrie nodded slightly.  “The Mighty Þórr has had his eye on me for several years now.  It was only two moons past that I became a woman in the eyes of the gods, however.”

      James swallowed a lump in his throat.  “Became a woman, eh?  Then I guess Thor already…”

      Hrein’s head whipped back to face him as she tore her hand from his.  “What?!  Nay!  No man has ever…!  I assure thee, my purity is perfectly intact.” she snarled.

      “Eh?  But then… what?”  James stuttered, confused.  After a minute or so he pulled himself together and apologized.  “I’m sorry, Hrein.  Sometimes the phrase ‘became a woman’ means… you know what?  Never mind.  It’s none of my business anyway.”

      “None of his business…” she whispered, a pained look coming over her face.  “I see.” she said in a clear voice and began walking away.

      James’ instincts kicked into high gear.  “Whoah.  I know that feeling.  It’s very familiar.  I just did something stupid, didn’t I?” he called out as he chased after her.

      “I do not know what thou couldst be speaking of, James.”

      James bit his lip.  He knew he needed to say the right thing, and he needed to say it now, but saying the right thing at the right time had never been his strong suit.  Unsurprisingly, he drew a blank.  The best he could come up with was to change the subject.  Maybe he’d be able to smooth things over later.  “So… how come the gods don’t speak with the same accent you do?  They sounded like locals to me.  You know, from around home.”

      Hrein glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, and slowed her pace slightly.  “The gods are ancient and learned, thus they may speak any language they wish.  Odin in particular hath great wisdom and magic, and thus all hear him speak in their own tongues.”

      “I guess the same thing happened with Thor then?” James replied thoughtlessly, then kicked himself mentally for bringing up the God of Thunder again.

      Hrein’s eye twitched, but she made no other outward sign of her annoyance.  “Þórr is Óðinn’s son, and his most favoured at that.  The All-Father hath doubtlessly graced the God of Thunder with a similar gift of tongues.  Verily, the Mighty one is not so clever as to learn the languages of the Jötunn, Dvergr, Álfar, and man on his own.”

      James nodded at her explanation.  “Ah.  That makes sense.  He did come off as something of a brute.”

      Hrein let out a short giggle before clearing her throat.  “Yea.  He is truly mighty of arm, and his belt Megingjörð maketh him doubly so.  But even with his might, he would not be able to wield the legendary hammer Mjölnir without the aid of his iron gauntlets, the Járngreipr.”

      “Hmm.  What exactly do the gauntlets do, then?” asked James, glad to see her mood slowly improving, as she once again entered what he liked to think of as ‘tour guide mode’.

      Hrein shook her head slightly.  “That is unknown to all but a few.”

      The two walked in companionable silence for a bit before James asked another question.

      “Why am I fat?”

      “Pardon?” Hrein stopped and blinked.

      “I mean, I get why I was fat when I was alive, but why am I fat now, as a ghost?” James asked, trying to pat his tummy.

      Hrein frowned.  “The soul is a reflection of the heart.  It is simply how thou seest thy self.”

      “Ah.  Guess I’m doomed to never lose weight then.” grumbled the deceased hunter.

      Placing her free hand on her hip, Hrein scowled at James for the umpteenth time that day.  “And why doth such foolishness pass thy lips?”

      “Huh?  I mean, I just see myself as I am… right?” James countered.

      “Perhaps mine eyes fail me, then.” the valkyrie shook her head as if in distaste and started walking again.

      “Wait.  Why are you upset all of a sudden?” James called out as he hustled to catch up.

      “If thou art too dense to seest for thy self, then mayhap it is none of my business.” she replied curtly.

      “Hold the phone!” James shouted and stood his ground.

      “Hold what?  Thou hast no possessions for which to hand me.  What art thou blathering about now?” the war maiden stopped and turned to face him again.

      “A phone is… bah.  Never mind that.  Why are you acting like a jilted lover or something?  You can’t possibly have any interest in me.  We’ve only known each other for a few hours!” James nearly shouted.

      “Oh?  Impossible, is it?  I suppose thou hast no interest in me either, then?  It could not be, since thou hast known me for an equally short time.”  The valkyrie stomped back to him and emphasized her words by poking him in the chest.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” James snorted.  “You’re beautiful.  Gorgeous even.  Any man would be attracted to you.  You’re not like… this.” he said waving his hands over his body, as if to indicate something.

      “Like this?  Like what, exactly?” she glared at him, as if daring him to say something further.

      James grit his teeth and glared back at her.  “Fat.  Old.  Just… me.  Open your eyes, girl!”

      “Open mine eyes, thou sayest?  Wouldst thou claim mine eyes are less sharp than thine?” she hissed.

      “Clearly something is wrong with them, if you can’t see what I look like.” he retorted.

      “I will tell thee what I see, James Fir.  I see a man of courage.  A warrior who gaveth his very life to protect a maiden he knew not.  I see a Dragon Slayer, no less!” she gripped his ghostly shirt in her right hand as she proclaimed these things straight to his face.

      Her words cut him deep.  He clenched his jaw and gazed at the ground.  He simply didn’t see himself that way.  He knew what he was really like, both inside and out.  “You don’t know me.” he whispered.  “You don’t know the things I’ve done, what I was really like in life.”

      Hrein tugged on his shirt and pulled him against her, then whispered in his ear.  “I am valkyrja, James, a Chooser of the Slain.  I do not care how thou hast lived.  I care how thou hast died.”

      James slowly raised his head, and looked into her eyes.  He saw conviction there, and compassion.  He inhaled deeply, then kissed her.  Her lips were soft as pillows, her breath as warm and fresh as a summer’s breeze.  When at last he opened his eyes and pulled back, he suddenly feared he had made a mistake.  Her eyes were wide with shock, and a maiden’s blush reddened her cheeks.

      “I…” he stammered as she turned away from him and placed her fingers to her lips.  “I, um,” he cleared his throat.  “Thank you.  Thank you for seeing me that way.”

      The girl just nodded without saying anything.  The silence stretched on awkwardly for a few minutes, until she just started walking again.

      James wanted to apologize, but somehow felt that wasn’t the right thing to do.  His mind raced for something to say as they pressed through the endless fields of wheat.  He was about to reach his limit, and possibly say something foolish, when the maiden unexpectedly broke the silence.

      “Valkyrjur may choose their own lovers.” she stated softly.

      James was a bit surprised by her statement, and so she continued before he could respond.

      “Óðinn doth not forbid us to marry, but we must still perform our duties in Valhalla, and as Choosers of the Slain.” Hrein looked back at him, as he was walking a pace behind her.

      James very nearly croaked out ‘Marry?’, but just managed to hold his tongue for once.  He could tell that this woman was taking his kiss very seriously, and to make light of it would be a grave mistake.  Perhaps leading to his grave.  Again.  Instead, he more wisely said “Is that so?”

      Hrein nodded again, watching him closely.

      “And what, uh, what exactly are a valkyrie’s duties… in Valhalla?” he did his best to look her in the eye when he asked.

      The maiden turned her head back to the path before them and took a moment to reply.  “We serve mead and meat to the einherjar and… entertain them.”

      James clenched his jaw and spoke through grit teeth.  “Entertain, huh?”

      Hrein sighed.  “We need not bed them.  In sooth, one among our number refuses the touch of any man.  But it is the most common form of… entertainment.”  she glanced back at James again, as if to read his expression before continuing.  “Alternatively, we may dance, sing, play an instrument, or even demonstrate our martial skills.”

      The former soldier didn’t mind the idea of her performing most of those in front of the einherjar, in fact, he found he would love to hear her sing.  But for some reason, the idea of them watching her dance made his stomach turn with jealousy.  “I don’t want you dancing for them.” he growled.

      The valkyrie quirked an eyebrow at that, but said nothing.

      The more James thought about it, the more he didn’t like the idea of her ‘working’ at Valhalla at all.  Though he didn’t drink, he had been to many bars and taverns over the years, and he knew well how ‘handsy’ guys could get when they got in their cups.  Especially aggressive young men who saw themselves as powerful.

      “I see the concern on thy face, and the set of thy jaw.  Thou knowest that I would never be an unfaithful wife, dost thou not?” she asked.

      “It’s not your actions that I don’t trust, Hrein.  It’s the actions of others…”  James muttered as he looked at his feet.

      “Ah.” she nodded and then gently took his hand in her own.  “Thou needest not worry for the behaviour of the einherjar.  Though they are a… rampageous lot, Óðinn would never tolerate them to defile one of his valkyrjur against her will.”

      “And what of Thor?”  James asked, as he looked her straight in the eye.

      Hrein grimaced, then turned her head away.  “The God of Thunder taketh what he desires.  He is among the mightiest of the gods, and few could resist him.” Her voice dropped nearly to a whisper when she added “Certainly not a lowly valkyrja.”

      James gripped her hand as tightly as he could.  “I can’t accept that.  I won’t.”

      The maiden turned to face him with a look of pain and concern in her eyes.  After a few heartbeats, she sighed.  “Mayhap there is something I might try.  It is said that when Sif, his wife in Asgardr, turns to nagging, Þórr himself is wont to turn to his Jötunn lover, Járnsaxa.”

      James frowned slightly.  “And how would that help us?”

      Hrein gave him an impish smirk.  “Járnsaxa resides deep within Jötunheimr.  It would be  a few moon’s adventure to visit her and return.”

      James scratched his beard, or tried to at least.  “So if you speak to Sif, and she gets on Thor’s case about harassing you, he might take few month’s vacation to visit his lover in Jotunheim.”

      “Yea.  That is my thought on it.” Hrein nodded.

      “And then what?” asked James “That only gets him out of the way for a few months at best.”

      The maiden swallowed and looked down again, a pained expression on her face.  “And then he taketh me.”

      “What?!”  James shouted in disbelief.

      “Þórr would certainly be wroth when he findeth out our mischief.  And learn of it he would, have no doubt.” she shook her head “And then he would taketh me in spite.”

      “Then why would we do things this way at all?” James demanded.

      Hrein raised her head and looked him in the eye.  He could see the conviction in her eyes.  “It giveth thee time to acquire a significant mundr.”

      James quelled his anger and tried to understand what she was saying.  “What is a mundr?”

      “How wouldst thou sayest it…?” the valkyrie tilted her head in thought.  “A bride price?”

      James opened his mouth, but didn’t know what to say.  Shaking his head, he looked up to the sky.  “This is crazy.  There are far too many ‘ifs’ in this plan, and the price of failure is too steep.  I don’t even know what would constitute a ‘significant mundr’, let alone where to find it.”

      Hrein raised his hand to her lips and kissed it softly.  “It would need be a relic or artifact of great power for the All-Father to be unable to refuse it.”

      “So I may have a short time, three months at most, to acquire an item of legendary value, so that I can offer it to Odin for your hand in marriage?  But what then?  You said that even if you got married, you would still have to perform your duties in Valhalla.  You wouldn’t be any safer from Thor.”  James didn’t dare mention that talking of marriage at this stage seemed insane to him.  That said, Hrein was beautiful, and he couldn’t deny that he desired her.

      “Oh no, thou misunderstand, my brave warrior.”  Hrein gave him a tiny smile.

      James was a bit taken aback by her affectionate appellation for him, but didn’t interrupt.

      “If thou wert to present Óðinn with the standard mundr for valkyrja, some twelve ounces of gold, the All-Father would undoubtedly giveth thee my hand.  But if thee wert to offer an exceptional mundr, as I have suggested, thou couldst demand my joining of thy house entirely.”  she looked at him with a hopeful expression as she explained the last.

      James swallowed, then nodded.  “Looks like I’m going treasure hunting.”
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      The two walked hand in hand for a few hours, enjoying a little light conversation and star gazing as they worked their way towards Freyja’s abode.  After the heavy topics they had discussed earlier, as well as the generally intense experience of battle and death, James was glad for the chance to take a breather, so to speak.  During that time he learned a little about Hrein, such as the fact that she favoured venison over beef, but fish over meat in general, and salmon most of all.  She wasn’t particularly interested in things James would consider girly, such as jewellery or pretty dresses, and was most comfortable in her armour.  She seemed to find the idea of modern cosmetics to be absurd, laughing at it as a ‘waste of time’, and even shunned the traditional Norse use of kohl to highlight the eyes.  When James explained how modern armies used ‘cam sticks’ and face paint as camouflage, she likened it to the einherjar’s use of war paint to ward off bad luck in battle.

      Eventually, Hrein informed him that it was time to make haste.  Though she would love to spend many a day like this, peacefully walking by his side, she had a duty to perform and that was to escort him to Freyja for judgement.  She was unsure what would happen to his soul if they dallied too long, especially given the obvious cracks caused by the dragon’s fire Qi.

      Gripping his hand tightly, she transformed her swan cloak back into a pair of beautiful white wings, and took off in flight once more.  Though they flew for several hours, James was never cold, nor did he get tired.  Perhaps this was due to his lack of a physical body, or perhaps it was the heavenly nature of Asgard itself.  What surprised James more though, was the view of their destination at daybreak.  At no point had he sensed that they had left Asgard to enter another realm, and there were certainly no obvious effects, like a light at the end of a tunnel, at any point during their trip.

      “Hrein.  May I ask a question?” James spoke over the wind as they began to descend.

      “Thou askest many questions, James Fir.” the valkyrie laughed.

      “Yeah, that leads to another one.  How is it that you know my name?  My family name, that is.”  James inquired.

      The maiden giggled softly.  “I am valkyrja, James.  Of course I can see thy name writ upon thy soul.  How else would I present thee for judgement?”

      “Huh.  Where… where is it written?” he asked, trying to look over his body to find the marking.

      “Upon thy forehead.” she replied with a straight face.

      James’ look of consternation caused her to burst out laughing.

      “It is not visible to any but the Choosers and Judges themselves.”  she continued to giggle.  “Thou need not worry.”

      James frowned, but let the topic drop.

      “What was thine other question?” the smiling valkyrie asked.

      “Oh.  Right.  Well, I was wondering why I didn’t sense us leave Asgard.”  he replied.

      “Why would we leave Asgardr, James?” A look of confusion settled on Hrein’s beautiful face.

      “Well, isn’t Freyja one of the Vanir?  Wouldn’t her home be in Vanaheim?” he asked.

      “Thy knowledge of the gods is oddly incomplete, my dear warrior.” Hrein gave him a strange smile, as if she were befuddled how he could be so aware of some aspects of the Norse pantheon, and utterly ignorant of others.  “It is true that Asgardr is home to the Æsir, and that the Vanir hail from Vanaheimr.  It is also true that Lady Freyja is Vanir, but her great hall Fólkvangr, is located here, in Asgardr.  Dost thou not know of the War of the Gods, where the Æsir didst battle against the Vanir, and how Lady Freyja came to reside in Asgardr?”

      James raised his brows and made a popping noise with his lips.  “Nope.  Hadn’t heard of that one.”

      Hrein giggled and shook her head.  “Suffice it to say, neither clan of gods could overcome the other.  At the end of the war, Lady Freyja, along with her father Njörðr and her brother Freyr, were sent as hostages to the Æsir, whilst Hœnir and Mímir were sent to the Vanir.”

      “So, does that mean there is bad blood between Freyja and the Aesir?  I don’t recall reading that there was.” James stated as the two landed upon a stone paved road.

      “Not at all.  In sooth it was Freyja who taught the Æsir the magic of Seiðr.” she replied.

      “Seidr.  I’ve heard of that.  Divination magic, isn’t it?  Mostly practiced by women?”  James stopped, hoping to delay their arrival by even a few minutes.  He was enjoying the conversation, but he was also in no hurry to part ways with the valkyrie.

      “Yea, though it is practiced by some men as well.  Óðinn is well known to wield its power.  Thou should also knowest that Seiðr canneth be used to control fate or affect thy mind.” Hrein informed him, stopping by his side.

      James mentally scrambled to come up with another topic to talk about, and Hrein gave him an awkward smile, as if she knew what he was doing.  Apparently she had decided to play along, since she turned and raised her arms, ostensibly to showcase something.

      “Welcome to Fólkvangr, dear warrior.  The fields thou dost seest all about thee are Freyja’s domain, where she receives half of all warriors felled in battle.  The other half going to Óðinn, of course.  Yon hall, known as Sessrúmnir, is the seat of her power, from whence she rules this place.”

      James turned to look at the hall, and noted that it was almost as large as Valhalla, and admittedly quite beautiful in the light of the rising sun.

      “Come, James.  It is time.” Hrein whispered as she gently tugged him towards Sessrúmnir.

      The ghostly warrior reluctantly followed the maiden down the road until they reached the great hall.  Upon their approach, the doors were opened by guards in brilliant mail, who stood at attention as they passed.  As they entered, James took in the differences between the halls of the two gods.  While the einherjar of Sessrúmnir, who were just now waking from their cots, looked no less impressive as warriors when compared to those of Valhalla, they were certainly a more clean cut bunch.  Most of the warriors here were at the very least handsome in a classical way, and all were finely dressed, adorning polished armour as they readied themselves for the day.  This contrast didn’t strike James as odd, however.  He knew that Freyja was a war goddess, but she was also a goddess of love and beauty, among other things.  So it made sense in his mind that her followers would be more concerned with appearance and ceremony than their Valhalla counterparts.  As out of place as he had felt in Odin’s hall, James felt like he belonged here even less.

      When the two arrived at the end of the aisle, they were addressed by one of the soldiers standing guard next to the throne.  “Heil og sæl, shield maiden.” he called out in a strong, clear voice as he tapped the butt of his spear on the floor.  “The goddess shall be present momentarily.”

      “Heill og sæll.”  Hrein replied, nodding to the soldier and standing at attention before the throne.  Once again taking his cue from her, James attempted to stand at attention, as best he could in his incorporeal form, a pace behind and to the left of her.

      Before he had the chance to let his attention wander, a large pair of doors opened on the left side of the chamber.  From them stepped the most classically beautiful woman James had ever seen.  Long blonde hair fell well past her waist, and an intricate gold filigree necklace adorned her chest.  The large gems in the necklace sparkled in the morning light, and were almost distracting enough to draw a man’s attention away from her impressive bosom.  Now, James wasn’t a ‘breast man’ as many were, preferring women with more modest busts to the rather large, if perky breasts the woman was sporting, but the fact that the necklace was all she was wearing above the waist meant the gems lost the battle.

      The goddess moved with a sensual grace that would be impossible for a mortal to copy, as she crossed the floor towards them.  Her broad hips, another feature that didn’t suit James’ personal tastes, were wrapped in a sort of diaphanous sarong that didn’t reach her knees, and had an almost magical way of shifting and barely hiding what lay beneath.  Her figure in general was exactly what one would expect from a goddess of fertility.

      It wasn’t until she was seating herself upon the throne and adjusting a cloak of brown feathers from under her that James realized he had been mistaken.  She was indeed wearing something beyond the necklace above her waist - but it had only covered her back.  It was also at that moment that he realized that she hadn’t entered alone.

      Standing behind her right shoulder was a short, lithe and frankly beautiful man.  He had eyes like green gem stones, long white hair, and delicate pointed ears.  The man was leaning over and whispering something in her ear, occasionally glancing at James out of the corner of his eye.

      As she had before Odin, Hrein dropped to one knee and bowed her head.  “Lady Freyja.  May I present James Fir of Midgardr, a warrior who fell…”

      “We are familiar with James Fir.” the Goddess of Gold cut her off.

      James could tell by the look on Hrein’s face that she was astonished by Freyja’s treatment of them.

      “He is a faithless man, is he not?  One who denied the existence of the gods his entire life.  Do you deny this, warrior?”  the goddess questioned him pointedly.

      James tried not to scowl.  He didn’t care one way or the other for the gods, or what they thought of him, but he didn’t like how they were treating their faithful servant, Hrein.  In his mind, it only reinforced his belief that they were unfit for worship.  James stood up straight, abandoning the kneeling position he had taken along with Hrein.  He raised his chin and looked the goddess straight in the eye.  “I do not.  I have no faith.”

      Hrein’s eyes went wide.  His statement was tantamount to blasphemy.  Clearly he couldn’t deny the existence of a being sitting directly before him, so the only way to interpret his words would be to assume he denies their divinity.  The poor valkyrie desperately wanted to stop him from saying anything else.  She had truly begun to care for him, and by his own actions he was putting his immortal soul in jeopardy.

      James’ eyes narrowed slightly.  He would swear that the goddess seated before him was trying hard not to laugh.  The sparkle in her eye caused him to relax his stance slightly, and look upon her in confusion.

      “You see?” Freyja made a grand gesture with her hand.  “The man lacks grace entirely, and is uncomely.  He has no place here, in Fólkvangr.”

      Freyja’s declaration stunned Hrein.  She couldn’t believe what was happening.  For a warrior to be shunned by both Valhalla and Fólkvangr, it meant he had no place in the heavens.  Surely a Dragon Slayer should be accepted into a warrior’s afterlife?  She had known many rude and nearly bestial einherjar that had been accepted.  Berserkers who were as wild and unruly as the bears they could take the shape of.  And yet…

      “My Lady…” Hrein croaked.

      “Take him from my sight, young valkyrja.  He is fat and he is plain.  Unsuited to become one of my einherjar.”

      James did his best not to cringe when the goddess of beauty pointed at his spectral gut.  He wasn’t really that fat, her felt, but he was far from ‘in shape’.  In truth, it had always been his one insecurity.  His valkyrie companion looked near panic, and her face went completely ashen at the goddess’ next command.

      “You shall escort him to Hel, Chooser.  That is the duty I grant you.”

      Hrein struggled to reply as tears streaked silently down her face.  The goddess had damned the man she had hoped to have a future with.  “Yea… as thou command, it shall be done, Lady Freyja.”

      

      The goddess watched from her throne as the valkyrie led the warrior’s soul out of her hall.  The poor wretch moved as if her feet were leaden, yet the ‘damned’ man beside her seemed to have far less concern.  In fact, when they had nearly reached the exit, the warrior turned his head to gaze back at the goddess, curiosity clearly writ upon his face.  Could it be that he suspected what she was up to?  A devilish smirk fought its way to her lips as the pair vanished through the doors.

      “My lady?”  her beautiful companion whispered in her ear.  “Why did you not smite him for his ignorance, or otherwise accept him as one of your einherjar?  This seems most unusual.”

      “My dear Dáinn, he was not mine to claim, nor had he ever been.” she replied cryptically, the smile never leaving her lips.  The king of elves made no further attempts to pry the lady’s secrets from her.
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      As the pair exited the building, James noted that a chariot had been driven around to park near the doors.  At first he wondered where the horses might be to pull it, but then noticed two black tomcats, no bigger than your average house cat, wearing harnesses and lounging near the chariot’s wheels.  Shaking his head, he decided that cats pulling a chariot wasn’t the most outlandish thing he’d seen in Asgard so far.

      The damned ex-soldier followed the valkyrie maiden in silence until they were a good distance from Sessrúmnir.  He had a feeling that Freyja was playing at some game, and not simply sending him to the underworld out of spite.  Of course he had no proof of this, and she could very well be punishing him for his actions, but he couldn’t shake the feeling something was afoot.  Deciding to try and pull Hrein out of her funk, he tried to engage her in more trivial questions about Asgard.

      “So that was Freyja, eh?  She made quite an impression.”

      The valkyrie spun on him, looking as if she didn’t know whether she wanted to scream or cry.  “If thou couldst have torn thine eyes from her chest for but a second, thou might hast had the wisdom to speak more carefully!” she practically snarled as she balled up her fist.

      “Well, I mean, the jewels in that necklace were so brilliant it was distracting…” James gave her the most innocent look he could manage, and spouted the best excuse he could come up with on the fly.

      Hrein blinked, her youthful inexperience lending James the aid he needed to put one over on her.  “Necklace…?  The Brísingamen?  Yea, it is one of her divine relics.”  Hrein paused for a moment, then her brows furrowed in growing consternation.  “But that is not what is important here!” she shouted.

      He almost had her.  James knew he had to distract her and steer the topic away from his supposed ‘damnation’, else the woman was likely to lose it on him.

      “I’m so glad you’re the one here with me, darling.” he said in a gentle voice as he slipped an arm around her waist.

      The poor valkyrie froze like a deer in headlights.  “D-darling!?” she exclaimed, her face going red in an instant.

      “You’re so knowledgeable about the gods and everything around us.  I’d be lost without your help, sweetheart.” He laid it on a bit thick, but figured it was just the right amount for one as young and impressionable as her.

      Sure enough, the young maiden turned her face away from him, blushing furiously.  “S-s-sweetheart…” she whispered.

      Leaning his head against her shoulder he continued.  “You know, I’ve been wondering how you learned to speak English so well.  The gods have magic to help them communicate with mere mortals like myself, but surely you had to work hard and study.”

      Hrein nodded slightly and cleared her throat.  “Well… yea.  It was difficult, but also a joy.”

      “A joy?” James did his best to encourage her to continue.  “What did you find fun about it?”

      “Thy stories.  The people of Arthur’s isle hath such wondrous tales.”  she replied, somewhat cheerily.

      “Arthur’s isle?  As in Arthur Pendragon?” he asked, taking a stab at what she meant as he gently led her into a slow walk.

      “Yea.  The Bard hath writ such great works.” she nodded emphatically.

      “The Bard, eh?  You mean Shakespeare?  Is that where you learned English?” he asked, watching her reactions carefully and giving her a little squeeze.

      The girl blushed a little and nodded again.  “Verily.  The works of William Shakespeare, as well as the Christian Bible - the one writ for the king that shares thy name.” she gave him a big grin when she revealed the latter.

      “Ah.  I see.  Now I understand where you got your accent.”  And where some of your infatuation with me comes from he added in his own head.  “Who used those works to teach you?  Are such books common here?”

      Hrein shook her head.  “Nay.  They were part of Óðinn’s own collection.  When I was but a child, I would steal into the All-Father’s private library and gaze upon the beautifully illuminated manuscripts therein.  Of course, he did discover my secret, but rather than smite me for mine impudence, he did encourage my curiosity.  Both he and Lady Sif hath gifted me no small number of books and scrolls over the years, which I used to teach myself thy tongue.”

      “Wow.  That’s great that they were so generous.  Wait, you mean to tell me that you taught yourself how to read and speak English?  You never had a tutor?” James was honestly impressed that someone would have both the drive and the talent to do something like that as a child.

      The valkyrie nodded, then shook her head.  “Verily.  I am self taught.”

      James gave her another squeeze and looked at her with earnest admiration.  “That’s incredible, hun.  I’m impressed.”

      Hrein gave him a shy smile, but also tilted her head in mild confusion.  “Forgive me James, but why art thou referring to me as one of Attila’s people?”

      “Huh?” James had to take a moment to think over what he’d said.  “Oh… sorry.  Hun is short for ‘honey’, which is a term of endearment.”  he replied, as he gave her a mischievous little smile and a wink.

      The valkyrie bit her lip and gave him a questioning look.  “Thou art suspiciously free with thine affections of late, James Fir.”

      It seemed women in every world tended to use his full name when he was in trouble, or at the very least, suspected he would be soon enough.  Giving a bit of a nervous chuckle, James attempted to dodge the question.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, babe.  We’re just having a conversation here, right?  Say, why don’t you tell me about that cloak Freyja was wearing?  Is it like yours?”

      Hrein narrowed her eyes like she was definitely onto him.  “Now thou art referring to me as a child?  Or is this another of thy ‘terms of endearment’?”

      James sighed and chuckled again, letting his arm drop from her waist.  “Babe, or baby is indeed a term of endearment, my lovely Hrein.  I apologize if I have offended you, but I find myself more taken with you each passing moment.  And how could I not fall for such an intelligent, brave and beautiful woman?  Forgive me?”

      The valkyrie stepped around the ex-soldier and stood face to face with him, her nose nearly touching his as she looked deep into his eyes.  “Thou hast better not be a rake, James Fir.  If thou art playing with my heart, I will use my spear as Vlad did to the Ottomans.”

      James swallowed hard, having definitely caught the reference, being a Stoker fan.  Slowly, almost hesitatingly, he raised a hand to brush her hair behind her ear, then gently pulled her into a kiss.  This time he wasn’t trying to dodge a question, change her mood, or otherwise manipulate her.  This time he was just a man trying to convey his true feelings to the woman in front of him.

      When at last he broke the kiss, he rested his forehead upon hers and gazed into her eyes.  What he saw there was a mix of fear and hope in a delicate balance that would be all too easy for him to upset.  The determination not to hurt this woman was firm and foremost in his heart.  He made a vow then, to himself and to her.  “You are dear to me, Hrein.  I will never hurt you.”

      The valkyrie sniffed as a single tear escaped down her cheek, and then she nodded.  “As thou art dear to me, James.”

      The old warrior pulled her into a hug then, and just held her for a time.  Eventually the maiden pulled away and turned to wipe her eyes.  “It is a falcon cloak.  Mine is that of a swan.”

      “What?” James asked, baffled.

      “Thou askest if Freyja’s cloak is like mine.  Hers allows her to take the form of a falcon.  Mine, as all valkyrjur doth, allows me to take the form of a swan, or sprout wings from my back.”

      James couldn’t help but laugh.  He had forgotten the silly question he had asked her earlier.  “Thanks.  I appreciate you explaining that to me.”

      “Dost thou have any further questions about the goddess of love before we move on to matters of greater import?”  Hrein quirked a brow as she placed her free hand on her hip.

      James cleared his throat.  “Just any basic info you’d care to share.” he said, giving her a goofy smile.

      His partner shook her head and waved her hand in a dismissive manner.  “The goddess hath two daughters, Hnoss and Gersemi, both by her husband Óðr.  She rides either her boar, Hildisvíni, or her cat-drawn chariot into battle, whichever doth please her at the time.  She is known to cry tears of red gold when her husband is absent, such is her love and longing for him.”

      James nodded.  “Sounds like an affectionate woman.” he stated, deciding it was time to broach the topic of his ‘damnation’ again, now that she no longer seemed quite as upset.  “Not really the type to offhandedly damn a man to Hell, even if he might have screwed up a bit.”  he sheepishly tried to scratch the back of his head as he admitted that last bit.

      Hrein’s scowl returned, only to be quickly replaced with a look of worry and confusion.  “It wast most unlike the goddess, I concur.” The valkyrie began to pace back and forth, her hand on her chin in thought.  “All warriors of worth either find their eternal rest in Valhalla, or in Fólkvangr.  I cannot think of a time when such a mortal was consigned to Hel’s demesne.”  At that she stopped and glanced back at James.  “And thou art not ‘damned’ in the worst sense of the term.  Thou art consigned to live out thine afterlife in Hel, the domain of Lady Hel, not the Christian Hell.”

      James nodded again.  “I’ve heard of Hel, the goddess of death.”

      Hrein looked at him and tilted her head back and forth, as if waffling about something.  “Thou art… half right?  Hel is not usually thought of as a goddess, though she doth have dominion over the dead.”  The valkyrie had a thoughtful look on her face, as if she’d never really considered the question before her.  “Her mother is Angrboða, who is Jötunn.  Her father is Loki, who is a god, though his father wast Jötunn.  But then, Óðinn himself hath a mother who wast Jötunn…”

      “So it isn’t by lineage that she is denied divinity.”  James stated, crossing his arms.

      “Nay.  Divine power is gained through worship by mortals.  I had never heard of Hel having worshipers… until yesterday.”  The pensive valkyrie went back to pacing.

      “What do you mean ‘until yesterday’?”  James asked.

      Hrein stopped and squinted at him as if he had said or done something strange.  “The priestess whose life thou saved, and who prayed for thee, was the High Priestess of Hel… and her only priestess, to my knowledge.”

      “That… can’t be a coincidence.”  James stated, stepping closer to Hrein.

      “Nay.  It cannot.  It is true that the gods work in mysterious ways…” Hrein bit her lip thoughtfully.

      “I knew something was afoot!” James exclaimed, making a fist.

      Hrein took a deep breath, then sighed.  “Though it puts my mind somewhat at ease that Óðinn and Freyja may have a plan for thee, there is naught we can do but journey to Niflheimr as the goddess hath commanded.”

      “So… which way to the underworld?” James asked and laced his fingers behind his head.

      Hrein turned and looked to the north.  “We must head back to Valhalla, and pass over the Valgrind.”

      James bobbed his head along with her words.  “Great.  So what’s a Valgrind?”

      Hrein let out a small giggle, relaxing a bit.  “Valgrind is the main gate into Valhalla, which sits on the Road to Hel.  Few know how to unlock it, but we will know no trouble, as my wings shall carry us over the wall.”

      Taking him in her arms, the valkyrie once again took to the air, heading back the way they had come on their trip to Fólkvangr.
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      The valkyrie flew at a somewhat leisurely pace, informing James that it would be best not to arrive in Valhalla during daylight hours.  Though they should make what haste they could, due to the unknown effects of the Dragon’s Qi on his soul, it would be better for both of them if they didn’t draw Thor’s attention before they had to.

      When the sun neared its zenith, the pair paused their flight to take a break beneath a large apple tree.

      “I must say, I am surprised this land is so peaceful.” stated James as he reclined in the shade of the tree.

      The valkyrie at his side opened one eye to peer at him and giggled softly.  “And why should that be?  It is the land of gods, heroes, and the honoured dead, after all.”

      “Yeah, but, only dead warriors, right?  Isn’t it their fate to fight day in and day out, training for Ragnarök?” he replied, trying to stretch his back muscles out of habit.

      Hrein yawned cutely, covering her lips with her fingers.  “Only the einherjar of Valhalla will fight alongside the gods in Ragnarök.  Freyja and her followers will take no part in the war.”

      “Truly?”  James seemed a little shocked at that.  “I thought Freyja, as the Goddess of War, would be commanding legions against the Jötunn and their allies.”

      The beautiful young woman shook her head gently and rolled onto her side to face him.  “No.  She is also the Goddess of Love, Beauty and Fertility.  She will be needed if the world is to flourish once again after the end of days.”

      “I see.” said James, making a thoughtful frown.

      “Besides,” Hrein continued, smoothing out the wrinkles in her skirt.  “thou seemest to be under the misconception that these lands contain only Valhalla and Fólkvangr.”

      “Er… is that not the case?  No, I guess it wouldn’t be, would it?  Collectively this land, or rather, realm is called Asgard, is it not?”  James asked.

      Hrein nodded.  “Thou art correct.  The lands within this realm which are controlled by the Æsir are known as Asgardr.”

      James nodded along, then narrowed his eyes.  “The way you worded that makes me think that there are lands in this realm which are NOT controlled by the Aesir.”

      The valkyrie grinned mischievously as she gazed at him.  “Thou hast a keener intellect than I gave thee credit for, warrior.”

      The hunter grinned back at the lovely maiden as he gently gripped her shoulder.  “Are you saying that I’m smarter than I look?”

      “Well…” she whispered as she inched closer, her eyes flitting to his lips for a split second before returning to his own.  “that remains to be seen, but…”

      “But?” James prodded, pulling her tight against him.

      “But… that shouldn’t be too hard.” she taunted, flashing him a brilliant grin and then laughing loudly as he retaliated by pushing her onto her back and rolling on top of her.

      The brute silenced her laughter by kissing her passionately, to which the maiden put up only a token protest, and only for the briefest of moments.  As the minutes passed, their kiss became less urgent, but deepened and became more tender.  James marvelled at the feel of her toned body as she writhed beneath him, returning his kiss with equal enthusiasm.  Unfortunately, the moment was shattered when a sharp pain erupted in his chest.  With a deep groan, James sat up and peered down at his body.  Some of the jagged red lines of draconic Qi had formed something of a nexus where his heart would have been.  He had grown accustomed to the burning sensation that tracked through most of his body, or at least he had been able to mentally shove it aside.  This though, was an entirely new realm of pain.  It felt as if someone had stabbed a burning spear into his breast, or so he imagined.

      The beautiful valkyrie gasped when she spotted the confluence of Qi in his upper torso.  “James!” she cried, grasping his arms and sitting up, a look of horror on her face.  “We must get thee to Lady Hel right away.  We can no longer delay our journey.”

      It was all the dead hunter could do to nod in response.  He couldn’t have resisted when she stood and scooped him up into her arms, even if he had wanted to.  In the space of a single breath, the valkyrie spread her wings and took to the air, cradling James to her breast as if he were a precious treasure.

      As luck would have it, the pair had dallied enough during the morning that the sun was well set by the time they reached the vaunted hall of Valhalla, despite Hrein’s mad dash after their break.  Thus, none appeared to notice, nor did anyone call out to them as they passed over the roof of shields and flew for the Valgrind.

      Though the pain hadn’t really subsided at all, James had become accustomed to it enough to at least be somewhat aware of his surroundings at this point.  He wouldn’t be studying anything in great detail in this state, but he certainly had enough wits about him to notice the huge, ominous gate they were fast approaching.  The massive iron gate was the only visible passage through the towering stone walls, which ran as far as the eye could see.

      The moment the two passed over the Valgrind, James shuddered in sudden discomfort.  A feeling of deathly cold passed through him, as if he had once again shuffled off his mortal coil.  The atmosphere on the other side of the wall was entirely different from that of Asgard.  Gone were the stars; replaced by an inky darkness that somehow seemed to weigh on the very soul, broken only by chill vapours and mists which tumbled eerily over the black soil and jagged stone that made up the earth below.

      “Is this… Niflheim?” James stuttered, his teeth chattering as he shivered against the cold.

      “Yea.” replied Hrein.  “We must travel along the Road to Hel for nine days before we will reach the High Hall of Hel.”

      “Sounds… like fun.”  James snarked.
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        * * *

      

      “Ah.  It seems they have passed over the Valgrind.”  a soft but powerful voice noted.

      “As you knew they would, you old schemer.” replied a heavenly feminine voice.

      “Schemer?  You wound me, dear Freyja.  Was it not you who sent them to Niflhel?” the older man clutched his chest in mock agony.

      “Hmph.” the goddess snorted.  “As if you didn’t foresee that as well.  Tell me, All-Father, what is it that you divined with your seiðr?  What are you plotting?”

      Odin smirked and tapped the side of his nose with his finger.  “Now, now, Freyja.  That would be telling.” he replied with a wink.

      The Goddess of War scowled and crossed her arms over her considerable chest.

      “The question is, why did you send them off to Hel’s embrace?” the old man narrowed his single remaining eye, and leaned over the table in an almost conspiratorial manner.  “The action seems strange, given that you seem to have forwent your own use of seiðr.”

      “The answer is simple, Óðinn.  I am Freyja, Goddess of Love, am I not?  Even a half blind old fool like you should have been able to see the way that young valkyrja looks at him.”

      The All-Father seemed taken aback for a moment, but then burst into boisterous laughter.  “Love?  Love is it?  Ah, such a wonderful reply.  Yes, now that you mention it, I too saw the… attraction between them.”

      Freyja continued to look at the older god skeptically.  “It is clear your designs had nothing to do with their feelings, then.”

      The ruler of Asgard gave her a brilliant grin, and simply refilled her goblet without saying a word.
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        * * *

      

      The pair flew through the murky darkness for what must have been hours.  Eventually the burden of non-stop flight became too much, even for a powerful being like a valkyrie.  She was forced to land in the bone chilling gloom, despite there being no obvious place for them to take refuge.  During the flight, Hrein had made sure to stay low and keep the Road to Hel in sight, so as not to get lost, and also in the hopes of finding some accommodation along the way.  Those hopes were dashed, sadly, as no such buildings (or any buildings for that matter) had appeared.  No trees or plants broke the dreary landscape, for this land had never seen the light of the sun, nor bathed in its warmth.  From time immemorial, Niflheim had been home to the primordial cold, darkness, and endless banks of fog.

      The two settled under a large stoney outcropping, for lack of anywhere more defensible to rest.  James waited silently while Hrein did her best to catch some shut eye, despite the danger and the biting cold.  The hunter wished he had some means of starting a fire for her, or even a blanket to place over her shoulders.  She wouldn’t even be here in this desolate place if it weren’t for him, after all.

      His gaze swept their surroundings, keeping an eye out for any possible attackers.  He had no idea what, if any, beings inhabited the underworld, but assumed that if any did, they likely wouldn’t be friendly to the living.  Scratch that.  He did know of a few inhabitants of Niflheim.  There was the evil dragon Nidhogg, and of course shades of the dead.  Oh, and countless venomous snakes.  “Why did it have to be snakes?” James muttered to himself.  His mind immediately rebelled at the idea of a frozen wasteland being habitable to those most detestable reptiles, but little logic seemed to apply to the realms of the gods thus far, so he decided to simply accept the fact that it was, no matter how much he wished otherwise.

      With his mind settled on just how horrible this realm was, the ex-soldier noticed that something had changed about Hrein.  Turning his attention to her fully, he quickly realized that she had stopped shivering.  This alarmed him even more than the thought of beady eyes and forked tongues hiding in the crevasses and shadows around him.  “Hrein.” he whispered loudly, gripping her shoulder and giving her a gentle shake.  “Hrein, wake up.”

      “What…?” the young valkyrie mumbled groggily as she slowly regained consciousness.  “What is it, James?  What’s wrong?”

      “You stopped shivering.  That can’t be good.  Back home that would be a sign of hypothermia setting in.”  James replied while looking her over.

      The maiden blinked wearily, then nodded.  “Yea.  It is known to be dangerous if a warrior stops shivering if he is still cold.  I am sorry for worrying thee, James, but there is naught to be done, I am afraid.”

      “What do you mean?” the man’s brow furrowed at her response.

      The shield maiden shrugged slightly, as if the weight of the world were on her shoulders.  “I mean I must sleep.  ’Tis true that the cold mist grips me and clings to my skin, but the very earth seems to sap the strength from my bones.  It is a chill like no other I have experienced.”

      James frowned and thought as hard as he could.  He desperately wanted to help her, to keep her safe.  Her feather cloak might fend off the fog to some extent, given that they were swan feathers, but it simply wasn’t large enough to work as bedding as well.  She needed something to lie upon.  Something to insulate her from the cold stone.  But he had nothing to give her.  He possessed nothing but his own incorporeal body.  “Myself…” James muttered as something clicked in his mind.  “Me.  Use me, Hrein.” he stated more strongly, his gaze snapping up to meet hers.

      “What art thou speaking of, James?”  Hrein yawned daintily as she gave voice to her confusion.

      “Use me as a bed.  I’ll lie down on the earth, and you lie on top of me.  That will keep the chill from reaching you.”  James smiled brightly, thrilled to have come up with a solution.

      The valkyrie’s eyes widened slightly, and a rosy hue coloured her cheeks.  Turning to look away, she cleared her throat.  “If… if we must do so to… no.  I apologize, James.”  Forcing her embarrassment down, she turned to look him straight in the eye.  “I mean to say, ‘thank you’.  Please… please hold me while I sleep.”  As soon as the words were out of her mouth, the poor girl’s face turned bright red.

      James grinned devilishly, unable to help himself in front of such a cute display.  With one hand behind her head, and the other at her back, he gently pulled her onto himself as he laid down on his back.  The gentle maiden lay her head upon his chest, and curled up into a ball to sleep.  Gripping his ghostly shirt in her hands, the young valkyrie wondered what it would be like if the man beneath her had a heartbeat for her to listen to.

      

      Some hours later, Hrein woke to find herself still lying atop James, with his arms wrapped tightly around her.  Because there was no day or night cycle, it was impossible to tell just how much time had passed.  All she could use to gauge such was her own level of fatigue.  Going by that, the better part of a ‘night’ must have passed, as she was feeling considerably better than she had been before falling asleep.  That thought made her smile, at least until she turned her head and was once more confronted with the angry red nexus of Qi in James’ chest.  That sight doused her joy like an icy blast of cold water, instantly turning her feelings of comfort into shame and regret for having been resting while James suffered and inched closer to… who knew what end.  Of course, she logically understood that it was impossible for her to continue all the way to Niflhel without rest, no matter what level of danger her charge was in, but her feelings for James, as well as her sense of duty, smothered that logic with heaps of guilt.

      “James!  I am sorry!  I am so sorry!  I…”  Hrein immediately started to apologize to the older warrior, but was silenced by his finger upon her lips.

      “Hush, you.  There is no need to apologize for anything.  I’ve truly enjoyed these past few hours, and will always treasure the feeling of holding you in my arms, for as long as I… exist.”  James whispered, as he gave her a gentle grin.

      The now very awake valkyrie once again did her best impression of a tomato, and hurried to her feet.  Clearing her throat and regaining some composure, she took a deep breath and held her hand out to help James up.  “W-well then.  We should be on our way, I suppose.”

      “R-right.”  James nodded as his teeth began to chatter again.  The warmth of Hrein’s body had helped him fend off the cold while she slept, and for some reason the ground didn’t seem to drain the strength of the dead like it did the living.

      The valkyrie frowned as she gathered the man up in her arms, preparing to take wing once again.  “Thou art cold once again.  Perhaps we should speak of warmer things, to take thy mind off the chill?”

      “Sure.  Uh…” James thought for a moment, trying to come up with a ‘warm’ topic that wouldn’t tease or embarrass Hrein too much.  “Oh.  You could finish telling me about Asgard.”

      “What about it?” Hrein asked as the two continued their journey through the dark sky.

      “You mentioned that other factions controlled some areas within the realm of Asgard.  What factions might they be?” he inquired.

      “Ah.  Yea.  Though to my people the entire realm is known as Asgardr, it would be more accurate to say that the lands controlled by Óðinn should be called Asgardr, and the rest of the lands be called by the names used by their rulers.” she explained.  “To further answer thy question, the Tuatha Dé Danann refer to the realm as Mag Cíuin.  The Olympians call it Elysium.”

      Her answer shocked James somewhat, but he realized it really shouldn’t have, once he had thought about it.  Many religions throughout history had similar descriptions of ‘other worlds’ and planes which closely resembled each other and served similar functions.  It made more sense that different people (or gods in this case) would have different names for the realms and that they be divided like countries, more-so than each religion having its own planes of existence.  Even on Earth, different countries had different names for each other.  Like how an English speaker would call the land of the Han ‘China’, but to the people living there it was Zhōngguó.  Hell, the Norse even called Earth ‘Midgard’, and James knew that other names had existed for the planet, including Terra and Gaia.

      “I see.  That makes sense.”  James muttered, attempting to stroke his beard.  “Then, are there other names for this realm?  For Niflheim?”

      “Yea.  Far to the south, across the River Cocytus, Lord Hades rules his eponymous domain.”  Hrein answered succinctly.

      “What is it with underworld rulers and naming their domains after themselves?” James muttered.

      The pair continued to engage in small talk while they flew, the topics ranging from James’ experiences growing up in the modern world, to the jokes and pranks Hrein would play on the einherjar as a child.  In the fullness of time, Hrein eventually began to slow her flight, and James was surprised when a loud growl resounded from her stomach.

      “Once again, I must apologize, James.” the valkyrie uttered abashedly.

      “For what?  Being hungry?  Don’t be silly.” James shook his head.  “I’m sorry that I didn’t think of it sooner.  You must be starving, not to mention near dying of thirst, after all this time.  I’m ashamed to admit that food didn’t even cross my mind.  I haven’t felt tired or hungry since I died.”

      Hrein shook her head.  “Thou wouldst not.  Thy lack of a physical body has rendered thee lacking in the needs of the living.  Unfortunately, I do still possess such needs.  What’s more, having never taken such a long journey in the past, I failed to prepare adequately for it.”

      “It’s fine.” James said softly, trying to reassure her.  “We just need to find you something to eat and drink.  Of course, a bit of sleep would likely do you some good, too.”

      “I am afraid there is naught for mortals, nor even immortal beings such as myself, to eat here in this land of the dead.  We must be wary even of the waters flowing through the many rivers which course through this place, as many are poisonous to the very touch.” the wise shield maiden informed him.

      “Hmm.  Then what do you suggest we do?” the man frowned as he contemplated their predicament.

      The young valkyrie sighed.  “Though I am loathe to do so, I fear I must leave thee here and travel back to Valhalla in order to procure supplies for the journey.”

      “Can you really make it back in time?  We must have been travelling for days already?” James asked, a worried note in his voice.

      “That will not be a problem.” Hrein informed him.  “I am able to open a passage to Valhalla, no matter where I am.  I will also be able to return to thee in the same manner, as thou art my charge, and my duty is yet to be discharged.”

      Hrein landed near a small pool of dark, stagnant water, which was encircled by sharp, jagged rocks.  She figured this spot would at least give James some cover, and hide him from the prying eyes of any potential threats.  At least, that was what she hoped.

      “So, I’ll just hide out here while you zip back to Valhalla and get what you need, eh?”  James asked, confirming the plan with her.

      Hrein nodded.  “That is the sum of it.  I will be as swift as I can, though I intend to use some caution and avoid encountering Þórr if I am able.”

      “Yeah.  Please be careful.  I don’t like the thought of you… and him.” James grimaced as he finished.

      The lovely woman gently placed a hand on his cheek and gazed into his eyes.  “Nor do I, my dearest.  I will do all in my power to avoid such a fate… even if it means defying the gods.”

      The last part of that statement gave James incredibly mixed feelings.  Of course he was happy that she would go so far to be faithful to him, but he also feared the consequences such an action might have for her.  “Just… be careful.” he whispered, then kissed her lightly on the lips.

      A few moments passed before Hrein placed her hands on his chest and reluctantly ended their kiss.  “I must be going, dear warrior.  I shall return with all haste.”

      James nodded and stepped back.  He then watched as Hrein turned and took to the air, before opening the strange tunnel of darkness, leading to a single point of white light at the end.  The portal vanished the moment she passed the threshold, and all he had left to do was wait.
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        * * *

      

      Hrein exited the tunnel a short distance from the great hall of Valhalla.  In fact, it was the exact same spot she and James had landed when she had first brought him to Asgardr.  This was because, though she had been granted the power to summon the tunnel at will, she had no control over where it exited.  It always had to end either near the soul she was meant to collect, or this very spot, near the gates of Valhalla.  Additionally, for some reason she didn’t understand, the magic could only be activated while she was in flight.  If she had to guess, she supposed this was another control measure on the part of the gods.  Valkyrjur could only take flight by the power of the swan cloaks they had been gifted.  Should the gods take those cloaks away, the valkyrjur would no longer have the ability to traverse the realms.  Short of the standard routes, such as the Bifröst of course.

      The sun would soon rise in this realm, so her time to move in darkness was limited.  Crouching low in the stalks of wheat, she made her way towards the hall as quickly and quietly as she was able.  Her goal was clear.  She had to sneak into the kitchen, appropriate a sack large enough to contain her supplies, and fill it with skins of water, as well as what travel rations she could manage.  Of course, there was no real reason she had to ‘steal’ the supplies - no one would begrudge her the necessities to fulfil her gods-given duty.  It was simply a matter of drawing as little attention to herself as possible, in or oder to avoid one god’s attention in particular.

      As she approached the edge of the field, and neared the clearing around the hall, Hrein spotted something golden moving about in a strange manner.  Sneaking up as near as she dared, without breaching her cover, the intrepid valkyrja peered into the yard.  There, strutting about as if he owned the place, was Gullinkambi.  The proud bird had plumage the colour of spun gold, and even the comb atop his head shone as if it were wrought from the precious metal.  Another of the divine beasts which inhabited the lands around Valhalla, the rooster was prophesied to be one of three whose crowing would herald the beginning of Ragnarök.  As no one wanted to risk initiating the end of the world (or even cause a commotion that might lead others to believe the end was coming), the people and gods of Asgardr generally avoided or put up with the nasty fowl, despite his well known foul nature.

      Hrein squatted impatiently behind the stalks of wheat, trying to figure out how to sneak past the beast without alerting it to her presence.  If it spotted her, it would certainly raise a ruckus, and harass her as it did all females, regardless of species.  Perhaps the Norns took pity on her, or perhaps they were feeling particularly vicious towards a certain chicken, because as she waited in thought, a single brown hen had the misfortune of stepping into the yard, and into Gullinkambi’s view.  The randy cock launched itself at the defenceless avian, and though the bird ran for her life, it was clear the rooster had caught up with her when her squawks and cries echoed throughout the early morning gloom.

      Saying a silent prayer for the unfortunate egg layer, Hrein swore her sacrifice would not be in vain.  Seizing the opportunity, the valkyrja sprinted across the yard, and down the east side of the hall.  Slipping past a sleeping Heiðrún and her giant cauldron, Hrein stole through the door which led to the kitchen.  As none of the valkyrjur were awake yet, there was still time before anyone started preparing breakfast.  Moving through the darkness, with only the light of her glowing spear to see by, Hrein searched the cupboards for a small sack.  Growing more frustrated by the second, she was near to shouting when she finally found what she was looking for.  A short stack of burlap sacks were piled in last cupboard before the door to the mess hall.  Snatching a sack from the top of the pile, Hrein let out a sigh of relief… which almost turned into a scream when the light of her spear illuminated a pale face in the doorway.

      “L-Lady Sif.  Thou nearly gave me a heart attack.” Hrein stuttered as she clutched the sack to her chest.  The fair goddess before her wore her soft, golden tresses long, nearly reaching the floor.  Dressed only in a white, diaphanous shift, she was the very picture of feminine beauty.

      “Hrein, my dear, why are you sneaking about in the dark so early in the morning?”  the gentle goddess asked.

      “As thou may have heard, my lady, I currently have the duty of escorting the soul of a great warrior to Hel.” the maiden replied, biting her lip nervously.

      “Great warrior, you say?  I had heard something to that effect.  But if you are currently in the midst of discharging said duty, why are you here and not in Niflheimr?”  Sif seemed to relax a little, allowing a mischievous smile to grace her lips.

      “Because I… made an error, my lady.  I did not plan properly for an adventure of such length, and so I have been forced to return for provisions.” the young valkyrja blushed with shame upon admitting such a fundamental mistake.

      “Well, far be it from me to distract you from your sacred duty.  Please, continue as you were.” the goddess quietly proclaimed with a wave of her hand, as she leaned against the door frame.

      Hrein bowed deeply to the Goddess of Earth.  “Thank you for understanding, Lady Sif…”

      “But that doesn’t explain why you are sneaking about as you are.” Sif pointedly cut off her reply.

      The valkyrja froze, still bowed at the waist.  “My-my lady, that is… that is to say…”

      “Yes?  What is it, girl?” the goddess demanded imperiously.

      “I… ahem.  I am moving about so early in the morning to… draw less attention to myself, my lady.” Hrein replied quietly, as she began to right herself.

      “Well yes, I can see that.  I must say, that much is obvious.”  the fair goddess lightly tapped her cheek in thought, and then locked eyes with the hapless maiden.  “But whom are you avoiding with such travail?”

      Hrein swallowed hard, and returned the goddess’ gaze, then spoke with determination.  “That would be thy husband, Lady Sif.”

      Sif scowled at the young woman, as though her words displeased her greatly.  That said, there was no hint of shock or surprise in her expression, so it was clear that she had expected that answer, at least in part.  “And what, might I ask, would a lowly valkyrja find objectionable about the attention of a god?”  The steel in her voice made it clear that she expected an immediate and concise answer.

      Hrein raised her chin ever so slightly.  “I wish only to follow in thy footsteps, oh Goddess of Family, and remain faithful to the man I love.”

      Sif’s stony facade melted, and a brilliant smile took its place.  “Forgive me, dear Hrein.  I should not have pressured you so, but I heard rumours that my young friend had set her heart on someone, and I simply had to hear it from the horse’s mouth.”

      Hrein sighed in relief as Sif clasped her hands in her own.

      “Pray, tell me all about this great warrior and how you came to fall for him.  Oh, and don’t worry about my husband.  I’ll be sure to keep him off your trail for a short time, at least.  But you should press your lover to find a suitable mundr as quickly as possible!” The ageless goddess spoke breathlessly, as if she were as excited by the gossip, as much as she was her friend finding love.

      Hrein took a deep breath, trying hard not to blush, and was about to respond when she heard a loud and all too familiar voice.

      “Sif?  Is that you?  Why do I find you here, instead of warming my bed?” the thunderous voice demanded.

      The goddess quickly released the valkyrja’s hands, and called out to her husband “I merely came looking for a snack, my love.”

      Hrein dashed behind a barrel that, if the smell were any indication, was filled with pickled herring.  She crouched low and held her breath, hoping not to make a noise.

      “I’ll give you a snack…” the God of Thunder snarked in a lecherous voice.  His massive frame filled the doorway, as the flickering light of his torch created more shadows than actual illumination.

      “Oh my.  Then we should hurry back to our chambers, shouldn’t we, my lord?”  Sif gave him a slightly stiff smile and took a step towards him.

      The mighty god’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.  “What are you playing at?” he questioned her.  “I heard another voice here with you.  Who else is here?”

      “Who?  No one, my love.  Who else would be here at this time of day?  Surely you imagined another voice.” the lady’s voice wavered, as deception was not in her nature.

      “Who indeed.” Þórr took a step forward and grasped Sif by the arm.  “Who were you meeting in the dark like this?” he growled.

      Sif’s eyes flashed with anger at his obvious accusation.  It was only the fact that there was indeed someone else in the room that calmed her fury.  “Tell me, husband, what manner of voice did you hear?  Was it a man’s or a woman’s?” she hissed icily.

      A look of consternation formed on the big man’s brow.  “It… it sounded like a woman.”

      “Oh?  Is that so?  Don’t tell me you have been fantasizing about sharing me with another woman again.  It would do you well to recognize dreams from reality.  Some things will never happen.”  The goddess glared up at him, both hands on her hips.

      Þórr took an involuntary step back and released Sif’s arm.

      “By the way…” Sif’s eyebrow twitched in irritation as she gave her husband a falsely brilliant smile.  “I was having tea with Freyja the other day, and she showed me some of the new decor she had installed in Fólkvangr.  It gave me a lot of wonderful ideas for Bilskirnir.  We don’t have to redecorate all five hundred and forty rooms, but a few murals here and there, as well as some tapestries and new furniture would go a long way to brightening up the place…”

      “Uh…” A bead of sweat formed on Þórr’s brow as he started to back away from his wife.

      “I’m so glad I married the strongest of the gods,” Sif proclaimed as she placed a hand on his chest.  “No one else would be nearly as handy for moving all of that furniture so the painting can be done.  And I’m also happy that you’ve been gathering so much treasure from the Jötunn lately, as those colourful tapestries spun by the new up-and-coming Ljósálfar artist Freyja introduced me to are going to be very expensive, not to mention the Dvergr sculptures and Svartálfar murals…”

      “A-actually!” the Thunder God stammered, “I just remembered that I need to head to Jötunheimr today.  Loki’s been up to some… mischief!  And uh… I, er, I need to sort it out, as usual.”  the big god laughed nervously.  “I… I’d better go pack.  Love you, wife!”  The God of Thunder took off into the darkened halls of Valhalla at a near sprint.  Sif briefly turned to Hrein and mouthed “Go” before gracefully following after her husband.

      The young shield maiden quickly gathered a few skins of water, and whatever bread and apples she could stuff into her sack before bolting out the door.  As soon as she was clear of the eaves, she spread her wings and took to the sky.  Seconds later she had a portal open to Niflheimr, and was making her way back to her beloved warrior.
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        * * *

      

      James waited patiently for the lovely valkyrie to return.  He sat down on the rocky outcropping, with his back to the stone overhang and facing the small pool of water.  Once again he found himself thinking it interesting that the ground seemed solid in these realms, but wasn’t so on Earth.  Of course, everything seemed ‘out of focus’ as a ghost on Earth, whereas he was able to observe people and objects ‘normally’ here.  He idly wondered what laws of physics could be at play that would allow for such a difference.  Hell, he wondered what laws of physics would allow for ghosts to exist in the first place.

      Minutes passed as James let his scientific mind try and make sense of all that he had seen since he died.  He briefly considered that perhaps he wasn’t dead at all, and that perhaps he had been hallucinating since that evening in the woods.  Perhaps something had happened to him, and he was now in a coma, and this was all some sort of strange dream?  The more he thought about it, the less likely he found that hypothesis to be correct.  To be frank, everything seemed far too real, and not nearly disjointed enough to be a dream.  In the end, he decided that it really didn’t matter.  Even if this was all a dream of some kind, it would be safer to treat it as real, and he could see no drawbacks to treating it as such.  After that, he began to ponder how he felt about being dead.  To his surprise, he found that he really didn’t care.  He wasn’t particularly attached to anyone or anything back in his old life, with nearly everyone he had ever cared for having either moved on, or passed on.

      At this realization, he felt like just shrugging his shoulders and saying “C’est la vie”, but that didn’t really work, did it?  Perhaps it should be “C’est le morte”?  Was that a thing?  Hell, his French was terrible, so it probably wasn’t even grammatically correct.  He was just mashing together the first saying with part of “Le Morte d’Arthur” to come up with a new saying.

      Nope.  This definitely wasn’t a dream.  This was exactly how his mind usually wandered.  Fully accepting his own death, he began to wonder where everyone he had known had wound up.  Almost certainly none of them would have stumbled into the Norse afterlife.  He supposed they must have gone the Christian route.  He had to admit, it was mildly surprising that there was an afterlife at all.  He had been hoping for oblivion - a simple cessation to his own existence, but that didn’t seem to be in the cards for him.

      His idle thoughts were interrupted when a long, dark shape shot through his body from behind.  In the split second it took him to shake off the shock of the would-be attack, the large serpent coiled itself in front of him, and readied itself for another strike.  James would have blanched had he been alive.  The snake had to be at least ten feet long, with gunmetal grey scales on its back, and a light grey underbelly.  Its coffin shaped head gave way to a slightly flared hood; not nearly as large as a cobra would have, but definitely there.  The inky black inside of its hissing mouth immediately brought to mind the dreaded Black Mambas of Africa.

      “I hate snakes.” was all James could utter before a blinding flash struck the serpent.  A spear with a shining head pinned the dying reptile to the dark stones below, having caught the beast in the centre of its hood, nearly decapitating it.

      “I am sorry I am so late!” a familiar, and very welcome voice rang out behind the ghostly hunter.  Hrein jumped down from the ledge and landed beside him.

      “Thanks for killing that.” James said, grimacing as he refused to take his eyes off the snake.

      “Thou art welcome.  It posed a danger to myself as well, after all.” she replied.  The poor valkyrie seemed nearly out of breath.  James doubted she had exerted herself much in slaying the serpent, so she must have pushed herself on her journey, rushing as quickly as she could.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked, glancing at her for only a split second, before focusing on the deadly creature before them once more.

      “Yea.  I have acquired the provisions necessary to continue our journey.”  Her answer was instantaneous, and didn’t sound false at all, but for some reason James felt she was acting just a little bit cagey.

      “Anything happen that I should know about?” James asked, trusting his gut.

      Hrein paused for a moment, and looked down at the ground in silence.  She began worrying her lip, as if contemplating something, and kicked a small stone into the dark pool.  “Lady Sif hath agreed to assist us.  Her husband is setting out for Jötunheimr as we speak.”

      James turned to face Hrein, but continued to watch the snake out of the corner of his eye.  “Are you truly all right?  How did you get her to agree to help us?  Did you run into Thor?”

      Hrein blushed a bit and glanced at James without facing him.  “Lady Sif did hide me from Þórr when he arrived, and distracted him from noticing my presence.  She agreed to help because… because of my… my feelings for thee.” she nearly mumbled the last.

      James couldn’t help but grin at seeing this cute, shy side of the young maiden.  “I see.  I’ll have to give her my thanks some day, when the opportunity arises.”

      The girl nodded quietly, then took a deep breath and squared her shoulders before turning to face him entirely.  “I am sorry to delay our journey even further, but could I ask that thou assist me in sleeping… again?”

      The older hunter chuckled and smiled brightly at the young lady.  “Of course.  I’d be happy to.  That said,” he slowly looked around the area with a slight scowl on his face “are you sure this place is safe?” he finished by glaring at the now dead mamba.

      “In sooth, nowhere in this realm is safe, my dear James.  At least, not outside Hel.” Hrein replied with a sigh.  “Unfortunately, we have no other option but to rest when needed, and take the risk.  As much as I hate to increase the burden upon thee, could I prevail upon thee to keep watch while I slumber?”

      James nodded with a serious look on his face.  “I’ll do my best to keep my eyes and ears open for any more attackers.”  The truth was, he didn’t feel overly confident in detecting a snake before it could strike.  He hadn’t noticed the last one, after all.  He also knew that what she was asking would be difficult, though he certainly wouldn’t let her hear him complain.  She was already pushing herself to the limit for him, and he refused to look weak in front of her.  Taking her hand in his, he lay back down and pulled her to rest atop him.  Once more wrapping her up in his arms, James settled in to listen and watch intently.  The valkyrie was soon asleep, proving that she must have been exhausted.  She hadn’t even taken the time to eat before dozing off.

      The murky darkness was difficult to penetrate, and the shifting mists liked to play tricks on the eye, making one believe they saw movement, though nothing was there.  Attempting to stay observant and focussed for hours on end in this environment proved to be as mentally taxing as James had expected.  It somewhat reminded him of the long nights he spent watching his arcs in the trenches.  In some ways, this was both easier and also worse.  It was easier because his lack of a physical body meant that he no longer got tired.  That didn’t prevent him from getting bored or distracted, though.  It was harder for two reasons.  The first was the near complete darkness surrounding them (the only light being shed by Hrein’s spear) and his obvious lack of Night Vision Goggles (or NVG’s for short) to pierce the gloom.  The second was, of course, the intense pain in his chest and lesser burning sensation throughout the rest of his body.  Luckily, the pain hadn’t worsened since the initial ‘attack’ back in Asgard, but it was still distracting in the extreme.

      Eventually Hrein woke from her slumber, gently pushing off him and moving to recover her spear.  The young lady grunted something unintelligible, then sprouted her wings and disappeared over the outcropping for a few minutes.  When she came back, she used a little water from one of her skins to wash her hands, then sat next to James before eating an apple and half a loaf of bread.  The two sat in silence while she ate, and James continued to keep an eye peeled for dangers hidden in the darkness.  When she had finished, she looked over at James and smiled.  “I thank thee for keeping watch.”

      The man smiled back “No problem.”

      “Shall we go?” she asked, climbing to her feet and offering him her hand.

      The dead ex-soldier nodded.  “Let’s.”
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      The next few days passed in a similar manner.  The two passed the time while flying by chatting about whatever came to mind, and James spent their ‘nights’ on watch.  Eventually the pair spotted a light source ahead in the darkness.  When they drew closer they could tell it was, in fact, multiple light sources.   As they flew, the sound of rushing water grew louder and louder, until it was near deafening.

      “That light must be the Gjallarbrú, the bridge over the River Gjöll.” Hrein stated in a near whisper, that James could somehow hear over the noise.

      “Does that mean we are nearing our destination?” James asked.

      “Yea.  The River Gjöll is what separates the realm of the dead from the realms of the living.  Beyond that bridge, Hel’s domain doth begin.” The shield maiden continued in hushed tones.  “If thou wert to follow the Gjöll west and then south, it would lead thee back up to its source, the spring Hvergelmir.  If thou wert to follow the river east and then south, it would lead thee down until it merges with the River Cocytus, shortly before that river flows into the River Acheron.”

      “Hoh…” James hummed.  “That’s… a little confusing, but I appreciate the info.”

      As the two neared the bridge, James could make out many more details of the structure.  It was a covered bridge, with some sort of building suspended underneath, on the far side of the river.  Many torches were mounted along the eaves of the bridge, whose light caused the golden roof tiles to glitter brightly.

      “What is the purpose of the structure beneath the bridge?  Is it a home?” James asked.

      “Yea.  ’Tis the home of Móðguðr.  She is the guardian of the Gjallarbrú, whom notes the name and race of each being which crosses it.”  Hrein informed him.

      “Sounds like a lonely existence.” the dead man muttered.

      The valkyrie grinned.  “It is said, through gossip mind thee, that during times of peace and few deaths, the Ferryman Charon doth make his way up river to visit her abode and stay awhile.”

      James quirked a brow as Hrein giggled lightly, thoroughly enjoying the sordid gossip.  He couldn’t help but smile at her good mood, and watched the bridge below for movement.

      The two flew over the river without incident, having no need to land and use the bridge.  Though James briefly thought it might be interesting to meet the guardian of the Norse underworld, he figured he might have the chance to do so later, if he was going to be in Hel’s care for eternity.

      It didn’t take long, after crossing the river, before their final destination came into view.  High walls of black stone surrounded a small city with many mansions.  At the centre of it all sat a large gothic castle, also built from black stone.  This immediately struck James as odd, as the Norse weren’t known to build such castles, and he believed the style, which employed high vaulting ceilings and a great many arches, to be slightly more modern than the height of the Norse religion, and having originated in either France or Germany.  Of course, he could be completely mistaken on any or all of those points.

      “Welcome to Hel.” Hrein whispered as they flew towards the massive gate set in the outer wall.

      A long, bone chilling howl pierced the eternal night, and drew the pair’s attention to a solitary figure below.  Chained in front of a cave, which appeared to tunnel under the wall near the main gate, was a large wolf.  The beast had a coat of black fur upon his back, with a light grey underbelly.  The lighter colour on his chest was stained a dark crimson by the blood of countless victims, and his eyes shone with an uncanny intelligence.

      “That would be Garm, I take it?” whispered James.

      “Yea.  The hound Garmr is guardian to the Gates of Hel, and the cave thou seest is called Gnipahellir, which is his home.” the young valkyrie replied.

      “Hound!?  In what way is that not a wolf?” James hissed, trying not to shout.

      The shield maiden giggled, her laughter light and musical to the older man’s ear.  “Of course the hounds of the gods would not be mere dogs, as a mortal might keep.  They are primordial beasts, the progenitors of wolves, as wolves are to dogs in Midgardr.”

      “That… makes a lot of sense.” James conceded as the two passed over the gate, leaving the wolf behind.

      Hrein’s smile slowly faded, her expression becoming stoic once more as she looked ahead to their destination.  “Yonder is Éljúðnir, the high hall of Hel.”

      James turned his attention to the castle once more.  The great structure was as imposing as one might expect from the palace of the underworld.  Its walls were encircled by a jagged crevasse, whose depths disappeared into the darkness below, and was crossed via a drawbridge made from sturdy iron.

      “We should land and cross the Fallandaforað on foot.”  Hrein uttered as she began to descend.

      “Is that the name of the drawbridge?” James asked, being utterly unfamiliar with the name.

      “Nay.  It is the name of the great pit which surrounds Éljúðnir.” she informed him.

      No sooner had the two set foot upon the ground, when the wind began to pick up.  The breeze brought with it a smattering of sleet, which caused Hrein to shiver and pick up her pace.  Despite her excellent balance, the valkyrie slipped a couple of times, her feet having difficulty in finding purchase on the slick and icy metal.  Hovering just above the ground in his ghostly form, the slippery drawbridge posed no challenge to the James, for which he was glad, as he had no desire to accidentally plunge into the abyss below.

      At last the drawbridge was behind them, and they entered the gatehouse.  Even just entering the stone building gave off a feeling of intense pressure, despite it only being a short distance to the open portcullis on the other side.  The building felt cold and oppressive in a way that made the ex-soldier want to turn and leave as quickly as possible.

      Forcing themselves forward, the couple crossed into the bailey and headed for the huge and ornate keep at the other end.  Despite their hurry, James couldn’t help but look around and take in the sights.  Unfortunately, ‘the sights’ weren’t as welcoming as one might hope.  Shades of long dead warriors patrolled and marched in formation all around them, their movements and drills making no sound whatsoever.  Armoured skeletons manned the walls and towers, unflinching in the driving rain and sleet.  Up ahead, upon ledges and rooves of the keep itself, sat stony figures which resembled demons, complete with horns and bat-like wings.  Water seemed to flow from their open mouths, and James was reminded of the purpose of gargoyles on ancient structures.  If he recalled correctly, they served basically the same function as rain gutters on a house, collecting the rain water and pouring it out away from the walls of the building.  To be honest, it didn’t really surprise him when the eyes of the gargoyles began to glow a malevolent red, and their heads slowly turned to face him as he approached the front doors of the keep.  The only other movement he saw in the bailey was a lone rooster of unusual size.  Its plumage ranged from soot black to deep red in colour, and it seemed to wander the area freely, immune to the cold temperatures and weather.

      “I thought dead warriors went to serve either Odin or Freyja?” James whispered to his companion.

      Hrein glanced at the militant apparitions and whispered her reply.  “These are not einherjar.  Note that the warriors serving here have no flesh.  They are either incorporeal shades or mere skeletons.  With rare exceptions, only warriors who die in battle can become einherjar.  Those that perish from old age or sickness must serve Hel.”

      The two became silent once more as they mounted the cracked obsidian steps leading to the keep’s entrance.  Taking the lead as usual, Hrein reached for one of the grotesque iron knockers mounted on the large wooden doors.  Gripping it firmly, she thrice rapped upon the threshold; the sound echoing eerily throughout the castle.

      A single breath later, one of the massive doors swung open, revealing a tall, gangly man with pale skin and deep set eyes.  His almost sneering smile revealed crooked and yellowed teeth as he took a shallow bow, introducing himself in a raspy, snivelling voice.  “I am Ganglati, manservant of Lady Hel.”

      James was impressed that Hrein’s face showed no reaction to the putrid stench, which had wafted forth when the man opened his mouth.  He was not impressed, however, by the way in which the man carried himself.  He obviously took no care for his appearance, despite representing a goddess.  Though he had been provided clothes that were obviously well made and expensive, the butler-like uniform was dirty and stained, with the edges frayed and threadbare.  The brass buttons were unpolished, and the man’s thinning hair was greasy and uncombed.

      “I am the Chooser, Hrein.  I bring the warrior James Fir to Lady Hel for judgement.” the valkyrie stood straight as she made the proclamation.

      The butler frowned slightly, then turned and casually waved for her to follow.  James found it odd that the servant moved at such an unhurried pace, despite having no apparent difficulty walking.  It was almost as if the strange man refused to put the slightest effort into anything.

      The group passed a surprising number of doors on their journey down the long hall, eventually turning and entering a large dining room through an open archway.  The massive table looked like it could seat a score or more of guests, but only a single empty plate was set at the head.  Next to the plate was a silver knife, but no other cutlery.  Sitting upon an overturned crate near the fireplace was an older woman.  Her bob-cut hair was steel grey in colour, in contrast to her pale skin and the dark bags under her eyes.

      “Sister, we have guests for you to escort to the Lady.” Ganglati rasped, then coughed without bothering to cover his mouth.

      The woman’s blank face took on a brief look of annoyance as she stood.  Where Ganglati was dressed as an English butler, his sister was dressed as a French maid.  Like her brother, however, her clothing was stained and in poor repair.  Unlike her brother, she was far from skinny, with a slightly pudgy build.  “That is your job.” she snapped in a high pitched, nasal voice.

      “I’m too busy.” the manservant replied, pushing past his sister and taking her seat by the fire.

      The maid clenched her fists and opened her mouth as if to make a retort, but then stormed out of the room without saying anything.  Hrein glanced at James, then silently followed the maid back out into the hall.

      “I am Ganglöt, maidservant to Lady Hel.” the maid proclaimed, without bothering to turn and face her guests.

      “I am the Chooser, Hrein.  I bring the warrior James Fir to Lady Hel for judgement.” the valkyrie repeated.

      Ganglöt led them to the very end of the hall, and rapped upon the large wooden door therein.  “Lady Hel,” she called out, “I bring guests.”

      “Enter.” a sombre, yet feminine voice responded.

      The maid opened the door and stepped aside for Hrein and James to pass.  As he entered the room, he saw a statuesque woman walking towards a modest throne, with her back to them.  She was dressed in a simple white gown with no adornments, and walked barefoot upon the floor.  Her straight hair was as black as midnight, and hung long, past her shoulders.  Her posture was excellent, unlike that of her servants, and she moved with a grace typical of the divine.  As she ascended the few steps to her throne, James noted that she was slightly taller than Hrein, which would put her a couple of inches over six feet, and thus a much taller than James himself, though not nearly as tall as the other gods he’d met so far.

      Hrein stepped forward and took a knee before the throne, and so James followed suit once again, bowing his head before the goddess.  He heard her take her seat before his guide spoke her duty, likely for the last time.

      “Lady Hel, I am Hrein, Chooser of the Slain.  By Óðinn and Freyja’s command, I have brought the warrior James Fir to thee for judgement.” the young valkyrie’s voice had the slightest waver in it when she reached the word ‘judgement’, but otherwise delivered her declaration perfectly.

      “I welcome thee, young valkyrja, and thee as well, Corporal Fir.  Please stand, that I may look upon thee.”  The goddess’ voice was commanding, but not harsh.  Instead it was almost… emotionless.

      When the ex-soldier raised his gaze to take in the goddess seated before him, he was nearly stunned by her beauty.  As the Goddess of Death, he had expected her to be ugly, if not outright hideous.  Instead, he found that she possessed a stately but cold beauty that lent itself perfectly to her regal bearing.  Her only alarming feature was the colour of her skin.  Well, half of it, at least.  While the right side of her face had the fair complexion of a Scandinavian model, the left side was a dark purple to nearly black colour, rather like a deep bruise might look.  A quick glance at her hand resting on the arm of the throne confirmed that the bruised skin tone extended to the entire left side of her body.

      “Um… hello.” James stammered, at a loss for words.

      A faint smile creased the goddess’ lips for only the briefest of moments before disappearing.  “Hello, James.  There is no need to be nervous.  Unlike the other two, I will accept you into my service.”

      After all he had been through, her reply was almost a surprise to him.  He had half expected to be turned away yet again, and be sent on some other journey to find his final resting place.  “Uh, thanks.”  James was silent for a second, pondering what else he should say, and finally decided that he should be as upfront as possible with the woman, if he was going to spend eternity in her care.  “You should know… I haven’t always been a ‘good’ person.  There are many parts of my life… things I’ve done that I’m not proud of.”

      Hel’s expression didn’t change.  “I care naught for concepts such as good or evil.  All are equal in death, for all that lives dies.”

      The dead warrior quirked a brow and frowned slightly.  He wasn’t really sure how he felt about never having justice served against him.  He supposed he should be happy that he wouldn’t be punished for his actions during his past life, but that also meant no possibility of redemption of any kind.  Not that he really believed in redemption to start with.  He had always believed that the consequences of his actions were his alone to bear, for good or ill.  He did his best to lay fault where it belonged, and to accept full responsibility for everything he did.  He never wanted a God to take on his sins, or forgive him for them.  As much as that sounded nice, not to carry them himself anymore, he knew in his heart that he didn’t deserve such a thing.  That was one of the many reasons he had refused to subscribe to any religion, and remained an atheist his whole life.  The idea of oblivion appealed to him.  No one could blame him for his life if he simply ceased to exist.  Least of all himself.  But now that seemed to be off the table.  He was going to live for eternity, and all of the good and evil he had done would simply continue to weigh on his heart.  No, worse than that, it would continue to build.  He knew himself, after all, and thus he knew that he would continue to make mistakes, and even sometimes do things that he knew were wrong.  Even though the scales might be balanced overall, since he did have a tendency to help others occasionally, and even act in a self sacrificing manner by times, the good didn’t erase the evil.  It just balanced it a bit.  Maybe.

      Hrein stood silently next to the immortal soul of the man she had come to care for.  James had been silent for a length of time, his expression hard to read.  She wasn’t sure what he was thinking, but it was obvious that he was considering something carefully.  Meanwhile, the Goddess of Death had simply looked on patiently, as if giving the man time to work through whatever was on his mind.

      “Apologies, Lady Hel.” James said with a bow, having seemingly realized he had kept the goddess waiting.

      “No need to apologize, James.  I have witnessed this scene thousands of times over the centuries.  The internal struggle of a mortal coming to grips with their own death, and attempting to determine what meaning their past life held.” Hel replied with the same level tone of voice.

      James nodded silently.  He wasn’t sure where to go from here, and was hoping the unexpressive goddess would give him some hint.  When it seemed clear none was forthcoming, the former hunter asked a question.  “What then, is to become of me, Lady Hel?”

      Hel’s eyes narrowed slightly as she leaned forward and steepled her fingers at her lips.  Her gaze seemed to pierce him, as if studying him closely for the first time.  “Thou hast died as a warrior in battle.  As such, a place amongst the einherjar is your due.”

      Hrein tilted her head slightly, as if in confusion.  “Forgive me, Lady Hel, but I was led to believe only Óðinn and Freyja possessed the secrets to elevating a warrior to the ranks of the einherjar, and thus only they held such heroes in their employ.”

      Hel’s gaze shifted to the young valkyrie without turning her head.  “Thou wouldst have been correct only a single Yule prior.” Returning her attention to James, she continued.  “And it is only with thine arrival that the Old Man’s visit and suspicious gift make sense.”

      “Old Man?”  James queried.

      “Óðinn, the All-Father.  Quite unexpectedly did he come to my hall on that sacred night, offering the extraordinary gift of knowledge.  The knowledge of how to create einherjar.  He did this upon the conditions that I made heitstrenging upon a sónargöltr to only use it to elevate those who have earned the rank, that they would not join Loki’s forces at Ragnarök, and that I would share it with no other god or goddess.”  she replied.

      “Sorry.  You made what with the who now?”  James blinked in confusion.

      Hrein rolled her eyes.  “A heitstrenging is a solemn oath.  Likewise, a sónargöltr is a sacred boar, sacrificed at Yule after such vows are made upon their bristles.”

      “Oh.  Thanks.” James nodded to Hrein and gave her a small smile.

      “At the time, I did wonder why Óðinn had gone to such trouble, as I could not imagine how such knowledge would be useful to me.  Even with thine arrival, it is passing strange that he would share such a jealously kept secret.” Hel continued, as if she hadn’t been interrupted.  “No matter.  It is a fool’s errand to try and discern the machinations of that old man.  Suffice it to say, I possess the knowledge and power to elevate thee to the rank of einherjar, and so it shall be.”

      James bowed again to the goddess, then looked up at her with a questioning expression on his face.

      “What troubles thee, warrior?” Hel asked, sitting up straight again.

      “I just find it curious…” he frowned a little.  “The way you speak English, I mean.  Only Hrein speaks that way around here.  The other gods and goddesses all have a more modern manner of speech.”

      A look of displeasure flashed across Hel’s face so fast that James almost doubted he had seen it at all.  “Mayhap it was the manner in which I learnt thy language, James Fir.”

      Nope.  There it was.  His last name.  She was definitely unhappy about something.  “May I ask how you came to learn… wait.  You mean you aren’t using magic to speak to me right now?”

      The look on the goddess’ face was as unreadable as always, but she did let a tiny sigh escape her lips before she answered.  “I am not.  When I first heard Maria’s prayer for thee, I was moved by thine actions.  Though I did not expect thee to come into my service, I did hope to speak to thee one day, and thus learnt thy language.”

      “But, that was only a few days ago, right?  Less than a week?  You really learned how to speak English in such a short time?  And who did you learn it from?” James asked, totally flabbergasted.

      “I did indeed.” Hel replied, nodding her head sagely.  “I learnt it from the single text in my possession, written in thy tongue.  A Christian Bible.”

      James blinked, then furrowed his brow.  “There sure a lot of those things floating around the Norse afterlife.”

      “It is wise to know thine enemy.” Hel stated simply.

      James shrugged and nodded, figuring her simple explanation made sense.  It also wasn’t lost on him that this woman, this goddess, had gone to the trouble to learn an entire language, just to speak to him.  Whether it was easy for her or not, he was impressed and honoured by her efforts.  It was clear to him that she was in fact quite thoughtful and caring, despite her outward appearance and reputation as being fearsome and cold.

      Standing from her throne, Hel took a step down from the dais and spoke in her usual commanding voice.  “We should not tarry, as James is no doubt in a great deal of pain due to the fire Qi coursing through his soul.  How did he come to be in such a state?”

      Clearly, the goddess was directing her question to Hrein, as she had yet to be dismissed as his guide.  He was rather thankful for that, as he was in no hurry to part from her.  Once again, he found himself wondering at the apparent thoughtfulness of his new patroness.  Hrein took the time to explain the events which had led them to this moment, as seen from her perspective.  Though she couldn’t seem to help but wax lyrical about James and his deeds with her retelling, to his mind excessively, he kept quiet and tried to accept her praise humbly.

      As the valkyrie recounted the details of their adventure, their hostess guided the pair through the castle, down many long passages and through rooms of all sizes.  Eventually, the three arrived at a locked door wrought from iron and silver, and bearing the likeness of Yggdrasill in its centre.  The goddess produced a key from within her gown, and fit it into the keyhole, unlocking the door.  Beyond the threshold lie a set of spiralling stairs, descending into the darkness.  The steps themselves appeared to be fashioned from whole slabs of white marble, while the walls remained the same black stone as the rest of the castle.  Torches, mounted in brass sconces along the wall, flared to life with each step the goddess took, lighting their way as they progressed.

      Upon reaching the bottom, the three were faced with another door, this time wrought of gold and silver, and once again bearing the image of Yggdrasill.  Unlike last time, there was no obvious keyhole or handle.  Before James could puzzle over the design, Hel reached out and grasped the carving of the tree in the door’s centre.  Her hand began to glow with a cold, ghostly light and she proceeded to turn the image until it was inverted, with the roots facing the ceiling.  With this, the heavy door slowly swung inwards, and the smell of stale air flooded the chamber.

      As James followed Hel inside, he heard the sound of a hammer striking metal, but a bit distant, as if coming from another room somewhat far away.  Torches sprang to life upon entry, just as they had in the stairwell, and illuminated the small chamber.  The room was cool, as one might expect of a cellar, and possessed little in the way of furnishing.  A few shelves mounted on the walls contained books and various odds and ends, which James supposed were likely arcane in nature; items such as skulls and candles, urns and scrolls, and other unidentifiable things.  The centre of the floor was engraved with a complex series of runes and shapes, all contained within a circle.  Atop what James was dubbing the ‘magic circle’, sat what looked to be a heavy stone sarcophagus with no lid.  It too was covered in mysterious engravings, of which the dead man could make no sense.  The only other item of note in the room, which sat off to the side, was a large table, easily ten feet long by four feet wide, and with oddly short legs from James’ perspective.  Beyond that, there was but a single arch leading deeper into the earth, which the hammering sound seemed to be coming from.

      “Litr!  Cease thy hammering.  We have work to do!” Hel called out.  Sure enough, a moment later, the rhythmic beat of metal on metal stopped, but was immediately followed by a string of curses in a deep masculine voice.

      “Blast it girlie!  I canna jus’ stop in th’ middle o’ forgin’ a blade whenever ye beckon!  There’s a right an’ proper time te put a work aside!”  A short, stout figure came stomping through the open archway, balled fists on his hips.  James would’ve been surprised if the surly man came within several inches of five feet in height, but he had no doubt the well muscled dwarf weighed as much or more than he did when he was alive.  The newcomer had skin the colour of clay, and a long scraggly beard and hair the colour of soot.  He was dressed in rough work clothes, and was wearing a smith’s apron overtop of them.

      “Thou art always forging something, Litr.  It would be nigh impossible to get thine attention when thou wert not fiddling with thy little hammer.” Hel scoffed and waved a hand in the air dismissively.

      James snorted and tried hard not to laugh at Hel’s comment, and how it sounded to his (sometimes immature) mind.  Hrein glanced at him with a questioning look, to which he responded with a slight shake of his head.  The dwarf merely grunted and made a lot of loud grumbling noises, none of which the dead hunter could discern as actual words, as he looked James up and down.

      “Fetch two barrels of clay and bring them to the table.” Hel commanded.

      “Aye.” Litr grunted, before shambling off, back down the hall.

      “I am surprised to see a Dvergr in thine employ, Lady Hel.” Hrein commented, once the little man was out of earshot.

      “Poor little Litr perished when Þórr kicked him into a fire.  He, like many of his people, is a master craftsman.  It would have been a waste to allow him to languish away as a shade.” Hel replied.  “Especially when he hath been so instrumental in this project.”

      “By project, you mean the creation of einherjar?” James asked.

      “Precisely.” Hel nodded towards the sarcophagus.  “It was he who crafted yon stonework, and he who shall sculpt thy new body.”

      “Ah!  So that is how einherjar regain physical bodies!” Hrein exclaimed.

      “Yea and nay.” Hel supplied while tilting her head back and forth in a waffling motion.  “It is best when we can use as much of the original corpse as possible, by pulling it from a burial mound or pyre.  The soul hath the best affinity with its previous host, after all.”

      “Hmm.  Sadly, there is nothing left of James’ corpse.” Hrein helpfully pointed out.

      “Which is why we must sculpt him an entirely new one from clay, just as the first humans were.” Hel informed them.

      It was at this point in the conversation that Litr returned, carting two large barrels of clay behind him.  As he unloaded them near the low table, James decided to ask a question that had been on his mind.  “Since we are making me a new body from scratch, is there any reason it has to resemble my old body?”

      Hel tilted her head thoughtfully as she studied the spirit before her.  “If we make the new body too different from thine original, it would be quite confusing for thee, no?”

      “I don’t mean to make it completely different from my previous one.  Still humanoid, at least.  You know, two arms, two legs, one head and all that.  It’s shouldn’t be too troublesome for me to learn to operate.” James replied.

      Hrein glanced from Hel to James and back again, wondering where he was going with all of this.

      “Would the change in appearance not cause thee distress?  The dissonance between thine image of ‘self’ and thy reality?” the goddess questioned.

      “I don’t think so.” James shrugged, as if the thought didn’t trouble him at all.  “I doubt it would be much different than seeing myself in a mirror while wearing a costume.”

      “Hmm.” the Goddess of Death frowned slightly as she considered his request.  “Well, if thou art to spend eternity in a body, thou might as well like it, I suppose.”

      “Yes!  Thank you!” James cheered and gave the goddess a huge smile.

      Hel seemed a little taken aback by the man’s enthusiasm, and tried giving him a wary smile in return.  “I see.  Well then.  What changes wouldst thou like to suggest?”

      “Let’s design it from scratch.  Dump the old design and start with a clean slate.” James said immediately.

      A worried look formed on Hrein’s face as she contemplated what James was saying.  She understood that he was uncomfortable with his weight, and was glad that he would now have a means to fix that, but she had found him handsome in a way, and was slightly worried that he might not resemble his old self at all by the time they were finished.  He might look like a stranger.  How would that affect her feelings for him?

      “Okay.  To start with, I want a male body, obviously.” James pointed out.

      Hrein was instantly shocked that he considered anything else an option.

      “I’d like to be seven feet tall, with a broad chest and muscular build, so around 300 pounds, I suppose?” James looked to Hel for confirmation.

      Hrein was shocked again.  She was used to being a couple of inches taller than him, and enjoyed cuddling his slightly shorter body.  Now he would rival Þórr in size and mass, putting him a solid foot taller than her.  She supposed it might be nice to feel protected when they embraced, and the thought made her blush.

      Hel looked at James with a hint of consternation.  “Why dost thou wish to be so large?”

      “Well, I am going to be an einherjar, right?  That means an afterlife as a warrior.  I want to put everything I learned in the army to use in designing this body, to give myself every advantage I can.  In hand to hand combat, size is king.  There’s no denying it.  Sure, skill comes into play, along with any number of other factors, but all things being equal, it is size that wins the day.  That extra inch of reach.  Those few extra pounds behind that punch.  If I’m going to have to compete with the likes of Thor, I’m going to need it.” James stated emphatically.

      Hel actually laughed.  It was only for the briefest of moments, but the Goddess of Death expressed mirth.  “Thou art fooling thy self if thou thinks thou wilt ever contend with a god.  But no matter, there are plenty of beasts thou might battle, not to mention other mortal warriors.  I will allow it.”

      And so, Litr silently set about sculpting the huge male body.  The belligerent dwarf must have thought he was funny when he made a certain part of James’ soon-to-be anatomy pathetically small.  Little did he know that he had everyone’s attention when he was forming that section.  To James’ shock, it was actually Hrein who objected first.

      “What doest thou think thou art doing, Dvergr!  A maiden I may be, but even I know they are bigger than that!”  the young valkyrie shouted, her face bright red from embarrassment.

      “Thou shalt make it… proportional, Litr.  No more of your tricks.” Hel added.

      The dwarf grumbled, but then sculpted a weapon that even made James blush.  The two women kept glancing at James, as if to confirm that this was ‘normal’, so the ex-soldier did his best to keep a straight-faced expression, and nod as if it were correct.  It was important to impress the ladies, after all.

      When Litr seemed about to move on to the face, James jumped in once again.  “Okay, so, I’d like the skin to be dark grey.  Not like an African, but almost black like charcoal.  And matte, not shiny.”

      Hrein shot her partner a look of confusion, and even Hel looked perplexed.  “Why…?” the goddess asked.

      “Stealth is one of the greatest advantages a warrior can have in any battle.  The dark colouring and lack of lustre will help as camouflage in many settings, especially at night.  Two of the top reasons for ‘why things are seen’ are colour and lustre.” James informed them.

      “Okay.” Hel slowly nodded, giving her assent.

      “Then I want fur in strategic locations.” James continued.

      “Fur!?” Hrein cried in horror.

      “Yes.  Striped, like that of a tiger.  Base colour black, with dark green stripes.  This will help break up my profile on stealth missions, as well as provide more camouflage in settings with natural vegetation.  As a bonus, the fur would help regulate my body temperature to some degree in cold environments.”  James nodded along as he spoke with a serious expression on his face.

      “Thou wilt look like a beast!” Hrein protested loudly.

      “Not really.  I only plan to have it here, here, and maybe some here.” James thoughtlessly dismissed her concerns, while pointing to his shoulders, upper chest and back, then forearms and shins.

      “James…” Hel edged gently into the conversation.  “Thou wert human.  I did not object to thy previous requests because, though odd, they were still within the bounds of what a human could achieve.”

      “But, my lady, must I be human now?” James asked, his voice somewhat hopeful.

      Hrein’s eyes widened, her fears of what he might become starting to show on her face.

      “What else wouldst thou be?” the goddess asked, a bit of curiosity creeping into her voice.  “I cannot give thee supernatural abilities, such as a dragon’s fire or a siren’s song.  Thy body must conform to natural limits.”

      “Okay…” James replied, hesitantly.  “Then how about we use the hybrid form of a Harimau Jadian from Malaysia, or Keibu Keioiba from India as the base?”

      Hel’s eyes narrowed, while Hrein seemed lost.  The valkyrie didn’t recognize either of those creatures.  Hel did, but seemed skeptical.  “Both of which are supernatural beings, and the result of powerful magic, not a true breeding race.”

      “True, but I am not asking for the other powers they possess, simply their combined tiger and human forms.” James hedged.

      “Thou dost realize that, if I grant thee this form, thou wouldst remain in it for eternity, yea?  Thou wouldst possess no ability to take on a more human likeness, nor that of a natural tiger.” Hel pointed out.

      “I understand.  I simply desire the natural advantages a tiger-human hybrid would gain in combat, such as strength and natural weapons.” James nodded solemnly.

      “Very well.” Hel conceded.  “Make the changes he desires, Litr.”

      The dwarf grunted and turned back to his work.  He added the patches of fur to the body, in the patterns and locations James had requested.  Typical to his mischievous personality, the craftsman even added a patch of black fur where a human’s pubic hair would go, further drawing attention to James’ new ‘equipment’.

      While the ladies blushed and turned their gazes away, James seemingly called the dwarf out.  “Hey!” he grunted, then nudged the dwarf and winked while whispering “Thanks bud.  I owe you one.” with a solemn nod to the dvergr’s work.

      Litr grinned devilishly and returned the wink.  “What else do ye want done, boy?”

      “Retractable claws on the fingers and toes, of course.  Can’t beat a hidden weapon.  Should be useful for climbing, too.  Oh, and a tiger’s tough hide would be awesome for defence.” James replied.

      Litr nodded in agreement, and went about adding the mentioned features.

      “Would a tail be okay?  It should be, right?” James asked his patroness.

      Hel nodded in response, not saying anything further.

      “Add a tail please, my good man.  Striped, like a tiger’s.  Should help with balance, once I get used to it.” James requested, slapping the dwarf lightly on the back.

      Litr frowned and looked up at James, but then shook his head and set to adding more clay to the sculpture.

      “The head… I’d prefer it to be a little more leonine than tiger-like to be honest.  All skin, not fur, but with a mane of hair in the back and on the top.  And beautiful, emerald green eyes.  Oh, and a nice goatee on the chin.  Black of course, for both.  And can we add some black stripes on the cheeks?  Yeah.  That would be great.  And fangs.  Somewhat like a sabre-tooth tiger, but not nearly as long.  Just long enough to hang past the lower jaw by an inch or so.  That should give me a fierce visage, while also giving me another weapon in my arsenal.”  James had an excited grin on his face when he turned to look at Hel.

      The goddess merely quirked a brow, then gave a slight sigh and shook her head.  She didn’t really care what he looked like, or how bestial, to be honest.  After all, her brothers were the great wolf Fenrir, and the World Serpent Jörmungandr.  Both were considered the most terrible of monsters by gods and men alike.

      “I don’t suppose I can push this any further, like with natural features of other animals?” James asked sheepishly.

      “Nay.” Hel stated firmly, with a stern look on her face.

      James nodded, accepting that he had pushed his luck about as far as he could.

      Hel formed a moue with her lips, then sighed and waved her hand in the air, as if in surrender.  “Grant him the superior senses of a tiger in regards to night-vision, smell and hearing.” She then stole one more glance at the sculpture’s ‘sword’ and added “And give him the… productivity of a lion.”

      The dwarf merely nodded, and performed his work silently.  James did his best not to grin like an idiot.  Hrein, on the other hand, felt lost and deeply dismayed.  The new body they were creating for James didn’t resemble the man she loved even remotely.  Her feelings for that body definitely differed a lot from what she held for the soul floating near it.  Though she had to admit the new muscular physique would likely be very arousing, the fur and especially the head were entirely too bestial!  She wasn’t attracted to them at all.  If anything, she was repulsed.

      Finally noticing that his companion seemed rather lost in her thoughts, James approached Hrein and whispered in her ear.  “Hey beautiful.  You okay?”

      The valkyrie was startled out of her contemplations, and gave the warrior a pained look.  “I… I need time to think.” she replied in a near whisper.  Taking a step away from him and back towards the door, the girl sank back into her thoughts, struggling to reconcile her feelings of love for James as a person, with the revulsion she felt at his new, monstrous body.

      Before the dead hunter could call out to her again, Hel interrupted them.  “Chooser Hrein.  I require thine assistance.”

      “Of course, Lady Hel.  How may I be of service?” Hrein replied robotically, trying to hide her emotional distress.

      “Take hold of the foot end of the table and lift with me.  I shall take the head.”  the goddess instructed.

      The two women proceeded to lift the tabletop free of the legs and frame supporting it.  “We carry the sculpture over there,” Hel indicated the centre of the room with a nod of her head.  “and lower it into the sarcophagus.  Once there, we must leave the circle engraved in the floor.”  The valkyrie did as instructed and assisted the goddess in moving the body-bearing platform.

      James chewed lightly on his lip, then asked aloud.  “Are we sure this is going to work?  Can a tiger and a human’s DNA really be combined like this?”

      Hel shook her head.  “Thy worries are groundless, James.  Thou speakest of the biological schematic of thy new species, yea?  Worry not.  We are not trying to combine two animals, but creating something entirely new.  We simply used those two creatures as inspiration for our work.”

      “Aye, lad.  It’ll be fine.” Litr grumbled.  “Trust in me work.”

      “In sooth,” Hel continued, “as this is a new creation, it will not possess the random defects that successive copies would accumulate.”

      “Copies?  You mean children and evolution?” James blinked when he realized what she meant.

      “Precisely.  This form will be the progenitor of thy new species, perfect in every aspect, and exactly as designed.” the goddess finished her explanation.

      “I see.  So no genetic defects or diseases.  That’s certainly a bonus, not to have to worry about that.”  James muttered to himself.

      “Mine only concern is how thy fire Qi will interact with thy rebirth.”  Hel murmured, biting her knuckle in thought.  “James, please move to the sarcophagus and lie down.  Do thy best to occupy the same space as the sculpture.  And do not move once the seiðr begins.” she instructed in a louder voice.  “The ritual to grant an einherjar a physical body is, at its roots, a reverse burial rite.” Hel explained before she began to weave her magic.

      James did as he was told and moved into position.  The goddess began to chant, and from Hrein’s point of view, the runes on the floor began to light up.  While lying in the massive stone coffin, the dead man could feel a palpable build up of energy around him.  It was like he was being squeezed in a pool of Qi.  The light in the room outside the sarcophagus grew in intensity and James began to feel a tingling sensation running through his body… yes, his body.  He was beginning to have a sense of physicality once more, as his soul began to bind to the clay sculpture.

      Hrein gasped as the runes on the sides of the sarcophagus began to glow brightly, alongside those on the floor.  It was really happening.  James was being reborn as an einherjar… and a monster.  Never in her short life had the young valkyrie felt so torn.  Before the procedure, James, or rather his soul, had seemed so happy and excited about what he was about to become.  She would never want to take that away from him.  He had been acting more energetic and confident than he had during the whole time she had known him.  But her feelings for him had changed.  She was far less certain of what she wanted, and had found no way to express that to him before it was too late.  She cursed herself for not saying anything when he and the dwarf had been designing his new body.  Just as she silently cursed him for not noticing her distress.  No.  That wasn’t fair.  Clearly he was too caught up in the potential of his new life to think of her.  But that should say something as well, shouldn’t it?  Shouldn’t he have sought her opinion on the design, if he wanted her to be his woman?  Or did she even have a right to speak on it?  It was his body after all.  He was the one who had to spend eternity in it.

      While Hrein’s focus was inward and she struggled with her emotions, James found himself entering an entirely new realm of pain.  His soul had bound to the clay sculpture, and the clay had, in turn, become flesh and bone.  As the tendrils of Qi that made up his very being wound and bound themselves ever more tightly to the new body, the dragon’s fire Qi rebelled.  It tore and lashed at his natural Qi, attempting to rend his soul and bind itself to the new body, reforging it in its own image.  Unable to help himself, James screamed at the top of his lungs and thrashed about in the sarcophagus, eventually rolling over onto his stomach and clutching at his heart.

      “What’s going on!?” Hrein screamed, a new fear building within her.  A fear of losing the man she loved.

      “This is not how it is supposed to work.  The process should be euphoric, not agonizing…” Hel muttered, taking a step back from the rune circle in shock.

      Litr dashed forward, heedless of the burning runes beneath his feet, and pulled himself up to view inside the sarcophagus.  The dwarf gasped at what he saw, and yelled out to the goddess.  “It be th’ fire Qi!  It’s tearing th’ lad apart!  It be like th’ Qi has memory of when ’twas alive.  Quick!  I need more clay!”  Jumping down from the sarcophagus, the dwarf made for the hall, only to be passed by a racing valkyrie before he could take two more steps.

      In a matter of seconds, Hrein reappeared in the chamber, carrying another large barrel of clay.  Like Litr, she paid no attention to the danger the runes on the floor posed her, nor her potentially affecting the spell with her presence within the circle.  As far as she was concerned, the rite had already gone off the rails, and she would try anything to make things right.  To protect the man she loved.

      Climbing back up the side of the sarcophagus, Litr yelled to Hrein over James’ screaming.  “Quickly now, lass!  Open th’ barrel and start handin’ me th’ clay!”

      James’ throat was hoarse from screaming, but still the wailing continued to tear itself from his lungs.  He curled himself into a foetal position on his knees, the burning agony converging in his back.

      The dwarven craftsman watched as James’ skin began to boil and split, forming huge blisters and tears in his flesh.  Not knowing what else to do, Litr attempted to add more flesh by smoothing huge handfuls of clay over the man’s back, as quickly as Hrein could hand them to him.  Slowly, the clay became flesh, and the new hide turned black and leathery, much darker than the charcoal grey that made up the rest of James’ skin.

      The barrel of clay was half empty, and Litr was starting to get worried that they would need more, when the leathery skin began to form strange ridges up and down the man’s body.  At first, the dwarf likened them to bars on a cage, pressing against James’ skin from within, but then he came to realize just what they were - bones.

      At last, the formerly dead hunter stopped screaming, but instead began to emit a deep, rumbling moan, which grew louder by the second.  It sounded like a man exerting himself to the maximum, as if desperately trying to break free of some unseen chains or cage.  Sensing that he should probably move, Litr dropped off the sarcophagus and ran back outside the circle, grabbing Hrein and dragging her along.

      James’ heart beat faster than it had at any point in his previous life, and he strained his muscles with all of his might.  A loud tearing sound accompanied his roar, as the reborn einherjar burst into standing with his arms outstretched, as if in victory.  Flexing every muscle in his body, large bat-like wings, or perhaps more correctly, draconic wings, likewise flared and spread wide behind him.

      “By the gods…” Hrein gasped as she took in the sight of her lover reborn.  It was indeed true that his bestial visage quelled any lust she might have, but still she stood in awe of the image of raw power he presented.  A light sheen of sweat glistened in the torch light, drawing her eyes to the rippling muscles on display, as James stood in his full naked glory.  The maiden’s eyes grew wider, and her face burned red with embarrassment as her gaze drifted downward, and she found that perhaps her lust hadn’t fully been quenched after all.

      The sound of someone swallowing hard drew her attention to the goddess standing beside her.  Like her, Hel’s eyes were as big as saucers, and she could tell that James had the older woman’s full attention.  For some reason she didn’t understand, this brought a scowl to Hrein’s face.  “Lady Hel.  Might I request clothing for my companion?” the valkyrie asked, perhaps a little testily.
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      James was seated beside a fireplace, enjoying the heat radiating from the flames within.  In general, the castle wasn’t outright cold, like the environment outside, but he wouldn’t call it warm either.  Not by any stretch.  And, to be frank, ever since fighting a war in the desert, James had been something of a heat slut.  An odd trait for a Canadian, to be sure, but the hot climes had changed something deep within him back then.

      The einherjar pulled his borrowed robe tighter around him, and wished for something warm to drink.  Perhaps a nice cup of hot chocolate.  The sound of footsteps drew his attention to the doorway just as Hrein walked in.

      “Hello James.  How art thou feeling?” the young lady asked.

      “Better now that you’re here.” the hunter winked and grinned at her.  The slightly pained look on Hrein’s face wasn’t at all what James had expected in response to his flirting.  The man opened his mouth to ask her what was wrong, but was interrupted when Hel strode into the room, causing Hrein to step aside and turn away.

      “James, Hrein.  I am glad thou art both here.” the Goddess of Death stated.

      “But of course, Lady Hel.  I thank thee for thy hospitality.” Hrein replied, seemingly content to move on from their private conversation.

      James frowned, then let out a little sigh and focussed his attention on his patroness.  “Yes.  Thank you for all you have done, my lady.”

      Hel took a seat across from James, next to the fire.  After warming her hands for a moment, she clasped them together and laid them in her lap while looking James in the eye.  “Hast thou given any thought as to what thou wishes to do with thy time, now that thou hast been reborn?”

      The question confused James a little.  “I was under the impression I would be spending my afterlife in your service, Lady Hel.  I am, after all, your einherjar.”

      Hrein silently watched the two without interrupting.

      “This much is true, James, but the simple fact is, I have little use for an einherjar.  For all the centuries that I have ruled Hel, I have never had such a follower.  Perhaps thou wish to lead mine armies, but I do believe that would be a mistake.” the goddess stated matter-of-factly.

      “Well, I wouldn’t presume to jump right into command or anything, but surely I can work my way up through the ranks eventually.  As an einherjar I am supposed to spend my afterlife as a warrior, am I not?  What would be my purpose if not to serve in your army?” James lightly protested.

      “That is just it.  None of the other gods are interested in invading my lands, so they are secure for the most part.  The only real purpose of mine army is to fight the final battle at Ragnarök.  A battle which thou art forbidden from taking part in, if thou may recall.  Thus, no matter what position thou would hold in mine armies, that position would by necessity fall vacant at the most critical of times.”  Hel explained.

      James sat back in his chair.  “Which would mean it would not only be pointless, but actually detrimental for your forces to train with me.”

      “Quite so.” Hel nodded.  “Thus, I must ask thee again.  What plans or desires dost thou hold for thine afterlife?”

      James frowned and thought for a moment.  “The only personal desire I have is to search for a great treasure or powerful artifact, which I can submit to Odin as mundr for Hrein.”

      Hel’s brows raised slightly at this statement, and Hrein looked away, seemingly focussed on some spot on the floor.

      “I don’t suppose I could return to Earth, or Midgard rather, to search for such a thing?” James continued.

      “That is out of the question.” Hel stated with a chop of her hand.  “Not only are the einherjar forbidden from returning to Midgardr until the onset of Ragnarök, sending a militant non-mortal like thyself to that realm, for anything but the briefest of moments, would be akin to a declaration of war against that realm’s current ruler, Yahweh.”

      James’ scowl deepened.  “I see.  I don’t suppose you have any information on any lost relics here in Niflheim?”

      “I do not.  Also, I feel it would be remiss of me if I should fail to point out that, whilst thou art indeed einherjar, thou cannot expect to rely upon the supernatural powers of Óðinn’s legendary warriors.” Hel cautioned him.

      “What do you mean?” James asked, tilting his head in confusion.

      “She means, that the legendary power of Óðinn’s einherjar to rise from the dead each sunset is not thine.  That power is gained by eating the flesh of Sæhrímnir each night at supper.” Hrein interjected.

      “Sæhrímnir, eh?  That was a divine boar of some sort, wasn’t it?” James offered, as he strained his memory of the Norse myths.

      “Yea.  Andhrímnir, Óðinn’s chef, slaughters the boar each evening and cooks its flesh in the famed cauldron Eldhrímnir.” Hrein answered.  It almost felt to James like she was back in her ‘tour guide mode’.

      “Hmm.  Okay.  So, what’s so special about einherjar, then?  Doesn’t the name mean something like ‘army of one’?” James inquired.

      Once again it was Hrein who answered his question.  “It doth.  Einherjar are the greatest of mortal warriors.  Their bodies are perfect, like thine, free of disease or flaws, and unageing.  Moreover, they do recall perfectly all of their skill at arms from their previous lives.”

      “I see.  So then… I should be at my peak skill, in terms of martial arts, fencing, shooting, et cetera, from when I practiced them when I was alive?  Even though it has been decades since for some of them?” James posed the question with a bit of incredulity.

      “Yea.  Thy mind and muscles wilt always remember thy skill in combat, never degrading, for as long as thou shalt live.” Hrein confirmed.

      “That’s a bit… disappointing, really.  It makes me all the more glad that Lady Hel allowed me to change my body.  It feels a little like a raw deal, though.  As if I traded true immortality for some extra speed, strength, and enhanced senses.” James complained in a quiet voice.

      “Indeed, that is one of the reasons I allowed thee to make the changes, my einherjar.” Hel replied in a slightly conciliatory tone.  “Freyja uses her immense wealth to equip her warriors with the greatest of arms and armour, in lieu of nightly rebirth.  I possess no such gifts to grant thee, as unlike the Goddess of Beauty, I do not cry tears of gold.  Thus, I was in part glad when thou requested the enhancements to thine immortal body, which I could gift thee.”

      Hrein frowned, but felt a desire to encourage her companion.  “Though thou hast only one life to live, I assure thee that thy strength and speed surpass that of any other einherjar.”

      James sighed, but nodded.  “I get that.  It does even the playing field a little, but if it honestly came down to it, even being faster and stronger than any of the others, it’s quite likely I would lose in single combat.”

      “Why do you say that?” asked Hrein.

      “They are all men who spent their military careers wielding the kinds of weapons I see around here.  Swords, axes, and the like.  I have some training in fencing and martial arts, and have practiced some with a bow, but I couldn’t be called a professional or expert at any of those.  The army trained me to use a knife, garrotte, and bayonet in melee, but again those skills won’t help me in many cases.  Now, if we were using firearms, like rifles and pistols, I’d give myself better than even odds.  But I don’t imagine those will come into play here, will they?” James looked to Hel for an answer.

      “No.  We were driven from Midgardr before the advent of the firearm.  Though we gods are aware of their invention, we do not know the secrets of their creation.  Or rather, we have purposely not pursued them.” Hel sighed and leaned back in her chair.

      “Why is that?” Hrein asked before James had the chance to.

      “We have seen the destructive might of so called ‘modern weapons’.  Though we may no longer interact with Midgardr, we do still watch from afar.” Hel replied, closing her eyes as if to rest.  “To be frank, we fear them.”

      “The gods fear guns?” James muttered, utterly shocked.

      “But of course.” Hel scoffed, as if the answer were obvious.  “We rule these realms by might alone.  It is not by birthright or lineage, nor are we elected as thy rulers are today.  We gods have enough physical prowess and magic to subjugate the other inhabitants of the realms.  I am sure thou canst imagine how that divide would shrink, should we allow mortals to have such powerful weapons.”

      “So thou keepest us purposely weak?” Hrein gasped, unable to believe what she was hearing.

      Hel opened one eye and gazed at the valkyrie.  “Thou hast seen what a single mortal with a ‘gun’ can achieve against a dragon.  Perhaps a single gun would not allow a mortal to challenge a god, but what of a bomb?  Or their infamous ‘nukes’?  To teach the dvergr the secrets of firearms would be as opening Pandora’s Box.  ‘Advancement’ would be inevitable.”

      James nodded thoughtfully.  “And so you have been discouraging technological advancement in the races beyond Midgardr, I take it?”

      “Precisely so.” Hel nodded.  “We, the divine, have no need of such weapons amongst ourselves.  It would only be to our detriment to grant them to others.  Much like the secrets of Cultivation, whose road thou hast stepped upon.”

      “I was wondering about that.” James’ attention snapped back to the goddess.  “I thought it might be a viable path forward for me.  A way for me to gain more power, as your einherjar.  Of course, I would need a master to teach me as, like other aspects of martial arts, my training is far from complete.”

      A look of confusion formed on Hrein’s lovely face.  “What dost thou mean by ‘Cultivation’?”

      “Huh?  I thought you knew all about it?  We’ve spoken about Qi many times before, and you even warned me that the dead couldn’t absorb more of it.” James turned to Hrein, perplexed.

      “Of course I am aware of Qi.  It is the energy which makes up one’s soul.  It is also that which powers my magic, like mine ability to traverse the realms, for example.” The young maiden tilted her head in confusion as she gazed back at James.  “But what does Qi have to do with gaining more power?”

      James blinked then opened his mouth to reply when Hel interrupted him.  “Cultivation is the path to Enlightenment, also known as Divine Ascension.  It is the accumulation of Qi, among other things, which allows mortals to become gods.” the Goddess of Death turned and frowned at James before continuing.  “And it is a jealously kept secret, for obvious reasons.”

      Hrein was floored.  So much so that she had to step back and lean on the wall for support.  “Become… gods?”

      James left the valkyrie to work through her shock, and pressed the issue with Hel.  “But the eastern peoples of Earth have known of Cultivation and Enlightenment for millennia.”

      Hel shook her head.  “When was the last time thou hast heard of a mortal achieving Enlightenment while still alive?”

      “In modern times?  Never…” James’ brows furrowed.  “That’s why most people think it’s just a myth.”

      “And why dost thou think that is the case? Knowing what thou now knows.” Hel pushed him to think it through.

      “Because… it’s incomplete.  Our knowledge of the path, that is.”  James concluded.

      “Not just incomplete.” Hel added.  “Obscured.  Purposely hidden from mortals by the very gods they seek to emulate.  Much like the recipe for the Elixir of Immortality.”

      James laughed.  He couldn’t help it.  The gods had power, and like men would, they schemed to retain it by any means possible.  But he couldn’t blame them, could he?  He would almost certainly do the same, if he were in their position.  From the very beginning, from a Christian view at least, God had forbidden the one thing that could help man advance and gain power for himself.  The Fruit of Knowledge.

      The room went silent for a moment, while James and Hrein digested what they had learned.  Eventually Hel broke the silence with a sigh.  “It would seem our conversation has become completely sidetracked.”

      Both James and Hrein turned to look at the goddess once again.

      “To get back to the pertinent points, no, I do not know of any artifacts which thou couldst acquire, which would make a suitable mundr for Hrein.  No, you will not find any of your ‘guns’ in any of the realms but Midgardr, which you are forbidden from returning to.  No, there are no masters nearby who will teach thee the secrets of Cultivation.” the goddess stated the facts while tapping her fingers, as if counting out the points.

      “Ugh.” James groaned.  “Well, that all certainly puts a damper on my plans, but I won’t give up on marrying Hrein.  I love her, after all.”  the ex-soldier gave the valkyrie another wink and a grin.

      The look on Hrein’s face became inscrutable at James’ clear declaration.  She clasped her hands to her chest, silently willing her heart to settle.  It seemed full to bursting with conflicting feelings.  Embarrassment at his bold statement in front of the goddess.  Joy at hearing she was loved by someone she cared for.  Pain from the knowledge that her attraction to him had dimmed so.  And terror.  Fear of losing something and someone precious to her, if she chose foolishly.  This confusing mix of emotions left her paralyzed and unable to say anything in response.

      A look of worry mixed with confusion formed on James’ face.  It was clear that something was wrong, as Hrein had been acting strangely these past few hours.  He wanted to ask her about it, but felt he should likely wait until her had her alone.

      Willingly oblivious to the pair’s troubles, Hel tapped her chin in thought.  “Mayhap I have a solution to one of thy problems, at least.”

      “Oh?” James looked to Hel once again.  He could definitely use some good news.

      “Yea.  If thou wishest to obtain a powerful relic to use as a mundr, perhaps there is somewhere I can send thee.” Hel thought aloud.

      “Where might that be?” James asked, intrigued.

      “Terra.” the goddess stated simply.

      ““Terra?”” James and Hrein asked at the same time.  James glanced at the valkyrie, but she avoided his gaze.

      “Yea.  It is a mortal realm, like Midgardr.  A new world, created by the old gods, as a dwelling for our followers after being driven from what thou callest Earth.” Hel informed them.

      “Interesting.  Not only do I get an afterlife I didn’t expect, but I might also get isekai’d.” James nodded, looking impressed.

      “What dost thou mean by isekai’d?” Hrein asked, her slowly finding her voice.

      “Isekai is a Japanese word for ‘other world’.  The Japanese have many fictional stories about heroes getting sent to other, usually fantastical, worlds.” the hunter replied.

      “Then the term is most appropriate.” Hel stated.  “Terra is like Midgardr in most regards, but differs in matters of race and sorcery.  In other words, thou will find inhabitants from all of the realms living there, and many possess diverse forms of magic.”

      “Sounds like my kind of place!” James laughed.  “Sign me up!”

      Hrein frowned, wondering if James wasn’t getting ahead of himself again, and making an important decision without thinking it through carefully.  “I have heard of Terra.” the valkyrie said slowly.  “We valkyrjur are often sent to retrieve souls from there.  Well, I have not, as James was my first…” the young maiden immediately turned red yet again, realizing how her statement might sound.

      “That’s great!  Then it’s a place you might be free to travel to!  And there are artifacts there, even though the world isn’t particularly old?” James said excitedly, hoping a plan was coming together.

      “Yea.  Both are correct.  Valkyrjur are free to travel to that realm in the fulfilment of their duties, and there are a number of artifacts to be found.  Our followers began settling Terra around one thousand years ago, as it became clear that the war on Midgardr was going poorly.  Though new as worlds go, as thou might imagine, that has been plenty of time for entire empires to rise and fall, several times over.” Hel’s lips actually formed a slight smile, as she began to reveal her plan.

      James was about to ask more about the new world, when they were interrupted by a loud growling noise.  It took him a second to realize that the sound had come from him, and his stomach in particular.

      Hrein gave him a little smirk, then fished a small loaf of bread and an apple from the satchel at her waist.  “Here.  I wish thy first meal could be more glorious, but this is all I have to offer.”

      James smiled brightly at the valkyrie, as he took the proffered food. “I gratefully accept.  Thank you.  And if you feel that the meal is poor, then I must say that the company couldn’t be finer.”

      The Goddess of Death frowned.  “I apologize, James, as I have naught to offer thee in the way of repast.  The dead need not eat, and so I have naught in my cupboards.”

      James polished the apple on his robe, then gave his patroness a serious look.  “Then please, take this and join us.” He held the fruit out to her and nodded softly.

      Surprise registered on Hel’s face.  It was as simple an offering as one could get, and yet none had ever offered her food since she had been cast down into this place.  As a goddess, she did not require food to survive, yet still she felt hunger.  Thus the name of the only dish she owned was Hunger, and her knife was called Famine.  The fact that this sole apple was fully half of what James had to eat for himself, and that he offered it to her despite surely knowing she didn’t need it, well and truly touched her heart.  The goddess, whose reputation was that of the coldest and most heartless of women, trembled.  Her eyes softened, and her lips quivered slightly as she gently accepted the gift.

      “I am sorry, James.  All I have left is this single loaf of bread.” Hrein said quietly, as she pulled the last of the food from her sack.

      “Then please, sit with us and enjoy it.” James gave her a soft smile and moved to sit on the floor facing the fire, between the two seats.

      Hrein took the offered seat, and the three proceeded to eat in silence.

      As James popped the last bite of bread into his mouth, Hel spoke softly.  “Truly, thou dost treat me strangely, James.  Though I am the Goddess of Death, thou hast never shown fear of me, and would even offer me gifts.  Thou hast spake with me in an open and friendly manner since thine arrival.”

      The old hunter looked the goddess in the eye and gave her another soft smile.  “And why shouldn’t I?  You have yet to treat me poorly or unfairly.  And from what I can see, you provide everything you can for your subjects.  The souls here in Hel don’t wander in the weather and cold.  Instead, they reside in mansions.  I’m not sure what the daily life, or afterlife rather, is like for the people here, but from what little I’ve seen, you are anything but the cruel monster some would make you out to be.  Instead, I find you to be a beautiful and noble woman.  One whom I would be glad to call a friend, if that isn’t overstepping my bounds.”

      It would have been hard for an observer to decide which of the two women was more shocked by the man’s statement.  Both seemed to freeze up as he spoke, and their eyes only grew wider as he rambled on.

      Did he just make a pass at Hel… the Goddess of Death!?  Hrein shouted mentally.

      Hel was silent for a long moment, then replied in a near whisper.  “I… would like that.”

      James’ smile widened, and despite Hrein’s fears, his eyes held no lechery and his heart no ulterior motives.  He honestly just liked the woman before him, and thought her to be a good person.  That’s not to say that he didn’t find her attractive, but right now his heart held room only for Hrein.

      Hel glanced at her einherjar, then quickly looked away.  Slowly, her gaze drifted back to the bestial man, and darted away once more.  She was definitely not used to the maelstrom of emotions swirling in her heart right now.  A friend?  Never had anyone called a friend before.  She had servants, lazy ones who barely did their jobs.  She had two brothers, both of which she hadn’t seen for centuries, and were known as two of the realms’ largest and most terrible monsters.  Her father was Loki, The Trickster, who only ever spoke to her when he wanted something from her.  And her mother… she hadn’t seen Angrboða since she was a small child.  She had subjects, most of whom she almost never interacted with, except to feed the worst of them to Níðhöggr - the murderers and oath-breakers.  But she had never had a friend.

      Recognizing her shyness for what it was, James tried to make things easier for her.  “So, once I get to Terra, how do I stay in touch with you?” he asked.

      Hel calmed a little with the change in subject.  “That is easy.” she replied.  “Prayer.  No matter where thou art, a goddess can always hear the prayers of the faithful.  Of course, we can respond as well, should we desire to.”

      James did his best not to frown.  To be honest, he was very uncomfortable with the concept of prayer.  The whole idea of ‘submitting’ to a god was abhorrent to him, and went against his dominant nature completely.  Taking a knee or bowing was one thing, though it secretly galled him to do either of those, but to actually kneel, let alone worship… he honestly didn’t think he could do it.  That isn’t to say he was unhappy with serving Hel, but he viewed her more as an employer, and one he was earnestly coming to like, than someone who owned him.

      “It would seem this answer upsets thee.” Hel commented, peering into his heart.  As a goddess, she could read men’s souls and the turbulence therein.  This was not the same as reading someone’s mind, as actual thoughts and facts were not relayed, but she could identify the emotions he was experiencing.  Of course, she could also see how stained with sin a person’s soul was, as well as roughly what manner of sins they committed.

      “I’ll be honest with you.  I’m not comfortable with the relationship between gods and men.  I want to see you as a friend, an employer, or perhaps a woman.  Not as someone who can place shackles on my soul.” James replied frankly.

      Hrein’s brows rose an inch at her companion’s bold statement.  She supposed she shouldn’t be so surprised, given his attitude toward the other gods he had met, but still…

      Hel, on the other hand, was slightly surprised to hear that he saw her as a woman, specifically.  Not that it displeased her.  He had called her beautiful just a little while ago, so she supposed it made sense that he might feel that way about her.  If she were honest with herself, she had been so caught up in being called a friend, that it had overshadowed nearly everything else he had said.

      “I see.” she said.  “Well, if I were to be completely honest, my claim to thy soul is… tenuous at best.”

      James blinked.  “It is?”

      “It is.” the goddess confirmed.  “Thou hast never prayed to me, nor hast thou ever sworn any oath to serve me.  Our connection is based solely upon thy having submitted thyself to my judgement and naming thyself mine einherjar.”

      “That doesn’t sound tenuous to me.” James stated.

      “Compared to bindings between mortals, it is not, but among the divine, it would be considered a shallow bond.  If thou wert to swear thyself to another Power, I would lose all hold I have upon thee.” she explained.

      “I see.  So it’s oaths that matter most.” James nodded in understanding.

      “Yea.  And the belief held in thy heart.” Hel confirmed.

      James sat there for a minute, considering his options.  “If I swear that I will never give my oath to another power, is that good enough for you?  I don’t wish to insult you, but I treasure my freedom more than anything, even my own existence.”

      Hel nodded slightly.  “It is not an ideal situation, but I can understand thy motivations and desire.  Very well, shall I construe any future prayers from thee as simple communication, and not worship?”

      “How about communication, along with feelings of sincere gratitude and fondness?” James gave the lady a hopeful smile.

      Hel couldn’t help but return the smile, albeit only slightly.  “Very well.”

      “Then I so swear.” James stated clearly.  In that instant, he felt… something.  A bond or tether perhaps?  Something connecting him to Hel, drawing him to her, like a very weak magnet.  “That… was surprising.”

      “Indeed.” the goddess tilted her head.  “It seems thou dost hold more affection for me in thy heart than thou hast expressed.  Fascinating.”

      Hrein observed the entire exchange with a mix of thoughts and feelings.  For some reason, which she didn’t understand, the end of the conversation irritated her slightly, which she expressed by puffing her cheeks.

      The Goddess of Death then surprised them both by smiling more cheerily than either had seen her do so before.  “I think… I wish to celebrate this occasion.  Not only have I retained a loyal einherjar into my service, for the first time ever, I have gained… a friend.”

      James stood and gave Hel a warm smile.  “And how would my lady like to celebrate?”

      “By gaining even more.” Hel flashed him a mischievous grin and stood beside him.

      Hrein gave the goddess a dangerous look, and it seemed like it was James’ turn to be shocked.

      “James Fir, mine einherjar, I name thee… my Champion!” Hel’s proclamation was followed by a distant thunderclap, and a feeling of tension filled the room.

      “Hel’s Champion…” Hrein muttered.

      “I’m honoured, Lady Hel…” James spoke cautiously, “but I’m afraid I don’t understand the significance of that title.”

      “Each god or goddess is allowed to proclaim one warrior as their Champion.  While gods may give what gifts they desire to mortals, each must give two significant gifts to their Champion.  In return, that Champion must fight for the divine being’s cause, and take her place in duels.  The gifts are generally given in the form of one blessing and one artifact, the latter typically being a weapon of some kind.” Hrein explained before Hel could speak.

      James went a little wide eyed for a moment, but then pulled himself together.  “Um, I thought it was ‘foolish’ of me to even consider challenging a god in combat?”

      “It would be.  Worry not, James.  Thou wouldst not be expected to face one of the divine in single combat.  If a god who lacked a champion were to challenge me, and thus tried to face thee in a duel, they would lose all face among the other gods.  No, it would be other Champions thou wouldst face, as well as beasts or other beings who crossed me.” Hel continued to smile as she clarified what would be expected of him.

      “Well, that’s good to know.  But that leaves the question of what exactly your ‘cause’ is.  I know you are the Goddess of Death, but I don’t think you actively try to cause more death in the world, right?  I had the impression that you are more of a shepherd to those already dead, making sure everyone gets their appropriate afterlife.” said James.

      The Goddess of Death bit her lip and gazed at the floor.  She was trying not to be moved even further by James’ words.  “Thou dost understand me so well, my Champion.” she said softly.

      “So,” James took a step towards the goddess and gently took her bruised hand in his.  “what is your cause, and how might I champion it?”

      Once again, both women in the room went rigid.  Hrein glared at her companion’s hand holding that of the goddess.  How dare he behave so intimately with another woman!?

      Hel, on the other hand, was in utter shock for two reasons.  One, that a mortal, even one she had just declared a friend, would act so familiar with her, a goddess.  And second, that he touched her dead side.  All other beings feared and shrank away from that side of her, for it was ugly to look at and as cold as a corpse to touch.  Even Óðinn had made an effort not to grasp that side of her when he cast her out of Asgardr.

      Sensing that the women were on edge, James gave Hrein his softest, warmest smile and held his other hand out to her.  The valkyrie blinked and took a second to think through what she was seeing.  Once she got past her initial anger and jealousy, she recognized it for what it was.  James wasn’t hitting on Hel, he was literally offering the older woman the hand of friendship.  With a sigh, Hrein stepped forward and placed her hand in his.

      Of course Hel noticed this too, despite her shock.  In that moment, even more unfamiliar emotions began to flow and twist within her heart.  Hope that she might find another friend in Hrein.  And jealousy, that her first friend valued someone else as much or more than her.

      “You know,” started James, “I’m so much happier than I could have dreamed I would be after death.  I’m so glad I died that day, so that I could meet the two of you, and be here, now.”

      He truly doth need to stop saying and doing things like that!  Hrein thought to herself.

      Hel slowly shook her head, then took a deep breath.  After she exhaled, she looked up at James and gave him a soft smile.  “I am glad thou art here as well.”

      Feeling the need to say something, Hrein cleared her throat.  “Ahem.  Thou wert saying about thy cause, Lady Hel?”

      Hel turned to face Hrein and considered her options.  She could remind the young maiden of her place… or she could extend the hand of friendship to her as well.  Taking another deep breath and releasing it, Hel smiled.  “Yea.  I thank thee, Hrein.  Thou art a good companion to James, and I hope to see thee as often as thy obligations permit.”

      Hrein blinked, surprised by the goddess’ statement.  “See me?”

      “Why yea.  Of course.  How else wouldst thou keep in touch with James whilst he wanders Terra?  I am willing to pass on any message thou dost leave with me during his prayers, and I will even tell thee of his location when thou hast reason or leave to visit Terra thyself.  If thou dost stop by before going, of course.”  Hel may not have had any friends before, but she instinctively knew that by providing such assistance to the two lovers, she would gain the gratitude and good will of both.  “On the topic of my ‘cause’, I have little to say.  I have no cause.  James summarized my goals and concerns most excellently.”

      “Do you have any temples or clergy on Terra that I can assist?” James asked.

      “Nay.  I have neither.  Maria is my sole priestess, whose life thou hast already saved on Midgardr.” Hel shook her head and shrugged.

      “Then… what would make you happy?” James pushed her a little, hoping to get some idea of how to help her.  He was her Champion after all, so he felt he should at least try to work towards some of her goals, and not just his own.

      The slightest shade of pink coloured Hel’s cheek, and she turned away to gaze into the fire.  “I will leave that to thy judgement.  I thought I had no desires, but today has taught me that isn’t true.” the goddess answered in a near whisper.  Steeling herself, Hel turned to face James once again.  “Thou seemest to have a knack for it, after all.”

      The einherjar blushed and fought to keep his jaw from dropping.  “I’ll do my best then, my lady.”

      Hrein found herself glancing between Hel and James once again, and was reminded for the umpteenth time that she didn’t like this situation one bit.  “Right, right.  We will all do our best.” the valkyrie declared as she forced a smile.

      Hel gave James’ hand a squeeze, then let go and took her seat by the fire again.  “I believe that brings us to the topic of gifts.  A blessing first.  Dost thou have any request as to what manner of blessing thou shalt receive?”

      “Hmm.” James stroked his beard in thought. “What are the parameters of the blessing?  What sorts of effects might it have?  Are there limitations?”

      “The blessing is a type of permanent divine magic, placed upon thy soul.  As to what manner of blessings I can grant, they would have to be something rather generic, or something within my purview as the Goddess of Death.” Hel informed him.

      “I see.  Death… Souls…” James gave the matter serious thought.  It wasn’t that he was greedy, or at least he didn’t consider himself such, but this was a once in a lifetime (afterlife?) opportunity, and if he was going to be Hel’s Champion, he would need every advantage he could get.  The einherjar glanced at Hel’s face and was inspired by the duality of her skin tone.  “Is it not true that you have the ability to release someone from death?  To return them to the world of the living?  I’m sure you’ve done it in a few cases.”

      “This is… true.  What art thou getting at?  I cannot make thee immortal, if that is thy question.” The goddess narrowed her eyes, trying to figure out where James was going with this line of questioning.

      “No.  Something else entirely.  Couldn’t it be said then, that you are a goddess of Life and Death?” he posited.  James knew himself and wanted to play to his strengths.  In life he had been very organized, to the point where his friends teased him that he might have OCD.  He didn’t really have that condition (or any other), but his personality lent itself to rigid systems.  Records, documents, and above all, numbers.  Not only did he have a knack for math, but he kept spreadsheets, which he actually enjoyed making, that recorded everything.  From his collections, to work, and even stats for units and equipment in games.  His life was full of numbers, and he loved it.

      Hel shook her head.  “Not truly.  While it is true that I can allow a being to return from my domain, that is not the same as creating new life.”

      “But you do have dominion over the body, as well as the soul, correct?” James hedged.

      “To an extent, I suppose.” she confirmed.

      “Then how about this.  I would like a blessing that grants information and allows me to manage it.” he began.  “I want a system.”

      “A system?” Hel asked, clearly confused.

      “A system of learning and analysis for anything I touch.  If that object is myself or something I own, the system would allow me to manage it.” he went on.

      Hel paused for a moment, and then admitted that she was confused.  “I apologize, James.  I am having trouble imagining what thou art asking for.”

      “A form of divination magic, likely a seidr, which allows me to see the status of my mind and body, or anything else I touch.  Picture it like a scroll or tablet which appears before me when I will it so.  The tablet would list all of my skills and abilities, as well as any effects I am currently under, like poison or bleeding.  For something other than myself, I would see information on its status.  Further, everything would be assigned a numeric value, structured by the system.” he explained.

      “So, rather than power, thou wish to have the ability to… learn?  By touch?”  Hel seemed baffled.

      “And manage.  That part is as important as the learning.” James pointed out.

      “I still fail to see what thou dost mean by ‘manage’.” Hel complained.

      “Hmm.  Consider this.  Someone walking the path of Cultivation can use the Qi they absorb to permanently enhance their body to supernatural levels, or they can use it to create temporary supernatural effects, right?” James began.

      “Yea.” Hel encouraged him to continue.

      “But my knowledge of Cultivation is severely lacking.  I’ve barely started filling my Dantian, or rather the Golden Stove, let alone develop the Crimson Palace or Muddy Pellet.  And you’ve already told me that there are no masters around who can teach me.” James went on.

      At this point, Hrein felt completely lost in the conversation.  She had no clue what the two were talking about, and only felt a little better that Hel seemed equally confused by parts of what James was saying.

      “With this system, I wouldn’t have to spend decades or centuries trying to figure out and muddle my way through the steps to Enlightenment.  The system itself would be my guide, allowing me to direct my Qi to the aspects of my mind, body and soul that I so choose.  I could use the Qi to enhance my strength, speed, or even any spells or magic I have.” James was clearly excited by the idea, and his enthusiasm showed in his voice and expression.

      “Thou hast no magic though…” Hel pointed out.

      “Yet.” the einherjar winked.  “With the system, I could learn magic by analyzing and absorbing the magic of scrolls and artifacts.”

      Hel’s eyebrows shot up.  “That would be a great power indeed.  Thou art not asking for immediate power, but instead the potential to gain nigh unlimited power with enough luck and effort.  Thou desirest not the secrets of the universe, but the ability to learn them.”

      “Precisely.” James shot Hel a grin and pointed at her.

      Hel thought for a moment.  Giving such a blessing to a mortal could have dire consequences, if he should gain true power.  But then, the goddess had been very unhappy with the status quo for a very, very long time.  Perhaps the risk of upsetting it all was worth the chance to empower her friend and Champion.  “Essentially, thou art asking for a powerful and specialized seiðr.  That I can manage.  But I am still confused by the numeric aspect.”

      “Ah yes.  Allow me to explain.  Imagine that the different aspects of my being had numeric values, with those values representing my current limits.  How fast can I run?  How much weight can I lift.  How smart am I?  Those attributes would be listed on the proverbial tablet, I’d call it a Status Screen, which I could read and use Qi to enhance.” James expounded on his proposal.

      Hel frowned.  “That would be a terribly inefficient system.  Every tiny part of thy being would have to be represented.  The strength of thine arms is not the same as that of thy legs or fingers.  In sooth, thy left arm is not the equal of thy right.  Reading through the Status Screen as thou call it would take thee hours.”

      “Yeah.  We’d have to fudge the numbers a little.  At first, the numbers would represent an average between similar functions of different body parts.  Once I started applying Qi to those functions, the system would spread it out until all parts are as equal as they should be, or at least have the proper relative level.  After that, future enhancement would enhance all parts equally, to keep everything at the correct relative levels.” he explained.

      Hel frowned then pointed out the obvious.  “As a newly reborn einherjar, all of thy ‘parts’ are already at the proper relative levels.  The only thing thou wouldst have to balance in that regard would be thy left and right sides, assuming thou desirest to be ambidextrous.”

      “I would very much love to have that advantage!” James chuckled.

      “Thou dost realize it will be quite some trouble to invent a system which measures previously unquantified qualities, yea?” Hel grumbled, even though she was secretly rather excited at this proposition.  Once she had created it, it could be a huge boon to anyone else she blessed, or even to herself if she could utilize it.  No other god had anything like it, to her knowledge.

      “I understand.” James replied “But if I may, this is the blessing that I ask for.”

      “Very well.  I must stress that, with this blessing, thou wilt only be able to ‘manage’ thyself and that which thou owns.  With that said, I do have reservations in regards to granting thee the ability to fully analyze all which thou dost touch.  That would be considered a powerful blessing all on its own.”  Hel explained.

      “Ah.  Yeah.  I kind of expected that.” James rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment.  “That’s why I only wanted the ability to see the target’s ‘Current Status’, such as wounds, curses, disease and the like.”

      Hel tilted her head and pondered his statement.  “But why would thou desirest such information?”

      “To be honest, I really hope to be able to learn magic once I get to the new world.  And of all types of magic, Healing magic is what interests me the most.  Of course being able to heal someone is useless, I would think, if you can’t first diagnose what is wrong with them.”  James said with a soft smile.

      “I see…” the goddess seemed a bit surprised at the man’s statement.  Everything he had suggested so far, including the designs to his own body, were focussed on gaining an edge in combat.  This seemed somewhat out of character for him, from that viewpoint.

      “Being able to sustain oneself and one’s allies with healing would be a huge advantage in battle.” James continued.  “But even more than that, I just like the idea of being able to help those I care about.” A sad look flashed across his features.  “And of course it’s good for you as well, my lady!” he finished with a smile, pushing away whatever memories had affected him.

      “For me?” Once again Hel seemed to be a little surprised by James’ words.  “I do not imagine that I will be in need of healing any time soon.”

      “Oh, not like that.” James chuckled.  “PR-wise, I mean.”

      “P R?” Hrein asked, once again entering the conversation.

      “Uh, it stands for Public Relations.” James explained, then looked at Hel.  “In other words, your reputation.  I figure that if I am going to be wandering Terra as your Champion, I should do what I can to improve your image in the people’s hearts and minds.  Not only will a wandering healer be better received, and help counterbalance my fierce appearance a bit in towns and cities, it will also be a means for me to make some money.  All while showing people that Hel cares about those who come to her.  I’ve been told that gods and goddesses gain power from worship, so it should be a net gain for you as well, my lady.”

      Hrein blinked as she listened to James’ explanation.  He wanted to soften people’s view of Hel.  To make her more popular, and potentially gain followers, thereby granting the goddess even more power.  What he was proposing could affect the whole pantheon, if he was successful.  But then again, once she thought about it, wasn’t that what a Champion was supposed to do?  Bring their patron victory by any and all means?  The valkyrie’s gaze slowly moved to lock onto the einherjar’s face.  She was once again impressed by this man’s intellect  and ability to adapt to a new situation.

      Hel thought over what she had just heard.  While you couldn’t call the man’s thoughts selfless, as he definitely had goals, and seemingly a plan, to do well for himself, it was obvious that he was earnestly thinking about her and her needs as well.  “I… thank you, James.  For considering my position as well.”

      James gave the goddess a big smile.  “But of course!  As far as I’m concerned, we’re a team.  What benefits one of us, benefits all of us.  All three of us!” he proclaimed while stepping forward and pulling Hrein into a one armed hug.

      The surprised valkyrie’s eyes widened and she went stiff as a board.  These constant public displays of affection from James were more than she could handle.

      “Er… yea.  Of course.” Hel’s smile seemed slow to form, and her right eye twitched a little.  While she didn’t personally have anything against the valkyrie, at the moment she was still one of Odin’s servants, and it wasn’t guaranteed that James would be able to find an artifact to use as mundr.  Of course she did believe that James had the skill to succeed in his mission.  Thus far he had proven to be surprisingly resourceful and intelligent.  No, what irritated her was the apparent closeness of the two, while she was only on the outskirts of the group, or so she felt.  That said, things may not work out the way James planned anyway.  The young girl was clearly having difficulty dealing with the physical changes the einherjar had undergone, and Hel suspected that the valkyrie might call off their engagement.  This thought helped make her smile more genuine.

      “So, what do you think?  About the blessing?” James asked.

      “Hmm.  I will have to see what I can do.  It will take a while, perhaps a few hours of research.  Thou may stay here and wait by the fire while I work in my study.  I will rejoin thee when the blessing is ready.” Hel nodded to the pair, then turned and left the room.

      James took in a deep breath, then let it out loudly.  “I’m so glad she agreed to that.” he said, flopping down into a chair by the fire, and pulling Hrein into his lap.

      Hrein wasn’t sure what to do.  The monstrous man, now much larger than her, held her tight to his chest and rested his cheek upon her head.  “Uh… um…” the valkyrie stammered.

      “I’m actually glad we’ve finally got a moment alone.  Not that I don’t enjoy talking with Hel, of course, but I’ve been dying for a little intimacy with my fiancé.” James chuckled, then lightly kissed the top of her head.

      “J - James!” Hrein half shouted as she pushed away from his chest.  He was holding her tightly, but not so tightly as to restrict her when she clearly wanted to get up.  Jumping up from his lap, the young maiden hung her head and brushed her hair behind her ear, not looking him in the face.  “We… we should talk.”

      A worried expression settled on James’ leonine face.  “What’s wrong, Hrein?” he asked gently as he stood up and reached out to her.

      Rather than let him touch her, Hrein took a step away and turned her back to him.  “I… it’s just…” the valkyrie started.  She wanted to tell him about her feelings.  How they had changed when he had been reborn.  About how she was no longer attracted to him… or at least his face.  His body was practically that of a god… Hrein shook her head.  It was all so confusing.  She was definitely attracted to parts of him, like his broad chest, his strong arms, and his…! The poor maiden’s face turned beet red.

      James stood there watching, holding his hand out, and hoping she would turn around and take it.  As the seconds passed, his hopes dimmed, thinking that maybe she was going to break up with him.  He’d seen this kind of indecision in women before.  Right before they broke his heart.  But there was something off about all of this.  While it did appear that she was struggling with something difficult and painful, her body language also seemed to say there was more going on.  And then there was the smell.  Her scent was lovely.  Ever since he had been reborn, her scent had reminded him of mountain avens.  But occasionally, like right now, there was something more to it.  She smelled good.  Like, really good.  Before his primal urges, which were being stirred up by the strange scent, could take hold, James stepped forward and embraced the woman gently from behind.  Laying his cheek on top of her head again, James whispered.  “Hrein, I love you.  Talk to me.  Tell me what’s wrong.”

      Hrein’s heart nearly broke hearing those words and the sincerity in his voice.  She was so torn up inside.  Yes, her feelings had changed, but not all of her feelings had changed.  He was still the man she loved on the inside.  The young woman closed her eyes, and a single tear slid silently down her cheek.  “I… I…”

      Her hesitancy was setting off alarm bells in James’ head.  She had been embarrassed to share her thoughts and feelings before, but it wasn’t like this.

      “I… I want thou to tell me about Cultivation.” she blurted.

      James closed his eyes and grit his teeth.  He knew that what was on her mind had absolutely nothing to do with Cultivation.  She was avoiding the subject.  He feared that if he pushed her, she would run and he would lose her, perhaps permanently.  “Hrein…” he groaned.

      “Tell… tell me about Cultivation.” she demanded, taking a deep, shaky breath.  “It sounds like thou wilt gain significant power through its practice.  I should not like to fall behind, and so I would learn of this art.”

      James let out a long sigh.  She clearly wasn’t ready to face whatever her problem was, and James had found that forcing things out into the open, unlike with men, often wasn’t wise with women.  To be frank, it was one of their most irritating qualities.  Even more so than most men, James was the type to face his problems immediately and head on.  He liked to fix problems, or at least resolve them, not let them fester.  But then, that could also be attributed to the fact that, according to virtually everyone, he was downright insensitive.  Over his past life he had made many efforts to understand how others thought and felt.  But no matter how hard he tried, it was always clear to those who dealt with him that he only understood their feelings on an intellectual level, and didn’t really share or feel them himself.

      Waiting for James to reply, the young valkyrie gently placed her hand upon his.  She needed more time to think.  She knew that part of her no longer wanted to marry him, as much as it pained her to admit it, even to herself.  But the part of her that admired the soul inside of him was still in love with him.  And then there was the friendship they seemed to be developing.  She knew without a doubt that if she rejected him at this point, there was no chance that he would remain a part of her life as a friend, and she really didn’t want to lose him.

      Not knowing what else to do at the moment, James decided to answer her question.  “The art of Cultivation is a method by which the practitioner may enhance their mind, body and soul.  Basically, it involves drawing in Qi, sometimes from their surroundings, but often times from opponents.  The Qi is collected and stored in the Dantian.  This is essentially a non-physical organ - think of it as a specific part of the soul.  Technically there are three Dantian, the Lower, Middle, and Upper, also known as the Golden Stove, the Crimson Palace and the Muddy Pellet.  Each of these three have their own functions.  When someone refers simply to the ‘Dantian’ they are usually referring to the Lower.  The Dantian sits in the pelvic region of the body and is where the stored Qi is refined.  The Crimson Palace is located in the centre of the chest, level with the heart.  This is where Qi is refined into Spirit.  The Muddy Pellet sits in the head, in the location of the Third Eye.  This is where Spirit becomes Emptiness, or the loss of earthly desires, eventually reaching Enlightenment.”

      “So… the three Dantian are the spiritual equivalents of our… reproductive organs, heart and brain?” Hrein hazarded.  Though it was hard to focus at first, due to her emotional state, the young valkyrie’s studious nature soon asserted itself once the lecture got going.

      “Pretty much, yeah.  And then you have the meridians, which carry the Qi throughout your body, kind of like spiritual veins and arteries.  Cycling the Qi through these meridians and back to the Dantian is how you refine the Qi and improve yourself.  I’m sure it’s all a LOT more complicated than that, but that’s about all I know.  As I said before, my training is far from complete.” James replied, giving Hrein a little squeeze.

      Hrein gave his hand a tight squeeze in response.  For now, she just wanted to put her worries out of her mind and enjoy the comfort of his embrace.
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      Some hours later, when Hel returned to the chamber, the two were sitting by the fire, with Hrein curled up in James’ lap.  Perhaps things hadn’t turned out quite like Hel had hoped.  Not that she wanted James to experience the pain of losing Hrein, nor did she want to lose the possibility of having Hrein as a friend as well.  It was just that she didn’t enjoy feeling like she was sitting on the outside, looking in.

      James looked up when Hel cleared her throat, announcing her entrance.  After giving Hrein a quick squeeze, he helped her get up out of his lap and joined her in standing.  “Lady Hel, it’s good to see you’ve returned.”

      “But of course.  Why would I not?” Hel quipped, giving James a frown.

      “Er… I was just trying to say that I’m happy to see you.” James tried again with a soft chuckle.

      “Oh.” A slight pink tinged Hel’s cheek.  “I’m happy to see thou as well, James.” she said quietly.

      Hrein sighed internally, then tried to help the goddess through the awkward moment.  “How did the research go?” she asked.

      “Ah!  It was a success.” the goddess smiled and stepped forward.  “Art thou prepared to receive my blessing, James Fir?”

      “I am, Goddess.  Thank you.”  James replied and bowed low before dropping his robe.

      Hel began to chant and wave her hands in the air.  Bands of runes began to rotate and encircle James, before collapsing upon him and disappearing into his skin.

      Figuring the ritual was complete, James was too excited to wait a second longer.  Focussing his mind, he held out his right hand and said aloud “Status!”.  A transparent field with light blue script and borders appeared before him.
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Hel and Hrein watched closely as James’ eyes moved back and forth, as if he were reading something.  “Did it work?” Hrein asked, a bit of trepidation in her voice.  She truly hoped it would, for his sake.  She could easily see how much he was looking forward to this blessing.

      “It did!” he exclaimed, picking up his robe and slipping it on as he read.

      “Of course it did.” Hel sniffed, as if it were never in question.  “That said, I was unable to include the touch based analysis in the Seiðr.”

      James brought his gaze up to match Hel’s.  “That’s fine.  I was being greedy anyway.  Thank you very much for your blessing, my lady.”

      Hel returned his gaze for a moment, before a smile cracked her lips.  “Dost thou mean to say that thou hast no need of this, then?” she asked, holding up a scroll bound in twine.

      James tilted his head and gave her the side eye.  “What’s this?”

      The goddess was outright grinning by this point, which made James grin in return.  For a woman with a fierce reputation, she had a truly beautiful smile.  “This is a little something which I wrote whilst waiting for certain reagents to combine in my cauldron.  It’s a pretty basic Seiðr, which is far too humble to be considered a blessing.”

      James slowly held his hand out to receive the scroll.

      “It will also serve as a decent training aid for thee.  Use thine Analysis blessing whilst reading it.” Hel instructed him.

      Carefully unrolling the scroll, James did as the goddess had taught him.  As soon as he finished reading the last line, the scroll turned to ash and drifted to the floor.  In the same instant, a smaller blue Status Screen appeared before his eyes.
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      James was thrilled to have learned this spell.  Well, any spell would have thrilled him, truth be told, but this was exactly what he had wanted.  “Thank you!” he exclaimed, and in a moment of uncontrolled exuberance, wrapped the Goddess of Death up in a bear hug.  Hrein gasped audibly at the sight, and poor Hel froze like a deer in headlights.  After a few seconds, James seemed to come to his senses and stepped back, but he was still grinning from ear to ear and held onto the goddess’ shoulders.  “Thank you very much, Lady Hel.”

      “N - No problem.” she stuttered, her mind still having trouble processing what just happened.

      “James!” Hrein cried out.  When the einherjar turned to look at her questioningly, she instantly turned beet red and puffed her cheeks out before looking away.  Slowly she lifted her arms and opened them wide.

      James laughed and stepped into her embrace, hugging her tightly in turn.

      Blinking rapidly, Hel seemed to reboot, then shook her head and took a deep breath.  “Thou art welcome, my Champion.” she finally replied.  “Might I take a look at thy Status Screen?”

      “Sure!  Uh, how do I make it visible to you?” he asked.

      “Just will it to be so.” she replied.

      James focussed on the Status Screen before him and willed it to be visible to the two women.

      “Wow.” Hrein exclaimed as she turned in his arms to view the screen.  “I have never seen anything like it.”

      Hel scowled.  “Why dost thou have a blessing from Lady Luck?” she asked, irritation clear in her voice.

      “I’m not sure.” James replied, shaking his head.  “I used to joke that I was dating her when I was younger.  And I guess I did send her a few prayers back then, too.”  Using his index finger, James tapped on the blessing.  Doing this, he discovered a few things.  First, that even when it was visible to others, the Status Screen was not solid.  Second, it reacted to his finger anyway.  Lastly, tapping on a section of the table brought up a description of that section, sort of like a Help Menu.

      

      Lady Luck’s Blessing:  This blessing from Lady Luck is locked.  It cannot be Enhanced with Qi.

      

      Looking his Status over, he also noticed that his Qi Pool had gone up by 5 and was now 6.  A quick guess told him that this was likely because he had learned the spell Diagnosis.  Perhaps each time he added a spell to his repertoire, he would gain the Qi to cast it.  He also decided then and there that his Qi Pool was going to be the first Ability that he Enhanced.

      “I cannot say that I am happy that thou dost bear the blessing of another goddess, James.”  Hel griped.

      “Though I truly am grateful to Lady Luck for her blessing, I am, and will always be, your Champion, Lady Hel.” James proclaimed, looking Hel straight in the eye.

      Hel held his gaze for a few seconds, then nodded softly, seemingly mollified.

      “Hmm.” Hrein hummed, reading over the blessing.  “Dost thou think that, since it clearly states here that this blessing cannot be Enhanced with Qi, that others could?”

      James grinned, then kissed Hrein on the temple.  “Hrein, my darling, you are a genius!” he then turned to look at Hel, as if asking for an answer.

      “Hmm.” Hel thought for a moment.  “I suppose it should be possible.”

      “Fascinating.” James uttered, under his breath.

      Hrein then poked at the Strength section of the table, and surprisingly the table reacted to her finger.  After that, she and Hel took turns opening the Help Menu for each Ability, wanting to learn what each did, and what the numbers represented.

      

      Strength:  This Stat represents the maximum weight (in pounds) the user can lift over their head.  The user can deadlift (lift up to their waist) double this value.

      

      Endurance:  This Stat represents how long (in seconds) the user can maintain maximum effort, such as running at full speed or lifting their max weight.  It also represents how long (in minutes) the user can ‘bleed out’ before they die.

      

      Aim:  This Stat represents, as a percentage, the odds of the user hitting a stationary, one foot diameter target at a given weapon’s maximum effective range under normal conditions and assuming a standard level of proficiency.  It also affects the user’s eye-hand coordination and manual dexterity.

      

      Agility:  This Stat affects the user’s balance and reaction time.  As a numeric value, it is scaled against an attacker’s Aim, as the user’s ability to dodge or parry attacks.

      

      Speed:  This Stat represents the maximum speed (in miles per hour) the user can run.  The user can maintain half of this value over long distances.  Users with Flight can maintain their full speed over long distances.

      

      Intelligence:  This Stat is the user’s intelligence quotient (IQ).

      

      Charisma:  This Stat measures (as a percentage) the user’s chance of persuading a random person to agree to something.  This would be adjusted by logic, incentives, attraction, relationship to the listener, etc.

      

      Beauty:  This Stat measures (as a percentage) how closely the user’s physical features approach their race’s ideals of physical perfection.  Of course beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and different races and cultures might measure a person’s beauty by entirely different standards.

      

      Qi Pool:  This Stat measures the capacity of the user’s Dantian.  The unrefined Qi stored within can be used to cast spells.  Without effort (such as meditation), the user’s Qi Pool will fully refill in 24 hours, assuming normal rest and diet.  This means it refills at a rate of roughly 4% per hour or 1% per fifteen minutes.  Meditation fills the Qi Pool at twice the normal rate, or three times the normal rate when in a Qi dense area.

      

      Luck:  This Stat represents (as a percentage) the chance of events having a positive outcome for the user, unadjusted for other factors.  This Stat cannot be permanently Enhanced with Qi.

      

      After taking the time to read through each of them, the ladies seemed to get bored and moved to the chairs by the fire.

      “It is like reading a text book.” Hrein frowned.  As studious as she was, she preferred her studies to have slightly more exciting subject matter.

      James gave up marvelling at his new Status Screen, and day dreaming about all of the ways he could game the system.  Sitting down in his previous spot on the floor between the chairs and facing the fire, James sighed contentedly.

      “With the first of thy gifts received, what wouldst thou ask for as a second gift?”  Hel asked, leaning back and resting her eyes.

      “What?  You’ve already given me two gifts, and they are both amazing!” James exclaimed.  “I couldn’t possibly ask for more.”

      “Thou canst, and thou must.  Thou art my Champion.  The second gift I gave thee was simply a small boon that I decided upon.  It was not worthy of being one of the two Champion’s gifts.” Hel explained.

      James looked to Hrein, hoping she would back him up.

      “James… thou must understand.  It is true that the gifts that Lady Hel hath bestowed upon thee are great, but she is right that the second is not worthy of such status.  It is a point of pride among the gods to boast of the gifts they hath given their Champions.”  Hrein answered, leaning forward in the chair with her elbows on her knees, and resting her chin in her hands.

      The einherjar was momentarily captivated by the soft beauty of his fiancé, and the firelight reflecting in her gorgeous blue eyes.  The valkyrie tilted her head slightly, and gave him a questioning look, thus breaking the spell and bringing James back to the present.

      “Uh… then what would be appropriate to ask for?” he asked with a shrug.

      “The standard gifts are one blessing and one artifact.” Hel reminded him.  “But, as I may have mentioned before, I possess no such things of value.”

      “Hmm.”  James grunted and gave it some thought.  For a brief moment, he considered asking Hel for her hand in marriage, as he was sure that would be the greatest gift she could give a man.  Of course, he was equally sure his life would be measured in seconds, the moment the words left his mouth, as Hrein would undoubtedly impale him with that spear of hers.  Not that he’d blame her.  He decided not to make the comment, even as a joke.

      “Why didst thou look at my spear, James?  Art thou interested in such a weapon?” Hrein asked.

      “Ah, no.  Even if I had a magic spear, I’d be pretty bad with it.” James hand waved the idea away.  He was just about to close his eyes and think some more when he was struck by a sudden thought.  “After all… as a warrior, I’m best with my own weapons.”

      Hel nodded.  “That would make sense.”

      “So… could I have those?” James asked, knowing he was once again pushing the boundaries.

      Hel scowled.  “I believe I told thee that the methods of crafting such weapons was forbidden knowledge.”

      “No.  I don’t want anyone to craft them.  I want them specifically.  My actual weapons.  The ones I earned and owned in my previous life.  I know the saying goes, ‘you can’t take it with you’, but what if I could?” James grinned devilishly.

      Hel gave him that skeptical look that she seemed to reserve for when he said something absolutely preposterous.

      “Now hear me out.  What if, instead of a powerful artifact, I simply got to keep everything, or every material thing at least, that I owned in life.  I think that’s fair.  I did earn it, after all.  And a Champion should use his signature weapon to maximize his skill, right?  There’s even historical precedent, and I’d be willing to make some oaths as well.” James pushed.

      “Historical precedent?” Hrein asked with a dubious look on her face.

      “Well, the first Emperor of China, Qin Shi Huang, did build an entire army of Terracotta Warriors to take with him, along with his worldly possessions.  And his concubines, if I recall correctly.” James frowned at the last.

      “Thou canst think that worked!” Hrein exclaimed.

      “It didn’t?” he asked innocently.

      “It did not!” Hrein yelled.

      “…” James was silent for a moment.

      “It did.” Hel stated solemnly.

      Hrein gasped and her eyes went wide with shock.  A huge smile slowly crept over James’ face, hoping he’d just scored a point in his favour.

      “And it was a ruinous affair.  The arrival of the army led to quite a bloody battle in the Heavens, until Huang was forced to retreat.” Hel furnished them with more details of the event.  “What manner of oaths art thou prepared to take?” Hel asked finally.

      “That I must maintain control of all firearms and ammunition, as well as knowledge of their function and design.  If I ever lose control of a firearm, I must do everything in my power to recover it or see it destroyed.” James solemnly swore.

      A crack of thunder was heard in the distance once more.  “Thou hast sworn to thy goddess.  A terrible fate awaits those who break their oaths to the gods.” Hel intoned in a serious voice.  With the oath taken, Hel sighed and looked to Hrein.  “Might I ask a favour of thee, valkyrja?”

      Hrein bowed low.  “What dost thou ask of me, Lady Hel?”

      “I ask that thou escort my Champion back to his abode on Midgardr, so that he might very quickly gather his belongings and bring them here.  In return, I will grant thee the power to choose my domain as a destination for thy mystic passages.” Hel gave the valkyrie a small smile.

      “It shall be as thou dost command, Lady Hel.” Hrein replied, remaining bowed at the waist.

      Hel placed her hand upon Hrein’s head and began to chant softly.  There were no visible effects from the ritual, but Hrein seemed pleased at the end.

      “Um, I hate to be ‘that guy’, but there is one more small problem.” James said when the other two seemed finished.

      Hel looked puzzled.  “What would that be?”

      “I own a lot of guns.” James smirked.  “And you did agree to allow me to bring my other belongings as well, not just the weapons, all of which would fill a small house.”

      Hel glared at James as if he’d tricked her.

      “But!” James shouted, hoping to cut her anger off before it grew.  “There is a definite and direct benefit to you for allowing this.”

      “And what would that be?” the goddess said through grit teeth.

      “Well, I just happen to own a lot of books and games.  Something I thought you might be lacking here in your castle.”  James winked.

      Hel’s expression changed from one of anger to one of curiosity.  “Tell me more.”

      “I’ll be honest.  I was thinking of you and Hrein as much as myself when I came up with this idea.  My request is that, instead of a powerful artifact, I get to move my belongings into a house here in Hel, if not directly into a section of Eljudnir.  That way, you would both have access to all of my games, books, etc, which I think you would enjoy.  You would in turn grant me a blessing, which would allow me to summon any object in that house, whenever I desire.  I could also send any item I possess to the house, thus allowing the house to act as a manner of storage while I wander Terra.”

      Both women seemed intrigued by the idea.  Before they could ask any questions however, James continued.  “I also freely admit that I planned to abuse this blessing.”

      Hel squinted.  “Abuse it how?”

      “I intend to use Qi to Enhance the blessing to the point where living beings can be passed back and forth, thus allowing myself to travel between the Realms.  In this way, I could continue my journeys, but spend my evenings or days off here with the two of you.” James watched the two for reactions before saying anything else.

      Hel blinked and Hrein bit her lip.  “I do admit, that does sound like abuse I could forgive.” the goddess said with a shy smile.  “This was your plan all along?”

      “It’s the better of two plans, really.  And easier to achieve, I think.”  he admitted.

      “Out of curiosity, what was the other?” Hel inquired.

      “Well, the other option was entirely selfish on my part, and also require a much more powerful blessing from you, I believe.” he began.

      “Go on.” Hel encouraged him.

      “Long story short, it was an idea that is popular in games.  Games call it ‘inventory’.  It achieves the same thing as the house idea, but it is an extra-dimensional space that only the owner can access.  Your blessing would have to create that space, and then allow me to access it at will.  Despite requiring a LOT more power, I should imagine anyway, there are some distinct ways to abuse it, which would be fun.” he informed them.

      “Fun for whom?” Hrein asked.

      “Fun for the whole family!” James replied with a laugh.  “Seriously though, it would be fun for all three of us, but would take much longer to develop.  You see, I love the idea of building things, especially castles.  There’s just something I love about games where I get to do that.  I would use Qi to Enhance the blessing, allowing me to put living things inside the inventory.  Then more to allow me to alter how it looks, as well as its size.  Eventually, I’d develop the ‘inventory’ to such a state that it became its own pocket realm, and feed it rocks, trees, et cetera until I could build a castle within, complete with all the furnishings, and even a glorious bath house!  Once it was ready, I would alter the blessing once more, so that I could grant others, namely you two, the ability to come and go as you pleased.”

      Hel sighed.  “That does sound beautiful, James, but it would take centuries to gather enough Qi to create something like that.  Besides which, thou art right in thinking it would require a massive amount of power on my part to create such a blessing in the first place.”

      James nodded.  “Is the first option possible?”

      “Yea.  I can grant thee a mansion within Éljúðnir.  That is well within my power.  I grant homes to all of those in my care anyway, so this is no great feat.  As for the blessing, it is doable as well.  It would take some time to carve the summoning circle into the grounds around the mansion, perhaps a couple of days?” the goddess answered.

      “That’s fine.” said James.  “If Hrein and I can get started, we’ll move everything I own into the mansion while you are working on the summoning circle.  I have some food at my old apartment, so the three of us can share meals before I go to Terra.” he smiled warmly at his patroness.

      The women smiled back, liking the idea of trying some of Midgardr’s dishes.

      James let a brief frown cross his face, but shook his head and smiled again.

      “Is something wrong?” Hrein asked.

      “Well, I was just thinking that my SKS would have been useful on this adventure, but I’m sure it was melted in the dragon fire.” he replied.

      “This SKS, it is the weapon thou used to defeat the dragon?” Hel inquired.

      “Yeah.  I was hunting deer with it when I came across your High Priestess and the dragon.” James confirmed.

      “If it was in thy possession when thou didst die, then it should be bound to thy soul, spiritually.” Hel informed him, stepping forward.  The Goddess of Death placed a hand on his shoulder and chanted a few words in a language he didn’t understand.  With a flash of light, his SKS and all of the equipment he had been wearing appeared on his person.  Which meant all of the clothes ripped instantly.  The robe he had been wearing up until that point had somehow disappeared.

      “Uh… okay.” James grunted.
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      Moving day was about as fun and exciting as it has been for people the world over for centuries, James was certain.  An endless stream of boxes, bags, et cetera being carried from his mortal abode to his new immortal one.  And he had to do it all by himself.  Hrein would have helped, of course, but she was busy holding the portal between worlds open, and Hel was likewise busy scribing runes in the ground around his new mansion.  Not that he would have asked a literal goddess to lower herself to such manual labour anyway.  He liked to think he was something of a gentleman, after all.  And of course Hel’s servants, Ganglöt and Ganglati, were nowhere to be found, the lazy bastards.

      Meal times really were fun, though.  Though it wasn’t as fresh as could be, he had a fair bit of leftover Thai food in his fridge, and treated the women to an assortment of dishes, including Coconut Chicken Soup, Chicken Pad Thai, and of course his favourite, Massaman Curry Beef.  The girls were stunned by the intense flavours at first, but quickly grew to love them, followed by lamentations that they may never get to sample such dishes again.  James promised to figure something out, but he didn’t really have any ideas on how he could achieve that at the moment.

      Beyond the actual moving of his belongings, there was also a tiny bit of remodelling to do.  He didn’t want to risk anyone sneaking into his mansion and stealing the guns he swore to retain control of, after all.  Thus, after moving the contents of his ‘armoury’, as he called it, into a small room with no windows, he set about bricking up the door.  Hrein was able to help a bit with this, since she was no longer busy holding the portal open.

      During his initial inspection of the mansion, after having received it from Lady Hel, he made a discovery that rather pleased him.  He found that the large basement, having been dug into the frozen earth of Niflheimr, was downright cold.  This was great, in his opinion, as it would provide him a great space in which to store animal parts and carcasses of beasts he would slay on Terra.  He did warn the others of his plans though, just in case they wanted to avoid a potentially gruesome and smelly area.  Other than that, he quickly placed his furniture around the home, and books on his shelves for the women to enjoy, but that was it.  He didn’t bother wasting time decorating, unpacking electronics (which wouldn’t work without a source of electricity), or his collections.  He was also glad to find that, despite it being quite cool (some would find it downright cold) within the manor, it was very dry.  This meant he didn’t have to worry about mildew destroying his art or books, and the electronics would be fine as well, just in case he ever had the chance to use them again.

      When he wasn’t working, James spent time with the women, often watching Hel carve runes and doing his best to memorize what he could, or just spending some quiet time with Hrein.  The valkyrie was very kind to him over the couple of days they had together, and even spent her free time (when he was with Hel) altering four pairs of pants for him, effectively turning them into shorts by using the leg material to expand the rest, and opening a hole for his tail.  This was great because, when they started moving his clothing to the mansion, it quickly became apparent that none of it would fit him anymore.  At first she was going to try to alter some shirts for him as well, but it didn’t take long for them to figure out that, with his wings, any sort of shirt or sweater just wasn’t going to work.  Obviously none of his footwear would fit either, so in the end the only clothing the einherjar had was the four pairs of shorts that Hrein had made for him, and a few belts.  He really hoped the part of Terra he was going to was warm.

      He did try casting his first spell when Hrein suggested he should get a feel for it, and volunteered to be the target.  As it turned out, it was much easier to cast while saying the name of the spell, but it could be pulled off silently, so long as his concentration wasn’t broken.  He was glad that he wouldn’t have to chant some ridiculously long turns of phrase in the middle of battle, just to cast a spell.  Hrein informed him that he was lucky in that regard, as many mortal mages did indeed have to chant their spells.

      Unfortunately, casting the spell once each day was all he could afford with his tiny Qi Pool.  He really hoped he’d get his hands on some new spells once he made it to Terra.  That said, he didn’t waste his single point of remaining unrefined Qi each day.  Both nights he meditated before bed, cycling the Qi through his meridians until it was refined enough to use.  Just like he had planned, he put both points into Enhancing his Qi Pool.

      At last, the carving was complete, and the day of his departure had arrived.  Breakfast was a quiet affair, with everyone seemingly lost in their own thoughts.  When Ganglöt had finally cleared the dishes, Hel stood and made the solemn proclamation.  “It is time.”

      The other two nodded, and quietly left their seats.  Though James was looking forward to the adventure of a new life on a whole new world, he wasn’t in any hurry to leave behind his fiancé, nor his new friend.  By the sombre expressions on the ladies’ faces, he surmised they felt the same.

      “First, I must grant thee the blessing which will tether thy soul to thy mansion here in Éljúðnir, thus allowing thee to summon the contents therein to thyself, no matter where thou art.” Hel stated with a sad smile.  She was truly glad to be able to grant such a unique blessing to her Champion, but she also understood that in so doing, she would set things in motion which would send him away.  “Please, follow me to the courtyard of thy mansion.”

      And so, the three set off on the relatively short walk, which would be their last moments together for an unknown length of time.  Trying to cheer the ladies up, James took each of their hands in his, and held them as they walked.

      Unbeknownst to the other two, Hrein was struggling mightily with her own conundrum.  Not only was she going to miss James while they were apart, this was her last chance to tell him how she felt.  But could she bring herself to tell him something so painful just before he set off on a journey like this?  To make matters worse, she still wasn’t sure  just how she felt.  She was every bit as torn as she had been days ago, when James had been reborn.

      The trio arrived in James’ new courtyard, and stood within the giant ring of runes, which had been engraved into the stone surrounding his house.  Hrein stepped away from James, and the einherjar figured it was probably fine to keep his shorts on for the ritual.  Since Hel didn’t ask him to disrobe, he must have been right.

      The Goddess of Death took a deep breath, then began to chant once again.  Like last time, glowing bands of runes appeared in the air and began to circle James.  As the chant intensified, the bands shrank, eventually disappearing into his body as the chant reached its climax.

      Curious how or if the blessing would appear on his Status Screen, James summoned the little blue illusion and read the new entry.
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      Deciding to try it out before he left, James held his hand out before him and summoned his favourite pistol, a Smith & Wesson M&P 9 mm.  Doing so immediately reminded him that his hands were much bigger than they were before, and so he made a note to change out the grip set later on.  Seeing the two women eyeing the pistol warily, he sent it back into storage with a thought.  Honestly, James was very pleased with how easily and quickly summoning items from his ‘inventory’ was.  It was even completely silent, which was a big bonus in his books.  “Thank you again, my lady.” James bowed deeply to Hel.

      Hel nodded to her einherjar.  “Thou art welcome, my Champion.”  She then turned to Hrein and spoke with a tinge of sadness in her voice.  “When thou art ready, please open the passage to Terra.  Find the corpse of this person to use as thy target.” The goddess handed the young valkyrie a note with a single name on it.

      Hrein nodded and read the name, using it as a focus in her spell.  Stepping away from the others, the valkyrie opened her arms wide and called forth the power to open a gate to the other world.  As always, a whirling tunnel of darkness appeared before her, with a bright white light at the end of the tunnel.  “I cannot hold it for long, James, so please travel safely and quickly.”  The young maiden did her best to keep her face a blank mask and hide the emotions roiling in her heart, but it was no use.  Her lips quivered, and her eyes watered as she tried not to look at the einherjar.

      “Hrein…” James stepped up to her and wrapped her in a tight hug.  “I love you.  I’ll be back soon with the mundr.  I promise.” After uttering these words in a soft voice, the huge man leaned in to kiss the maiden, but she turned her face away at the last second, before their lips could meet.  James watched in stunned silence as a single tear rolled down her cheek.

      As the questions began to roar through the man’s mind, and his heart began to break, the young lady placed her hands on his chest and pushed herself free of his embrace.  “Go.” she croaked, her voice breaking as she trembled.

      James opened his mouth, about to yell and question why, and what, and every other question imaginable, when Hel acted.  She had been standing by, letting the couple have a moment before his departure, when she saw the pain in his face.  She wasn’t sure what was going on, only that James was suddenly full of doubt and agony, and it appeared to be all the valkyrie’s fault.  She had turned away when he had tried to kiss her, so Hel did the only thing she could think of.  She grabbed the big man by the face, and forced him to look at her.  As soon as his eyes met hers, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed him soundly.

      James found himself further shocked, to the point where his mind simply refused to work.  Two seemingly unimaginable things had happened to him back to back, in a span of seconds.  The next thing he knew, the goddess shoved him with surprising strength and sent him tumbling into the portal.

      “Fly, James!” she called out as he disappeared from sight.

      Not at all in his right mind to do something complex like flying, and having failed to even make the attempt before this, things did not go well.  He tumbled and fell through the tunnel, which thankfully was on a severe downward slope.  Thankfully, because every time he touched the dark walls of the tunnel, that part of him filled with a painful cold and caused an irrational fear to shake his heart.  Once again, Luck herself seemed to bail him out, and he managed to flare his wings just as he struck the light.  He still belly flopped painfully onto the mossy ground, but the action of his wings had slowed him down enough that he didn’t break every bone in his body.

      James just lay there, on the ground, for a while.  His head and his heart were a mess, and he had no idea what to do about it all.  Had Hrein rejected him?  Was this the end of their relationship?  Why had Hel kissed him?  Was the goddess falling in love with him?  What was he supposed to do, if he no longer needed to find a mundr?  Why was he even here?

      His thoughts swirled around like water being drained from a tub, and his heart likewise began to sink.  As his heart splintered and cracked, James believed he had come to a realization.  Hrein had acted strange ever since he had been reborn.  The only thing he could think of that had changed between then and before was his body.  The man laughed bitterly “Of course that’s what it is.”  He had lost a chance at relationships before because of his looks - either he wasn’t handsome enough, or he carried too much weight.  But the ironic thing was, Hrein had loved him when he was fat, but now that he had the body of a Greek god, she was no longer attracted to him.  Most likely it was his new face that turned her off.  Of course, he could understand that, but he wished she had said something before he had taken it on.  He wished he had thought of it himself.  As the despair set in, he began blaming himself for being too stupid not to see this coming.  Blame, doubt, self pity, and anger all dragged his mind deeper into the dark emotions which threatened to overwhelm him.

      Tears streamed from his eyes as he shut them tight and clenched his fists.  “No!” he growled in a deep and bestial voice. “NO!” he shouted louder as he slammed his fists into the mossy earth.  “I will NOT give in to this.  I will not surrender to my emotions.”

      Pushing himself up from the ground until he was standing, he likewise pushed down on the feelings inside him.  Taking a deep breath, he locked them away, like he always did.  A look of determination settled on his features, and only his eyes shone with the pain he was bearing.  “I will find an artifact.  That is still my goal.” he said to himself.  “I will use it as mundr, to wed Hrein if she still loves me.  If not, then I will have gained a powerful artifact for myself.  Either way, it’s a good plan.”

      Taking another deep breath, his emotions truly began to settle.  Ever since he was young he had the ability to “turn off” his feelings when they became a burden.  He sometimes doubted it was ‘healthy’ to do so, as there were many times when he just cracked for no reason at all… but it was always when he was alone, so he figured it didn’t matter.
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        * * *

      

      Hrein stood with her hand outstretched as the portal snapped shut.  At the last second, when Hel had pushed him, the valkyrie had reached out to grab him, but it was too late.  She had wanted to tell him so much.  To tell him she was sorry.  To tell him that she still loved him.  That she would wait for him.  All of that had become clear the moment the goddess had taken him from her and… and kissed him.

      If she were honest with herself, she had not dealt with the issue of her lost attraction to him, but the young maiden was, for better or worse, pushing those thoughts away and dismissing them.  She had deemed them unimportant, which, if she had more experience, she would have recognized as a mistake.  Nonetheless, she was determined to hold onto James.

      The goddess turned and began walking away, without saying a word to the valkyrie.  Hrein snapped out of her shock and chased after her.  “Wait!”

      Hel turned to face Hrein with an impassive look on her face.  “What is it?”

      “What dost thou mean, what is it?” Hrein nearly shouted.  “What was that!?”

      A slight frown graced the goddess’ lips.  “What was what?”

      “That!” this time Hrein did shout.  “Thou… thou… kissed him!”

      “Yea.” Hel said flatly.

      “Not yea!  He is mine!  How could thee?” Hrein screamed, slamming her fists into her thighs.

      The Goddess of Death shrugged.  “Thou didst reject him and his love, didst thou not?”

      The valkyrie just stood there, her mouth agape.

      “His heart was broken.  Thus, I let him know that there are others who hold him dearly.” Hel finished.

      Hrein couldn’t believe it.  Hel thought that they had broken up?  How could she have thought that?  It was one little misunderstanding.  A poorly timed one, but still!  But… did that mean that James might think that she… Hrein fell into a crouch, cradling her head in her hands.

      Hel gave her a moment to sort through her thoughts, but the valkyrie didn’t seem to be able to pull it together, so the goddess attempted to help her.  After all, she did still have some inclination to befriend the young woman.  With a sigh, Hel crouched down beside the girl and awkwardly patted her back.  “Listen.  Stop by here before thy next mission to Terra.  I will give thee James’ location, and thou wilt have the opportunity to make things right with him.”

      Hrein nodded slightly, sobbing quietly, and letting her tears fall to the earth.
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        * * *

      

      James stood still and took in his surroundings.  He appeared to be in some sort of lush forest, with an unending bed of moss making up the forest floor.  About four feet from where he stood, a bleached skeleton sat upright against a boulder, with ferns growing through his ribs.  His first thoughts weren’t about the tattered robes the skeleton was wearing.  Nor were they to wonder if, now that he was in a world with magic, the skeleton would rise up and attack him.  No, his first thoughts were of his stomach.  He recalled, as a child, eating the roots of some ferns, as he had been taught that they were edible.  The white parts.  They weren’t very filling, though, and he wondered if Terran ferns were even similar in that fact.  He supposed the ferns looked the same, but he was no botanist.  Either way, he decided that fern roots wouldn’t be a substantial enough food source to worry about.

      In truth, James didn’t have to worry about food yet.  He had cupboards full of canned goods and dry pasta in his inventory, not to mention more rice than you could shake a stick at.  That said, sustenance would eventually become a problem, if he didn’t ration his stores and supplement them with whatever he could hunt or gather.

      With those thoughts out of the way, James decided to check the skeleton’s belongings.  “Aways loot the corpse.” he chuckled to himself.  Most of the cloth draped about the skeleton had rotted away ages ago and all that was left intact was a bone tube, sealed at each end with wax.  Breaking the wax seal on one end, he tried to peer into the tube.  There appeared to be something rolled up inside.  Perhaps paper or parchment?  Using a single finger, he gently tugged on the scroll until he could pull it fully from its case.  With great care, he unrolled the scroll and attempted to read it.

      “Yup.  Should have asked for a translation blessing…” he muttered to himself.  “Maybe if I use Analysis?”  Sure enough, the moment he triggered his blessing while attempting to read the scroll, he felt the information pouring into his mind.  Opening his Status Screen he saw that he had gained a spell.  And not just any spell.  One he had desperately wanted.
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      He also found that his Qi Pool had gone up by 5 again, giving him a total of 11.

      “That sweet goddess of mine.” James grinned to himself.  She must have done this on purpose - had him placed where he would find the spell he was looking for as soon as he got to Terra.  “She’s just too good to me.”  A pained look briefly flashed across his features, but disappeared just as quickly.

      Not wanting to let anything go to waste, he tossed the bone tube into his inventory.  I should be careful not to let things get too cluttered in there.  he thought to himself.

      With no real clues as to where to go or what to do, James started by looking for a landmark.  Nope.  That wasn’t going to work.  The trees were too tall, and the canopy too thick to see squat.  Even though he was in a small clearing of sorts, his line of sight just wasn’t going to cut it.  He supposed he could try climbing a tree, but he doubted that would help much.  If only he could get above the treetops…

      An idea began to form in his mind, but he was certain this was going to be a slow and painful process.  With a sigh, the einherjar squared his shoulders and began to flap his wings.  With the first strong flap, he managed to fling himself backwards, into a thick tree.  The sound of cracking branches was immediately followed by a loud groan, as James slid to the ground.  After a few seconds of rubbing his sore back and head, James got to his feet and walked back to the centre of the clearing.  This time he angled his wings so that they were parallel to the ground, which required him to bend forward a bit.  Giving his wings another strong flap, he was this time pulled straight up in the air… and proceeded to drop like a stone.

      Hours passed, and the number of scrapes and bruises continued to accumulate on James’ sorry hide.  Some progress was made, though to be certain, the exercises would have been quite comical to any spectators.  By the time the sun had reached its zenith, James was able to get himself aloft and stay there… sort of.  With each powerful flap of his wings, he would gain altitude, and with each upstroke he would plummet like a lead weight.  Up and down like a yo-yo he seemingly bounced through the air, attaining very little forward motion and having nearly no control horizontally.

      Deciding it was time to take a break, the battered and bruised einherjar summoned a can of Alphaghetti, along with a can opener and a spoon, and proceeded to eat the canned pasta cold.  He could have started a fire, or even used his camping stove to heat it, but he didn’t want to waste resources.  Sending the empty can to his ‘basement’ inventory, he licked the spoon and can opener clean, then sent them back as well.  He would have liked to wash them properly, but again, he didn’t want to waste the water he had bottled up and stashed in his inventory.  He had no idea how long it would take him to find a clean water source, so conservation of supplies was essential.  That said, he did allow himself to drink a large glass of said water to quench his thirst.  After resting for roughly half an hour, he was back at it.

      The afternoon went much as the morning did, except for longer.  By the time he called it quits, he was truly sore and tired, as well as starving.  A single can of food just wasn’t going to cut it with his new, massive frame.  Figuring he should use the rations that would spoil the fastest first, he decided on a supper of milk and cereal.  Half a box of cereal and half a litre of milk later, he called it a meal.  He could have kept eating, but he was still worried about his level of supplies - especially with his newfound appetite.

      Thinking he only had less than an hour before dark, since the sun had dipped below the trees, James summoned his tent and set it up.  Tossing in his Z-Rest mattress and sleeping bag, he crawled in the now claustrophobic tent.  What was meant to be a ‘two-man’ tent was not nearly big enough for him to relax comfortably, especially with his wings.  With no other options, the einherjar cleaned the dirt from his feet (outside the tent) to the best of his abilities, then pulled his legs in and zipped up the door.

      Curling up in a ball, which was pretty much the only way he’d fit inside, James thought about Hrein.  He didn’t want to think about her, but now that it was dark, and his eyes were closed, he couldn’t help it.  Her actions had seemed like a clear rejection, but he still held onto hope.  He would follow through with his plan, and see what the future held when he reached it.

      With that, he put thoughts of her aside as best he could.  James then considered his now expanded Qi Pool.  Heal cost 5 Qi to cast, and only affected a tiny area.  He decided to save 10 Qi, just in case he got attacked in the middle of the night, and needed to heal himself.  That left one Qi to refine.

      It was difficult to meditate in his current position, but after a while, he managed to circulate and refine the single point of Qi, which he invested in Enhancing his Qi Pool yet again.  Satisfied that he had done all he could that day, James tried to get some sleep.

      The next day was more of the same, with James spending the entire day practicing flight.  He really felt it was important to get an idea of the surrounding landscape, and have the best method of travel possible, before striking off into the wilderness.  By mid afternoon, he had learned how to stabilize his flight and move in the general direction he wanted, but he was far from being agile in the air, nor did he feel he was reaching the speeds he should be.

      During his practice, James was able to complete his goal of looking for a landmark.  While in the air above the canopy, he was able to see a lone volcano roughly a mile to the north, and a large lake about three miles to the west.  While he was glad to spot the landmarks, he was a little surprised that he saw no signs of civilization in any direction.  Thinking it over, he figured that checking out the volcano might be a good idea, and then traveling along the lake shore.  Humans tended to settle along waterways, as it was a plentiful source of food and made for easy travel through much of history.  Thus his plan for tomorrow was set.

      As much work (and occasionally painful) as his practice was, he had to admit that it was very exciting.  James doubted that he would ever get tired of the sensation of flying, and with every flight, he tried something new and experimented with every idea that occurred to him.  And so, the day passed quickly and evening came before he knew it.  He was happy with his progress for the day, and had thought of a few things he should include in his daily routine while he was up there.

      After a supper of mashed up chicken pot pie (formerly frozen, but left to thaw for a few hours, then heated up over his camp stove in a cast iron skillet), and a litre of orange juice to drink, the ex-soldier set about summoning half his magazines and loading them one by one.  He figured that he would want his mags loaded when he had to summon a firearm, but didn’t want to weaken the springs by having them all loaded all the time.  If he knew he was going into battle, he would load them all.  Otherwise, he would swap them each day, and let the springs ‘rest’.

      After the sun set, James finished his day the same way he did the day before.  He looked forward to morning, and the possible adventures it would bring.
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      The sun rose to greet the einherjar’s third day on Terra.  After a quick breakfast of an apple and two over-ripe bananas, James struck camp and prepared to take flight.  Taking a deep breath through his nose, his attention was grabbed by a scent.  The odour was somewhat familiar, as he had smelled it almost constantly ever since he arrived on planet, but it was suddenly much sharper.

      Standing as still as he could, James scanned the area right to left, trying to pick out any intruders.  Just before he was forced to turn his head, he caught motion out of the corner of his eye.  Sure enough, a small form hopped into his field of view.  A rabbit was sitting on the other side of the clearing, nibbling on some leaves sprouting from the ground.  The small brown varmint was as wary as all of his kin, so James dared not move any more than necessary if he wanted to bag this game.

      So that’s what that scent is, eh?  I’ll try to remember that.  he thought to himself.  The rabbit represented a meal, if he could kill it, so the einherjar considered his options.  There was no way he could sneak up on the tiny beast, so stealth was out.  While it was true that he was stronger than most men, due to his tiger ‘lineage’, he didn’t possess the digitigrade legs of a big cat, so he couldn’t leap like they could.  And trying to close the distance by flying definitely wouldn’t work.  He was actually in a decent position to use a bow, but drawing it would be more motion than he wanted, and to be honest, he’d be more accurate with a rifle.

      As much as he wanted to conserve ammunition, James settled on shooting the bunny with a .22 calibre rifle.  Summoning his GSG-15, he went stock-still, not moving a muscle.  The rabbit definitely noticed the sudden appearance of the rifle, and looked like it might bolt.  After a solid minute of not moving, the rabbit seemed to calm slightly and hopped a few paces closer to the forest edge, going back to eating.  Moving ever so slowly, James brought the rifle up to set his sights on the prey.  And then he realized that he had yet to cock the weapon.  Doing so would definitely spook the critter, but he had no choice.

      Sure enough, the loud clack of cocking the rifle, as well as the sudden motion of doing so, sent the bunny scurrying into the undergrowth.  James cursed under his breath, but slowly began to stalk forward.  The hunt was on.

      As his eyes scanned for movement, James kept breathing through his nose.  He’d never hunted with the advantage of an enhanced sense of smell, so it was definitely a new experience.  He found that, with his tiger-like nose, he was able to pinpoint the direction of his prey more easily than he expected.  He still wasn’t experienced enough to know how close, however.  Keeping his rifle up, and using the Ghost Step he learned in the army, the einherjar quietly and smoothly stalked through the forest.

      It didn’t take too long before James spotted his prey again.  The rabbit had only gone about 30 yards or so by the time he caught up to it.  Taking a sight picture on the animal’s head, the ex-soldier slowly squeezed the trigger.  With a loud pop, the rifle went off, and the little bunny died.  Making his rifle safe (unloading, dry firing, then reloading), he sent the rifle back to his inventory.  He suddenly realized it would be wise to save his casings when possible, so he looked around for the tiny piece of brass, but had no luck.  It was definitely lost in the bush somewhere.

      His lack of luck in finding the brass made him think of something in regards to the rabbit.  Since this was a magical world, would good luck charms be effective?  He had an actual Luck Stat, so… maybe?  Thinking this might be the case, James summoned his Buck knife and severed the lower portion of the rabbit’s leg, essentially making a rabbit’s foot.  He thought of how he might preserve it, but for now he just tossed it into the cold section of his inventory.

      Next he thought to dress the rabbit and wondered if he should save the hide or not.  Hides might be valuable here, if he ever found a city or town.  As he pondered that question, he had another thought.  Was this a chance to acquire Qi?  When he slew the dragon, it had created a giant cloud of Qi, which had hovered over its corpse.  Now that he had a new body, he could no longer see Qi like he could when he was dead, but he supposed a rabbit, or any living thing for that matter, should have some Qi, even if it was only a little.

      Taking a seat next to the dead rabbit, he crossed his legs and took up the lotus position.  It took nearly ten minutes of intense meditation before he could finally sense the tiny cloud of Qi right in front of him, and then another five minutes to draw it into his Dantian.  This whole process netted him a single point of unrefined Qi.

      While James wasn’t impressed with the amount, nor with the level of effort required to attain it, he was hopeful that it would lead to better returns down the road.  If he fought and slew more powerful opponents, he should gather much more Qi.  And with practice, hopefully he would become more proficient at detecting and drawing it in.

      Since he wasn’t in a hurry, James cycled that single point of Qi, along with the one he had rejuvenated overnight, until he had refined the two points of Qi, and dumped them into his Qi Pool Enhancement.  His progress was very slow, but he wanted to keep the other 10 Qi on hand, in case of emergency.

      After over an hour of meditation, James set about dressing the animal.  He then realized he should have bled and hung the game before settling in to meditate, but to be fair, he simply had too many goals and priorities right now.  Everything was so new, and he hadn’t developed any SOPs (Standard Operating Procedures), but he would have to soon.

      Having dressed and skinned the animal, James sent both the carcass and hide to his cold inventory.  At least he knew what he was having for supper tonight, even if it wouldn’t be very tasty.  Cleaning his hands on the moss, he stood up and brushed the dirt from his pants.  It was then that he was struck by another idea.  Honestly, this one rabbit was turning out to be quite the learning experience.

      Drawing the severed rabbit’s leg from his inventory, James inspected it with Analysis.

      

      Rabbit’s Foot:  Natural Artifact.  Grants holder a 5% boost to Luck stat.

      

      James blinked at the readout.  Analysis called the foot an Artifact, which if he recalled correctly, could be used as a source of magic.  Something he could learn spells from.  Maybe the fact that it was a ‘Natural Artifact’ meant it wouldn’t work, but he wouldn’t know if he didn’t try.

      Settling down into the lotus position again, James considered the furry appendage.  He couldn’t read it like a scroll, so if he could learn from it, the manner would be different to some extent.  With a scroll, he had to attempt to read it, and use Analysis at the same time.  After pondering the situation for a few minutes, the only thing he could think of was to try and draw Qi in from the ‘Artifact’, while using Analysis on it.  And so, that’s what he did.  Much to his delight, he felt the Qi enter his Dantian, and information form in his mind.  His Status Screen revealed a new addition to his spells, along with another one point increase to his Qi Pool, giving him 12 points in total.
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      Not a bad spell, really.  Since he had just gained an extra point to his Qi Pool, he decided to cast it on himself.  A dim golden light began at the palm of his hand, and suffused his entire body before disappearing.

      A devious grin began to spread over James’ face.  With this boost, he should have a Luck Stat of 65 for the rest of the day.  With this in mind, the einherjar’s plans for the day changed.  He quickly headed back to where he first saw the rabbit eating, his mind racing.  He didn’t know if the plant existed on Terra, but so far the vegetation hadn’t appeared alien at all.  Now, he definitely couldn’t identify all, or even most of the plants and trees he saw around him, but they all looked at least ‘normal’ to his eyes.

      Back when he was a child, he had owned a pet rabbit.  Every day, at least those that weren’t during the winter, he picked fresh grass to feed his pet.  Of the grass and weeds that he fed the Netherland Dwarf Rabbit, clover was the bunny’s favourite.  It stood to reason then, that this rabbit might also have enjoyed clover.  And if that were the case, and he were lucky, he might find a clover patch here, or at least somewhere along the rabbit’s trail.

      Sure enough, when James arrived in the clearing, he found a small patch of clover in the spot where he had first spotted the rabbit.  Carefully getting down on his knees, he slowly and meticulously began to search the patch.  After diligently combing through the leaves for over an hour, he didn’t find what he was looking for.  Though slightly disappointed, he didn’t give up.  And so he spent the entire rest of the day crawling around on his hands and knees, methodically searching the clearing.  At long last, as the shadows grew long and the sun began to set, he found one.  A four leaf clover.  His luck had held out, and he had acquired his prize.

      Gently plucking the tiny plant from its roots, James cupped it in his hands and activated Analysis.

      

      Four Leaf Clover:  Natural Artifact.  Grants holder a 10% boost to Luck Stat.

      

      James laughed out loud, and immediately began to cultivate the Qi from the clover while using Analysis.  A few minutes later he began to feel the Qi enter his Dantian, and knowledge once more enter his mind.  Opening his eyes, he looked down to see that the clover was gone.  Thinking this strange, he suddenly realized that he no longer had the rabbit’s foot, either.  He couldn’t help but wonder where they went.

      With a shrug, James called up his Status Screen.  This time 2 points had been added to his Qi Pool, and a new spell appeared in his list.
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      Looking it over, it seemed to be identical to Rabbit’s Foot, but with double the effect, and twice the cost.  Frowning, James wondered if he could do anything with it.  Concentrating on the spell, he used his finger to ‘touch’ it, and attempted to drag it on top of Rabbit’s Foot.  When he did, the two became superimposed, with a green double outline.  Letting go, he felt a small yet sharp pain in his head, which caused him to wince.  When he opened his eyes, the two spells had been replaced by a new one.
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      The new spell combined the effects and cost of the previous two, but didn’t seem any more efficient, unless you counted casting one spell instead of two.  In combat that would likely be of benefit, if he were to combine combat oriented spells like that, but he had to be careful not to lose diversity in his spells by combining too many.

      Realizing it had gotten quite late, and there was very little daylight left, James rushed around trying to get his camp set up and a fire built to roast his rabbit on.  It wasn’t until he was sitting and watching the meat roast, with the sun having long set, that he realized that he had been rushing for no real reason.  He had always tried to have a camp set before nightfall in the past, because it wasn’t fun stumbling around in the dark.  Here, he had forgotten that his new eyes, those of a tiger, could see much, much better in the darkness.

      After having eaten the rather gamey meat and finishing off his supply of orange juice, James settled in for the night.  Curled up in his tent, he did some quick calculations in his head and figured that he could afford to refine four of his fourteen Qi, and his pool would be full in the morning.  He was glad he had spent all day foraging for the Four Leaf Clover, since his Qi Pool had expanded significantly, while his spent Qi had refreshed during that period.  Settling into his regular nightly meditation, James cycled and refined the four points of Qi he had planned, and dumped them into Enhancing his Qi Pool, as always.  This brought his Enhancement up to 10 percent, which had the added effect of his Total Qi Pool being brought up to 15 points.  It would be refreshed by morning, and he would finally be able to cast Heal three times if needed.

      With those happy thoughts in mind, as he did love numbers so, James drifted off to sleep.

      The next morning saw James making himself breakfast as he wondered if there was anything he should be doing today before heading for the volcano.  Using the last of his milk, he made himself a pot of pre-packaged Fettuccini Alfredo, and started on his store of apple juice to drink.  He had forgotten to swap his magazines last night, but they would be fine for a day.  In truth, he could probably miss weeks, but he didn’t want to risk it.  That did bring to mind his issue of not having something ready to fire instantly yesterday.  He didn’t want to leave any weapons cocked in the inventory, as that would be hard on their return springs or any other parts under tension.  He did have two pistols that didn’t have that problem though, he realized.  So after breakfast he took the time to load his two revolvers, then sent them back to the inventory.

      Cleaning up as best he could before striking camp, James was really looking forward to having a supply of water beyond his emergency rations.  His pot really needed a good scrub after this morning, and several of his other dishes were in a similar state now.  He had mentioned the water issue to Hrein during the move, thinking she could perhaps put ice in his mansion once in a while, which he could melt.  Unfortunately, it turned out that most of the water and ice in Niflheim was at least mildly poisonous, if not severely in some cases.  So that was out.  Thinking it over, he hadn’t heard any rain at night since he arrived, but it would be a good idea to set out some pans and buckets to catch some rain each night, in case it did.

      With all of that in mind, James was beginning to think he needed to make a daily schedule, just to keep on top of everything.  Once he was all packed up, he gave a little thought to his spells.  He finally had enough to cast Heal three times, or he could cast Lucky Charm once, refine 2 points of Qi, and save 10 for two casts of Heal.  He didn’t want to take unnecessary risks, since he was a long way from help, but he weighed that against the benefits of faster Cultivation.  In the end, he decided to trust in his luck and cast Lucky Charm (bringing his Luck Stat to 70 for the day) before sitting down to refine the 2 points of Qi (which brought his Qi Pool Enhancement to 12).

      Standing up to stretch, James felt that his refinement technique had been improving, even if only a little, so it didn’t take him quite as long to refine Qi as it did at first.

      Taking a deep breath to psyche himself up, James launched himself into the air.  He had never visited a volcano in life, so he was excited to see what it would be like in person.  The lone mountain was the stereotypical conical shape, and had large plumes of steam or smoke rising from the crater at the top.

      To his left, or west of the volcano, was a long clear lake.  Seeing it shine in the sunlight made James desperately want to go for a swim, if for no other reason than to wash the last few days’ sweat and grime from his body.  He promised himself he would do so soon.

      As the einherjar approached the volcano, he consistently gained altitude, aiming for the peak.  He wanted to peer inside the crater, but was wary of the smoke, as he didn’t know what gasses it might contain.  When he was still a few hundred yards out, and not quite level with the tip of the mountain, a loud cry split the late morning air.

      Zeroing in on where the noise had come from, James spotted an object flying towards him at high speed.  Well, high speed for a bird, for that is exactly what it appeared to be.  As it drew nearer, he could make out the vibrant red colouring of its plumage, accented by highlights of gold.  The large bird, and it was large, at roughly the size of an ostrich if one could fly, had a head somewhat like a pheasant, with a large golden crest, and an impressive tail similar to a peacock’s, with long beautiful feathers.  Its beak was curved like a parrot’s, and its long legs were covered in golden scales, the feet ending in rose-coloured talons.  The strangest thing about the beautiful avian though, was that the air around it shimmered, as if exposed to great heat.

      The bird screeched again, and despite only being a few yards away at this point, it didn’t seem to have any intent on stopping.  The last thing James saw before the speeding fowl slammed into him was a look of intense anger in the thing’s shining sapphire eyes.

      “Ugh.” James grunted, trying to grab the bird as it bodily checked him in mid air.  “I thought you were playing chicken!”  The moment his hands landed on the creature’s wings, his palms flared with pain as if he had touched a hot burner on a stove, causing him to jerk his hands away with a yelp.

      Tumbling through the air, James scrambled to regain control and level out.  “What the hell!?  I’m just flying around, minding my own business, and some overgrown chicken decides it wants to get into a cock fight!?”

      The fiery bird screeched again, and dove after the wildly flapping einherjar.  In an instant, the arial predator latched onto James’ right wing with its claws and beak, then burst into flame.

      “Ouch!” James cried, feeling the talons pierce the thin membrane of skin that made up his wing.  Unable to control the appendage, James lost all control over his flight and began to fall.  During the ensuing chaos, the ex-soldier absentmindedly noted that his wing wasn’t being burnt by the flames at all.

      Figuring he was at least going to take the big bird brain with him, James drew in his left wing and rolled, bringing him face to face with the fiendish fowl.  “Eat lead.” he snarled, summoning a .44 magnum revolver into his right hand, fanning the hammer, and firing in one smooth motion.

      The heavy round caught the bird in the shoulder, as the lucky duck had rolled right as James had pulled the trigger.  This caused the monster to screech in pain, and losing control of its own flight and extinguishing its flames.

      Sending the pistol back to his inventory, James reached out and grabbed his opponent in two places.  His right hand clasped the bird’s leg, whilst his left wrapped around the bird’s neck.  Together they tumbled through the morning sky, plummeting toward the forest canopy below.  Despite the wild flapping of wings, the grappling fighters only barely managed to slow their fall before impacting the sea of green beneath them.  A quick succession of loud snaps were followed by an audible thud… and then silence.

      “Mother ducker…” James groaned as he rolled onto his side.  He was sore all over, but his wings had definitely taken the worst of it.  He didn’t even want to look at them, given how much pain they were in.  Forcing his eyes open, he spotted the crimson bird a few feet away.  Its chest was still rising and falling, but what looked like an extremely long cactus needle had pierced it straight through.

      Crawling over on his hands and knees, James prepared to summon his pistol again and finish the job.  Unfortunately, he hadn’t been prepared for the intelligence behind the pain and anger in the being’s pretty blue eyes.  That momentary hesitation might have saved his life.  Blood dribbling from the corner of its mouth, the brightly coloured avian gasped and spoke.  “Finish me.” it squawked.

      “You… you can talk!?”  James shouted, flabbergasted.

      The thing’s eyes narrowed dangerously.  “Finish me, that we both might burn.”

      “Yeah, no.  That doesn’t sound like fun.” the einherjar replied.  An intelligent bird that commands fire… wouldn’t that be… “A phoenix?” he muttered the last bit out loud.

      The phoenix began to shudder and gasp loudly.  Thinking quickly James knelt up beside the dying bird and took hold of the spine piercing its breast.  “I’m claiming this.  You don’t mind, yeah!?” The avian didn’t respond, so James convinced himself that the spine was indeed his.  He was reluctant to just pull it out, as he didn’t know what the other end looked like, and he didn’t want to do more damage.  Thus, he sent the spine directly to his inventory, essentially teleporting it out of the bird’s chest.

      Blood immediately began to pulse out of the wound with each pump of the phoenix’s rapidly beating heart.  The ex-soldier instinctively covered the chest wound with both hands and applied pressure.

      “What… are… you…  doing…?” his enemy squawked before her eyes rolled back in her head.

      James didn’t bother answering.  Instead, he poured all of the Qi he could into casting Heal.  He wasn’t going to concern himself with their other injuries right now.  For now all he cared about was repairing the bird’s damaged heart, and then what tissue he could around it.  As he concentrated on the spell, his right hand began to glow with a soft white light, and (he hoped) the damaged tissue in the bird’s heart began to regenerate.

      A few hours and a peanut butter sandwich later, James was kneeling next to the phoenix again, his Qi having recovered enough to cast a single Heal spell.  He had cleaned and tended his own wounds to the best of his ability, and he was lucky that he didn’t have any life threatening injuries.  Really lucky, after a fall like that.  That fact didn’t escape him at all.  He was also surprised at how little his torn wings bled.  Won’t be flying any time soon though, he thought with a frown.

      Placing his hands upon the phoenix’s breast once again, he cast Heal.  Opening his eyes after finishing the spell, he found the bird’s sapphire blue orbs staring back at him.

      “What are you doing, demon?” the bird asked, its voice high pitched like a parrot.

      James scowled.  “I’m no demon, chicken.”

      The bird’s eyes narrowed, but then the creature burst out in laughter.  “That is fair.” she gasped.  “Ugh.  That hurts.”

      “Mind telling me why you attacked me out of nowhere?” James asked in as cordial a voice as he could muster.  The big man pulled back and sat against a tree.  He might not be dying, but he still felt like he had been hit by a bus.

      The phoenix turned her head so that she could see him out of her right eye.  “I thought you were one of the thieves who stole my egg.”

      “Eh?” James blinked.  “Was this recent?”

      The bird nodded slowly, as if the motion was painful.  “Yes.  They had a powerful magic user among them, and they stank of infernal power.”

      James frowned.  “And in your eyes, I look like a demon?”

      The wounded bird eyed him silently for a moment.  “I do not know what you look like, to be honest.  I have never seen your kind before.” she finally admitted.

      “Yeah, well, that isn’t a surprise.” James sighed, pulling his knees up to his chest.

      A few minutes passed in silence before the hen spoke again.  “You possess healing magic.  That is quite rare.  But you do not possess much of it.”

      James just nodded.

      “Why did you use it on me?” she asked.

      James silently considered his answer.  After a moment he replied.  “When you spoke, I realized you are no mere animal, but intelligent.  Once I knew that, I hoped that this had all been a misunderstanding, and that we could come to a peaceful conclusion.”

      The bird tilted her head a little then asked again.  “But why?”

      James sighed again and looked her in the eye.  “I’m new here.  To Terra, I mean.  I literally don’t have a friend in the world, and so I find myself an almost literal babe in the woods.”

      The phoenix nodded slowly.  “I see.  A friend with knowledge of the world would definitely be worth more to you than a dead enemy.”

      “Precisely.  Call it self serving if you wish, but that was my motivation.”  James confirmed.

      “I shall not denigrate you for such a motive.  It is as pure as one could realistically hope for.” The bird rested her eyes and lay her head down on the mossy forest floor.

      James let her rest in silence for a while, but when she next seemed to wake, he spoke up.  “Do you eat nuts?”

      “Excuse me?” the bird asked, befuddled by his sudden question.

      “I have some nuts with me.  Cashews.  I noticed that your beak is curved like a parrot’s, and I think parrots eat nuts and seeds, right?  I figure eating would help you heal faster.” he explained.

      The large bird blinked and then sighed.  “I do not need to heal.  I need to die.”

      James grimaced.  “Is that really better?”

      “Every moment I waste lying here is another moment those thieves get further away with my egg.” she explained irritably.  “If I die, I will be reborn in a great conflagration, hale and whole.”

      “Yeah, it’s the fiery part that I’m especially concerned with.”  James grunted.

      “What concern is it of yours?  Stand back if you fear my flames.”  James was sure she would be smirking if she had lips.

      “Sure.  That sounds great.  And there’s no chance you bursting into flames would start a forest fire, right?  Because I doubt I could survive one of those.” he snarked back.

      “No… probably.” she denied, then reluctantly admitted.

      James looked around.  “Any idea how far we are from the tree line?”

      The phoenix thought for a moment.  “A few hundred yards that way, I would imagine.” she replied, gingerly pointing with one of her wings.  “Not far, but the climb will be steep for those that cannot fly.”

      James nodded and slowly climbed to his feet.  “I’ll carry you there.  If you still want to die at that point, I’ll kill you.  No hard feelings though, right?”

      “None.  You would be doing me a favour.  But I must ask, how do you plan on killing me?  If you stand within ten feet of me, you too will be immolated, but you will not have the advantage of coming back.” she warned him.

      “That’s fine.  I can kill you from afar.  Thanks for the warning, though.” The einherjar gave her a slight smile as he bent to scoop her up.  “At least you are as light as a feather.”

      “Was that a pun?” The bird narrowed her eyes at him.

      “Maybe.” He grinned back at her.  “How do you know how to speak my language, anyway?”

      “I am a phoenix.  Queen among avians.  We speak all languages.  I knew which one you speak because even in battle you never stop blathering.” The bird cawed in laughter at her own joke.  “Ow.  That hurt.” she complained.

      “Can you tell me which direction the thieves went in?” James asked, switching to a more serious conversation.

      “Why?  Will you pursue them for me?” The mother hen spoke with hope clear in her voice.

      “For you?  I had thought to accompany you.” James replied.

      The bird sadly shook her head.  “I have no way to find them.  They disappeared into the rainforest, travelling east, but I could not track them beneath the canopy of the trees and in the dark.”

      “The dark?  Then they have quite a  head start on us, eh?” James frowned.

      “Will you help?” she asked again.

      “Yeah.  I’ll help you.  I have a pretty good sense of smell now, so I might be able to track them.” he agreed.

      “Now?” she inquired.

      “Long story.” James shook his head.  They had reached the edge of the treeline, and he began scrambling up the side of the volcano, with the pretty bird in his arms.

      “Question for you, if you don’t mind my asking.” he said, just before laying her down.

      “Go ahead.” she nodded her assent.

      “The thieves stole your egg.  Unless phoenixes are even more mysterious than I thought, doesn’t that mean you have a mate somewhere?” James inquired.

      The phoenix’s head drooped sadly.  “They came prepared.  They tangled me in a net of iron chains, and used powerful magic to turn my mate to stone.”

      “I… see.” James whispered.  “Is there any way to reverse the spell?”

      “Perhaps.” the phoenix responded.  “But I do not know of it.”

      “Very well.  I can’t make any promises, but I’ll definitely keep an eye out for a solution.”  he offered.

      “Thank you.  But please, concern yourself with finding my egg.  That is more important than anything to me.” she whimpered, clearly on the verge of tears.

      “Okay.  I will do my best.” James assured her, walking a good distance away.  “Are you ready?”

      “Yes.  Please.” she replied without hesitation.

      Summoning his Mauser .308 and a single round, he drew back the bolt and loaded the rifle.  Looking through the scope, he took aim at her head, and squeezed the trigger.  A loud crack echoed through the forest, and the bird’s head exploded in a spray of gore.  This was immediately followed by a massive burst of red hot flames, which made James feel like he was sitting too close to a campfire, even this far away.

      When the flames died down and the smoke cleared, all that remained was a decent sized pile of ashes.  A few seconds later, those ashes shifted, like a crumbling sand castle. The reborn phoenix rose and spread her wings, like dawn breaking over the mountainside.

      James swallowed.  “Wow.  That was… impressive.” he stated, ejecting the casing from his rifle, before sending it and the rifle back to his inventory.

      “As is your weapon.” she replied, her voice much stronger and clearer, now that she had healed.  “I have never seen its like.  When I heard it the other day, I thought a Thunderbird was hunting in the area.”

      “Thanks.  By the way, do you have a name I could call you?” James asked, wanting to change the subject away from his firearms.

      “You may call me Huáng.” she replied with a bow.  “I wish I could do something about your wounds, but there is no time to delay.  You will have to rely on you own power, I’m afraid.”

      James nodded.  “I’m off, then.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
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      The uneven terrain slowed James’ progress as much as his injuries did.  Having to walk around the base of the volcano took so much more time than flying past it would have.  It was already supper time, and he had just made it to the eastern side of the mountain.  Lucky for him, Huáng had the foresight to accompany him on this part of the journey, flying overhead and guiding him to where she had seen the last of the thieves escape.  It must have taken them quite a while to descend from the peak, and she must have used that time to escape the iron net she had mentioned.

      James leaned into his sense of smell, and tried to discern anything different about the scents in the area.  After a few minutes of walking along the forest edge, sniffing and looking for tracks, his nose picked up on something.  Stepping into the underbrush, he found signs of a group of people’s passing.  It was far from a beaten path, but it was clear that a good number of medium sized creatures had gone this way.  Sniffing the air once again, and trying to catch the scent he noticed earlier, he got lucky and caught wind of it.  He certainly couldn’t tell what it was, only that it didn’t match the rest of the forest.  And there was a lot of it.

      Trekking another hundred yards into the woods, and out of sight of Huáng, James stopped to get a drink and eat something.  He doubted the phoenix would blame him for needing to eat, but she was a worried mother, and he felt it was better not to let her see him delay in any way.

      Scarfing down a can of beef stew cold was far from the most appetizing meal he’d ever had, but he’d eaten much worse in his army days as well.  Polishing that off with more apple juice, and he was set for the hunt.  The chase was on.

      Moving as swiftly and silently as he dared, he found that, even bruised and battered as he was, it was much easier to stalk through the forest without making a sound than it had ever been in his old body.  It felt natural to him, like he was at home.  Following the trail of his prey, and doing his best not to lose the scent, he pressed on even well after night had fallen.  Though he could definitely use a rest, and sleep would help him heal that much faster, the hunter couldn’t help but grin to himself.  The sun setting was no obstacle to him.  Not any longer.  Now  he was truly a predator in the dark.

      It was somewhere around midnight when he came across the first encampment.  James made sure to move silently, and keep a good veil of trees between him and the campsite.  Peering into the circle of light cast by the campfire, he counted his quarry.  There were five of them, all human looking, and with one sitting at the fire, ostensibly keeping watch.  The fool was facing the fire, and looking about as if trying to keep an eye out for intruders.  The amateur clearly didn’t understand that the flames would ruin his night vision, and hide anything that prowled in the dark from his clouded gaze.

      Two of the other forms were lying still and silent, wrapped up in blankets, most likely asleep.  The last two lie atop one another, with the man grunting and bucking, and what sounded like a woman groaning beneath.  She didn’t sound like she was enjoying herself much, but she didn’t sound like she was in pain either.

      James watched the guard for a moment longer, noting a few details about him.  The man, at least he thought it was a man, was clean shaven and wearing robes that were dark red in colour, complete with hood.  The robes didn’t appear to have any adornments, but his face was covered in thick white makeup, with the eyes, mouth and nose highlighted and detailed in black.  The overall effect was similar to a skull in appearance.

      Sniffing the air, James didn’t smell anything unusual about them.  He wondered about Huáng’s comment regarding the scent of infernal power, and thought perhaps she hadn’t meant it literally.  Or perhaps she had a sense for magic that he simply lacked.  If she was right though, these probably weren’t good people.  The phoenix had associated infernal power with demons, which were most likely bad news, and the skull motif didn’t make these guys seem particularly welcoming.  James wouldn’t condemn them for being evil just because the stole a phoenix egg though.  While it wasn’t something he would do, he guessed it would depend on whether the firebirds had a friendly relationship with the locals or not, which would determine if stealing her egg was evil… nah.  She clearly wasn’t just a monster or an animal of some kind.  She was an intelligent, speaking being.  Kidnapping was just wrong no matter how you sliced it.

      Okay.  That’s good.  James thought to himself.  Now he wouldn’t have to feel guilty about killing them.  Stalking through the darkness until he had circled the camp, he arrived near the rutting couple.  The hunter summoned his rapier just as the man had quickened his pace, and leapt into the firelight, holding back a roar.  His shining blade plunged into the amorous man’s back and straight through the woman beneath him.

      Abandoning the sword, James charged into the camp while drawing his arms back, and summoning his cheaply made katana the second his arms began to swing forward.  The supposed watch-keeper’s head rolled, the jagged stump of his neck spurting blood as his decapitated body tumbled into the fire.  The foolish bastard hadn’t even had the chance to scream.

      Now, that wasn’t to say the killing had been all that silent.  The two in the blankets stirred and grunted, one complaining loudly about the noise.  The hunter leapt at the complainer with nowhere near the grace of a cat, and summoned a regular wood cutting axe to slam into his chest.  Does this make me an axe murderer?  James thought to himself.  The bit sank into the man’s body with ease, the sound of his ribs shattering slightly louder than the dull meaty sound of the overall impact.

      The last of the campers scrambled to his feet, casting off his blanket in a rush.  His scream was unintelligible, but James figured he was probably saying something like “What are you!?”

      Slowly stalking towards the frightened thief, James couldn’t help but chuckle.  “Tell me.  Where is the egg?”  A sudden sharp scent like that of ammonia struck James, and he realized that the man had pissed himself.  “That’s disgusting.” he snarled.

      The coward spun and tried to run, but that just triggered something in James.  Instinct drove the hunter to leap onto the prey’s back, and grab him by the throat in a clawed grip.

      “I’ll ask one more time.  Where. Is. The. Egg?” James snarled in his ear.

      The beast’s hot breath on his neck was enough to cause the man to faint.

      James rolled his eyes at the man’s pathetic showing.  “Aw, fuck it.” he growled as he tore the man’s throat out.  Dropping the corpse, he turned and surveyed the damage.  All of the thieves in the camp were dead, so either the egg should be here, or there were more thieves ahead somewhere.

      Sniffing around to locate another scent trail, just in case, he noted that he was pretty rank himself.  The watch keeper had sprayed no small amount of gore on him during his messy death, and the axed fellow had shared a fair bit of his life-juices as well.

      “How in the nine hells am I going to get this off?” James grumbled to himself.  He really needed a bath.

      Looking around at the carnage, he realized that most people would likely feel sick at seeing this, or perhaps remorse at killing these strangers.  They were humans, after all, or at least appeared to be.  The einherjar blinked a couple of times as he considered this, and then shrugged when he came to the conclusion that he just didn’t care.  He was a predator, and they were his prey.  That was all they amounted to.

      Sighing, he looked at the blood on his hands.  He wasn’t concerned with the proverbial stains, he was concerned about the literal ones.  And then he had an idea.  “What if…” James scrutinized his hand and tried to send the blood on it to one corner of the cold section of his inventory.  The blood disappeared.  James grinned with growing excitement.  Closing his eyes, he imagined all of the blood, dirt, sweat and grime on his body and clothes.  He then sent it to that same corner of his inventory.  Opening his eyes, he looked down at his body.  It worked!  It really worked!  The forty five year old man felt like jumping for joy.

      Rushing back to where he had dropped his katana, he picked it up and inspected it.  Sure enough, the cheap blade had a large chip where it had struck the man’s spine.  Shaking his head, he figured that it wasn’t a huge loss, as he had other, better blades at his disposal.  Still, he always liked the look of the katana, even if it were only ornamental.  Concentrating on sending only the weapon back to his inventory, he did just that.  The blood that had been coating the blade simply fell to the ground with a splat.

      He then moved to recover his axe.  It was a good, sturdy tool that he had used to split wood many times.  It seemed no worse for wear after its sudden encounter with the dead man, so he sent it back to his inventory, clear of blood of course.  This would become his standard practice.  Last, he went and retrieved his rapier from the skewered couple.  He checked it for damage, but it seemed fine.  Which made sense, since it was a real blade and not an ornament.  It was a British design, made in the 1800’s, with a nice basket hilt.  He truly loved the blade, especially since it was the only style of sword which he had formal training in using.

      All of his weapons safe and sound in his inventory, he considered searching the corpses for the egg.  He had no idea how large it was, or what it looked like, other than presumably being egg shaped.  At the thought of the corpses, he was struck by another idea.  Or rather, reminded of something he was supposed to do.  Sitting down in the middle of the camp, he took up the lotus position.  He knew that if the egg wasn’t here, he was giving the thieves more time to get away, but he really couldn’t pass up such a bounty of resources.  For the next fifty minutes, James meditated and drew in the Qi of his fallen foes.  This netted him a whopping fifty points of unrefined Qi, his biggest haul yet.  Deciding it was better to have every advantage he could in any upcoming battles, he took the couple of hours to circulate and refine the Qi, before dumping it into his Qi Pool Enhancement.  This brought the Enhancement bonus to 62 percent, and thus the Qi Pool Total to 22 points.  It seems humans are much better prey than rabbits.  The hunter chuckled to himself.

      Finished with his meditations, James set about searching for the egg, and collecting any useful resources from the bodies.  Unfortunately, the egg didn’t seem to be present, but he did gather up five skins of water, as well as a handful of coins.

      The coins appeared to be minted from copper or silver, with the copper being a little larger than the silver in diameter.  He was no human scale, but if he had to guess, the coins weighed around a quarter of an ounce each.  One side of the coins was stamped with a caduceus - that is to say, the familiar winged staff intertwined with two serpents.  If he recalled correctly, the caduceus was a symbol usually associated with the Greek god, Hermes.  Which made sense to James, since Hermes was the god of Trade and Travel, among other things.  The opposite side of the coins differed, however.  The silver coins were stamped ‘1 Drachma’, while the copper were stamped with ‘1 Obol’.  He recognized the word drachma as the name of Greek currency, but had no clue what an obol was.  Altogether, he recovered 14 silver drachma, and 49 copper obol.  The pouch he had confiscated from one of the corpses weighed nearly a pound when full of the coins.  Boy, am I glad I don’t have to carry my money on my person now, he thought to himself as he sent the pouch to his inventory.

      Rooting around a little more, he found that each body wore a copper pendant on a leather thong around their necks.  The pendant was shaped like a simple inverted pentagram, which reminded James of devil worshipers.  Shrugging, he sent these to his inventory as well.  What he didn’t bother taking were the cheap looking daggers that each person carried, nor their clothes or blankets.

      In the end, James figured what he didn’t find was as important as what he did.  First, the fact that the egg wasn’t present likely meant that these thieves had friends who took it with them.  Second, the lack of any tents or food indicated that it wasn’t a long journey to their more permanent base of operations.  He should be no more than a day’s hike from the location.

      Encouraged by his findings, James set to sniffing out another scent trail, and was pleasantly surprised when he found it almost right away.  The scent wasn’t as strong, but it was there.

      It took the einherjar another three hours to locate the base camp of the thieves, and it wasn’t anything like what he had been expecting.  He had imagined a small cluster of tents or perhaps roughly made huts in a clearing.  Instead, he was faced with a large, open pit.  He was reminded of instances of pit mining he had seen growing up, but on a much smaller scale.  This pit was only about a hundred yards in diameter, and half that deep.  Which was still a pretty big hole in the ground, really.

      There was a rickety looking ramp on the other side of the pit, seemingly made from logs lashed together by vines.  And there were guards.  There was one lookout directly ahead of him, guarding the path he had been travelling on.  Luckily, he had spotted the man’s torch long before the guard had a chance to spot him.  Thus he had moved off the path and crept up without being noticed.  It looked like there were two more guards at the top of the ramp, and yet another two at the bottom.  A lot of security for a simple mine, he thought.

      Creeping a little closer to the edge, while being careful not to knock anything into the mine, James slowly scanned the pit with his excellent night vision.  He could make out the shapes of several dozen people lying about along the bottom edge of the pit, mostly beneath the ramp.  None were moving, leading James to believe they were asleep.  Studying the scene for a few moments more changed his mind however.  There were a number of people who appeared to be sleeping on top of one another, and many more that were laid out in what would be very uncomfortable positions.  None were covered with blankets or anything of the sort.  This lead James to conclude that at least some of them were dead.  Perhaps all of them.

      Wishing he had working wings right now, as he would have been able to glide down into the pit unseen, the hunter decided to practice the ‘sentry take out’ techniques he had picked up in the army.  Sneaking up behind the path guard, James summoned his buck knife and drove it through the side of the man’s throat, while covering his mouth with the other hand.  He then finished the job by pushing the blade forward, thereby slicing through the front of his victim’s neck.  The dying man flailed and gurgled, letting go of the torch as he began to fall.  With cat-like reflexes, James sent his knife back to his inventory, reached out, and caught the tumbling torch.

      One target neutralized, James slowly lowered the dead man to the ground, then tugged the pendant from his neck and sent both it and the torch to his inventory.  None of the other guards raised an alarm, so James concluded they must not have spotted him.  A quick search gained James another 2 silver and 13 copper.  Adding those to his growing hoard, he quickly sat down and began to meditate.  Ever the frugal warrior, he didn’t want to pass up any resources if he didn’t have to.  The meditation netted him the expected 10 points of unrefined Qi, which he left in his Qi Pool for now.  He was tempted to refine it on the spot, but he had no idea if there was going to be a change of watch any time soon, and he didn’t want to risk it.  Tossing the body into his inventory, he moved on.

      Circling around to approach the ramp undetected took James the better part of half an hour.  When he was finally within a few yards of the two watchmen at the top of the ramp, he stopped and considered his options.  He didn’t want either guard to alert the rest of the camp, so that meant taking them out at the same time.  His prey were standing about five feet apart, so it would be a little difficult to grab them both at the same time, but still within the realm of possibility.  That said, the guards had their backs to the ramp and were watching the direction of a clear trail that led up to the mine.  This meant he had to approach from the side, if he didn’t want to be seen, which would make it impossible to grab both of them at once.

      Repairing his wings wasn’t an option either.  As rent and torn as they were, it was going to take days of dedicated healing spells to knit the flesh back together.  Using firearms was out, as they were far too loud.  He could kill one with a bow relatively quietly, but that would instantly alert the other one, and he wasn’t nearly fast enough to get another shot off to prevent the second from shouting.

      He could try to sneak past them, silently drop onto the ramp, and then approach them from behind… but he had real doubts he could be quiet enough to pull that off.  James sighed inwardly.  Maybe stealth was just not an option this time.

      Moving back into the bush, James circled back the way he’d come.  When he reached a spot a dozen yards or so from the pair of guards, he dropped low and crawled towards the lip of the pit.  From this vantage point, he could see more details within the mine that he had missed earlier.  Down below him and to the right, an intricately carved entrance led into the cliff face.  Or rather, it looked like it had once been a stone building of some sort that had subsequently been buried.  That must have been the objective of the mine, to uncover this structure.  James thought, scratching his goatee.

      Watching closely, he noticed that there were two more guards posted just outside the carved entrance.  This brought the total of (currently living) guards to six.  He didn’t see any sign of any other thieves, so he assumed they must be inside the buried structure.

      Deciding there weren’t any good options, he summoned his AR-15.  It was an older style Colt carbine version with no rail system, so he couldn’t add any attachments to it, like his laser sight.  It already had a magazine loaded when he summoned it, so all he had to do was cock the weapon and take aim.  Drawing back the charging handle and letting it snap back was so loud that he feared he’d already drawn the attention of the guards.  Sure enough, those closest to him had turned to look in his direction.

      The two watchmen appeared to be bickering about who should go and check on the noise, but James couldn’t be sure.  While he could hear them speaking clearly, even at this distance, he didn’t understand the language.  To his ear, it sounded similar to German, not that he knew more than a couple of words in that language either.  Finally, one of the guards started to approach his position to investigate the noise.  James sent his rifle back to his inventory, and withdrew into the trees as quietly as he could.  When the thief reached the spot he had been lying, James purposely snapped a branch to draw his attention.  The man was too far away for the light of his torch to illuminate James’ hiding spot, so the cautious guard slowly picked his way through the bush, into the forest.

      Moving behind a large tree, James hid from the light and waited for his prey to be lured closer.  When the man stopped on the other side of the tree, James sprung his attack.  Swinging around the tree, James summoned his machete and swung for all he was worth.  The blade didn’t cut clean through, lodging in the spine, but enough of the man’s throat had been ravaged that he couldn’t scream, and was on the express route to the other side.

      Sending the machete back to his inventory, James left the man to drown in his own blood.  He’d come back to loot the corpse later, if he had the chance.  While he wanted to stick around and gather up the man’s Qi, he didn’t have time to do so.  He did send the torch to his inventory though, so it wouldn’t start a fire.

      Summoning his bow and an arrow, James slunk closer to the dying guard’s partner.  When he reached the treeline, he could see the other guard holding up his torch, and peering in the direction that his friend had gone.  Notching the arrow, James drew the bow as he raised it.  It was a nice, sixty pound recurve, so it had enough power to take down large game.  Thus, it was no surprise when the arrow sank deep into the guard’s skull, killing him instantly.

      Sending his bow back to his inventory, James bent low and dove for the torch.  As soon as his hand touched it, he tossed it into his inventory as well.  Lying there in the dirt, the ex-soldier listened intently for any response from the remaining guards.  As quiet as a mouse, he reached out and sent his arrow back home as well.  As he lie there listening, he decided to make the best possible use of his time and began to cultivate the dead man’s Qi.  Minutes passed, and still no alarm was raised, so James sent the corpse to the cold section of his inventory, and leopard crawled back to the bushes.

      He was surprised he hadn’t heard any shouting from the guards yet, so he returned to the previous guard’s location in the woods.  The man was dead by the time he arrived, so James sat down and cultivated his Qi as well.  Another half an hour had passed since he’d killed the guard at the top of the ramp, and still no shouting could be heard.  They’re either really undisciplined, or they have a silent alarm system.  he concluded.  And I really need to find a way to speed up cultivating my foe’s Qi.

      James sent the latest corpse to join the others in his inventory and crept out to the edge of the pit again.  Peering in, he saw that the other four guards hadn’t moved.  The einherjar considered his options once more.  After thinking it over, he came up with a plan.  The hunter quickly and quietly moved back to the ramp, keeping as low a profile as he could.  The guards at the bottom of the ramp were facing away from him, looking into the pit, towards the guards next to the building entrance.  Of course those guards were facing the ramp guards, so they would surely see any attack on each other.

      As stealthily as he could, James crept down the ramp.  He proceeded until he was about fifty feet away from the bottom of the ramp, and thus the guards.  From there, he carefully lowered himself over the side of the ramp.  His intent was to climb down, but his luck had turned.  Looking down, there were no hand or foot holds anywhere near him.  Damn it.  he cursed in his head.  Really should have looked before I… leapt?  Honestly, it wasn’t as bad as it could be.  When he extended his arms fully, he had over a nine foot reach, and it was only a twenty five foot drop to begin with.  So a sixteen foot drop.  Two stories.

      Keeping his feet and knees together, knees slightly bent, James let himself drop.  As soon as he hit, he went into a roll, doing his best to reduce the force of the impact.  Though rolling with wings on his back was a new and painful experience, he didn’t break or sprain anything.  Also luckily, he didn’t make a lot of noise, so he’d avoided detection once more.  Unluckily, he’d rolled right into the mass of bodies beneath the ramp.  Up close it was very apparent that they were dead - the stench was almost enough to cause the man to lose his lunch.  None of the bodies were dressed in anything more than rags, and all were sporting iron collars and shackles.

      Drawing back from the corpses as silently as he could, James turned and hustled across the bottom of the pit, all while keeping his profile as low as possible, as per usual.  Reaching the bottom of the cliff opposite the ramp, James started making his way along the wall, towards the entrance of the ruins.

      Sticking to the darkness, well outside the circle of light created by the torches held by the thieves, James considered his options once more.  His thoughts were interrupted by the sounds of a woman screaming.  The cries of pain and terror were clearly coming from within the ruins, giving James a sense of urgency he had lacked.

      Taking up a position to the right of the nearest door guard, James summoned his .308 Mauser and drew back the bolt as quietly as he could.  Summoning and loading a single round, he pushed the bolt forward and brought the rifle to his shoulder.  He felt time was more important than stealth now, so he didn’t worry about the noise gunfire would make.  That said, he was still going to make every shot count, as he had a limited supply of ammo.

      With this in mind, he aimed for the guard’s neck, and shifted position until the other guard’s neck was in line directly behind the first.  It would be more humane to shoot them in the head, and in all likelihood the round would penetrate the first skull and continue on its path to the second, but James didn’t want to take the chance that the bullet’s course would be altered by hitting multiple layers of bone.

      As soon as he was ready, James squeezed the trigger.  Blood splattered like a pair of smashed tomatoes, as the heavy round ripped the flesh from the guard’s throats.  The thunderous crack of the gunshot echoed throughout the pit, and caused the hunter’s ears to ring a bit.  As the two dying thieves dropped to the ground like sacks of potatoes, James swapped out his .308 for his AR-15 and stepped a few feet to his right.

      The last two guards, those by the bottom of the ramp, drew their daggers and dropped into fighting stances.  One began shouting, but by the way they were looking around, it was clear that they couldn’t see him.  They could clearly see their dying compatriots, but the sudden, loud, and vicious manner of their wounds most likely confused them.

      The ex-soldier closed the distance part way, then dropped to one knee and took aim at a guard’s head.  Training told him to double tap, in other words fire twice at each target, but that would be a massive waste of ammo in his current situation.  So, instead, he took a single well aimed shot.  His target dropped like a brick, which caused his partner to panic.  Not knowing what else to do, as it was clear that something in the pit was killing his friends, the last guard turned and tried to run up the ramp.  James’ second shot caught him squarely in the back of the head, sending him to meet his maker.

      Turning back to the ruins, James sent his rifle back to his inventory and summoned his bow with another arrow.  Notching the arrow, but not drawing the string, James shuffled through the entrance.  It was at this point that the ex-soldier noticed that the opening, as well as the hall beyond, was overly large for a regular building.  Both were more than ten feet wide, and the ceiling was significantly higher than the standard eight feet.

      Keeping his eyes peeled for movement, James noted multiple archways on either side of the hall, which would have once lead to rooms, but were buried when the roof collapsed from whatever catastrophe had covered the entire structure under a hundred feet of rock and soil.

      The screams had long since stopped, but had been replaced by cries of a different sort.  They might have been pain, or they might have been something else… it was hard to say.  What he could recognize though, was that there were several voices chanting in the background.

      Another twenty feet in, the hallway ended, opening up into a larger chamber.  There was so little light that even James was having trouble seeing.  The only source he could make out were the glowing red eyes of some creature in the middle of the room, and the occasional lick of flames escaping the beast’s maw.

      “Aw hells.  Not another dragon…” James groaned.

      The beast growled, then barked in reply.  The sound of a chain dragging on the stone floor was the hunter’s first warning that the creature was on the move.  Trying to keep his distance, James raised and drew his bow, aiming between the monster’s eyes.  Just as the hunter loosed his arrow, the beast jerked to the left, causing him to miss his target.  A sudden dog-like whimper told James that he had struck the creature, just not where he had intended.

      The deep growls the beast was giving him confirmed that it had not been a lethal shot, and now that it was wounded, it was probably even more dangerous.  Putting the bow away, James summoned his nicked katana.  Though the blade was in hard shape, he wanted something sharp with a little reach, since he couldn’t see most of his target.  His rapier was a thrusting weapon, so he felt it wasn’t ideal in this case.

      Holding his blade up high, James blustered, feinting as if he were going to lunge, but instead leaping back.  His instincts had been correct, for as soon as he had moved, the beast had opened its jaws wide, and belched forth a roaring flame.  Thankfully, the flames didn’t have a great range, and so James had been beyond their reach, thanks to his leap.  The light from the flames did give the hunter a split second take in the form of his opponent, however.  It appeared to be a massive hound, easily the size of a Great Dane, but more muscular, with a pitch black coat of fur, and a chain around its neck.

      The second they began to disperse, the ex-soldier charged towards the flames, swinging his katana down on top of the creature’s head.  The upper half of the blade snapped clean off, but the lower half lodged deep in the Hellhound’s skull, dropping it to the floor.

      When the light from the hound’s eyes went out, James considered that proof enough it was dead.  He could still hear the chanting, along with a sonorous masculine voice he hadn’t heard before.  The feminine cries had stopped, however.  From the sounds of it, the rest of the thieves were very close, likely in the next room over.  It was time to confront those he’d been chasing all night.

      With his katana destroyed, James summoned a pair of wakizashi in its place.  The pair of short, slightly curved blades were a custom order he had placed years ago.  While not made to the Japanese’s exacting standards, they were functional and properly made blades.

      As stealthily as he could manage, the einherjar crept down the final passage, and peered into the next room.  The chamber was surprisingly huge, rivalling the main hall of a church, complete with an altar of some sort on the opposite side from him.  Lain upon the altar was a naked woman who, judging by the blood everywhere, had long since passed on.  Probably the source of the original screams.  James thought bitterly.

      In the centre of the room knelt four hooded figures, all with their backs to him, and chanting loudly.  The left side of the room looked half collapsed, but it was obvious someone had cleared away a lot of the rubble, revealing the source of the stench now assaulting James’ nostrils.  Having recently died in battle with one, James could not fail to recognize a dragon, even one as badly decayed as the corpse sitting there.

      Standing next to the dead dragon was another woman.  She too was naked, and had a nice body on her, James had to admit.  Like the other thieves, her face was painted like a skull, and a silver pendant hung from her neck.  She had scratch marks on her arms, and her hair was a mess.  Blood and… something else ran freely down her legs.  In her hands was what looked like a massive egg shaped ruby, its facets glinting in the torchlight.  With each intonation of some word James didn’t recognize, she slowly marched toward the dragon corpse, holding the egg out before her.

      Now, you would think that the female cultist, as that is what James had come to believe the thieves were, would be his top priority.  But you would be wrong in that assumption.  There was one other figure standing in the room, which definitely had James’ attention.  The man, for he was indeed a prime example of masculinity, stood an easy eight feet tall, with burnished red skin and ram’s horns growing from his head.  Great leathery wings fanned his back, and a sinuous tail whipped about his feet and ankles.  A diabolical grin split his face, as he casually regarded James while stroking his black goatee.

      If it weren’t for one more tiny detail, James would have most assuredly hightailed it the hell out of there.  That detail… was a summoning circle.  Around the huge demon’s cloven feet was a circle drawn in chalk, and punctuated with black candles.  From where he stood, James couldn’t make out the details of the runes and sigils scribbled within, but his perceptive mind did notice that even the being’s fanning wings never left the confines of the circle.

      This caused James to tilt his head and squint before grinning slightly.  The demon hadn’t even warned his summoners that the einherjar was there.  Without missing a beat, James launched himself at the chanters, reversing his grip and driving his blades down through the backs of the centre most pair.  Ripping the blades free, he spun, reversing his grip once more, and bringing the swords together, crossing them through the neck of another cultist.  Flesh and fabric tore with a shower of blood, as the third body hit the floor.

      Sending his pair of wakizashi back to his inventory, he summoned his .44 magnum and stepped up to the last male thief.  The man had been quick to react, and had spun to face James while scrambling to his feet.  He wasn’t quick enough, however, to dodge when the ex-soldier delivered a powerful thrust kick to his chest, thereby launching him across the room, and into a stone pillar.  The audible crack of his skull bouncing off the stonework was accompanied by a telling crunch - the sound of his spine snapping in half.

      “Don’t.” James growled as he levelled the pistol on the female cultist.  “Put the egg on the ground, and walk away slowly.”

      The woman stood wide-eyed, only a single step from placing the egg on the corpse.  Clearly the ritual had been ruined, as even her own chanting had been interrupted.  Panic seemed to settle in for her, as well as confusion.  “Why!?”  she screamed.  “Why would another demon stop me!?”

      James scowled at the woman, but still kept an eye on the large demon in the circle.  “I’m getting rather tired of being called a demon.” the hunter growled.

      The huge red skinned being chuckled.  It was a deep, yet smooth sound that James almost envied.  “He is no demon, Lurline.” The demon continued to consider James thoughtfully.  “No, I sense the touch of the divine upon him.  But not one of His… Curious.”

      James debated internally whether it was smart to introduce himself to a demon, but decided that if he were to be the Champion of Hel, he’d likely be facing such beings before too long anyway.  “I am James.” he stated proudly.  “Hel’s Champion.”

      This declaration only served to confuse Lurline even more.  “I’ve never heard of you.  This makes no sense!”

      The demon chuckled again.  “My, my.  Such manners.  Then please, allow me to introduce myself.” he said with an elegant bow.  “ I am Mephistopheles, Duke of Hell.”

      James nodded to the Duke, not sure if there was any protocol for dealing with such beings, nor where his ‘faction’ stood in regards to Hell’s legions.

      “I believe you are here for the egg, no?” Mephistopheles continued before James could respond further.

      “That I am.” James confirmed.

      “Sire!” the cultist cried out.

      Mephisto shot the woman a look that clearly meant for her to be quiet.  Returning his attention to the einherjar, the demon brought back his shark-like grin.  “Then take it.  The ritual is ruined regardless, and I would ask that you spare my priestess in return.”

      “No offence, but that isn’t much of a deal for me.”  James replied.  “I could just kill her and take it, thereby eliminating another means for you to take revenge on me, for spoiling your plans.” he finished by nodding to the dragon.

      “This is true.” the demon purred.  “Then how about we make… “ Mephisto inhaled at the pause, as if delighted by what he was about to suggest.  “…a deal.”

      “A deal with the devil, eh?  Sounds like the mother of all bad plans to me.” James chuckled.

      Mephistopheles scowled.  “I am not the devil.  I merely serve him, at his pleasure.”

      “Right, right.  But you are the master of pacts, are you not?  I seem to recall stories of you making deals with a certain man named Faust.” James pointed out.

      “Exactly.” the demon confirmed, stretching the word into a chuckle.  “And that is just what I would offer you.”

      “I beg your pardon?” James asked, his brow furrowed.

      “I sense that you possess powerful blessings, yes multiple blessings… but little magic of your own.” the demon went on.

      “What of it?” the hunter frowned.  It would be nice if I understood how these powerful beings can tell so much about me.

      “This is what I suggest.  We surrender the egg to you, undamaged.  We also swear that neither I nor my followers will seek to harm you or yours in retribution for this matter.  We would start off with a clean slate, as it were.  In return, you let my priestess leave here unmolested, and do not pursue her unless she acts against you in some way.” the demon proposed, as if it were perfectly natural.

      “Hmm.” James thought about the offer.  “I’m still not really gaining anything from this deal, if I take it.  I imagine you’re pretty smart, so you can probably figure out a way to blame me for something else, and then set your forces against me.”

      “Would you prefer a permanent alliance?” the demon grinned.

      “Sorry, but I’d have to check with Hel on that one.” James shrugged.

      “Pity.”  Mephisto chuckled darkly.  “I have one final offer, then.”

      “That’s good.” James nodded at Lurline.  “It should be worthy of me letting your backup plan walk out of here, right?”

      The Duke’s grin broadened into a huge smile.  “I knew I liked you, James.”

      “Glad to hear it.” the einherjar grinned right back.

      “This is my final offer.” Mephistopheles stated before a pregnant pause.  “In exchange addition to the previous offer, exactly as stated, I will grant you a scroll.  One that will allow you to form a pact of your own, at the time of your choosing, and with whomever you choose.”

      James fought hard to keep his excitement from showing on his face.  He purposely paused and sucked on his teeth before replying.  “Deal.”  The moment the word passed his lips, he felt a contract bind itself to his soul.  It was an uncomfortable feeling, but he could instinctually tell that both Mephistopheles and Lurline were bound by it as well.

      With the deal in place, James summoned his courage and stepped closer to the massive demon.  Holding out his hand, but being careful not to cross the barrier of the circle, he awaited his compensation.

      Mephistopheles continued to grin devilishly, as flames crept from his palm, somehow leaving a rolled up scroll in their wake.  With surprising elegance and grace, the Duke of Hell gave a slight bow and presented the scroll to James.

      The einherjar accepted the scroll, and immediately sent it to his inventory before stepping back.  “It’s been a pleasure.” he said as he gave the demon a respectful nod.

      The priestess then placed the egg gently on the ground, and turned to leave, glaring at James all the while.  As soon as she’d left the room, Mephistopheles threw his head back and clutched his stomach.  “Mwahahahahaha!” his diabolical laughter echoed throughout the chamber, as the candles around the circle flared and he disappeared in a puff of smoke.

      The einherjar looked around the room for any hint that his former foes remained in the area, but couldn’t find any sign that they did.  Moving away from the summoning circle, James leaned against a pillar and summoned the scroll from his inventory.  After carefully unrolling it, he looked it over to see it was just as Mephistopheles had described - a blank contract.  What was disturbing was that his full name appeared in the opening paragraph, stating that I, James Fir, Champion of Hel, do solemnly swear and the remainder of the first half of the page was left blank.  The second half of the mostly blank document stated I, ___, do solemnly swear, that in return for the above, and that was it.  The only other markings on the scroll were places for two signatures at the bottom.  Also worthy of note, was the fact that the entire thing was written in English.  Now that he thought about it, Lurline had spoken English as well, albeit with what sounded like a German accent.  James supposed that meant that modern English was at least one of the languages spoken on Terra, in that case.

      Believing it was essentially a spell scroll, as clearly it must have the necessary magic already woven in, James activated Analysis while reading text.  As usual, the expected information rushed into his mind, and he felt a large surge of Qi fill his pool.  Pulling up his spell list on the Status Screen revealed the particulars of his new spell.
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      James was ecstatic with his new spell.  Not only did it sound incredibly useful for making negotiations and enforcing them, its high Qi cost over doubled his current Qi Pool.  With the new base of 39, his current Qi Pool Total was a whopping 63 points!

      The burgeoning spell caster wasted no time in using the Qi he had just gained to cast cast his Heal spell five times in a row.  A sigh of relief escaped his lips as some of the minor injuries he had suffered from his fall with the phoenix were mended.

      With his mind on Qi, James took the next forty minutes to meditate and cultivate the Qi from the four fallen cultists.  Still feeling pressed for time, however, he didn’t bother refining it.  While reaching out mentally, he did sense a powerful source of fire Qi nearby, but assumed that was the phoenix egg, and so left it alone.   He did wonder briefly if the Qi had already dissipated from the other foes he’d slain, but he had more important fish to fry at the moment.

      Next up on his list of things to do was study the summoning circle itself.  A big part of him wanted to destroy the circle, and ensure that no one tried to use it in the future.  Despite that, his greater fear was that Mephistopheles was still lurking within the circle, hiding from James’ senses.  There were plenty of tales which spoke of demons taking on invisible, incorporeal forms, and possessing the unwary.  Deciding that discretion was the better part of valour, he vowed not to touch or breach the circle in any way.

      That said, it contained far too much valuable information to ignore.  Summoning a Book of Shadows (essentially a blank book with an edgy title) and a pencil, James skipped past the few entries he had made and turned to a blank page.  Thereupon he went about sketching out the circle in the greatest detail he could manage.  James was very far from being an artist of any kind, but he believed he had captured the important points.  Now, he had absolutely no intention of summoning Mephistopheles, or any other demon for that matter, but he believed the knowledge might be incredibly useful.  He thought it likely he would encounter other summoning circles in the future, so it would be best to be able to compare them, and eventually he might even learn about summoning magic in general.

      After making a few more notes about the candles used, etcetera, the einherjar returned his art supplies to his inventory.  He then went about his regular looting scheme.  First he picked up the egg and tried to send it to his inventory, only to be surprised when it refused to work.  Thinking it over, he came to the conclusion that the egg must count as a living thing, and thus he couldn’t store it.  In a way this was good news, as it meant the egg was still fine, and he could return it to Huáng safely.

      Next up he looted the corpses.  Deciding that the danger had mostly passed, he sent his .44 magnum back to his inventory and started scrounging.  His rummaging netted him 10 silver coins, and 23 copper, along with four more copper pendants.  A quick search of the room itself revealed a stash of supplies hidden behind the altar.  Two barrels of water, and a crate of jerky and tough bread were quickly sent to his inventory… after taking a few minutes to eat a much needed midnight snack.  It would be a while before he could finally get some sleep, but at least his stomach was full.

      Briefly considering a closer inspection of the moldering dragon corpse, the stench dissuaded him from such a course of action.  While he thought it possible the dragon’s hoard might be nearby, this place looked to be built by human hands (or something similar), so he doubted this had been the dragon’s home.  He also thought that various body parts from the dragon might be very valuable themselves… but the condition of the remains convinced him there were other ways to make money.

      Finished with the innermost chamber, James made his way back to the previous one.  Summoning a flashlight, he briefly scanned the room and found it empty except for the dead Hellhound.  Sitting next to the creature, James attempted to cultivate its Qi.  He was pleased to find that the Qi, while slightly less condensed, had not dissipated.  Fifteen minutes later, his store of unrefined Qi went up by another 15 points.  This caused him to note that the beast had borne fifty percent more Qi than the cultists, who only seemed to have a pool of 10 each.  Dropping the hound’s corpse into his inventory, James moved on.

      Back out in the pit, James immediately saw that one of the dead cultists had been stripped of everything he had.  Clearly Lurline hadn’t wanted to wander the realms naked and without cash.  This led him to wonder where her original set of clothes had been, as he hadn’t seen them in the main chamber.  Shrugging, he dismissed the mystery and set about cultivating the Qi of the four dead guards in the pit before looting them.  This gained him another 40 unrefined Qi, as well as 8 silver drachma, and 31 copper obols. And three more pendants, of course.

      By now, he had saved up 125 points of unrefined Qi from his fallen foes.  Thinking it was about time he did some refining, James dashed into the darkness, then crept to a lonely corner of the pit, keeping his eyes and ears peeled for any enemies.  Nothing caught his attention, so he settled himself behind a few boulders, with his back to the cliff face, and considered his options.  With this much Qi, he could easily finish off enhancing his Qi Pool, and have quite a bit left over to dump into another stat.  Of course, this was his first time having over a hundred Qi to work with, so it was also an excellent opportunity to experiment.  He thought about other ways he might enhance himself, beyond just increasing his stats.  It would be a great boon if he could improve his spells, Heal in particular.  Hel had said that he could use Qi to enhance his blessings, so why not his spells?

      James thought of how his Heal spell could be improved.  For one thing, it annoyed him that it cast a dim white light whenever he used it.  Not only could that give his position away in a stealthy operation, it was a  waste of energy.  Bringing up his Status Screen, James poked at the section describing Heal.  Focussing his mind on making the spell more efficient, thus wasting less energy, he tried to refine some Qi and push it into the spell matrix.  The outline of the text box turned green, and another text box superimposed upon it, rather like the Help option.

      

      Efficiency Enhancement:  This process will double the effectiveness of the spell.  Qi: 100.

      

      James almost whistled out loud at the cost, but thought it might be worth it, since it appeared to be a one time cost.  Hell with it, let’s do this.  James thought to himself, and began cycling his Qi through his meridians, refining it and pushing it into the spell.  Over an hour and a half later, the process was complete.  One hundred Qi was gone from his supply, and his spell list looked like this:
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      The einherjar quickly noted the change to the Heal spell, which now regenerated double the volume it used to.  Wondering if the spell could be further enhanced, James poked the description with intent.  His eyes almost popped out of his skull when he saw the readout.

      

      Greater Enhancement:  This process will increase the measurement unit of the spell.  Qi: 1200.

      

      No way could he afford that any time soon, but it was certainly something to keep in mind for the future.  In the mean time, he spent the next half hour refining the remainder of his cultivated Qi and dumped it into his Qi Pool Enhancement.  This brought his Enhancement percentage to 87%, and thus his Qi Pool Total to 72.

      Thinking about his mission, James mulled over whether he had forgotten to do anything.  The only thing that stood out was disposing of the cultist corpses in his inventory.  At this, he summoned the three bodies and dropped them on the ground in front of him.  He’d already looted one of the corpses, so he picked over the last two.  His haul this time was another couple of pendants, 4 silver drachma, and 12 copper obols.  Checking his inventory, he had a grand total of 34 silver drachma, 128 copper obols, and 15 copper pendants.  He doubted that made him wealthy, but it likely meant he could survive at least a few days in a city or town.  He hoped.

      Cleaning out his inventory brought another thought to mind.  He should dispose of the grime he’d sent to his inventory earlier that night during his ‘bath’.  Taking that thought a step further, he could probably use this ability to clean the mansion while he was at it.  The entire system seems based on intent, so… James considered how he wanted to do this.  First he opened the Inventory tab of his Status Screen to look at his itemized list.  He concentrated on finding ‘dirt’ in his inventory.  Sure enough, it appeared on the list, where it hadn’t been before.  Then he mentally changed the name to Filth, and began adding items to the category.  He started with dirt and dust.  Hmm.  Lint is annoying and often shows up on my clothes. he thought, then added lint to the list.  After that, the items just rolled off his mental tongue.  Dirt, dust, lint, hair, snot, bodily fluids, faecal matter, mould, mildew, crumbs, and soap scum.  That should do it.  He couldn’t think of anything else he’d had to clean up in his apartment off the top of his head.

      In this manner he should be able to remove all of these things from himself, or any other item in his possession, by sending the Filth to his special corner in the cold room of his inventory.  Likewise, he should be able to purge the entire mansion by summoning said Filth onto the ground.  “Experiment time.” the einherjar muttered to himself, and cleaned his body of Filth by sending it to the inventory.  It worked again, which was good, since he had gotten no small amount of gore on his skin and clothes during his cleansing of the ruins.  Holding his hand out, palm down, he summoned all of the Filth in his inventory.  A disgusting sphere the size of a basket ball appeared and splatted on the ground next to him, splattering his legs once more and causing him to retch from the stench.  Stepping away and holding his hand to his mouth in an attempt to keep his lunch down, he cleaned himself again, then dropped the remainder behind a rock.

      “Need to be careful with that in the future.” he groaned to himself.

      Deciding that it was indeed time to leave, James picked up the phoenix egg and began to make his way back to the volcano.
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      The nine hour journey back felt much longer than the journey there.  First of all, it had been that much longer he had gone without sleep, and second, the adrenaline rush of being on a hunt was absent.  He did stop briefly for breakfast and lunch, each courtesy of the water and rations provided by the cultists.  This helped him recover a bit of energy, but he was certain he’d sleep like a baby tonight.

      It was around two in the afternoon, or fourteen hundred hours as he would normally say, when he finally exited the woods and reached the base of the volcano.  Unsurprisingly, Huáng had spotted him right away when he emerged from the brush.  The great firebird was diving towards him at a terrifying speed, so he just held the egg out before him, like a newborn lion cub in a certain children’s movie.

      The worried mother swooped down and clasped the egg in her talons, barely slowing at all.  Before James could utter a word, she was already winging her way back to the volcano’s peak.

      James chuckled to himself, understanding how she must feel.  With a bone-weary lethargy, the einherjar slowly picked his way up the mountain.  It was past supper time, and not long before sunset, when he reached the peak and looked down into the crater.  The majority of the bowl was filled with molten lava, bubbling and slowly swirling below.  A narrow path wound its way down to a ledge, where the phoenix was nesting.  Next to her stood what looked like a perfectly carved statue of another phoenix, which he assumed was her mate.

      “Hello!” he called out, not wanting to startle her with a sudden appearance near her nest.  “Is it alright if I join you?”

      The crimson bird looked up at him and nodded.  “You may approach.” she cawed.

      “Thanks.” he said without shouting, and carefully began to work his way down the path.  When he reached the ledge, he found a relatively flat boulder and sat down a few yards from the nest.  Though he had just worked hard to return it to her, he imagined the mother would be quite protective of her egg, especially after the ordeal she had just been through.  Thus he didn’t want to get too close and make her uncomfortable, even if she logically knew he was no threat.

      “Thank you for returning my egg.” Huáng said solemnly, a tinge of sadness in her voice.

      “You’re welcome.  And I promise to help your mate, if I ever find a way to do so.” James replied, nodding to the statue.

      The phoenix looked at him with a mixture of pain and gratitude in her eyes.  “That would be most appreciated as well.”

      “I don’t wish to be rude and invite myself to your home, but it is very late, and I am tired.  Would you mind if I stayed here for the night?” James asked.  It would be nice to spend the night with someone else he trusted.  It would mean he could relax, and not worry about being attacked in his sleep.  He then realized that he was considering the inside of a volcano a safer place to sleep than the forest.  Eh.  It wouldn’t be my first night sleeping on a mountain side.

      “Yes, you may stay as long as you wish.” the regal bird bobbed her head in reply.

      “Thanks.” James smiled softly at her, then summoned his Z-Rest and sleeping bag to lay on top of.  “Oh.  Have you had a chance to eat?  I still have those nuts, as well as some dried meat I took from the cultists.  And water if you need that.”

      The avian queen blinked.  “I have not.  I remained in my nest until you returned.  I would have some nuts, if you will share them.”

      The einherjar held out his hand and summoned a wide pasta dish along with the cashews.  Emptying the nuts into the dish, he balled up the packaging and tossed it into the lava below.  After watching it disappear, James turned and slowly placed the dish next to Huáng’s nest.

      “Thank you for the food.  This is a lovely dish.  From whence did you summon it?” the phoenix asked, clearly curious about him and his powers.

      James sighed, figuring this was a good chance to build a bit more rapport with the immortal bird.  “From my mansion in Hel.  That’s Hel with one L, not two.  I am James Fir, Champion of Lady Hel.” he said with a bow.

      Huáng’s eyes widened at his introduction.  “A Champion?”

      “Freshly made, no less.  I wasn’t kidding when I said I was new to this world.  Hel sent me here only a few days ago.”  he replied, lying down on the his sleeping bag.

      The phoenix watched the einherjar as he made himself comfortable.  “What is your mission?”

      “My mission is a personal one, actually.  Hel gave me no instructions.  I am seeking a powerful artifact to offer Odin as mundr.  That’s a bride price for one of his valkyries.” he explained.

      “And yet, you took time away from your mission, to retrieve my egg?” Huáng shook her head.

      “It’s fine.” James shrugged.  “It was the right thing to do.  Besides, if Hrein were here, I’m sure she would have done the same.”

      “Hrein is your mate?” Huáng asked.

      James couldn’t help but frown for a second before answering.  “Yeah.  That’s the plan.”

      The phoenix tilted her head, as if confused, but seemingly decided not to prod that topic further.  As she watched James settle into bed for the night, she seemed puzzled.  “Still you ask for nothing?”

      James opened his eyes and looked up at her.  “I beg your pardon?”

      “You have not yet asked for your reward.”  the phoenix answered.

      “Uh, forgive me but, I didn’t really think you had anything.”  James furrowed his brow.

      “You thought me unable to reward you… and still you chose to fight for my egg?” she asked, incredulously.

      The einherjar chuckled.  “Like I said, right thing to do.  That’s all.”

      Huáng leaned forward, as if to study the man more closely.  “Why did you think a phoenix would possess no gifts to give?”

      “Um,” James rested his head on his hand.  “I just… well, no offence, but your species doesn’t seem like the kind to create or use trinkets.”

      Huáng blinked.  “This is true…” she paused a moment before continuing “Perhaps it is because you are not from Terra that you do not know.”

      “Well, you’re right that I don’t know anything about phoenixes, other than the most basic of legends.” James confirmed.

      “You really aren’t after my tail feathers?” she asked, fanning her tail like a peacock.

      “Uh, I mean, they’re pretty…” James fumbled for what to say.  He was trying really hard not to insult the bird, or make some other social faux pas.  She was his only friend in the whole world, after all.

      Huáng tittered, clearly amused by her guest’s ignorance.  “Thank you.  You should know, mortal kings would kill to have just one.”

      James raised a brow.  “Really?  Huh.  I guess they’re pretty rare, then?”  Other than as a status symbol, he wasn’t sure what use they would be.  That said, phoenixes were magical creatures, so perhaps they had some power to them.

      Huáng craned her neck, and clasped a single tail feather with her beak.  With a sharp tug, she plucked it free, causing her to wince and whine.

      “Hey now!” James started, sitting up.  “I appreciate the sentiment, but you don’t have to go hurting yourself on my account.  I’m not a man who seeks wealth.  Not to any excess, anyway.”

      James watched with a sore expression as the beautiful bird fluttered lightly and landed before him, gently placing the tail feather on his bed.  “You have earned this.  It is a small price to pay.” Huáng replied and bowed her head.

      James sighed.  Honestly, her feathers looked so soft and downy that he was sorely tempted to reach out and pet her.  He was pretty sure that wouldn’t go over well, however.  “Well, thank you.  I appreciate it.” he said, picking up the feather.

      “He thanks me, yet still doesn’t know the true value of my gift.” Huáng chirped happily.  “Allow me to tell you why it is a most coveted gift.”

      “Very well.” James nodded for her to go on.  “I’d appreciate that.”

      “The tail feathers of a phoenix, which do not regrow until she is reborn, allow the holder to be reborn as a phoenix would, upon their death.” she explained.

      James eyes widened and his expression blanked at her statement.  That would definitely make them coveted.  More so than perhaps any other gift.  “Are you sure you should be telling me this?  Isn’t it better if fewer people know about it?”

      Huáng shook her head.  “I would imagine a great many people already do.  And I trust you, Champion of Hel.  You’ve had many chances to harm me or steal from me.  I’m sure you realized that my egg would be even more valuable, yet you risked your life to get it back for me, and showed no avarice in doing so.”

      James swallowed, and picked up the feather.  “Thank you, Huáng.  For your trust and your gift.”

      The mother phoenix nodded, then walked back to her nest, to cover her egg once more.

      The two remained silent for a time, simply relaxing in the comfortable heat of the volcano.  Huáng seemed content to observe him, and so James considered the feather in his hands, calling up his power of Analysis.

      

      Phoenix Tail Feather:  Natural Artifact.  Resurrects holder once, in a great immolating fire.

      

      It truly was a precious artifact.  I wonder if Odin would accept it as mundr for Hrein?  Surely even Odin would appreciate the ability to be reborn once.  After all, he was fated to die at Ragnarök, wasn’t he?  But then, if he were afraid of that, he would just share in Sæhrímnir with his einherjar each night, wouldn’t he?  But it was said that he forgoes his portion, and feeds it to his wolves every evening.  James remembered seeing the food dishes of said wolves when he had met Odin, and seeing nothing in Odin’s hands other than wine, as far as food went.  He didn’t even have a table to set a plate on.

      “I guess he wouldn’t, eh?” James muttered to himself.  Huáng seemed to notice, but left the einherjar to his thoughts.

      If that’s the case, I should definitely use this for myself.  Right then.  Let’s do this.  James shifted to the lotus position and began to meditate while using Analysis on the feather.  Ever so slowly and carefully, he tried to draw the Qi from the artifact into his Dantian.

      Huáng watched, sitting up straight when she recognized the man’s position.  A cultivator? she thought to herself, astonished.  I wonder what he is trying to accomplish?  Surely he wouldn’t ruin such a magnificent gift by using it as a simple source of Qi?

      The legendary bird couldn’t believe what she was seeing, as tiny motes of light began to float away from the feather, and disappear into the cultivator’s stomach.  Nearly two hours later, the last of the little lights vanished into James, and the feather crumbled to dust.

      James breathed deep, and let it out in a long, slow exhale.  It was done.  He felt the massive amount of information that had entered his mind, and his Qi Pool had veritably exploded.  This spell was unlike anything he had learned so far.  It was on a completely different level, and the power required to cast it was astonishing to him.  Opening his Status Screen, he flipped to his spell list.

      
        
          [image: Rebirth]
        

      

      Rebirth cost a massive 100 Qi to cast, which sounded insane, but also made sense given how powerful it was.  Beyond the obvious benefits of having this spell at his disposal, learning it also boosted his base Qi Pool by 100 points.  That meant that his Qi Pool Total had jumped to an incredible 259 points.

      “What have you done, Cultivator?” Huáng interrupted James’ reverie.  “I sense that your power has grown quite considerably, but was that truly the best use of my gift?” her voice sounded a little irate.

      James blinked, and then offered Huáng a warm smile.  “Your gift was even more incredible than you imagined.”

      This statement earnestly confused the mother phoenix.  What could possibly be better than a second chance at life?

      James chuckled, understanding her confusion.  “I didn’t just absorb the Qi from your tail feather, my friend.  I learned the magic from it.”

      Huáng blinked rapidly, as if trying to process what he just said.  “Learned…?”

      “Yes, learned.  I can now cast Rebirth as a spell with the same effect as your tail feather.  The difference is, I can cast it as many times as needed, so long as I have sufficient Qi, instead of just once.” he explained while smiling brilliantly at her.

      If a bird could make an expression of shock, Huáng would have been wearing it.  “How is this possible!?”

      “Hel’s blessing.” he stated simply, with a shrug.

      Huáng lowered her head to rest on her nest.  “No wonder Champions are feared.” she muttered to herself.

      James couldn’t help but overhear her words, and offered his own to comfort her.  “You need never fear me, my friend.” he said softly as he knelt beside her nest.  Slowly, he reached out and gently stroked the feathers on her neck.  And then cried out in pain, as his hand was badly burned.

      Huáng was stunned at first that someone would do something so stupid, but then burst into uncontrolled laughter, as James rolled around clutching his wrist.  “Ahahahaha!  I cannot believe you tried to pet a phoenix.”

      “I forgot, okay!” he shouted back.  “Ugh.”  he groaned and spent almost a third of his newfound Qi to heal his hand.

      Huáng’s laughter settled down to a mild tittering.  “I must say, you are indeed entertaining, my friend.”

      “Glad you think so.” James grumbled.

      Huáng sighed happily, and shifted in her nest, getting comfortable.  “It is late.  As wonderful as tonight has been, I must get some sleep.”

      “Yeah, same here.” James nodded, then shot her a genuine smile.  “Goodnight, Huáng.”

      “Goodnight, James.” the phoenix murmured.

      

      Morning came a little later than usual, since the sun couldn’t shine directly on James without being much higher in the sky.  Not that James was complaining, though.  Few people loved to sleep in as much as he did.

      So long as Huáng didn’t have a problem with it, the einherjar planned to spend the day on maintenance.  When he mentioned his intentions to the phoenix, she was happy to allow him to stay.  Thus, after casting Lucky Charm on himself, as was his daily routine, he spent almost the entirety of his Qi Pool healing all of the wounds he had endured up until now.  This only worked on his wings because the membrane was so thin that the tears used up less volume of Heal than one would expect.

      After healing himself fully, James set about cleaning his guns one at a time, and loading their magazines appropriately.  He trusted Huáng, so he explained that each was a weapon, but that he was forbidden from explaining their function to anyone.  The phoenix reluctantly accepted that, and changed the topic to recent events.  This led to James telling her all about the cult, and his theories as to why they had stolen her egg in the first place.

      “It angers me so that they would sacrifice my chick in one of their foul rituals, just to resurrect a dragon.” Huáng squawked.

      “I get the feeling it wasn’t going to be a true resurrection.” James pointed out.

      “Why do you say that?” she asked, curious despite her anger.

      “Well, the presence of Mephistopheles, to be honest.  I think they were bringing the dragon back to life, but intended to use it as a host for Mephisto himself.” James explained.

      “That… makes sense.” Huáng conceded.  “It is said that the truly ancient demons, like the devil himself, are barred from walking Terra in their own bodies.  Thus they must possess someone else if they wish to spread their mischief.”

      James nodded.  “Makes sense.  I’d heard similar things about Earth.  I don’t know if they were true or not, though.”

      “But if that is the case, why wasn’t he more angry with you for spoiling his plans?” Huáng asked.

      “If I had to guess?  While a dragon would have been a powerful body, I think he could cause more mischief in a human one.  After all, Mephisto collects souls for Hell by means of deals and temptation, not physical force, right?  As a dragon, he couldn’t even enter a town, let alone bargain with desperate people.” James rationalized.

      “Then why didn’t he possess one of the cultists?” the phoenix pushed.

      “Too weak.  They were pathetic, honestly.  I don’t think he wants a normal human body, just something that could pass as one.” James went on.  “Which is why my guess is that he impregnated that priestess of his during the ritual.  His own offspring would have plenty of power, I imagine, and make for a much more fitting host.”

      “And you let her escape!?” Huáng screeched.

      The einherjar shrugged.  “I’m not strong enough yet to take on someone like Mephistopheles, and I’m sure he knew that.  If I didn’t let her go, I’m sure he would have hounded me to the ends of the Earth, or Terra, as the case may be.  On the other hand, I do believe he is honestly interested in an alliance with Hel, so if I don’t kick the wasp nest too early, I may be able to gain enough power to put a real crimp in his plans later.  Should he become a problem.”

      “He will.” Huáng sighed.  “Of that, have no doubt.  But you may be right.  You may get a pass as Hel’s Champion, which could put you in a better position to do more good later on.”

      James nodded.  The two lapsed into a comfortable silence, which wasn’t uncommon with them.  Neither one felt the need to chatter, just for the sake of making noise.  The quiet moment didn’t last long though, as James had more questions.

      “So, what can you tell me about the area?  I saw a really rough trail leading away from the mine, heading further east.  Other than that, I know about this volcano and spotted a lake a a couple of miles west of here.” The einherjar plied her for information.

      The phoenix tilted her head side to side.  “There is a road to the east that runs north and south, to the edges of this land and beyond.  It was built during the early days of Terra by the Legionnaires.  Over eighty miles to the southeast you will find the human town of Guayabo, but I do not think you will be welcome there.  They will most likely view you as a monster.”

      James nodded while grimacing.  He’d expected that would be the case.  If he was going to have a positive relationship with humans, he was going to have to set things up where they had to view him in a positive light, before he attempted to enter civilization.

      “Other than Guayabo, the only other settlement nearby is the hidden Fae Queendom of Elphyne.” she informed him.

      “Eh?  Fae?  Are we talking Seelie or Unseelie court?” James asked, his interest piqued.

      “Oh?  You are familiar with the Fae Courts?”  the phoenix asked, sounding surprised.

      “Only from myths and legends.  Folk tales say that the Seelie are mischievous but generally helpful and good natured, whereas the Unseelie are malicious, and genuinely mean harm with their pranks.” the einherjar recited what he’d heard and read.

      Huáng tittered lightly.  “Be at ease.  Elphyne is ruled by Queen Titania, ruler of the Seelie Court.  The Unseelie Court resides across the sea, in their capital Elfame, and is ruled by her powerful and vicious husband, Oberon.”

      “Do you think the fae would welcome me any more warmly than the humans?” James asked, hoping there would be somewhere he could at least visit to trade goods.

      “That depends on how you react to their pranks, and treat their people.  The fae are less judgemental about appearances than the humans.” the phoenix replied.

      “Okay.  Could you tell me where Elphyne is located?  You said it was nearby.”  James gave her a winning smile, hoping this wasn’t a secret she was supposed to keep.

      “I suppose I could tell you.  If you fly almost exactly southwest from the volcano, and cross the lake, you might find the hidden city.  It sits upon the lakeshore, but is screened by powerful illusions, and surrounded by thick forest.”  She stressed might by pecking at some imaginary point in front of her.

      “So, not far at all, then.” he confirmed, scratching his chin thoughtfully.

      “No more than seven miles, as the crow flies.” the phoenix nodded.

      James proposed his rough plan to her.  “Then I’ll set out tomorrow, if you don’t mind me staying one more night.”

      “You are always welcome here, James.  Especially if you bring more of those cashews.” The phoenix’s eyes narrowed in a way that James had learned was her method of smiling.

      “Haha!  If I ever find some here in Terra, I’ll set some aside for you.” he promised.

      The two spent the rest of the day chatting idly, while James took care of any chores he could think of, and taking breaks now and then to eat something from James’ inventory.  Night eventually fell, and the friendly pair settled in to sleep.

      When the morning sun rose, James shared one more meal with Huáng, then gave his thanks for her hospitality and said his goodbyes.  He did promise to stop by on occasion, so long as he remained in the area.  With that, the einherjar cast Lucky Charm on himself, then took wing and flew from the mouth of the volcano.

      He headed to the southwest as Huáng had suggested, reaching the lakeshore in five minutes, and crossing it in another five.  He then turned south and flew for another minute before descending into the forest.  He didn’t want to land too close to the city and cause a commotion, but he figured half a mile or more out shouldn’t be an issue.

      While he was looking for a place to land, he was surprised by the scene below him.  In a clearing near a particularly dense section of woods, a battle raged that he would never have imagined.  In the centre stood what appeared to be the defender.  At thirteen feet tall, and weighing in at five tons, a massive bear-like creature defended itself against three attackers.  Three, because two others already lie dead on the mossy forest floor, rent asunder by the seven inch claws of the big beast.

      As the hunter dropped lower, he got a better look at the beasts involved in the fight.  First off, he had to make a correction to his initial assessment of the defender.  It wasn’t a bear at all, but a Giant Ground Sloth (the long tail gave it away).  The three long claws on each paw slashed through the air with surprising speed, and nearly caught one of the attackers with each swipe.

      But the attackers were more agile than the sloth by far.  The large reptiles darted in and out, slashing with the sickle shaped claws on their feet, and scoring minor hits each time.  The fact that they didn’t eviscerate the poor sloth surprised James.  From what he’d read about Deinonychus, which was what these appeared to be, those five inch claws were incredibly sharp.  The sloth must have had some tough hide for them not to cut through him like butter.

      The five foot tall raptors, which looked just like the Velociraptors from Earth’s most famous dinosaur movie, were definitely using pack tactics to hunt this massive beast.  James figured the two dead ones must have gotten careless, and died early on in the fight.  Now it was clear that the cunning Deinonychus were trying to tire out their prey, and waiting for it to make a mistake before committing.

      The reborn hunter thrilled at seeing such creatures.  Of all the dinosaurs, ‘raptors’ had been his favourite as a child.  Well, either them or the triceratops.  Both were really cool.  But as an adult, he had to consider more factors than just ‘cool’.  Like what it meant to have such apex predators prowling the forest he was sleeping in.  While he would love to try and tame one and keep it as a companion, he had absolutely no idea how that might even be possible.  Besides, unlike the dark elves in his favourite miniatures game, he was far too big to ride one now.

      Now, while he was sure the Giant Sloth could be quite dangerous if he got too close, as far as he knew they were herbivores, so they at least wouldn’t hunt him while he slept.  Thus, if he was going to get involved, it should be to help the tan furred beast, and not the green scaled ones.

      Forming a plan, James briefly summoned his Ithaca 12 gauge shotgun and pumped the action to cock it, before sending it back to his inventory.  There was no way in hell he was going to get himself disembowelled by stupidly challenging deinonychus to melee combat.  Especially several of them at once.

      Hoping to start the fight at a decent range, he then summoned his AR-15, cocked it, and swooped in for a landing.  Snapping the rifle up, he quickly took aim and tried to get a lead on one of the darting raptors, all while making sure the sloth wasn’t in the background of his shot.  Seeing his chance, he took a shot, and missed.  The report of the gun did get everyone’s attention, though.  This caused them to pause briefly, to look in his direction.  Of course their momentary stop gave him just the opportunity he needed, which he seized by putting two in the chest of the first raptor.

      The death of their companion did not dissuade the remaining two reptiles from charging the einherjar.  The sight of what likely appeared to be easier prey (when compared to the giant sloth), practically had the beasts salivating in anticipation.

      Quickly swapping the AR-15 for his 12 gauge, James dashed to the side.  He wasn’t trying to outrun the dinosaurs, that would be foolish in the extreme.  No, he merely wanted to angle himself so that the sloth wouldn’t be in his direction of fire.  Sighting in the closest raptor, which was really too close for comfort, James pulled the trigger.  No time for gently squeezing, and no need at this range! his mind shouted.  As expected, the shotgun blast slammed into the unsuspecting reptile, and it was flung back half a dozen feet to land in a heap, hide full of holes.  By the time the hunter pumped the shotgun and twisted to face the last predator, the ancient killing machine was already in the air, bearing down on him.  James pulled the trigger again, while throwing himself backward to evade the razor sharp claws.  The blast of shot caught the dinosaur in the face and neck, killing it instantly, while James landed painfully on his back.

      Groaning while he sent his shotgun away, James picked himself up and dusted himself off.  He took a quick glance around for any of the casings he’d ejected, but didn’t see any, so he just let it go.

      Turning his attention to the Giant Sloth, he was surprised to see the animal just… standing there, watching him.  “Uh, hi.” he said aloud, and gave the beast an easy wave.  The sloth made no reaction, so James just shrugged.  “What was I expecting?” he muttered to himself.

      Unsure what to do about the giant creature, James slowly approached it.  If he could confirm that it wouldn’t attack him without being provoked, he would feel safe to meditate and capture the Qi of the three raptors he’d slain.  When he got within fifteen feet of the creature, it let out a loud “Aaaah” sound, similar to what its smaller cousins might make, but much lower pitched, almost as if Arnie had tried to mimic one.

      James slowed his pace even further, and held his hands out, palms up.  Coming up with an idea while he was still ten feet away, James summoned a large pasta dish and a pile of trail mix.  He hoped the sweet, dried pineapple and papaya would smell good to the sloth.  Stopping where he was, James picked out a piece of pineapple and ate it himself.  Then he ate a few nuts.  Then raisins.

      As the einherjar had hoped, the sloth seemed to become curious as to why this strange creature had walked up to it, and began eating tasty smelling food.  Dropping down on all fours, the animal was suddenly much closer to him.  He was still huge by normal human standards though, at roughly six and a half feet tall.

      James carefully laid the dish on the ground, and slowly stepped to the side, without taking his eyes off the slow moving mammal.  The creature paused for a moment, watching him, then took a tentative step forward, then another, until he had his face in the dish.

      Now that the beast was nibbling at the food, the einherjar very slowly raised his hand and laid his palm on its side.  The moment he made contact, the creature let out a loud groaning noise, but didn’t swipe at him or otherwise attack.  Good, he thought, seems like they are peaceful creatures unless disturbed.  I should be fine to meditate.

      Thinking of Qi brought an idea to the front of James’ mind.  Curling his fingers in the sloth’s fur, he was intrigued to feel small, hard bumps embedded in the animal’s skin.  Must be some sort of natural armour.  Maybe that’s why the Deinonychus couldn’t cut him apart with a single swipe.  Setting his natural curiosity aside, James cast Diagnosis on the sloth.  When the illusory display appeared, it filled his vision, since the animal was so huge.  He had to crane his neck just to see it all.

      Looking it over, the display showed four severe cuts in the animal’s hide, which would surely infect or possibly tear if not treated.  There were at least twice as many shallow ones, but it would probably be safe to leave them be.  It would take somewhere between eight to ten casts of Heal to repair the worst ones, but James had enough Qi to do that and have plenty to spare.

      As it turned out, James estimate was right.  It took the equivalent of ten casts to heal the severe wounds.  Equivalent and not actual casts, because James took this opportunity to experiment a little.  It seemed that James could pump extra Qi into a single cast, and increase the effectiveness of the spell.  It would only accept multiples of 5 Qi, the same as if he had cast it over and over again, but each additional 5 Qi he spent, it increased the effect of the spell by 100% of the base.  When he was finished, he had 201 Qi left in his pool.

      

      Unbeknownst to James, there had been another observer hidden in the forest the entire time.  Standing at a proud six inches, with flowing golden locks and eyes that shone like silver gems, the beautiful fairy peered out from behind a huge leaf, while standing on an oak branch.  She had come out to play with Old Sleepy, one of the grove’s guardians, when her delicately pointed ears had picked up the sounds of a vicious fight.  It seemed the cunning and cruel Raptors were hunting the area again, and this time they had picked Old Sleepy as their prey.

      Upon seeing the fight break out, the young fairy had wanted to rush to Old Sleepy’s aid, but she was a lover, not a fighter.  Well, she would be a lover.  This past full moon had finally granted her the powers of the leannán sídhe, so now she could grow as tall as a human… almost.  She capped out at four foot eleven, but that was still really tall!

      Her mother, the Court’s previous leannán sídhe, had named her Acrasia because she knew she would grow to become a great seductress one day.  Well, technically her mother was still a leannán sídhe, but it was generally agreed that only one would be active at any given time.  And now was her time!  It didn’t matter that mother said she was still too young, and had to get some experience with men first, she was ready!

      That’s why, despite the desperate situation Old Sleepy was in, she was truly excited when a strange creature had flown in to help.  She wasn’t really sure it was a man, since she had never seen a man before, but it might be.  It was tall, like humans were supposed to be, and most of its body was shaped like hers, with two arms and legs.  His face looked a lot like her friend Tam’s though, which she thought might not be right.  He had wings too, though his were kind of like a bat’s, and not beautiful gossamer wings like hers.  At the very least, the creature was not one of the Fae.

      Which made him a potential target!  It was the leannán sídhe’s job to seduce and enslave mortal artists, be they musicians, painters, or whatever, for the benefit of the Court.  The leannán sídhe would be their personal muse, inspiring them to artistic greatness, and in return the Fae would gain priceless works of art to enjoy.  She couldn’t be sure he was an artist, but more slaves would only be a good thing regardless, right?  Surely he had some use.

      Her rumination was interrupted by a loud boom that sounded like thunder.  And then another, and another.  Watching the fight unfold, she was astonished when one of the raptors suddenly keeled over, dead.  Meanwhile, the man was performing some sort of magic trick, making sticks appear and disappear.  It didn’t take long until she cottoned onto the fact that it was him that was responsible for the thunderous cacophony, and before she knew it, the last of the raptors was dead.

      As if killing three huge raptors (huge to her, at least), weren’t impressive enough, the great warrior then courageously approached Old Sleepy.  For a split second, fear caused her breath to get caught in her throat.  Fear that this strange man was going to kill Old Sleepy too.  But he didn’t.  No, he fed Old Sleepy what looked like colourful fruits and nuts, and then… petted him?  Was that what he was doing?  The fairy watched curiously, enraptured by the exotic man’s actions.  She was so focused on him that she had leaned forward without knowing it, and nearly tumbled from the branch!

      Kneeling down and gripping the branch with both hands, she returned her attention to the scene before her.  As she watched, the bloody cuts on Old Sleepy’s hide sealed themselves as if healed by magic.  A sudden realization struck her like a thunderbolt.  He was casting magic!  He was healing Old Sleepy!  What a boon for the Court if she could enslave a man who was both a great warrior who could defend their city, AND a powerful healer who could care for the infirm!  Who cared if he was an artist or not!?  He might even be able to save the Queen!

      She was so excited that she nearly flew out to him in her normal form.  Pausing and taking a breath, she flew down to the ground and smoothed any wrinkles in her fine green dress.  It’s a good thing the magic that lets me get bigger makes my dress bigger too. she thought to herself.

      As ready as she could be, she stepped into the clearing and activated her magic.  “Dia dhuit!” she called out in greeting, her voice soft and musical like a tinkling bell.

      

      James was startled by a sudden voice calling out to him.  He had been so absorbed in helping the sloth that he hadn’t even heard anyone approach.  Upon seeing the stranger, she captured his attention such that he couldn’t look away.  Damn.  She’s really beautiful.  he thought.  The short woman’s grace and appearance easily matched the beauty of her voice.  When his mind finally caught up to the moment, he replied with a winning smile.  “Uh, Hello!  My name is James.  What’s yours?”

      The young lady stopped and placed a hand over her breast.  “Oh?  One of Arthur’s people, are you?”  She then nodded to herself and hummed before dropping into an elegant curtsy.  “I am Acrasia, of the Seelie Court.”

      James continued to smile at the lady, and gave her a respectful bow.  I need to be careful here.  I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot with these people, but I can’t fully trust them either.  Fae are known to be tricksters, so I have to keep my guard up.  “I am very pleased to meet you, my lady.” he said with all the charm he could muster.

      The young fairy then took a slightly awkward looking stance, turning sideways to him, with one hand on her hip and the other slowly stroking the front of her neck and chest.  “W-well hello there, big guy.” she half stammered as she wiggled her eyebrows and pursed her lips.

      “Uh, yeah.  Hello again?”  Was that a… failed smoulder?  James wondered what the hell was going on.

      Straightening herself up, as if preparing to take some action, Acrasia turned to face him again and began to approach.  Her too wide smile was more creepy than alluring, and the way she swayed her hips as she walked was completely unnatural and exaggerated.

      Is this… supposed to be sexy?  The einherjar did his best to school his features and keep from laughing.

      When at last she was a little over arms length away, the girl placed one hand on her waist, and then leaned over until she could put the other on her knee.

      Because of the height difference, this meant James was looking down at her back.  While the view of her wings was lovely, he seriously doubted this was the effect she was going for.  The fact that she was craning her neck, trying to look up at him while biting her lip only made the situation more comical.

      Realizing that this pose wasn’t giving him the view of her cleavage she desired, Acrasia adjusted the angle of her lean so that she was at about 45º instead of a full 90º.  After waiting a few seconds, she tried 30º, then 15º before finally giving up and just standing up straight, looking up at him.  He’s so damn tall. she grumbled internally.

      James wasn’t a complete fool, so he’d figured out what she was trying to do.  Sadly, the technique wouldn’t have worked for her, even if she’d been more natural about it.  The girl was blessed with an A-Cup at best.  Not flat as a board, but just enough that you could tell something was there beneath the cloth.

      Okay.  Time for the finishing move!  The fairy was so excited she could barely keep herself from giggling.  Taking one more step forward, she pressed her body against his, and placed her hand on his chest.  She then tilted her head back and closed her eyes while puckering up.  Nothing happened for a few seconds, then suddenly she felt a large hand gently patting her head.  The feeling was nice, and reminded her of when her mother congratulated her for a job well done.   A genuine smile blossomed on her face… for all of three seconds.  Wait!  This is wrong! her inner voice screamed at her.

      James watched as the young fairy’s facial expression went from an absurd kissy-face, to a smile of pure bliss, to one of confusion and finally anger, all in the span of a few seconds.

      “Urgh!  How are you so dense!?” Acrasia cried.  Deciding to she just needed to push a little harder to make this big oaf fall for her, she fluttered her wings and brought herself eye level with him.  Before the big man could say anything, she grabbed him by the cheeks and kissed him on the lips while casting her spell.  She held the kiss for a ten count, then fluttered back and spun in the air.  “Ha!  How was that!?” she shouted imperiously.  “Will you be my lover now?”

      The moment the fairy kissed him, James wondered what to do.  I mean, she’s really cute, and trying really hard here… but she’s clearly up to something.  Against his better judgement, he allowed the kiss to go on… and on… and on.  Seriously, this is must be a world record for longest chaste kiss.  When she finally released him, she had a look of utter triumph on her face.  He almost agreed to her request, just for the sake of preserving her childish pride.  “No.” he stated flatly.  Best not to let this go too far. he thought to himself.

      It took a second for his response to register in her mind.  “No?” she repeated his word back at him, as if it were in a foreign language.  At that moment, her eyes went wide as the realization of her failure dawned on her.  Dropping to the ground like a stone, she fell to her knees and screamed.

      James stood there stunned as he watched the fairy clutch her head and scream as though losing her mind.  A second later, he felt a strange magic connect the two of them, and a black leather collar appeared on the girl’s throat.  Similarly, he felt and saw a silver ring appear on the ring finger of his left hand.

      The Giant Sloth (who had totally escaped James’ mind for the moment), let out a loud bellow, and quickly stood up on its hind legs.  Thinking the food bearing stranger had hurt his friend, the beast spun (as fast as his massive body would allow) and took a swipe at the offending man.

      “Oh shit!” James yelled as he jumped away from the sloth.  Thankfully he’d started to react only a second after the beast had bellowed, and thus barely managed to avoid being cut in half by those claws.  Not wanting to take any chances, James leapt into the air and flapped his wings.  The sloth tried to follow him, but James was out of even his impressive seventeen foot reach before he could cut the einherjar down.

      Hel’s Champion circled the clearing, trying to figure out his next move.  His eyes landed on the fairy, still sitting stock-still, not far from the Giant Sloth.  He didn’t know if the sloth had a friendly relationship with the Fae (and his actions were in defence of his friend), or if he was simply a wild animal who had reacted to the sudden shrill noise and atmosphere of panic.  Either way, James couldn’t take the chance that the girl would be killed.  That would definitely hinder future relations with the Seelie Court.  Swooping down as gracefully as he could manage, our hero scooped up the young lady in his arms, and returned to the air, beating his wings furiously.

      The huge beast released a terrifying groan as it watched the stranger steal away his dear friend, and disappear behind the treeline.
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      James flew all the way back to the clearing he had first landed in when he’d arrived on Terra.  The fairy hadn’t said a word, or even so much as blinked, the entire flight.  Upon landing, the einherjar gently set the girl down on the mossy ground and knelt next to her.  “Hey, are you okay?” he asked, concern evident in his voice.

      It took a few beats of the heart, but the girl’s eyes eventually turned to lock onto his.  She still hadn’t spoken, but it was something.  Very gently grasping her upper arms, James bent to look her in the eye.  “Acrasia, are you all right?” he asked again, in the softest voice he could manage.

      The girl’s eyes began to water, and a single tear rolled down her cheek.  “I’m scared, Master.” she whispered meekly.

      James blinked in surprise.  “Huh?  Scared?  Master?  What do you mean?” Her words caused him to look again at the collar that had appeared around her throat.  The leather appeared to be very soft, and the only adornment was a single silver D-ring attached to the front.

      Acrasia swallowed visibly, then looked away and gazed at the ground.  “The spell failed.  I’m now your slave forevermore.”

      James tilted his head and considered the girl before him.  For a spell to fail and make her his slave must have meant that she had tried to enslave him with the spell in the first place.  Or something similar.  The very thought of being enslaved was enough to fill his gut with rage, but the sight of the collar on her pale neck did a lot to quell that anger.

      “You tried to enslave me, didn’t you?” he growled.

      “… Yes, Master.” she admitted in a mousey voice, hanging her head in shame.

      James sucked his teeth, a habit he had when trying not to escalate a problem by saying something in anger.  What the hell do I do with this situation?

      The fairy just sat there in complete dejection.  It was her own fault this had happened.  If she had listened to her mother and waited until she was ready, things would have turned out differently.  But… but… her mind raced to find excuses, some way to make all of this someone else’s fault.  But she couldn’t.  She had been foolish, and this was the result.  Everyone in the Court would see the collar around her throat and know exactly what had happened.  Her mother would be so disappointed in her…

      “Hey.  You say forever, but is there no way to free you?”  James asked, trying to draw her attention back to him.

      Acrasia just shook her head without looking at him.  “No, Master.”

      “What about… if I die?” the einherjar scowled.  He really didn’t want to die just to free the stupid girl, but at least he could do so and come back to life.  Eh… he really disliked that idea.  And he didn’t want to make a habit of burning to death.  He’d already walked that road once.  It wasn’t pleasant.  And even though he possessed the spell and the Qi to cast it, it was untested, and it felt like a huge gamble, even if it should be a sure thing.

      The fairy turned and gave him a strange look, as if asking why he would even consider such an absurd thing.  After a few seconds she shook her head.  “No, Master.  Even in death, I would remain your slave.”

      “So, if your spell had worked, even my eternal soul would have been captured by you?” he asked in disbelief.

      Acrasia nodded.  “I would have consumed it.”

      “My soul.  You would have eaten my soul.” he muttered incredulously.  This girl was insanely dangerous.  Were all of the fae this crazy?  Maybe he really shouldn’t have anything to do with them.  Not knowing what else to do, he decided to try and call up her Status Screen.

      
        
          [image: Acrasia Stats]
        

      

      Looks like she really is my slave.  James thought to himself.  What a nasty spell!  The hunter shook his head and considered his options after looking over her Status.

      “Okay.  I have some ground rules for you, so listen up.” he commanded.

      Acrasia looked up at him and gave him her full attention.  She hoped he wouldn’t be too severe with her.  She hadn’t harmed him, after all.  And she would have been a nice mistress!  She would only have played pranks on him sometimes…

      “Let’s see.” James began, scratching his beard as he paced in front of her.  “First rule.  No trying to enslave anyone else.  Ever.”

      Acrasia winced, but then nodded.  “Yes, Master.”  There went her dreams of being the greatest leannán sídhe the Court had ever seen.

      “Next, erm…” James frowned as he read her Status.  “No… uh… no getting pregnant unless I give you permission.”  The last thing he needed was her hooking up with some guy and him being responsible for some brat that wasn’t even his.  “Wait, you don’t already have kids, do you?” he exclaimed, suddenly alarmed by the idea.

      The fairy blushed prettily.  “No, Master.  I have only very recently gained the ability to bear children.” The blush in her cheeks continued to spread as her words went on.

      “Good.  Good.  That’s good.  Wait!  How old are you!?”  The slightly panicked einherjar scrambled to find her age in her Status Screen.

      “Seventy five winters, Master.” she answered before he could locate it on the page.

      The big man sighed in relief.  It was probably bad that he had enslaved her, even by accident, but it would be so much worse if she were considered a kid by her kind.

      “So, uh, how much trouble is this enslavement thing going to cause me?  I had hoped to be welcomed by your people, and find work in your city.” James stopped pacing and flopped onto the ground next to her.  This whole thing is exhausting.

      Acrasia shook her head again.  “No trouble for you, Master.  In fact, you will be praised for outwitting one of the Fae.  I, on the other hand, will be shamed.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re mine now.” he grumbled.  “That means I won’t let anyone harm you.”  Judging by her stats, she was likely a noncombatant.  Unless the Fae had some way of fighting he hadn’t imagined, she just didn’t seem cut out for battle.

      Acrasia gave James the first genuine smile he’d seen on her, even if it was only a small one, and her eyes were still glossy.  “Thank you, Master.”

      James shifted uncomfortably.  She was an incredibly pretty girl, maybe the prettiest he’d ever seen, and her delicately pointed ears did something to him that was best left unmentioned.  To make matters worse, her constant use of the term Master was playing right into his biggest fetish and dominant nature.  He briefly considered telling her not to call him that, but almost immediately dismissed the idea.  He would do his best to be kind to her, but if he was stuck being responsible for her, for the rest of eternity no less, then he was damn well going to be in command.  Best we keep our roles straight, then.  he thought, nodding to himself.

      “Do you have any other rules, Master?” the fairy shyly asked.

      “That depends.  If you had managed to seduce me, would you, uh, would you have actually taken me as your lover?” James asked, scratching his cheek and looking away.

      “Of course, Master!  How else would I have fed on your magical energy?” she readily admitted.

      James grit his teeth and scowled.  Just how bloody predatory are these Fae!?  What happened to the cute little girls with wands and sparkles?  “Fine.  Then you are forbidden from ever having intimate or romantic contact with any man but me.  Women only by my express permission in each case.” he grunted, crossing his arms.

      Acrasia screwed up her face as if he had said something truly strange and baffling, but then lowered her head and replied.  “Yes, Master.  You will be the only man I will ever know.”

      James couldn’t help but quirk a brow.  “You mean you’ve never…?”

      Acrasia shook her head.  “Never, Master.”

      “Uh, well, anyway.  Moving on to another topic.” James forced his mind to change tracks… only to draw a blank.  Looking at Acrasia and seeing the sad look on her face, James tried to cheer her up.  “Say, uh, just a free tip, but… don’t try too hard to be sexy.  Just be yourself and guys will fall for you.  You’re really cute, so, yeah.”

      The blonde haired fairy blinked, then sniffed and wiped her eyes.  “Really?”

      “Really.” James nodded and gave her a soft smile.

      “I knew it!” she crowed, shaking her fist in the air.  “Everyone always says I’m the prettiest!  Prettier than a flower, even!”

      James snapped a quick chop to the top of her head.  “Don’t get so full of yourself!”

      “Gah!” she moaned and clutched her had.  “Sorry, Master!” she whimpered.

      “Ugh.” the man sighed.  She’s really going to be a handful, isn’t she?  Letting a few moments pass in silence, James asked her if she was hungry.

      “No, Master.  Thank you for offering.” she replied, bowing.

      “What do fairies eat, anyway?” he asked.

      “Honey!” the girl exclaimed, suddenly quite cheerful.

      Her mood swings are incredible.  I don’t know if I can keep up… James thought with a worried expression on his face.

      “And cream, and all manner of sweets, of course.” she continued.  It was clearly one of her favourite topics.  “We eat fruit too, especially the sweet ones.  Hehehe.”

      “Right.  Anything else?  Like meat or vegetables?” he asked, wondering if all Fae ate like that, or if it was just her childish personality showing through.

      Acrasia frowned.  “We can eat meat, if we’re starving.  But we don’t really like it, and it can give us tummy trouble if we eat a lot.  Vegetables are okay, I guess.  They’re just rather boring.” she finished by puffing her cheeks.

      “Okay.  Got it.  Going to have to stock up on supplies when we head to the city.  Speaking of, do you think they’ll let me in?” he asked, clearly hopeful about the latter part.

      Acrasia nodded emphatically.  “Yes, Master.  With me by your side, they would never turn you away.”

      “That’s good to hear.” James grunted.

      “Oh!  OH!  Oh, oh oh!” the fairy exclaimed as she leapt to her feet and began jumping up and down.

      Way too much energy!  James screamed internally.  “What’s the matter with you?” he croaked.

      “Master!  Master!  You’ll help us, won’t you!?” the fairy cried, grasping his hands.

      “What?  Wait!  Help you with what?  What do you mean?  And for Hel’s sake, settle down!” James shouted.

      “Yes, Master!” the girl stopped jumping but visibly vibrated in place.

      Wouldn’t it be dangerous to give this thing sugar!?  James groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose.  “Tell me what you need help with.”

      “The Queen!  She’s sick!  Or wounded!  Or maybe sick and wounded!  I don’t know, but she’s in a bad way!” the fairy rambled.

      James’ eyebrow twitched.  Is this what the rest of my life is going to be like?  With a sigh, James replied.  “If she’s just wounded, I may be able to help.  I can’t do a lot if she’s sick.  Probably.”

      “But you’ll try, right?” she looked up at him with huge, pleading eyes, and clasping her hands as if in prayer.

      What is this?  Some kind of attack!?  “Gah…  Okay.  Okay!  All right already.  I’ll see what I can do.” The einherjar groaned.

      The pleading look instantly vanished from the girl’s face, only to be replaced by an absolutely brilliant smile.  “Thank you, Master!”

      James felt his heart strings tug as he got caught in it.  That thing’s just as dangerous.  “All right.  Let’s head back, then.  Can you fly on your own?  Or do you need help?  Oh, and what about that sloth?  Is he going to be a problem?”

      “Old Sleepy?” she asked, tilting her head.  “No, he’s a friend.  He won’t cause us any trouble.  He doesn’t even growl when we tug on his ears, or put berries in his nose.” she nodded sagely.  “And I can fly on my own.  By the way, Master, my Growth spell has half run out.  Do I need to stay in this form as often as I can?  Or only when I am servicing you?  I’ll run out of magic quickly if I use it too much.”

      James was sure he heard something in all that rambling that he needed to address, but decided to put that off until later, rather than risk getting completely sidetracked again.  “Your normal form is fine.”

      “Okay!” she chirped happily.

      What have I gotten myself into? James wondered with a final sigh.

      

      It only took the two a few minutes to fly back to Old Sleepy’s clearing, since the little fairy flew at roughly the same speed as James, while being a hell of a lot more agile in the air.  Landing in the clearing with Acrasia leading the way, things looked to be okay.  The sloth had quickly approached them and sniffed Acrasia all over, causing the girl to giggle in that musical voice of hers.  Seemingly satisfied that she was fine, the sloth ambled away, and returned to grazing on the leaves high up in the trees.

      “Do we have a moment?” James asked, eyeing the corpses of the Deinonychus.

      “Sure.” Acrasia shrugged, then walked over to him.

      James started by sitting down between the last two he had killed.  Adopting his standard meditating pose, he reached out and tried to cultivate their Qi.  He immediately learned two things.  One, that the Qi of the dead lingers longer than he had feared, which was a good thing for him.  And two, that Acrasia’s Qi was quite potent, more so than the raptors.

      “What are you doing, Master?” Acrasia’s sweet voice interrupted James’ concentration.

      James tried not to grimace.  “I am cultivating.  I need to concentrate.  So please watch silently for a while, okay?  I’ll answer your questions when I am done.”

      “Yes, Master.” she replied, then sat next to him, mimicking his position.

      Trying not to chuckle at her childlike behaviour, the einherjar took a deep breath and went back to his cultivation.  Half an hour later, he had collected a total of 30 points of Qi from the first two raptors.

      This is boring… Acrasia complained in her head.  He’s just sitting here doing nothing.  A pout began to form on her lips.  It had been two whole minutes since her master had sat down and closed his eyes.  Figuring he couldn’t see her, she began making faces at him.  She stuck her tongue out, pulled her eyelids back, flared her nose, tugged at her lips, and even thumbed her nose at him.  Giggling to herself, she continued to make weird gestures and faces until he opened his eyes.  As soon as she noticed the movement of his eyelids, she snapped back into the meditation pose, with her eyes closed and a serious look on her face.

      James eyed the fairy and frowned.  When she peeked at him with one eye before quickly shutting it again, he knew that she’d been up to no good.  Whatever.  At least she isn’t causing trouble. he grumbled to himself.  Standing up and walking to the final one he’d killed, James began the process over again.

      Not again!?  Acrasia almost wanted to cry.  This might have been the longest she’d had to be silent in her entire life!  I really hope my whole life won’t be as boring as this. she worried.  Lucky for her, he only seemed to take about fifteen minutes to complete the exercise this time.  Still, it had felt like an eternity for an energetic Fae like her.

      With another 15 Qi under his belt (literally, considering where his Dantian was located), James was ready to start refining his gains.  Sparing a glance at the hyper fairy, he realized she would go stir crazy if he didn’t let her talk soon.  “Okay, I’m done that part.”

      “Thank the gods!” she shouted with an exaggerated sigh.  “I don’t know if I could have held on for another minute!”

      James chuckled and shook his head at her theatrics.  “Well, I’m going to have to meditate for another forty five minutes to refine the Qi now.”

      “What!?  Noooo!” she moaned, falling to her knees and hanging her head.

      “Do you want to learn about Qi first?” he asked, thinking if she were interested, she might not get so bored.

      “No!  Not if it means I have to sit like that forever!” she shook her head emphatically.

      “Right.  Okay.  Maybe go play with Old Sleepy for a bit then.  Somewhat quietly, please.”  Sorry old man… he apologized to the sloth in his head.

      “Okay!” she shouted before springing up and flying towards the sloth.  As she did, there was a small popping noise, and she reverted back to her normal form.

      Shaking his head at her enthusiasm, James got to work.  As expected, the process took roughly forty five minutes to complete.  He pumped 13 points into Enhancing his Qi Pool, which finally brought the Enhancement to 100%.  This gave him a Qi Pool Total of 278.  Of course right now he only had 201 Qi to use for spells, but when the pool filled overnight, it would reach that amount.  Thinking over what his next move should be, he wound up banking the remaining 32 Qi for later.  His plan was to save up 100 refined Qi to increase the efficiency of his Rebirth spell, thereby reducing the cost.  Being able to have it as a back up, without needing to save as much of his Qi Pool each day would be a huge benefit.

      With that taken care of, James went around and collected the bodies of the raptors.  He took all five, figuring Old Sleepy wouldn’t have a need for his two.  He lamented that he hadn’t drained the blood from them earlier, but there’d been no opportunity, and he didn’t really think they would taste good anyway.  Their claws, teeth and hide were likely all anyone would want.

      “Are you finished, Master?” the tiny fairy flitted about in front of him.

      “Yeah.  Thanks for being patient, Acrasia.” the big man gave her a smile.

      “No problem.” she said, her attention elsewhere.

      “Everything okay?” he asked, noticing her behaviour.

      “Yeah.  But I think we should hurry to the queen.  Something’s happening.” she replied in an uncharacteristically serious voice.

      “Lead on, dear Acrasia.” James said, gesturing with his hand.

      The little fairy took off like a bullet, and James found himself struggling to keep up.
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      Passing through the dense woods was not something James could do on the wing.  He’d had to call out to Acrasia several times and ask her to slow down or wait up, as he jogged behind her.  When she finally stopped completely, James had to wonder what was up.

      “What’s wrong?”  he asked, not seeing anything strange.

      “We’re here.” she stated simply.

      James looked around, trying to spot any sign of civilization.  He doubted she was joking with him, based on the serious look she had on her face.  Must be hidden somehow.  he reasoned.  “Okay.  How do we enter?”

      Acrasia fluttered over to him and hovered in front of his face.  “You’ll really protect me, Master?” she asked, her eyes wide with concern.

      “Yes, Acrasia.  I’ll always protect you.” he said, holding his cupped hands out before him.

      The tiny fairy nodded solemnly, and landed in his hands.  “Just step through that gap in the trees over there, Master.” she said, pointing at two big oaks.

      James transferred her to one hand, then gently set her on his right shoulder.  “Will you be okay riding there?” he asked, giving her a reassuring smile.

      Acrasia nodded and gave him a soft smile back.  “Yes, Master.  Thank you.”

      James took a deep breath, then strode between the trees.  The change in his surroundings was instant and extreme.  Gone were the dense forests, replaced by a city of magical splendour.  Every structure was carved from the whitest marble, while flowering vines and plants grew everywhere.  Crystal clear water ran through channels and aqueducts, flowing over falls and collecting in huge pools, where the fae citizens lounged and played.  What glass there was, was always colourful, stained vibrant colours and reflecting the afternoon light.  Furthermore, while it had seemed a cloudy and overcast day elsewhere, the sun overhead was shining bright in the city.

      “Welcome to Elphyne, Master.” Acrasia chirped, holding her hands out before her, as if presenting the city to him.

      James tried not to stare, but there was just so much to look at.  Naked women of unparalleled beauty swam and relaxed in the many pools dotting the city, which honestly felt more like a park or garden.

      “Nymphs, Master.” Acrasia whispered in his ear, noting where his gaze had landed.  “Be careful, for they are always looking for a man to satisfy their lust, but they will never be satisfied with just one partner.”

      James swallowed and nodded, prying his eyes off the Nymphs’ glorious forms.  Flitting through the air, he spotted more fairies who looked similar in size to Acrasia, but dressed in much more colourful clothing.

      “Common Pixies, Master.  They’re fun to play with, as they enjoy pranks and games much more than the horny Nymphs, but they’re not that special.”

      “What do you mean?” James asked.

      “They can cast illusions, like me, but that’s about the extent of their powers.” she explained.

      “I see.” he replied, thinking his new companion might be just a little arrogant.  His thoughts were interrupted when Acrasia suddenly shouted.

      “Tam!” the tiny fairy flew from his shoulder and tackle-hugged a large black cat.  The thing was huge by cat standards, being as large as a mid-sized dog.

      The cat, apparently named Tam, pushed the fairy away with one paw, and stood up on her hind legs.  Spotting the collar around her friend’s neck, the cat yowled.  “Acrasia!  What happened!?”

      The fairy hung her head in shame.  “The spell failed, Tam.” she sulked.

      “I can see that!  But why on Earth did you try to cast it in the first place?  You know your mother said you weren’t ready.  Damn, Amoretta is going to be pissed.”  Tam tapped her mouth with her paw.

      “Hello, Tam.  I am James, Acrasia’s master.” the einherjar introduced himself with a bow.  He did feel a little odd talking to Tam, since she looked just like a normal cat, except for her size.  Her fur was all a glossy black, except for a patch of white in the middle of her chest.  In fact, it was so shiny and soft looking, that he really wanted to pet her.

      Tam’s eyes narrowed.  “You’re no cait-sìth.” she stated accusingly.

      “No.  No, I am not.  I am an einherjar.” James replied, crossing his muscular arms over his chest.

      “You’re an einherjar, Master!?” Acrasia shrieked.

      “You didn’t know what your own master is!?” Tam cried

      “Ahem.” James cleared his throat, trying to get the conversation under control before the fae totally derailed it.  “I take it you are a cait-sìth, Tam?”

      “That’s right.” she said proudly, placing her paws on her hips and puffing out her chest.  “I am Tam Toldrum.  Great granddaughter of Tim Toldrum, former King of the Cats.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, your… fluffiness.” James tried to keep a straight face when addressing the overly proud feline.

      The cat’s right eye twitched, and then she sighed, seemingly deflated.  “I’ve got nothing.  Can’t control him at all.  Sorry, Acrasia.”

      James quirked a brow, then gave Acrasia a questioning scowl.

      “N-no!  It… it’s not like that!  Honest, Master!  D-don’t worry Tam, I didn’t…” she panicked, patting the air before her, as if trying to placate both James and Tam at the same time.

      James sighed, then patted his shoulder.  “Come here, Acrasia.  I believe you.”

      The fairy visibly slumped in relief, then flew up and perched on James’ shoulder.

      “Before we entered the city, you said we should hurry.” James reminded her.

      “Oh!  Yes!  Thank you, Master!  Tam!  Guess what, guess what!” the girl babbled excitedly.

      The cait-sìth gazed at the fairy with a patient expression, as if she were used to this sort of behaviour from her.  “What is it, Cras?”

      “Ugh.  You know I hate that name.  It sounds so much like ‘crass’.  And you know that a delicate flower like me could never…” Acrasia seemed about to go on a lengthy (and pompous) rant, so James cut her off.

      “Acrasia.”

      “Yes.  Sorry, Master.  Ahem.  Take us to the queen!” she declared.  When neither Tam, nor anyone else in the area moved, her proud expression deflated a little.  “Please?”

      Tam sighed.  “Why would we take a stranger,” she glared at James to emphasize the word “to see our beloved queen?”

      Meanwhile, James ignored Tam’s accusatory looks by checking out the views around him.  Making eye contact with one of the nymphs, he gave her a warm smile and nodded.  The grin she gave him back reminded him of a predator eyeing meat, so he awkwardly just turned his attention back to the conversation.

      “He’s a Healer!” Acrasia exclaimed.  “He fought off a pack of raptors to help Old Sleepy, and then, and then, he healed Old Sleepy’s wounds!” she shouted, jumping up and down on his shoulder.

      Tam gave James a cautious side eye.  “He’s a powerful warrior, then?”

      “The most powerful!” Acrasia proclaimed.

      “I get the job done.”  James corrected, trying to cut through her embellishment.

      Tam turned her gaze squarely on Acrasia.  “And you want to take this powerful warrior to see our queen.  Now, of all times?”  The cat scowled, obviously pissed that her friend could be such an airhead.  The queen was more vulnerable than ever, and this foolish fairy wanted to take a stranger to see her?  This supposedly powerful and violent stranger?  One that had already proven able to outwit the fairy?  Okay, maybe that last one wasn’t much of a measure of the man.  It really wasn’t hard to outsmart Acrasia…

      “I know I haven’t earned your trust, Lady Tam, but I might be able to help your queen, and I would like to if I can.” James offered.

      The cait-sìth hissed.  “You told him!?”

      “Er… I had to!” Acrasia protested.  “We need his help!”

      A deafening silence fell over the area, and even the pixies stopped flitting about and playing.

      “Is there any way I can prove my intent to you, Lady Tam?” James asked.

      The black cat scowled up at him.  “Cobweb!  Go check on Old Sleepy, and see if it looks like he was in a battle.  Also, look around for these supposed raptors.”

      Before the little pixie could take off James called out.  “Actually, I have the raptors with me.  Uh, here.” By way of proof, James summoned one of the raptor corpses and dropped it on the street.

      A chorus of shocked gasps filled the street.  “Cobweb!  Go!  Now!” Tam ordered again.  Without any further delay, the pixie shot down the street, and out into the forest.  “He’ll be back soon.” the cat stated simply.

      Sure enough, less than five minutes later, the blue capped pixie buzzed up beside Tam.  “She’s right, Tam!” he squealed in a high pitched voice.  “There are all kinds of small scratches and cuts all over Old Sleepy’s hide.  No serious ones, though.”

      James bent over and touched the raptor, sending it back to his inventory.  The growing crowd seemed less surprised by his magic the second time.  “What else can I do to prove my intentions?”

      Tam’s face twisted as if she’d bitten into something sour.  “We’ll see what Peaseblossom has to say.”

      

      James and Acrasia were led in a small procession through the city.  Accompanied by a veritable cloud of pixies, James had a hard time spotting the other varieties of Fae among the citizens.

      When they arrived at the palace, a stately fae woman was standing on the steps, with her hands on her hips.  The woman bore a passing resemblance to Acrasia, though she was normal human height (about five and a half feet tall), and had a considerably larger… bust.  She was wearing a fine orange dress that looked Elizabethan in style, with lots of lace and frills.  The look on her face was one of clear irritation, and her manner that of a strict school teacher.  “What is the meaning of all this obstreperous folderol?” she demanded.

      “Eep!” Acrasia squeaked, and hid behind James’ neck.

      “Acrasia?  Don’t think I wouldn’t recognize my own daughter’s voice.  Don’t tell me you’re involved in this foolishness!” the woman sharply chastised the crowd with swipe of her hand.  “The queen is meant to be resting, and not to be bothered with your childish games!”

      The pixies scattered like leaves in the wind at her rebuke, leaving just James, Acrasia and Tam standing at the foot of the stairs.

      James had met women like her before.  They were often arrogant and intellectual, if strict and honourable.  The key to dealing with them was to take the initiative and keep them off balance for the duration of the encounter, else you’d find they’ll run roughshod over you the entire time.  If you could pull off a balance of equal parts confident and charming, while remaining polite, they would either love you or hate you.

      James stepped forward and performed a polite bow, while Acrasia did her best to hide in his hair.  Standing up straight, he looked the older woman in the eye.  “Greetings, mother.”

      The already fair skinned woman blanched, her eyes going wide as saucers.  Her mouth began to open, so James pushed on.

      “I am so pleased to see you in good health, my lady.  Your daughter informed me of the queen’s malady, and engaged my services in the hopes I could assist.” James explained with as much confidence as he could.  It wasn’t an outright lie, as it was said to be very foolish to lie to the fae, but it did sidestep a few important facts.

      “M-mother!?” the mature fairy finally stammered.

      “Ah, yes.” James internally cringed and hoped he could play this off well.  Holding up his left hand, palm facing inward, he explained.  “I do believe this ring greatly resembles the marriage bands of my people.  It even rests upon the correct finger.  Truly, I couldn’t have hoped for a lovelier companion than your daughter.”

      The woman’s mouth opened and closed like a guppy in a pond.

      James gracefully strode up the steps until he was within arm’s reach of the fae lady.  Taking her hand in his, he brought it to his lips and left a soft kiss there.  “Thank you so much for raising such an incredible young lady.” he said as he looked up at his supposed ‘mother-in-law’.  “I’ll treasure her always, this I vow.”

      “H-how!?  How did this happen!?” the woman shouted, her mind finally starting to function once again.

      “Ah, yes.  That.  You see, it was simply a misfortune beyond your daughter’s control, I’m afraid.  But a misfortune I hope to turn to fortune, if I can.” James nodded contritely.

      “What do you mean, young man?” the lady scowled, clearly gaining her mental footing.

      “You see, your daughter proposed to me at such a time that was not opportune to do so.  While I freely admit to admiring her beauty, my heart already belongs to my fiancé.  Of course, Acrasia had no way of knowing this, and so unluckily cast her spell of binding upon me, only to have it rebound upon herself, from what I gather.  As such, though fairest of maidens she may be, she must settle for being second wife.”  James mentally wormed his way around the facts by telling himself that he would treat her as well as he would a wife, if said wife were bound to him as a slave.

      “This… this is all… true?” Acrasia’s mother stuttered, clearly puzzled that her daughter had done everything right, but wound up making a simple mistake.  This didn’t align at all with the immature and reckless child she knew, but…

      “Really?  You really feel that way about me?” Acrasia asked, crawling out of his hair and perching on his shoulder… and utterly ruining the charade.

      The look in the elder fae’s eyes slowly shifted from baffled to understanding, and anger flooded her features.  “A. CRA. SI. A!” she roared, in as much as a fae lady can roar, that is.  Hands clenched into fists, she stomped down to be eye level with her daughter, while James merely facepalmed.

      “M-mom!” the tiny fairy cried fearfully.

      “What did you do!?  No, I know what you did!  Aargh!  Why must I have had such an empty-headed and impatient daughter!?” she cried to the heavens.  “And you!” she yelled, shaking her finger at James.  “You… you’re good.” she finished with a wicked grin.

      James secretly did a fist pump in his head, but outwardly limited himself to a devilish grin.  “I’m glad you approve, my lady.” he replied with a courteous nod of his head.

      The lady shook her head and sighed, before looking up and giving James a slight smile.  “Let’s start this over, shall we?”

      “Please?” James nodded.  “My name is James Fir, and it’s true that your daughter asked me here in the hopes that I could help your queen.” the einherjar introduced himself with a bow.

      “A pleasure to meet you, James.” she replied with a curtsy.  “I am Amoretta.  And as you know, I am Acrasia’s mother.”

      “It’s a pleasure, my lady.” James replied.

      “If it isn’t rude to ask, what are you James?  You resemble a cait-sìth, but are far too large and… manly.” she said the last with a slight lick of her lips.

      James chuckled and shook his head.  “No, sadly I am not counted among the noble members of the fae.” he replied, nodding to Tam, who’d remained silent the entire time.  “I am but an einherjar, recently come to Terra.”

      “Einherjar?” Amoretta quirked a brow, clearly intrigued.  “My mother spoke of such noble warriors, but she never mentioned that they appeared as you do.”

      “I may be unique in that regard, my lady.” James offered, hoping she would drop the subject.

      “I see.  And you are a healer of some sort, I take it?  If hope to help the queen, you must be.”  the fae answered her own question.

      “Yes.” James replied anyway.  “If I could meet with her, I could at least discern whether I have the ability to help her or not.”

      “Please mom!” Acrasia begged.  “I saw him heal Old Sleepy!  He really is a healer!”

      Amoretta frowned and considered the situation.  If the einherjar truly could heal the queen, that would go a long way in easing her daughter’s shame at the Court.  Nodding, she decided to allow them to pass, and accompany them as far as she could.  “We shall speak to Peaseblossom and see what she says.”

      “This Peaseblossom, she is a powerful figure I take it?” James asked as politely as he could.

      “Not exactly.” Tam replied.  “She is the queen’s handmaiden.”

      “Ah.  I see.  Thank you for explaining, Tam.” James said with a smile.

      The cat visibly preened, clearly pleased with his showing of respect.  It was quickly becoming clear that large egos were a common trait amongst the fae.

      The party of four proceeded to enter the castle, which was surprisingly empty of others.  Here or there a small pixie darted between columns, or out an open window, but no one stopped or questioned them at all.

      Come to think of it, there was no security at the entrance to the city either… James noted to himself.

      After an incredible number of twists and turns in the insanely laid out castle, they eventually arrived at their destination.  Sitting before a huge oak door was a massive dog.  The hound had a shaggy, dark green coat of fur, and was easily as big as a cow.  The beast regarded them with passive eyes, at least until James got within ten feet of it.  Jumping to its feet, the beast raised its hackles and growled at the potential intruder.

      “Chul!” Tam called out to the dog.  “Be at ease, boy.  He comes as a friend.”

      The big dog turned and gave Tam a look of clear distaste before sitting down in front of the door again.

      “Chul is a cù-sìth, Master.  We mustn’t upset him, or he’ll kill us all.” Acrasia whispered in his ear.

      “Eh?  He’s that powerful?” he whispered back without taking his eyes off the dog.

      Acrasia nodded, then proceeded to whisper in his ear again.  “If he barks three times, any who hear all three will die instantly from terror.”

      James quirked a brow.  “Damn.  Quite a skill he’s got there.”

      “Yes, Master.  It is why he was chosen to guard the queen.” she confirmed.

      “Makes sense.” James muttered under his breath.

      Just then the door opened from the inside.  “What is it, boy?” a sweet voice asked.  A moment later, a short woman stepped out beside the hound.  She was clearly a fairy, though not of normal height, reaching about three feet tall or so.  Also unlike all of the other fairies he’d seen, she was a little on the chubby side.  Her short pixie cut gave her face a rounder look than the angular features of most fae, and she was dressed similar to a servant, wearing an apron over her simple dress.

      Must like her cakes a little too much. James snickered in his head.

      “Now, that’s not very nice.” the woman said, locking her eyes on James, and planting her hands on her hips.

      Now it was James’ turn to blanch.  He hadn’t said a word out loud to the woman, and he’d already put his foot in it.

      The unusual fairy giggled, and dropped her offended posture.  “It’s okay.  I know I look odd for a fairy.  And it’s true. I do like my cakes too much.”

      Though her words seemed to be forgiving, they only served to earn him glares from all of the rest of the women present.  “Master.” Acrasia quietly scolded and gave him a look of distaste.

      “I…” James stammered, wanting to make an excuse, but he thought better of it.  “I apologize, madam.  I meant no disrespect.” he said, bowing deeply to the handmaiden.

      The woman he assumed was Peaseblossom nodded approvingly.  “I forgive you.  Now, I am known as Peaseblossom, Handmaiden to the Queen.  Might I ask who you are, and why you have come?”

      “I am James Fir, an einherjar and healer of some little skill.  I’ve come to see if I can assist the queen in her time of troubles.” he said, introducing himself with a bow.

      “That’s not all you are.” Peaseblossom stared at him knowingly.

      Her gaze made James want to squirm, he was so uncomfortable.

      “Well, no matter.” she dismissed the issue with a wave of her hand.  “If you can possibly help the queen, I am not going to stand in your way.”

      James studied the short woman for a second, then nodded.  “Thank you.”

      The handmaiden just nodded, then stepped back into the room.  “Come Chul.”  At her words, the giant hound got up and followed her in.

      Upon entering the queen’s quarters, he was immediately impressed.  The place had a very refined feel to it, with a lot of colourful and expensive looking decor, without looking gaudy or mismatched.  The far side of the room held what looked like a set of French double doors, leading out onto a balcony.  The centre piece of the room was a large canopy bed, hung with royal purple curtains, and having posts of rose gold.

      Chul lay down on a beautifully woven rug at the foot of the bed, and Peaseblossom quietly drew back the curtain.

      Stepping forward and away from the others, except for Acrasia who remained on his shoulder, James approached the queen.  She appeared to be sleeping, but her expression was anything but peaceful.  It was clear that the woman was in tremendous pain, and the cause was also obvious.  Thick red lines wormed their way through her fair skin, making her look like a cracked porcelain doll, just waiting to shatter.  Clumps of once auburn hair had fallen free of her scalp, and lay upon her velvet pillow.  Sweat beaded heavily on her furrowed brow, and a low moan escaped her lips.

      “Your Majesty?” James spoke, barely above a whisper.  He wasn’t sure how to address royalty, let alone fae royalty, but his bigger concern was her condition.  To be honest, he didn’t want to wake the woman, just in case she was getting some rest; which would be rare judging by the amount of pain she seemed to be in.  He didn’t really have a choice, though.  If he was going to help her, he couldn’t risk waking her in the middle of it.

      Peaseblossom seemed to understand his plight, and spoke a little more loudly.  “Your Majesty.  Titania.  You have a guest.”

      The queen slowly opened her eyes, the whites of which were shot through with the terrible red lines.  Blinking, she took in the crowd gathered in her chambers.  Finally her gaze settled on James, no expression other than pain readable on her features.  “You, I do not recognize.  I am sorry, stranger, but I am in no condition to speak with petitioners.” the queen spoke, her voice low and raspy, spraying tiny blue flecks upon her lips with each word.

      James knelt beside the bed and drew a handkerchief from his side pocket, then gently dabbed what he assumed to be fae blood from her lips.  “Your Majesty, I am no petitioner.  My name is James, and I only wish to help you if I can.” he replied softly.

      Titania slowly blinked, then turned her head away.  “Do what you will.  I will pass from this life before the sun sets tomorrow, regardless.”

      “Please don’t say that, Your Majesty!” Acrasia sniffled.  “My Master can help you, I’m sure of it!”

      The dying queen turned back to gaze upon Acrasia, and gave her a soft smile.  “So you’ve found someone, have you, child?” her congratulations were cut off by a vicious cough, causing more blue blood to spatter on her white gown.  Ignoring it, she went on.  “It is pointless to worry, little one.  It was foretold that I would die on this day or the next, depending on which way the winds of fate blew.”

      Hearing enough, James placed his hand upon the queen’s stomach.  She’d told him to do what he would, and so that is exactly what he would do.  Checking his Status Screen, he saw that his Qi Pool had filled to exactly 205 points.  He couldn’t shake the feeling that Fate was at play, and a shiver ran down his spine.  Dismissing the Status Screen, he silently cast Diagnosis.  When the overlay appeared above her body, it showed black objects scattered throughout most of her torso, all deep inside her body, and the red lines flowing from them to every other part.  It only took a flick of his eye to read the single note in her Negative Status section.  “Iron poisoning.” he stated with a grimace.

      While Peaseblossom had no reaction, the rest of the fae present all gasped in shock.  The handmaiden then answered the unasked question.  “Her Majesty suffered a terrible wound fighting the last undead incursion in our fair city.  Their cunning leader had devised a trap, a corpse loaded with sharp bits of iron, that exploded as she carried it.  Our greatest healers did all they could to remove the pieces closest to the surface, but they could not reach those driven further inside.”

      “Your Majesty…” Acrasia whimpered in sympathy, tears forming in her eyes.

      “It gets worse.” Peaseblossom went on.  “With the death of the queen, our city shall fall.”

      “What?  Why!?” this time it was Tam’s turn to be shocked.

      “It is her magic which maintains the veil.  Without her, the illusion that hides this city will shatter, and our enemies will quickly locate us.  As you know, though we have many talented Fae who are deadly in their own ways, we have no standing army, nor any walls to protect us.  Most here are peaceful beings who, for better or worse, have only sought secret refuge from the more violent races their entire lives.” Peaseblossom finished her explanation.

      Heads hung and shoulders slumped in despair.  The fae each retreating into their own thoughts and fears.

      “I can’t heal this…” James muttered.

      “Master…” Acrasia began to sob.

      “I said I’d protect you, didn’t I?” James stated, gently stoking the fairy’s hair with his finger.  “I meant it.  I’ll protect you, and this whole damn city.” he snarled.

      All of the fae, even Chul looked up at him, wondering if he’d gone mad.  How could one man protect a city from the humans in the south, as well as the undead to the west?

      “But how?” Acrasia sniffled.

      “You believe in me, don’t you?” James gave her a vicious grin.

      The little fairy straightened up and dried her eyes.  “Yes, Master.” she nodded emphatically.

      James turned back to face the queen, and found her staring at his face.  “I can’t heal this.  But I can fix it.”

      Questioning murmurs began to float amongst the fae, which turned to to cries of protest when James slipped his arms under the queen and lifted her from the bed.

      “Quiet!” the einherjar commanded.  “Stand aside, and watch as I save your people.”

      The fae hesitantly backed away from him, while the queen maintained her silent gaze upon his face.

      Moving quickly but carefully, James worked his way back out of the palace, heading for the entrance.

      “You can’t take her outside!” Amoretta hissed, jumping in front of him.  “The people cannot see their queen in such a state!  They will lose hope!”

      “Then they can lose their fragile hope, or they can lose their lives.  Choose!” he snapped back at the matronly fae.

      “Let him pass.” the queen rasped.

      Amoretta bowed to the queen and stepped back.

      James descended the stairs and lay the queen on the ground, in the middle of the street.  A crowd began to gather, onlookers pointing and shouting in shock.

      “Get back!  Get back!” Tam shouted, shooing away the gawkers.

      “You too, Acrasia.  Make sure everyone is at least twenty feet away.” James ordered.

      “Yes, Master!” the tiny fairy squeaked, and zipped off to complete her task.

      James looked down at the queen, who still had her eyes glued to his face.  “This is going to hurt.”  he said, unbuttoning his pants and pulling his belt off.

      “I’ve probably had bigger.” the ruler of the fae unexpectedly quipped.

      James just shook his head and dropped his pants, kicking them to the crowd.

      “Or perhaps not…” the queen gasped, her eyes dropping below his waist.

      “What are you doing!?”  Amoretta cried, while Peaseblossom appeared to nod and look on in envy.

      “That’s how I want to go, too.” she whispered to herself.

      Tam gulped, also taking in the sight of James’ equipment.  “One last go before she dies?  But how will that save the rest of us?  Is he going to send us all to heaven, one at a time?”

      “I like those pants.” James growled, answering Amoretta and ignoring the rest of the peanut gallery.  Lying down next to the queen, he gently took her hand in his, and looked into her eyes.  “This is really going to hurt.  For both of us.”

      The queen seemed confused, but simply nodded.  She had nothing more to lose at this point, except perhaps her dignity, but she would risk that for her people.  And then it was over.  A sudden flash of searing pain and brilliant light flooded her mind.  Titania, Queen of the Faerie, died on the street in front of her palace.

      As did James, incidentally.  Both of them were immolated by the flames of his spell, reducing their bodies to fine ash in the blink of an eye.  One hell of a painful blink, but a blink nonetheless.

      And then… they were reborn.  Queen and einherjar rose from the ashes, hand in hand.  And nude as the day they were… reborn.

      “I’ve got to stop burning to death…” James grunted, summoning a soft blanket from his inventory, and draping it over the queen.

      The queen stared at the einherjar in wonder.  This man had just saved her life.  The prophecy had been true.  She had died, but he brought her back with his power.  And he had died himself to save her.  It was immaterial that he too came back to life.  It was the single most painful and terrifying experience one could have.  And he did it for her.  For her people, for she remembered that he had sworn to protect them all.

      Tam approached the pair, holding James’ pants and belt in her paws.  “Here are your pants, James.” she said with a purr.  “I have to admit, that was… hot.” The cait-sìth looked him up and down, and then winked as she handed him his clothes.

      “Thanks.” he said with a hint of exasperation.

      The queen stepped toward the crowd to make an announcement.  “People of Elphyne!  In one hour, I shall hold court.  Then tonight, we shall hold a feast to welcome our new guest!” she proclaimed while holding her hand out to indicate James.  The crowd immediately began to cheer loudly, while hundreds of other fae zipped around, clearly passing the word and beginning preparations.

      Pulling his pants on, James scanned the crowd for Acrasia.  Right on cue, his tiny fairy flew up and landed on his shoulder.

      “That was amazing, Master!” she squealed, clapping her hands together.

      “Thanks.  I’m glad you enjoyed the show.” he replied, giving her a wink and a grin.

      “Oh, I definitely did.” she said, giving him an exaggerated wink and making a weird purring noise with her tongue.

      James quirked a brow, then just shook his head.  It looked like Amoretta and Peaseblossom were approaching, while Titania had already ascended the stairs and was heading into her palace.

      “Thank you for helping our queen.” Peaseblossom stated with a curtsy.

      “You’re most welcome.  Friends and family of Acrasia are likewise my own.” James replied with a slight bow.

      “I’m so glad to hear that!” Peaseblossom said cheerfully, clasping her hands together.  “Now, if you will follow me, I will get you set up with a bath, and then quarters.”

      “No need on the first.” James replied, tapping his chest and sending all of the grime (whose definition he altered to include ash) covering his body and clothes to his inventory.

      “Oh!” Amoretta exclaimed.  “What a useful bit of magic!  I must say though, it is a pity not to enjoy the palace’s baths.”

      “Some other time, I would love to.  I just like to be as efficient as possible when I’m on a time crunch.  If I can, I’d like to sit in on the queen’s court today.” he explained.

      “Oh, you will most definitely be there.” Peaseblossom assured him.  “Please follow me to your quarters, then.”

      “Of course, my lady.” James replied with a smile.

      “I must excuse myself for now.” Amoretta apologized.  “If I might ask, would you allow my daughter to accompany me?”

      “Of course.  Acrasia, I don’t mind if you spend time with your family and friends while we are here.  I would enjoy your company and counsel when you have time, though.” James looked over at the fairy on his shoulder and silently hoped she would stay out of trouble.

      “Thank you, Master.” she said, leaning forward to kiss him on the cheek before flitting over to her mother.

      The action confused James a little, as it seemed born of genuine affection, and not some silly attempt at seduction.  Watching the two curtsy and take their leave, James wondered just what was in store for him in the near future.

      “Sorry for the delay.” he told Peaseblossom with a smile.

      “It’s no problem at all.” she informed him.  “Which styles of fashion do you prefer?  Roman or Celtic?  I don’t think Norse would work with your wings.” she asked as they began walking up the stairs to the palace.

      “I’m sorry?  I’m afraid I don’t know much about fashion… regardless of what era or culture.” James apologized.

      “Do you have no preference in clothing?  Forgive me, but your pants look like an amateur made them.  The weave is incredible, so the material is clearly of high quality, but the stitching and cut are… definitely not professional.” the short handmaiden stopped and inspected his pants, which were a set of green cargo pants that Hrein had modified for him.

      “Uh, yeah.  They didn’t originally look like this.  I had a sudden… growth spurt, and uh, my fiancé had to modify them for me.” he explained.

      “I see, I see.” the little fae nodded while pinching her chin.

      “When it comes to clothes, as a warrior, I prefer something easy to move in, lots of pockets for storage, and made of durable material that won’t tear easily.  As for colours, I prefer green and black, as they give me better camouflage when out in the forest or at night.  And nothing that’s shiny or makes noise, as those would give away my position as well.” He wasn’t sure why the fairy was asking, though he had some suspicions.  Thus, he gave her his honest opinion, in the hopes that it would lower the chances he would be stuck in something he hated.

      “All sensible points, if not quite appropriate for Court.  I’ll have to see what can be done.” she said with a final nod before turning and leading him into the palace.  “Please, come with me.”

      James followed Peaseblossom through the castle, and to an entirely different wing than held the queen’s chambers.  There seemed to be a lot more activity in the building than before, which was a good thing in James’ mind.  Eventually they arrived at a chamber that appeared to be a rather lavish bedroom.  It contained a regular (if rather large) bed, along with a table accompanied by a pair of carved wooden chairs, and a massive wooden wardrobe.  A fireplace sat on the wall by the head of the bed.  Lastly, a large stained glass window opened up and looked down on a beautiful flower garden, complete with marble fountain.

      “Okay.  Strip.” the fairy behind him suddenly commanded.

      “Excuse me?” James half shouted, spinning around from admiring the view outside his window.  “Is that really necessary?” he asked with a scowl.

      Peaseblossom twisted in place while she gazed at the floor and wrung her hands.  “No…” she quietly admitted.  “I just kind of hoped you’d be okay with it, since you didn’t hesitate out in the street.”

      James sighed and rubbed his temples with one hand.  These fairies were going to give him a headache.  “I just wanted to save my pants.  I don’t have many pairs.”

      “Is that a no?” she asked, gazing up at him and biting her lower lip.

      James’ scowl intensified, but it seemed to have little effect on the fairy, who just kept looking up at him with puppy dog eyes.  He briefly considered giving the pudgy fairy a thrill, but didn’t want to go so far as to cheat on Hrein.  “Are you going to keep your hands to yourself?”

      “Maybe…?” she said, noncommittally.

      “Pants stay on.” the einherjar growled.

      “Boo.” Peaseblossom pouted and then sighed, pulling a long stick out of a pocket on her apron.  The piece of wood was far too long to have fit in the pocket, so something magical was clearly going on.

      “What is that?” James asked out of curiosity.

      “It’s called a yard.  I’ll use it to take some measurements.” the fairy replied, her expression returned to normal.  As promised, she then began to take measurements of his body using the yard, as well as some strips of parchment she could mark on.   When she knelt to take some measurements of his feet, James interrupted her work.

      “Uh, just so you know, I’d prefer not to wear boots.”

      Peaseblossom looked up at him, a little confused.  “Why is that?”

      “The claws on my toes make for an excellent surprise weapon.  I don’t want to restrict them.” he explained.

      “Show me.” the fairy instructed.

      James flexed the tendons in his toes, extending his claws.  The two inch black claws were curved and looked wickedly sharp.

      Peaseblossom nodded and hummed, examining the claws from different angles.  “I see.” she said finally.  “Very well.”  Finished with taking the measurements, the fairy stood up and addressed her guest.  “I must leave you now to see to my other duties.  If you need anything, please ring the bell near the door, and a pixie will be by shortly.  Unless you have any further needs, I’ll be back in time to escort you to court.”

      “No, I’m good, thanks.  And thank you again, Peaseblossom.  I really appreciate your trust in me, and your assistance.” James smiled down at the fairy.

      The queen’s handmaiden blushed, then scrunched up her face and shook her head.  “James.  A piece of advice, since you’ve been so kind to us.  Do not thank a fae for anything.  We may take such words as an insult or worse, admittance of a debt.”

      “Ah.” James started.  “I assure you I meant no disrespect.”

      “I know.  I have spent enough time around other races to know that our kind are peculiar in this regard.  But please take my warning seriously.” Peaseblossom said, looking him in the eye with a serious expression.

      “Very well. Tha… er… uh,” the einherjar stumbled over his words, unsure what to say. “how to I express gratitude then?  This is really going to take some getting used to.”

      The mature fairy smiled softly and patted his leg.  “Just acknowledge any gift with a nod or a smile, and if your gratitude is deep enough, give the fairy a gift at a later date.”

      James nodded and gave her a smile.  “I’ll do that.” He felt awkward in not thanking her for the advice, but he trusted that she understood how he felt.  Just as she turned to leave, James had an idea.  He knelt down behind her and scooped the little handmaiden up in a hug.  “Is this acceptable?”

      The plump little fairy squawked and turned bright red in embarrassment, not having expected such intimate contact out of nowhere.  “P-put me down!”

      James laughed and gently lowered Peaseblossom to the floor.

      Straightening her apron and dress, she shook her finger at him with a stern look on her face.  “You cannot go around grabbing fairies at random, if that’s what you think!”

      James tried to hide his mirth, but failed miserably.  He almost thanked her for letting him know, but caught himself in time.  “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Hmph.  Be sure that you do.” the fairy huffed, then pouted.

      “Uh, just one more thing before you go, if you don’t mind.” James asked politely.

      “What’s that?  Make it quick, as I have a lot to do, and little time to do it.” Peaseblossom replied, acting more peeved than she clearly was.

      “It’s just that, when I think about it, Acrasia has thanked me several times.  Why would that be?”  James questioned.

      “Bah.  The little airhead just listens to the nymphs reading too much smut.  I bet it was all ‘Thank you, Master’ this or ‘Thank you, Sir’ that.  Those leannán sídhe always have sex on the brain, and the Nymphs are just as bad.” she snorted derisively, shaking her head.

      “You have smut here!?”  James was astonished that such books had made it to this world.

      “Of course!  Books are among the most prized forms of art among the Fae, so those willing to make the dangerous trip back to Earth always come back with a variety to sell.  And they always have willing buyers for smut among the Nymphs.” she explained.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.” James muttered.

      “I certainly hope not.  Please relax here until I come to fetch you.” the fairy instructed him, and left before he could delay her further.
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      James passed the time by reloading his magazines and then taking a short nap.  One of these days he was going to have to clean and oil all of his guns, but they should be all right for now.  This thought brought to mind the idea that he might be able to just summon any carbon buildup from them while they were in his inventory.  It was something he’d have to experiment with later.

      He’d barely drifted off when he was woken by a knock at the door.  “Come in.” he grunted, sitting up on the bed.

      Peaseblossom opened the door and walked into the room carrying a bundle of cloth and what looked like a belt.  “I’ve returned with some more suitable clothes for you.  The queen would like you to attend her court in a few minutes.”

      “Of course.  Th… I’ll put them on right away.” James caught himself before thanking her.

      The queen’s handmaiden placed the bundle on the bed, then turned to look at him expectantly.

      “Is there something more you need from me?” James asked, quirking a brow.

      “Have you ever worn a great kilt before?” she asked while trying to hide a smirk.

      “No… I have not.”  James admitted.

      “Then you will need me to assist you in getting dressed… at least the first time.”  she informed him.

      James’ eyes narrowed, knowing exactly what the little woman was up to, but decided it couldn’t hurt to humour her.  Looking her in the eye, he gave her a smirk, letting her know that he knew precisely what was going on in that head of hers.  Without taking his eyes off hers, he unbuckled his belt, then very slowly unbuttoned and unzipped his pants.  The handmaiden visibly started to fidget on the spot, and her eyes quite obviously shot to his crotch.  The einherjar then gave his waistband a sharp tug, and let his pants fall to the floor, giving the woman the show she’d been hoping for.  The instant he was exposed, Peaseblossom’s eyes bulged and she swallowed hard.

      “Hello?”  James had waited a full minute, to see what she would do, but the little woman just stood there staring, as if mesmerized.  “Peaseblossom.” he sighed.

      “Eep!” the fairy finally snapped out of it.  “Er, ah… yes, yes!  This is how you wear it!” she exclaimed, her voice even higher in pitch than normal.  “I felt like a rabbit faced with an anaconda!” she muttered under her breath.

      James pretended not to hear her foolish remarks and just focused on how to get dressed.  The little fairy fluttered around and began by laying the thick brown leather belt on the bed, horizontal to James.  She then took the bundle of black cloth and spread it out, over top the belt.  The half closest to James looked like a simple rectangle, but the furthest half had a broad strip cut away down the middle.  The cut went roughly two thirds the way down the ‘far half’, with a two inch circular hole cut a few inches below it.

      “Traditionally, it would all be one solid piece, but we had to make modifications to allow for your wings and tail.” she explained.  “Please lie down on the fabric, with the base of your tail lined up with the hole.”

      James nodded and did as he was told.

      The fairy then wrapped one side of the lower half around James’ waist and legs, then wrapped the other side overtop it.  The two folds were then held together by fastening the belt over them.  “Please stand up.” the handmaiden asked.

      “Okay.” James nodded and did as he was asked.

      Peaseblossom then took the right side of the ‘top’ half of the cloth and brought it under his arm and over his chest.  “Hold this here, please.” she requested.  When he did so, she went around and brought the left half over his shoulder, laying it atop the lower half.  “And hold them together like that for a moment.”  Seeing him follow her instructions, she flew over and picked up a large silver brooch.  It basically looked like a ring with a small gap in it, and a pin lined up with the gap.  She laid the ring over the cloth, but slid the pin under it.  Pushing the tip of the pin through the gap, she then rotated the ring 90º.  “Just one more thing.” she stated, then popped behind him and began fishing his tail out through the hole.  “There you go.”

      James turned and looked himself over in the mirror.  He had to admit, it looked pretty good.  Running his hands over the material, he noticed that it was very soft.

      “The design is based on the Great Kilt worn by the Celts, but with heavy modifications.  The material is spider silk, which is much stronger than regular silk.  We believed this would be fitting for a warrior such as yourself.  Unfortunately, that material is very rare and expensive even for us, and so we had to use much less of it; thus no pleats.  The penannular brooch and belt buckle are plain in design, but are made from Sterling silver.”

      James thought over what to say.  “It’s wonderful.  Your craftsmen are very talented.” was the best he could come up with.

      Peaseblossom nodded and seemed pleased with his response.  “Good.  Now come.  We don’t wish to be late to the Queen’s Court.”  With that, she began to flit away at a brisk pace.

      Thankfully, it wasn’t hard to keep up with her.  James followed her back towards the main entrance, but hung a left once they reached the lobby.  From there, they made their way down a long hall until they reached a huge set of double doors.  The doors appeared to be carved from a single piece of oak, and each bore an intricately carved relief of various species of Fae at play.  Guarding the doors were what appeared to be two old men with oversized heads on their child sized bodies.  Each held a gnarled staff of wood in their hands, and didn’t move when Peaseblossom approached.

      James was two steps behind Peaseblossom, and about to come to a stop, when he heard a low buzzing noise approaching from behind.  Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that it was Acrasia racing to catch up with him.

      “Whew!  I barely made it on time.” she whispered, landing on his shoulder.

      “I’m glad you did.” he told her with a smile.

      “Me too.” she nodded.  “If I hadn’t, those surly spriggans probably wouldn’t have let me in.”

      James just nodded, and noted the name of the creatures.

      “You have to be careful not to make them mad.” she went on, of her own accord.  “They can grow to the size of giants, and cast spells that create storms and control winds.”

      “Sounds powerful.” James admitted, rather impressed.

      “We are.” barked the spriggan on the right, giving him a sour look.

      The conversation ended, and the five people waited in silence.  James wondered why they were waiting, but figured it had to do with something ceremonial.  A few more minutes passed, and then Peaseblossom finally nodded.  The two spriggan guards pushed the doors open, and the handmaiden led James into the throne room.

      “Just follow Peaseblossom in, and then stand to her left when she stops.” Acrasia whispered in his ear, remaining perched on his right shoulder.

      A long red carpet led down the middle of the chamber, which was the largest James had seen in the palace so far.  At the far end of the chamber, the carpet climbed a raised dais, leading to an ornate golden throne.  Seated upon the throne, as expected, was Queen Titania herself.  The beautiful Queen of the Seelie Court was dressed in an elegant green gown, lavishly adorned with golden jewellery and accoutrements.  Atop her head rested a delicate looking crown of platinum, studded with brilliant emeralds and sapphires.

      Next to her throne stood a tall woman with wild, white hair and striking blue eyes.  While she was taller than the other Fae in the room (James guessed around 6 feet), her build was just as slender, making her look a bit like a modern European model.  She was pretty, but in a more mortal way than the other Fae, with less angular features.  The wings on her back differed from the other Fae as well.  Where Titania had beautiful butterfly wings, and most fairies had wings reminiscent of a dragonfly’s, this woman’s wings were more akin to a moth’s.

      Seeing where James was looking, Acrasia whispered in his ear again.  “That is Effie, she’s a sylph, and Herald to Queen Titania.  Be careful not to anger her though, because she’s stronger than she looks, and very moody.  She can also turn into a gust of wind and blow away.”

      James was grateful for her guidance, but wanted her to keep silent.  He didn’t want her upsetting people at court if she got caught talking out of turn.

      Music began to play as James glanced about the room from the entrance.  Both sides of the room were packed with Fae of all types, leaving only the carpeted centre clear, and all eyes were on him.  The one playing the music stood away from the crowd on the right, but not on the dais with Titania and Effie.  The man, which was the first male Fae he’d noticed since arriving, had the horns, ears, tail, and legs of a goat.  His human torso was well muscled, and he stood about five and a half feet tall.  His bearded lips played a panpipe with skill, as he danced on the spot to his own tune.  James did his best to ignore the creature’s jutting erection and focussed on the queen instead.  At least I recognized one of the races here, he thought to himself.  Satyrs are pretty well known.  Or is it a Faun?  Wait, was there a difference between the two?  … shit.

      “That’s Gemon.  He’s the Court Musician.  I’d say don’t get too close to him, but you’re a guy, so you should be safe.”  Acrasia continued to educate him on the names of the important people present.

      The music ended with a flourish, and Effie raised her hand to speak.  “The Seelie Court welcomes the saviour of Queen Titania.  Step forth and be recognized.”

      Peaseblossom began to move forward, so James fell in behind her.  As he slowly marched toward the dais, his keen ears picked up a lot of muttering among the Fae in the crowd.  Some were curious about him, but just as many were gossiping about Acrasia, having noticed the collar around her neck.  When Peaseblossom came to a stop, James took two steps to the left and stood beside her.  When she dropped to one knee and lowered her head, James followed suit.  He was bound and determined not to screw this up, as this was the first civilization he’d come across on Terra, and according to Huáng, the only one he’d likely find friendly in the region.

      “Welcome, warrior.  Please stand and introduce yourself to us.” Queen Titania called out, loud enough to be heard by everyone in attendance.

      James stood and spoke in a loud, clear voice.  “Greetings Queen Titania.  I am James Fir, Champion of Hel.” he finished with a deep bow.  The sudden movement nearly flung Acrasia from her perch, but the agile little fairy managed to cling to his shoulder throughout.  Not that anyone would have noticed.  His declaration that he was the Champion of Hel set the room astir.

      Queen Titania allowed the spectators to gossip and speculate for a few moments before motioning to Effie with a slight lifting of her hand.  Effie dutifully called for silence, and the crowd returned their attention to the queen.  “Champion James, would you be so kind as to specify which Hell you serve, before my court melts their minds with conjecture?”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” James replied, bowing his head briefly.  “My patroness is Lady Hel, Goddess of Death.”

      This admission caused another wave of conversation among the crowd, but seemingly less alarm.  Once again, the queen was patient with her subjects, and gave them time to get it out of their system.  When most of the crowd had finally quieted down, the queen addressed James once again.  “Champion James.  My people seem confused as to why one who serves the Goddess of Death would save my life.  Would you care to enlighten us?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.  Hel, my goddess, does not desire the suffering or death of anyone.” His words were met with gasps and whispers of disbelief.  Ignoring them, he focussed on the queen, who hadn’t reacted at all, and continued his explanation.  “Lady Hel rules her domain in order to provide a final resting place for those who have died.  She recognizes that all things die in time, thus they are due to require care when that time comes.  It is her belief, as it is mine, that only those who are the worst sinners, that is to say murderers and oath-breakers, should suffer in the afterlife.  The rest who come to her live in her mansions and need for nothing.”

      A chorus of muttering could still be heard from the crowd, but general noises of agreement were clear among them.  The queen herself gave James a knowing smile, as if she had predicted all of this, and then addressed him again.  “That is truly good to hear, Champion.  Which brings us to our next question.  What brings the Champion of Hel to Terra, let alone our fair city of Elphyne?”

      James had expected to be asked this at some point, so he was prepared to answer.  “In regards to your beautiful city, I first sought it out on the advice of Huáng, the phoenix residing in the volcano.” this statement seemed nearly as surprising to the Fae present as his admission that he was the Champion of Hel.  Pushing on, he raised his voice to speak over the din.  “I encountered Lady Acrasia in the clearing where Old Sleepy resides, and upon forming a bond with her, agreed to her request for assistance.  It was she who brought me to this city, with the goal of assisting you, Your Majesty.”

      The spectators grew even louder, with many lauding Acrasia’s actions, seemingly turning the tide of public opinion in her favour, undoing much of the shame of her enslavement.  Titania gazed at James and gave him a grin, a playful twinkle in her eye.  It was clear she knew what he was up to, and seemingly approved.  “That is not all that happened in the clearing, is it?  We heard tell of a battle taking place?” The queen asked, dramatically emphasizing the word battle.  Of course this got the crowd’s attention and once again, all eyes were on James.

      This time it was Acrasia who spoke up.  Before James could recount the events with some level of humility, the little fairy on his shoulder shouted in answer to the queen.  “It’s true, Your Majesty!  A pack of raptors was attacking Old Sleepy, when my Master arrived to save the day!  He killed three of them in the blink of an eye, and then he even healed Old Sleepy!” Acrasia jumped up and down on his shoulder, and punctuated her retelling with wild swings of her tiny fists.  Murmurs of approval spread through the crowd, sometimes even accompanied by polite applause.

      “My, that is indeed impressive, young Acrasia.” Titania replied, trying to hide a smirk at the young fairy’s antics.  Directing her next question back to James, she leaned forward in her throne, as if thoroughly entertained by his stories.  “Would you mind telling us how you earned the trust of the notoriously reclusive phoenix?”

      Her question was met with more enthusiasm from the crowd, egging James on to tell them more of his deeds.  James nodded in acquiescence.  “Lady Huáng’s egg had been stolen by a small cult of demon worshippers.  I tracked them to their base in the east, and retrieved the egg before bringing it back to its mother.”

      His brief summary of the story was met with a great many gasps and concerned voices.  Effie had to ask the crowd to settle down once again before the queen could speak.  “We are quite sure there is a lot more to that story, but it can wait for another time.” Queen Titania stated.  “We would like to get back to what brought you to Terra in the first place.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” James replied with another slight bow.  “My mission on Terra is a personal one.  My Lady Hel saw fit to send me to this world, that I might search for a powerful artifact.  I desire such an item so that I may gift it to Odin as a bride price for my fiancé.”

      This statement caused a number of the ladies in the court to clutch their chest in admiration, releasing a chorus of “Awww” from the romantic at heart.  Even the queen nodded, seemingly pleased by his answer.  “Which artifact are you seeking?” she asked.

      James shook his head.  “No specific one.  So long as it meets the condition of Odin finding it valuable, that’s all I need.”

      “Very well.  The next question that begs to be answered is obvious.  How does an einherjar such as yourself come to be in the service of Lady Hel?” the queen inquired.  Her revelation that he was an einherjar had a good number of the guests gossiping once again.

      “I died while saving the life of her High Priestess.” James responded, deciding to leave out the part about the dragon.

      “My, but you mentioned before that you died in a fire.  Did you perchance save her from a burning building?” the mischievous queen smirked at him, not letting him get away with it.

      “No, Your Majesty.” James sighed, knowing she was going to drag it out of him.

      “From whence did the fire come then, Champion James?” the queen asked, enjoying seeing him try to avoid the answer.

      She clearly has some idea, but why is it important to her for me to admit it?  he wondered.  “From a dragon, Your Majesty.”

      This brought more gasps, and some of the crowd even stepped towards him, as if enthralled by his answer.

      “You faced a dragon to save a fair lady, but lost your life in the process.” the queen nodded in satisfaction, as if this was what she had been building up to all along.

      Humility demanded that he let it rest at that, but his pride wouldn’t let him.  Damned lizard didn’t get the best of me.  he grumbled in his head.  “We slew each other.”

      This statement grabbed the queen’s attention like no other.  The entire room was in an uproar, and even Effie seemed frozen in shock.  She had thought it might have been a beast like a dragon that had killed him, perhaps a lesser one like a wyvern, as facing one would certainly earn him a place among the einherjar; but never in her wildest dreams did she think he might have brought one low.  “You slew a dragon.” The queen questioned the einherjar with a fierce look in her eyes.

      “I did.” James admitted, standing up straight and returning the queen’s gaze.

      The queen slowly sat back in her throne, her hands gripping the arms of the luxurious seat.  The entire chamber fell into silence.  They were beyond shocked at this point.

      “How?” she demanded.

      James was forbidden from explaining about firearms to the locals, so he considered glossing over it.  His ego wouldn’t let him, however.  “I possessed no weapon that could penetrate the beast’s scales.  The only option was to face the monster head on, and strike when it opened its mouth to release its fiery breath.  In so doing, I was able to break its spine, while being consumed by its flames.”

      The queen’s lips trembled as she stared at him.  “You knowingly sacrificed your life to strike down your foe, and save a damsel in distress.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” James confirmed, giving her a slight nod.

      The crowd went wild.  I must have him! the queen’s mind raced.  She could not pass up on such a warrior, let alone allow him to fall into the hands of her enemies.  She had planned to reward him richly for saving her life, but now… now she had to bind him to her, for the sake of her queendom.  “Each time we learn of your deeds, they grow ever more incredible.  You seem to make a habit of heroics, Champion James.” the queen spoke when her herald finally had the room under control.

      “I am honoured by your words, Your Majesty.” James replied with a bow.

      “Acrasia, if you would stand next to Effie.” the queen waved her hand and rose from her seat.

      The tiny fairy glanced at James, who gave her the faintest of nods, and then did as the queen had ordered.

      “Effie.  I require my blade.” Titania stated, holding her hand out to her herald.

      Immediately understanding, the sylph moved behind the throne and returned with a long, slender blade.  The intricately wrought hilt was set with diamonds, and the metal shone red in the sunlight.

      Accepting the blade from her subject, Queen Titania slowly but purposefully descended the dais to stand before James.  Her graceful movements enthralled him, as did the power radiating from her seemingly frail body.  “It is undeniable that your deeds have won you outstanding merit, and that these actions cannot go unrecognized.  Kneel, Champion James.” she commanded.

      Not particularly sure he liked where this was going, the einherjar felt that it would be impossible to get out of it without gravely insulting the Queen of the Faeries.  Seeing no other option at the moment, he dropped to one knee and lowered his head.

      Thankfully his suspicions were right, as the queen gently placed the blade of the sword on his shoulder, rather than taking his head.  She then raised the blade slightly, and gently placed it on his other shoulder.  “I, Titania, Queen of the Seelie Court, do hereby knight thee.  Arise, Sir James, Knight of the Fae.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 18

          

        

      

    

    
      The feast afterwards was a rowdy affair, with James at the centre of attention.  Fae of all types approached him to offer congratulations, and begged to hear more details of his exploits.  Rare was the nymph who didn’t offer to show him a ‘good time’, should he find his way to their dwellings, and virtually every woman in the crowd refused to let him rest until he’d danced with them at least twice.

      In all honesty, James had a good time, even if it was exhausting.  There had been a number of boos and jeers when he’d refused to drink their wine, stating that it was against his beliefs to consume alcohol, as the fae had found such a strict code of conduct unfathomable.  This had quickly been forgiven when he had emptied his inventory of carbonated drinks, introducing the fae to the likes of Cream Soda and Root Beer.

      The party went long into the night, and by the time he made it to his chambers, he was too exhausted to even change his clothes before flopping on the bed.  He didn’t even have the energy to complain when Acrasia shimmied out of her dress and slipped into bed with him.  It wasn’t until he felt her crawl inside his kilt that groaned and put a stop to it.

      “But Master!” she whined.  “You said you’d treat me like a wife!”

      “Acrasia,” he sighed, then gently wrapped his hand around her naked body, and pulled her out from under the covers.  “I said ‘second wife’, if you recall.”

      “So?” she pouted.  “What’s the difference?”

      “The difference is,” he explained “my first wife and I aren’t even married yet.  Hrein would be heartbroken if I made love to another woman before we even got married.” If she even wants to marry me still. he thought bitterly.

      “But Master!” she continued to complain.  “I want to celebrate!  You just became a knight!  And besides, I need your energy, or I won’t grow stronger.”

      James sighed and opened his hand, letting her sit in his palm.  Doing so gave him an eyeful of the nude fairy, and he had to admit that even though she was tiny, he really appreciated her proportions.  “Trust me.  At this moment, it’s taking all the discipline I have to resist you.  I really want to take you up on that offer.” To prove his point, he nodded towards his kilt, which was very obviously tenting.

      The little fairy glanced over her shoulder and giggled at what she saw.  “It’s bigger than I am.” she whispered breathlessly.

      “Listen.  You and I are going to be together for eternity, right?  You’ll be right there, riding on my shoulder every day from now on.” he pointed out.

      “Yeah.” she admitted with a pout.

      “The next time I see Hrein, I’ll introduce you and explain the situation to her.  She’ll have to accept you, seeing as none of us have any choice in the matter.  It will be up to her whether she wants to accept you being added to our family, or she doesn’t want to have that future with me.  But I can’t cheat on her.  I have to give her the chance to make that choice.  Just like I would have for you.”

      Acrasia frowned, but nodded.  Fairies often got married, but as many wound up having affairs on the side as didn’t.  It wasn’t that monogamy didn’t happen, it just wasn’t any more common than other types of relationships among them.  “I can still sleep with you though, can’t I, Master?”

      “Yeah, you can sleep with me.  Just… stay out of my kilt.” he sighed and let his head drop to the pillow.

      Acrasia flew over to land beside his head and leaned in to kiss him softly on the cheek.  “I can’t wait for our first time, Master.” she whispered, then curled up on the pillow next to him.

      

      The sun rose bright and early the next morning, creating a dappled tapestry of coloured light on James’ face and the bed around him.  But while the lights were pretty, the heat from the morning sun shining in through the stained glass window made him feel like he was being cooked alive.

      Never one to enjoy getting up early, James nonetheless dragged himself out of bed.  Glancing down at the still sleeping fairy, he admitted that he was glad he’d met her.  That thought brought a smile to his face, and so he went about his morning ablutions as quietly as he could, trying not to wake her.

      His efforts were all for naught however, since a few minutes later there was a solid knock at the door.  “Coming.” James called out, seeing Acrasia stir.

      “Sir James.” Peaseblossom curtsied, as she addressed him upon his opening of the door.

      “Good morning, Peaseblossom.” James welcomed her with a smile.  “What can I do for you on this fine day?”

      The mature fairy returned his smile.  “The Queen would like you to join her for breakfast in her private garden.”

      “Okay, uh…” James turned to look at Acrasia, who was slipping on her dress.

      “Just you, if that would be all right.  We will provide a suitable breakfast for Lady Acrasia.” the handmaiden explained.

      James nodded.  He couldn’t very well turn down the queen’s invitation.  Perhaps later he could explain that he didn’t like to be separated from his fairy.  “Take care, and I’ll see you later, okay?” he directed his words at Acrasia.

      “Of course, Master.  I’ll see you when you get back.” She gave him a gentle smile to let him know she would be okay.

      “After you.” the knight said, holding his hand out to the handmaiden, then quickly cast Lucky Charm on himself before they left.  He felt it was a good idea to always have that particular spell active.

      Peaseblossom curtsied, then slowly flew down the hall, leading him to the queen’s private garden.  Unsurprisingly, it was off the same wing of the palace as her chambers.

      Her balcony must overlook her garden.  James thought to himself.

      “Ah.  Sir James.  So good of you to join me.” Titania greeted him with a smile.

      “Your Majesty.” he replied with a bow.  “That title is definitely going to take some getting used to.”

      The Fairy Queen giggled, and waved for him to take a seat.  “If it would make you more comfortable, we could dispense with formality and titles when we are in private like this.”

      “I’m not sure if that would make me more comfortable or not.” James admitted with a frown.

      “Oh come now, James.  You saved my life.  I had hoped we could be friends.” the beautiful queen pouted.

      James couldn’t help but chuckle and shake his head.  “If it pleases you, Your Majesty.” he said, taking a seat.

      “Excellent!” the queen chirped happily, clapping her hands.  It seemed her clap was both an expression of joy, and also the signal to bring the food, since servants began flying over with plates laden with an assortment of colourful dishes.  “I’d offer you wine to drink, but you made your thoughts on it clear last night.” Titania stated, her lips forming a moue.

      “Well then, perhaps I can make it up to you.  Would it be all right if I provided the beverages?” he offered.

      “Is it more of that Cream Soda?” she asked, her excitement clear in her bright eyes.

      James chuckled.  “I’m sorry, but no.  I gave away all I had of that last night.”

      “Oh.” the queen said, slumping in her seat and looking a little dejected.

      “It’s something else entirely, but just as good in my opinion.” James stated before she could get too disappointed.

      “Oh?” she said again.  “You have my curiosity piqued.  What is it?”

      “You’ll see.” he said with a grin.  “Could your maids prepare us a kettle of hot water?  And possibly bring us some milk or cream, along with a pair of cups?”

      “Of course.” Titania nodded to one of the fairy maids standing by, who rushed off with the order.  “Are we going to have some manner of tea?”

      “Not exactly.  It is customary to drink it hot, like tea, but it is also quite different.” James explained.  “I think you’ll like it.”

      “I look forward to finding out.” she replied with a smile.  “Let us enjoy our breakfast while we wait for the water to boil.”

      “Sounds good.” James agreed with a nod.  The spread did look delicious, but not particularly filling or healthy.  Most of the dishes were desserts of one kind of another, with the majority of them being cakes or cookies, with a few sliced fruits in the mix.  While they were sweet, they weren’t overly so, seemingly sweetened with honey or fruit juices.  They probably don’t have access to processed sugar. James figured.

      “We need to discuss your new knighthood, James.” Titania began after they had each filled their plates and had a few bites of breakfast.

      “Yeah.  That is definitely something we should discuss.” the einherjar agreed.

      Titania tilted her head.  “Somehow I get the feeling that we are not speaking of the same issue.  Are you somehow displeased with your appointment?”

      “I wouldn’t say displeased.  Not at all, Your Majesty.  Rather, worried would be a more correct way of putting it.” James said, popping a slice of apple into his mouth.

      “Why should it worry you?” Titania asked, her brow furrowed in confusion.

      “Conflict of interest.” he stated simply.  “I am Hel’s Champion.  I don’t want to find myself in a position where her interests contradict yours.”

      “Ah.” the Fairy Queen nodded.  “Yes, that could be a valid concern.  I’m glad you take your duties so seriously.”

      James just nodded and waited for her to continue.

      “I do not think it will be an issue, though.  First, I will grant you the status of Knight Errant, thereby allowing you to venture where you will on your quest to find the artifact you seek.  That will at least temporarily alleviate the issue which I was concerned with.” she posited.

      “Which issue was that?” James inquired.

      “As a knight in my court, I must grant you land upon which to live and rule.  The problem is, I don’t currently have any free estates to give.  It will take time, and likely victory in our war before I can grant you your fiefdom.” she explained.

      “Is this war related to how you were injured?” he asked.

      “Yes.  I’ll explain more on that in a bit.” the fae nodded.  “First, let me further put your mind to rest on the topic of divided loyalties.”

      “I’d appreciate that.” James conceded.

      “From the way you described Hel’s beliefs and goals, I do not foresee any conflict with my own.  She seems entirely concerned with the afterlife of her followers, whereas I am concerned only with the living state of my queendom.  Further, I presume she makes a distinction between killing in battle and outright murder, else you wouldn’t be here.  As such, you need never worry about me asking you to break her rules.” Queen Titania assured him.

      “Okay.  I guess everything should be all right then.” James concurred.

      “Furthermore, I will allow you to build a temple to Hel here in Elphyne.  I see no reason to forbid it, and to be frank, it would put my mind at ease to know a goddess was looking out for any of my people who die.” Titania added.

      “I’m sure Lady Hel would be most pleased with that.” James agreed with a warm smile.

      “I suggest talking to the gnomes about its construction.  They are the hardest workers among my people, and they are gifted craftsmen when it comes to stone.” she suggested.

      “I’ll look into it when I get the chance.” he promised.

      “Ah!  The hot water is here.  Now, what is your surprise, James?” the queen asked, giving him a playful grin.

      “First we take the water, and half fill the cups.” he demonstrated by performing the actions as he spoke.  “Next, we add two heaping tablespoons of this.” James summoned the flavouring from his inventory, along with a tablespoon, and measured out the correct amount.  “We stir, to ensure the powder is completely dissolved.” the gentle tinkling of his stirring rang through the garden.  “Then lastly, we fill the remainder of the cups with cream and stir again.”  When he was finished, he carefully placed a cup and saucer in front of the queen.  Realizing his spoon was stainless steel, he immediately sent it back to his inventory, without ever letting on that it was dangerous.  Going to have to get some real silverware. he told himself.

      The Queen of the Seelie Court eyed the drink warily.  He hadn’t added any honey to it, and she didn’t like her tea unsweetened.  She supposed it would be edible at least, since it was practically half cream.  Daintily lifting the cup to her face, she took a gentle sniff.  She was immediately astonished by the full and rich aroma of the beverage.  Taking a tentative sip, she was again amazed for the second time in as many seconds.  The flavour was wonderful, and unlike anything she had ever tasted before.  Sweet and velvety smooth, she knew it would be addictive if she had a regular supply of it.  “What is this!?” she cried.

      James laughed out loud, and then took a sip from his own cup.  “Mmm.  It’s called Hot Chocolate.  It’s one of my favourite drinks, especially on a cold winter’s night.”

      “I can understand why!” the queen exclaimed.  “Tell me you have more of it?”

      “Only what is in this can, sadly.” he said with a frown.  “I’ll portion some out and leave it with your maids, if you like.” he offered.

      “Yes, please!”  she agreed immediately.

      James smiled as the two took another sip of their drinks.  “By the way, do you know the location of any artifacts I could acquire for Odin?”

      Titania shook her head.  “Sadly, no.  I was forced to leave most of such treasures behind when my court split from my husband’s.”

      “I understand.  Is that split related to the war you mentioned earlier?” he probed.  James didn’t want to delve too deeply if it was a painful topic for her, but as a knight of the realm, he felt he need to know about their enemies.

      Titania shook her head again, while holding her cup and saucer.  “No.  Not at all.”

      “I see.  I’m sorry for asking if it was personal or painful to talk about.”  he apologized.

      “No.  This too is something that you should know about.  As our stalwart defender, it makes sense that you would ask.” she waved away his concerns.

      “Well, if you’re all right with it, I would like any information on our people and their enemies that you are willing to share.” he prodded her gently with his words.

      Titania smiled warmly.  “I like the way you phrased that.  Would you like to hear of our history, then?”

      “Yes, please.” he confirmed with a smile.

      “Well then, are you familiar with Álfheimr?” Queen Titania asked.

      “A little.” James answered.  “It’s where the Ljósálfar live, right?”

      “That is correct.” she nodded, sipping her hot chocolate.  “It is a realm of incredible beauty and magic.  Far more so than Earth, and even more than Terra.”

      “Is that where you’re from?” he asked

      The queen nodded again.  “It’s where I was born.  But since you asked about our history, let me start at the beginning.” she smiled warmly at her new knight.  “Long, long ago, around when mankind was discovering fire, the Álfar lived in Álfheimr, along with the nature spirits which inhabited the world.”

      “Nature spirits?  Like nymphs?” James asked, folding his hands on the table.

      “No, not quite.  These nature spirits were much closer to what you would think of as souls today.  But souls of the plants, water, and land itself.  Sentient beings whom you would only perceive as balls of light.” she explained.

      “Ah.  Okay.” James nodded in understanding.

      “The spirits loved to dance and play, spending their entire existence floating about and enjoying the natural growth and changes in nature.  Eventually, the Álfar learned magic.  And with this knowledge, they became aware of just how important the nature spirits were to its function.” she went on.

      “I’ve never met one, to my knowledge, but I’d love to learn about them.” James said, hoping she would be willing to teach him even more.

      Titania laughed.  “We’d be here all night if I let your curious mind side track us every time you found something interesting!  Perhaps another time.” she said with a smile.

      James chuckled.  “Very well, your Majesty.”

      “Oh hush with the ‘Your Majesty’ bit.  We’re in a private setting, and you promised.” she said with a pout, lightly slapping his hands.

      “Okay, Titania.” James chuckled.

      “Good.  Now where was I?  Ah yes, the nature spirits.  As the Álfar learned more magic and studied the spirits, they eventually learned how to communicate.  This brought about an era of great growth for the Álfar, especially in the arts of magic.  Meanwhile, the spirits longed to learn and grow like the Álfar did, but even more, they wished to experience more of the world in ways that they could not.  While the Álfar did their best to describe senses like taste, smell and touch, the poor spirits couldn’t comprehend them.” The queen leaned back in her chair, taking a larger sip of her hot chocolate.  “I can’t get over how delicious this is…” she murmured.

      James gave her a big smile.  “I’ll try to figure out where and how we can source the beans to make it.  If I succeed, you’ll be the first to know.  I promise.”

      “Excellent!  I might have to promote you to Baron if you succeed.” the queen exclaimed, setting down her teacup and clapping her hands in excitement.

      “Haha!  That’s a big if, Titania.” James tried not to get her hopes up too much.

      Titania nodded.  “I understand.  Now, back to our story.  As a solution to their problem, the spirits asked the Álfar to help them gain bodies for themselves.  They achieved this by entering a lady’s womb and causing them to conceive, thus becoming immaculate births.  These offspring were the first faeries.”

      James raised his eyebrows.  “That’s very interesting.”

      “I’m glad you think so.” the queen smiled, taking another sip from her cup.  “Now, the faeries differed from their parents in many ways.  Though they looked similar to the Álfar, they possessed even greater talent for magic, but had little patience for books or study.  They had entered the world to play and experience all that was pleasurable in life.  The greatest difference though, was their aversion to iron.”

      “I’ve always found that a little strange.” said James, leaning forward with a serious look on his face.

      “I suppose you would.  Being a mortal, your body requires minute amounts of iron to even function.  The Álfar were like that as well.  But our bodies use copper in place of iron, which is why our blood is blue instead of red.” the queen informed him.

      “So you can’t even tolerate it in such small amounts?” he asked.

      “If you are asking if I would die from eating a bowl of spinach or from being splashed by your blood, the answer is no.  But as you are very well aware, our bodies cannot handle large amounts of the metal, thus we were born to not require it in the first place.  You see, iron interferes with the magic inside us, and we faeries are just as much made up of magic as we are the physical.  That is why our wings constantly shed Fairy Dust.” Titania clarified.

      “Wait.  How does this relate to Fairy Dust?” James inquired.

      “Fairy Dust is essentially minute particles of crystallized magic, or Qi as you call it.  Our bodies convert magic energy into a physical form, thereby allowing us to exist in this realm as we are.  Our wings are even more magical than the rest of us, and thus they cast off small amounts of Qi more readily.”  The queen gave him a surprisingly in depth explanation of a faerie’s biology.

      “I see. That makes a lot of sense.” James said.  He really appreciated knowledge like this.

      “I’m happy to tell you about my people.” she said with a smile.  “Now, before I get off topic again, let me tell you more of our history.”

      “Please do.” James said with a nod.

      “It was a series of truly terrible accidents that taught our people just how poisonous iron was to our new bodies.  The Álfar had been working iron into tools and weapons for only a few decades when we faeries joined them in physical society.  The accidents caused an uproar among the populous, as you might imagine.  As a metal that was prized for its much greater strength than copper or bronze, those that loved crafting and working with their hands were loathe to give it up, as were the warriors who defended our lands from the Jötunn.  On the other hand, the scholars and mages felt that our safety should take precedence, and that such poisonous materials should not be allowed in common society.  I’m sure many of the mages were more worried about the loss of our help in studying magic than our comforts, of course.” The queen paused her tale to take a bite from one of the cookies on her plate, and another sip of her hot chocolate.

      “Then what happened?” James asked, wanting to hear more.

      “Well, thankfully the citizenry didn’t come to blows.  It did create a schism in the Álfar, however.  The more erudite leaders of the Álfar banned the forging and mining of iron in Álfheimr.  Instead, they insisted that such dangerous work be completed in another realm, which their people had recently discovered.  This other realm was much darker than Álfheimr on the surface, and had little in the way of vegetation, being a mostly barren land under a red sun.  Great mountains studded much of the world, and huge networks of caves delved deep into its heart.  To the delight of many Álfar however, for all it was poor in natural wonder, it was rich beyond measure in ores and minerals.  Most especially iron.”  Taking a deep breath, the queen looked up at the ceiling.

      “Is something wrong?”  James asked, concerned that this point in the story might be hard for her to tell for some reason.

      “I just don’t like that the birth of my people caused the split of the Álfar.” she replied

      “I understand, but you do know it’s not your people’s fault, right?” James reminded her.

      “Of course.  But yes, split the Álfar it did.  Though they were initially reluctant, it eventually became quite popular to move to the new world and explore it.  Great works of art were being created there, and many master smiths made names for themselves with access to such cheap and plentiful materials.  Over the next thousand millennia, the people who lived there changed.  Living under the red sun, and missing the magic of Álfheimr, darkened their skin.  A culture based on craftsmanship and strength of arms arose, in contrast to the study of magic and pursuit of knowledge back on Álfheimr.  And so, they became known as the Svartálfar, or Dark Elves as the people of Arthur call them.  To distinguish themselves from their less high minded cousins, the Álfar of Álfheimr dubbed themselves Ljósálfar, or Light Elves.” Savouring her hot chocolate, Titania took a moment before continuing.

      “So that’s how it happened.” James muttered to himself.

      After another bite of cookie, Titania picked up the story where she’d left off.  “Though the people living under the red sun had changed greatly, none had changed as much as those living deep beneath the surface.  While the Svartálfar would journey to the depths for work, the Dvergr, as they came to be called, built cities and remained below the mountains their whole lives, shunning the sun and its light.  As a result, over hundreds of generations, the magic of the deep rock infused their people, attuning them more and more to the stone they worked.  Eventually, the sun became their nemesis, its light turning their very flesh to stone if they dared to venture out during the day.  They became short of stature, as that had become a pleasing trait to them, making their work in the tunnels all the easier.  And thus were born the peoples of Svartálfheimr.”

      “Wow!  So elves and dwarves originally came from the same people?” James was deeply surprised by this revelation.

      “Yes, but they don’t discuss it in polite company.” Titania grinned and warned him.

      “But, I hadn’t heard that dwarves turn to stone in sunlight.  That’s strange.” James commented.

      “I’m getting there.” Titania giggled.  “Let’s move forward in history a bit.  Around the time mankind was learning to make dyes and paints, the Álfar discovered the paths to Midgardr, or Earth as most people call it these days.  Though Earth was much lower in magical energy, it was a beautiful and wondrous place to visit.  Thus, the various peoples of the realms started visiting and interacting with humans on occasion.  The humans were very primitive, living in caves and could only craft the most basic of tools.  Of more interest to us were the other races we encountered.  So called nature spirits, but with physical bodies all their own.  These were nymphs, dryads, and the like.  In them, we found kindred spirits, and happily joined their revels and festivals.  Gods other than the Æsir were present as well, making their mark on the world, and influencing the humans.  By the time humans learned to plant and harvest their own crops, a large number of our people had enjoyed Earth so much that they made permanent homes there.”

      “That makes sense.  Earth is beautiful.” James smiled softly, fondly remembering the many places he had visited in his past life.

      “Indeed it is.  That is why, a few millennia later, when I was born, I loved it so.  My father, Dáinn, King of Elves, would often take me on trips to the realm of humans.  Back then, though we had all become different people, and by this point many different races of fairies had evolved too, we still considered ourselves ‘one people’.  My father ruled over all of us, whether we lived on Álfheimr, Svartálfheimr, or Earth.  That is why your old tales often confuse the different races among us.” the queen explained.

      “Okay.  I’d wondered how such different beings could be mistaken for each other so often.” James nodded in understanding.

      “Yes.  We were all Álfar in our hearts.  But with time, that too changed.  From here, we get more into my own, personal history.  You see, my father never approved of my husband, Oberon.  To be honest, I am beginning to see why.” Titania stated with a look of distaste.  “Though we were born in Álfheimr, we spent more and more time on Earth, avoiding my father’s lectures and disapproving glares.  Eventually, around the time Athens was growing into a powerful city state, we moved to Earth permanently.  We remained hidden from the humans most of the time, due to their propensity for violence and irrational behaviour.” The queen shook her head, as if in disapproval.

      James fought to not show any reaction.  The faerie think humans are irrational?

      “Once we’d established a hidden village of our own, Oberon declared himself the King of the Fairies, making me the Queen of the Fairies.  Unfortunately, our peaceful rebellion had a ripple effect throughout the empire.  Others started declaring themselves Kings and Queens of their various regions, and the Álfar split, becoming known only as their derivative races.” After this revelation, the queen finished off the last of her hot chocolate and took a bite from her final cookie.

      “But, everyone still got along, right?  You said that your rebellion was peaceful.” James pointed out.

      “All split from the Light Elves peacefully, yes, but there were wars and squabbles fought over territory between the would be rulers.” the queen informed him.  “Anyway, jump forward a few thousand years, to a point roughly two thousand years ago, when the war really broke out between Yahweh and the other gods.  A number of divinities foresaw that the war might not go as well as they might hope, and so they began looking for another world to populate with their followers.  They found a distant planet that was similar enough to Earth that they could work with it.  Thus, they set about shaping the land, growing the trees, and generally making it livable for us.  Next, they began copying the great works of their human followers - their fortresses, temples, monuments and so on.  They didn’t want their worshipers to have to start from scratch, after all.  And of course, The Game had to continue.” Titania sighed and shook her head.

      “The Game?”  James asked.

      “The eternal struggle between the gods.  Note that they rarely, if ever, battle each other directly.  No, they set their followers against each other as if they were pieces on a board.  Thus they didn’t want their followers to be without a strong foothold on the new world, which they named Terra.  Then Artemis, Goddess of the Hunt, began to populate the world with all manner of birds and beasts.  She wasn’t content with just those that had survived on Earth, either.  She wanted a great contest between them, to determine which were truly worthy of living in her new paradise, and even to compete with the humans.  I think she really just wanted a greater variety to hunt though, if you ask me.  Regardless of her reasons, she brought to life every conceivable animal to fill the lands and seas.  If it lived on Earth at any point in history, you can find it on Terra.”  Popping the last bite of cookie into her mouth, Titania chewed slowly and let her voice rest before finishing the story.

      “That would explain the Giant Ground Sloth and the raptors.”  James nodded.

      “It does indeed.” Titania confirmed, after swallowing.  “Then, around a thousand years ago, the various gods admitted defeat, yielding the Earth to Yahweh.  Thus began the Great Migration.  Nearly all non-human races moved to Terra with the assistance of the gods.  Yahweh let them go, as part of the terms of surrender.  I, along with my followers, stayed on Earth, however.  We didn’t want to give up our homes, but as the centuries passed, staying hidden became harder and harder.  Finally, in the early 1600’s, as the humans called them, we left.  One final ship had come to pick us up, and we nearly missed the damn thing thanks to Amoretta!  She just had to have one final night with her favourite playwright, and wound up draining the poor bastard dry in the process.  Killed the most popular poet in the land.”

      “A poet in the 1600’s, eh?”  James wondered if he had heard of him.

      Titania nodded.  “She called him her Sweet William.  Anyway, once we arrived on Terra, Oberon set about founding a new kingdom.  This time though, he was obsessed with driving the ‘vile humans’ from the land.  He just couldn’t forgive them for taking away our home on Earth.  And to be honest, he’d always had a cruel streak.  I argued with him that this was a new world, a fresh start, but he wouldn’t listen.  As much as I fear the humans if they grow too powerful, I don’t want to eradicate them, or the other species.  Thus, our court split.  He took the title of King of the Unseelie Court, which had been abolished on Earth, and I became Queen of the Seelie Court, and brought my people across the sea, to a new land.”

      “That is an incredible story.  Thank you for sharing it with me.” James gave her a bright smile.  “One thing, though.  It didn’t explain how the dwarves I know of aren’t turned to stone by sunlight.”

      “Oh, right!” Titania held up a single finger.  “Good point.  You see, Light Elves that were born on Earth, where there is much less magic when compared to Álfheimr, had less magic in them.  Over a few generations, this difference was quite noticeable.  They were still long lived, but had become mortal, thus being known simply as Elves.  Much the same happened to the Dvergr.  Their loss of earth magic meant they were less susceptible to the sun, and became the simple Dwarves you know of today.  This degradation, if you wish to call it that, even happened among the humans who left Eden.”

      James was a little surprised that Titania thought Eden was a real place, but then figured it very well might be, if Asgard and other such places were real.  “If Eden is real, does that mean the Christian creation myth is true?  What about other creation myths told by other religions?”

      Titania shrugged.  “The only ones who know exactly how the various realms were created, if anyone does, are the heads of each pantheon.  They all claim to have created the universe and they refuse to admit otherwise, always referring to their competitors as ‘false’.”

      James hummed in thought.

      “I will say, however, that each such god does have the power to shape worlds, if not create them.” Titania pointed out.

      James nodded and decided to put the matter aside.  It was a question as old as, well, the universe, and he wasn’t going to solve it today.  “Do you have time to speak a little more with me?” he asked the queen.

      “If you wish.  What do you wish to speak of, James?” the queen assented to his minor request.

      “I wish to know more about the war you mentioned.  Who are we fighting, and where are the battle lines?” James inquired.

      “Ah, yes.  That is something I would have brought up with you when we had finished here regardless.” the queen nodded, approving of his question.  “To answer answer your questions in order, we are fighting a necromancer and his forces.  Unfortunately, the ‘where’ is right here in our city.”

      “What!?” James nearly shouted, clearly alarmed.

      “The western half of our city once belonged to the elven population of our people.  They were more numerous than the rest of us, by far, and took care of much of the city’s management, including nearly all of its defence.  As a race, they were far more inclined to studiousness and organized tasks than the rest of the fae.  That is why the structures beyond the western veil appear less like the gardens you see here, and more like a city of stone you would be accustomed to.  While the elves revere the natural world, they do engage in things such as crafts and commerce, as well as agriculture to an extent.  Thus they required more standardized buildings and roads.” she began.

      While James waited for her to continue, he perked up his ears and listened for screams or other signs of battle, wondering why he hadn’t heard any before now.

      “The elven section of the city was only partially hidden, you see.  Because they allowed some trade with the other races, they didn’t hide behind the veil with the rest of us.  They felt that the difficulty of reaching their city without roads, and the presence of their scouts in the surrounding woods, along with the sturdy walls they had built, would be enough to protect them.  Unfortunately for them, all their vaunted walls did was contain the plague within them.” Titania grimaced as she told the tale, the loss of her people clearly painful for her.

      “Plague?” James’ first thought was that the enemy might be using some sort of biological warfare.

      Queen Titania nodded.  “A dark skinned human came to visit the elves, supposedly to trade in spices.  This turned out to be a ruse to get him into the city.  We didn’t find out that anything was wrong until Aibell and her sister banshees all started keening.  When I questioned the distraught woman, she told me of how many in the city would soon die.  But by then it was too late.  The stranger was a Bokor, a necromancer who practices voodoo magic to animate and enslave the dead.”

      “Zombies.” James grunted, having a feeling he knew where this was going.

      “Quite so.” the queen confirmed.  “The Bokor attacked a serving maid, at the inn where he was staying, when she came to change his sheets.  He forced her to drink a vile potion, whose black magic killed her outright, then animated her as a zombie a short while later.  He then commanded her to seek out and bite as many people as she could, spreading a deadly infection among the innkeeper’s children first, and from there to the rest of the city.”

      “The infection couldn’t be stopped?  Even though the banshees warned you?” James asked, perturbed that it had gotten so out of hand, despite the warning.

      Titania shook her head sadly.  “Aibell foresaw the death of the maid, and others dying of sickness later, but that was all.  The divination abilities of a banshee, while accurate, are limited in scope.  We warned the elven guard, and set them to finding the Bokor, but he has remained hidden since.  It wasn’t until we had Tam capture the soul of the maid that we learned the details of how it started.”

      “Then how did you become injured?” James asked.

      Titania smiled wryly.  “I didn’t heed Aibell’s warning.  When it had become clear that we needed to capture the serving maid and have Tam question her soul, our options were limited.  The few surviving elves were holed up in their cellars or other hiding places, and couldn’t help us.  We had already lost a number of other fae in fighting the undead, so I was the wisest choice to go and collect the zombie, or at least I told myself that.  In truth, I refused to risk my friend Effie, or any other, after so many had already perished.  I argued that I was one of the few who could fly and carry enough weight to bring our prisoner back.  Shortly after I carried the dead girl back through the veil, she exploded, showering myself and the nearby citizens with iron shrapnel.”

      James sighed.  The situation was a mess, and it he felt like it was his job to sort it out.

      “I am sorry you have come to join us at such a terrible time, but I honestly believe you will save us.” The queen gave him a confident smile.  “To be honest, we have no idea how to defeat these ‘zombies’.  No matter how we stab or slice them, they never stop.”

      “The brain.” James grumbled, leaning back in his chair and looking up to the sky.  “If legends back on Earth are correct, destroying the brain will kill them.  Or feeding them salt.  The former is definitely the easier of the two.”

      Queen Titania nodded.  “I shall pass that on to my citizens.”

      “I’ll see if I can come up with a viable battle plan.” James said, standing.  “If I may be excused?”

      “Of course!  Please, do what you can to save our people.  But before you go, I do have a small gift for you.” the queen replied, rising herself.

      “Your Majesty?” James asked, surprised by her statement.

      Upon her saying so, Peaseblossom entered the garden carrying a red silk pillow with a vial atop it.  The vial was made from clear glass, and vaguely resembled a test tube with a cork in it.  As the handmaiden approached, James found he could discern the contents, which appeared to be some sort of glittering gold powder.

      “What’s this?” James asked as Peaseblossom stopped in front of him.

      “This,” the queen replied “is a sample of my Fairy Dust.  As Queen of the Faeries, my magic is more powerful, and thus my dust is even more potent than that of my subjects.  By sprinkling a pinch of it, you can cause an illusion to spring into being.  I’m sure Acrasia can explain Fairy Glamours to you, when you have time.  The vial should hold ten such uses.”

      Remembering not to thank her, James bowed and said “I shall put it to good use, Your Majesty.” before heading back to his chamber.  He needed to collect Acrasia and make a call to someone who knew a lot more about the dead than he did.
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      James entered his assigned chambers and found Acrasia lounging on the bed, munching on a grape.  The small piece of fruit was roughly the size of her head, and she was making quite a mess on her face.  Rather than comment, he just shook his head and left it at that.

      “Master!” the little fairy shouted.  “You’re back!”  Her wide smile was genuinely cute, despite the juice and bits of grape decorating it.

      “Yup.  You seem to be enjoying your breakfast.”  he couldn’t resist commenting.

      “I am!  I’ve been treated extra well by everyone ever since becoming your slave.”  she chimed gleefully.

      “I’m glad to hear that.” James gave her a warm smile.  It seemed she was adapting to her new position rather well.  Much better than he had feared, and a lot better than he would have.

      “Was breakfast with the queen good, Master?” the inquisitive little fae asked.

      “It was, but the end was rather troubling.  She told me about the undead attacking the city.” he explained.

      “Yeah.” a sad look descended on the fairy’s features, as even her wings drooped.

      “Don’t worry.” he consoled her, brushing the top of her head with the tip of his finger.  “We’ll think of something.”

      The leannán sídhe looked up and gave him a half hearted smile.  “Thank you, Master.”

      Seeing Acrasia sad made James want to hold her and comfort her until all her gloominess had fled, but he knew it would be best to focus on the task at hand.  Before anything else, he wanted to see what he could do with the Fairy Dust the queen had given him.  Thus, he held it in his palm and used Analysis.

      

      Fairy Dust:  Natural Artifact.  Crystallized Qi.  Can be used to create illusions.

      

      “Just as I thought.” James muttered to himself.

      “Oh!” Acrasia piped up.  “Is that the queen’s dust?”

      James nodded.  “She gifted it to me, and said you could explain Fairy Glamours to me later.  But before we get into that, I want to try something.”  Taking a seat on the bed, James got into the lotus position.

      Acrasia was about to complain, quickly figuring out that he was going to meditate, but then remembered that he had asked her to be silent when he did.  Rather than go against his wishes, the bored fairy went back to devouring her grape.

      James found that he had to open the vial before he could draw the Qi into his Dantian, but after that, the absorption went much more quickly than normal.  Perhaps this was because the Fairy Dust was essentially pure Qi, but with a pattern, instead of being a regular physical object.  When the last of the Fairy Dust transformed into tiny motes of light and entered his Dantian, James felt the familiar ache of knowledge entering his mind, and the expansion of his Qi Pool.  Wanting to read the details of the spell he had just gained, James opened his Status Screen.
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      The first thing that he noticed was that his new spell matched Acrasia’s exactly.  Of course he also took note that his Qi Pool had expanded by 10 points, bringing the base to 149, and thus his Qi Pool Total to 298.  While thinking about the spell, he wondered if he could have somehow learned it from Acrasia, without having to use the dust.  She was his possession, which was why Analysis worked on her and let him see her Status Screen.  That meant he should be able to ‘manage’ her status, just like he could his own.

      “What are you doing, Master?” Acrasia asked, seeing that he was no longer meditating.

      “I want to know if I can teach you a spell.” he replied with a smile.

      “Oh!  That sounds exciting!” she jumped up and landed on his knee.  “But, I’m no good at reading, so if you are going to show me a spellbook, it won’t do any good.” she said with a frown.

      James chuckled.  “No.  No reading required.  On your end, that is.”  The einherjar poked and prodded at his spell list.  He figured Heal would be the best spell to give her, if he could.  He found that he could transfer a spell between them for a cost of 100 Refined Qi (which he currently lacked), or he could copy the spell and give it to her for 105 Refined Qi.  Seeing as he didn’t want to lose any of his spells, he felt that copying would always be the better option.

      “I’m ready, Master!” the excited fairy exclaimed.

      “Yeah, sorry.  I want to give you the Heal spell, but I simply don’t have enough Qi.” I never seem to have enough Qi to do half of the things I want. James grumbled in his head.

      “Aww.  Okay.  But give it to me when you can, okay Master?” she pleaded.

      “I will.” he promised.

      “Do you want me to tell you about Glamours now?” she asked.

      “Not right now, thanks.  I think I have a handle on the spell, but if I can’t figure anything out, I’ll be sure to ask you.” he assured her.

      “You can cast it already!?”  Acrasia shouted in surprise.

      “Yup.  Learned it from the Fairy Dust.” he explained, shaking the empty vial before sending it to his inventory.

      “How did you do that?” she asked, scrunching up her face, which was still stained with grape juice.

      “It’s… a long story.  And a boring one.” he said, summoning a facecloth and a bit of water from his inventory.  “Hold still.”

      “Murgh…” the little fairy groaned as he gently cleaned her face and hands.

      Finished giving her a wash, he sent the cloth back to his inventory.  “I need to talk to Hel for a bit.  Would you mind quietly relaxing while I do?”

      “Can I talk to her, too!?” she asked, excited at the prospect of speaking to a goddess.

      “Er, you can pray to her, which I’m sure she’ll hear, but I’m not so sure you’ll be able to hear her speak in return.” he cautioned her, trying to keep her expectations realistic.

      “Aww.  Okay!  I’ll give it a try.” she said, hopping down onto the bed.

      James smiled inwardly as he watched her kneel on the pillow next to his and clasp her hands together.  The einherjar still wasn’t comfortable with the standard ‘prayer pose’, so he just laid on his back, closed his eyes, and tried speaking to the goddess.  “Lady Hel, your Champion seeks your wisdom.”

      I am here, James.  I have been watching, and am glad to hear from thee.  Hel’s voice resounded in the Champion’s head.

      The instant response surprised James almost as much as the clarity of the communication.  The power of prayer really was something else.  “Um, how are things in Hel?  Are you doing okay?  Is there anything you need me to do?”  He hadn’t really given much thought to what he would say, but he didn’t want to treat the conversation like a business transaction either.  The truth was, he was very fond of Hel, and honestly was concerned for her health and happiness.

      Things are much the same as they have always been.  I will admit to missing thy company, however. the goddess replied.

      “Yeah, I miss you too, Hel.  I don’t suppose you could take a little vacation to Terra, could you?” he suggested.

      No, my Champion, I cannot.  I must remain at my post and tend to my duties as guardian of the dead. she answered, a hint of sadness in her voice.

      “I won’t give up on figuring out how to travel between Realms.  I hope to see you in person soon, but uh, alive and well.”  he assured her.

      That would be for the best, James.  I do not wish for thee to die.  she confirmed.  I do not wish to rush thee, as I do enjoy hearing thy voice, but thou didst say that thou hast a question for me.

      “Right.  Since you were watching, did you hear the discussion I had with Queen Titania?” he asked.

      I did.  And before thou dost ask, I take no issue with thy knighthood.  Thou wert correct in thine assessment of my goals and tenets.  I also look forward to the construction of my first temple. The Goddess of Death laughed, as if she found the thought of having worshippers truly amusing.

      James sighed in relief.  He was honestly glad there was no conflict there.  He hadn’t planned on working for the queen when he came to this city, but he figured it was probably the best gig he could hope for.  “And what about the undead infestation?  Any advice on that front?”

      Hmm.  Thou wert correct in thine assessment of their weaknesses.  I would add that they are also vulnerable to Holy light.  she informed him.  And since thou wilt ask, I have no access to that particular form of energy, so I cannot grant it to thee.  Only the shining spears of the valkyrjur possess this energy among the Norse pantheon; Odin having stolen the design from Yahweh’s angels early on in the war.

      “Hmm.” James hummed.  “Not sure where I’d get access to them, then.  It’s not like I can just ask Odin for help.”

      No, thou cannot.  But fret not, my Champion.  One such valkyrja will be visiting thy region soon.  I have it on good authority that a particular young valkyrja will be watching over a battle near a town south of thy position.  A few of Óðinn’s worshippers will be involved in that battle, and some are likely to fall.  The goddess spoke words that James had longed to hear.

      “How… how is Hrein?  Please tell her that I miss her.” James asked, getting a little choked up.

      There was a moment of silence before the goddess responded.  The valkyrja misses thee as well, my Champion.  She doth regret how things ended between thee.  She hopes to see thee near the field of battle, but thou must hurry for battle will soon be joined.

      James’ eyes shot open as he sat up in bed.  He had no time to lose.  Popping off a quick “Thanks Hel, James out.”, the einherjar jumped out of bed and headed for the door.

      The little fairy next to him squealed, having only heard half of the conversation.  It was clear her Master was in a hurry, so she said her prayer as quickly as possible.  “Dear Hel!  Please tell my Master to take me soon!” she shouted before zipping after him.

      James was rushing through the hallways when he spotted a fairy in a maid’s uniform.  “Excuse me, could you please pass a message on to the queen for me?”

      “Of course, Sir James.” she replied with a curtsy.

      “I’m heading out to see if I can acquire a weapon that could help us with the war.  I hope to be back soon.”  James spoke quickly but clearly, to ensure the fairy understood, despite feeling a need to rush.  As soon as the little maid confirmed that she’d pass the message on, James was running out the door.

      Acrasia silently trailed behind her master.  She’d never seen him in such a hurry before, so she figured the situation must be urgent.  When the big warrior took to the air, she flitted up behind him and grasped the hair on the back of his head, holding onto it like a set of reins.  Once he levelled out and started heading south, she sat comfortably on his neck and settled in for the journey.

      While he was thrilled that he could fly at a speed considerably faster than he could run, it still wasn’t nearly fast enough for James.  Need to dump some Qi into enhancing my flight speed.  he grumbled in his head.  He started off going straight south, since that was the direction that his goddess had indicated, but then thought better of it.  The only town he knew of in the area was Guayabo, which Huáng said was eighty miles southeast of here.  Changing direction, he winged his way towards the town, in the hopes of catching Hrein before she had to leave again.  If he were honest with himself, he was much more concerned with meeting and making up with the valkyrie than he was with the weapon she carried.

      Roughly two agonizing hours later, James had the town of Guayabo in sight.  It appeared to be a decent sized town, surrounded by a large wooden palisade.  He didn’t see any signs of battle though, which made him worry that he had been wrong and picked the wrong location.  Should I have gone straight south!? he berated himself.

      His negative thoughts were cut short by the sudden cry of a woman.  I know that voice! he screamed in his head as he banked and changed directions.  Flying towards the west, he saw multiple shapes winging about in the sky.  Before he could draw close enough to make them out, one of them plummeted to the earth, and then several of them appeared to dogpile the attacker.  This caused the lot of them to rush towards the ground.

      Fly faster!  James roared in his head.  He wouldn’t yell out loud, though.  If this was a battle, which he strongly suspected it was, he wanted the element of surprise.

      The shouting and sounds of battle became clearer, the closer he drew to the landing site.  The winged creatures seemed to have grounded themselves in a small field, not far from a lone hut in the woods.  James had noticed a number of such huts and fields surrounding Guayabo as he flew over them, so he figured they must be the farms that supported the town.

      Dipping low and flying just above the treetops, James slowed his advance as he approached the battle.  When it appeared the treeline was just ahead, the einherjar did his best to land in the woods.  Instead of a graceful and stealthy landing, he wound up crashing through branches and dropping unceremoniously onto the forest floor.

      “Your landings need work, Master.” the rattled fairy whispered in his ear.

      “Yeah.  I know.” he growled, picking himself up off the ground.  Luckily he hadn’t suffered any serious damage, only an assortment of bumps and bruises.  Stopping to listen for the battle, he heard a masculine voice shout.

      “Be still!  Kneel and be silent, I command thee!”

      With a silent glance to Acrasia, James rushed off in the direction of the voice as quickly as he could.

      “Three!  Three of my Lord’s Heavenly Host didst thou murder!  Thou wilt pay for this, Sinner!” the angry shout was followed by the echoing of a loud slap.

      As James neared the treeline, he slowed his mad dash forward.  From this far back he could make out four human looking figures dressed in white togas and bearing large white wings on their backs.  Their most shocking feature, however, were the glowing golden circles hovering over their heads.

      “Thou didst seek to steal souls which rightfully belong to my Lord!  For this sin, I will drag thy sorry carcass back to the Heavens, where thou wilt confess thy sins and be purged by holy flames!” the handsome man sneered as he pointed to a figure kneeling on the ground.

      From James’ position, crouching down behind the bushes near the edge of the forest, James couldn’t see the face of the individual being forced to kneel.  He did recognize her clothes, however.  Rage began to boil in his guts, and his instincts screamed for him to rush these foolish beings and rip their throats out with his claws.  Luckily, years of military discipline kept the impulsive fury in check, if only barely.  They would pay with their lives for touching her, but he would do this intelligently.

      “Perhaps we should teach her a lesson before taking her back?” one of the men suggested as he leered at the young valkyrie.

      Fucking angels… I’ll kill them all!  the einherjar’s inner voice roared.  Quickly scanning the area before his rage got the better of him, James saw Hrein’s armour in tatters on the ground, a few feet from her.  Further away than that, her shield lay shattered among some rocks, and her spear stood planted in the ground.  One of the angels, a female, was holding the valkyrie’s feather cloak.

      “Sarah.  Take the pagan’s artifacts and return to Heaven.  We will be along shortly.” the apparent leader commanded.

      Figuring he was out of time, James summoned his SKS and took aim at the commander’s head.  He wasn’t far away, no more than fifty feet, so it was an easy shot.  Squeezing the trigger as quickly as he dared without throwing off his aim, he fired the rifle.  The heavy 7.62 x 39 round slammed into the angel’s forehead and blasted out the back of his skull in a shower of gore.

      The female angel screamed, while the remaining two male angels raised their swords and prepared to fight.

      Unnoticed by James, Acrasia zipped off into the woods.  She was no fighter, but she had a plan to help her Master.

      Unable to retain control any longer, James barely had the presence of mind to send his rifle back to his inventory as he roared and charged out of the bush.  The seven foot tall beast of an einherjar threw himself at the closest angel, swinging his arms back and then whipping them forward while summoning his axe.

      Seeing the crazed beast-man charge him out of nowhere, the angel called on the discipline of the Host.  He set his feet in a wide stance, with his sword pointed at the enemy, ready to receive him.  The dumb beast doesn’t even have a weapon, he laughed to himself, and look at him wind up with that claw!  Unfortunately for the angel, he could never have predicted that the einherjar would summon a weapon at the very moment he lunged in to stab at the beast’s stomach.  A grin split his face as his blade cut into the tiger-man’s flank… just as the axe appeared in James’ hands and split the arrogant angel from the shoulder to the depths of his chest.

      Fiery pain ripped across James’ side, but he ignored it, just as he ignored the falling angel with his axe deeply imbedded in him.  He saw nothing but red as he spun on his next prey.  Yes, that was all they were, prey to be hunted and slaughtered.  The einherjar leapt towards the last male enemy, his wings spread and carrying him the distance, and his hands stretched out before him, claws and fangs bared.

      Seeing his commander and then friend die in sudden succession shook the final masculine angel.  Long gone was the leer he had levelled on the valkyrie, a look of terror taking its place.  A demon! his mind screamed, his halo flaring brightly.  “Begone!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, as the beast closed in on him.  Holy light flooded the area, its purity guaranteed to banish the unholy back to the pits of Hell.

      James was forced to squint from the sudden bright light, but held his course for a heart beat longer and tackled the ignorant angel to the ground.  Now, the angels were incredibly strong beings, and one would have been more than a match for James in a wrestling match, even with his prodigious strength.  But the angel had made a fatal mistake.  It had mistook him for a demon, the spawn of Hell, and had devoted his concentration to causing the holy energy in its halo to surge, in an attempt to banish him.  Due to the fact that James was an einherjar, not a demon or undead being, he was not unholy, no matter how bestial he may look.  This tactical mistake on the angel’s part gave Hel’s Champion the time he needed to get his hands on the angel’s throat… and rip it out.  And he didn’t stop there.  His rage at the angels for assaulting the woman he loved blinded him to all that was around him.  His claws tore into the man’s chest, shredding cloth and muscle, and tearing bone free from the holy being’s skeleton.  Over and over James slashed with his claws as he roared, completely lost in fury.

      The final angel, Sarah, had moved to do as her leader commanded… as soon as she had gotten over the shock of seeing his head explode.  Admittedly, she wasn’t all that quick to recover.  Not when she saw the beast charge from the woods and hack her dearest friend nearly in half.  When at last she came to her senses, she spun to grab the spear which the valkyrie had dropped in their arial battle.  But it wasn’t there!  The pagan’s weapon was somehow missing.  A quick look for it only served to treat her to the scene of the last of her companions being torn apart by the monster in a frenzy.  Her hands trembled, and her short sword fell from her grip.  There was no way she could face this creature alone.  It had somehow resisted being banished, and would certainly come for her next.  Gripping the valkyrie’s cloak tightly in her arms, the angel took wing and fled the scene as quickly as she could.

      

      When at last James calmed down, his breathing was ragged and his flank ached fiercely.  Looking down at his side, he saw a jagged gash had been torn in his flesh.  Luckily, it was only about an inch deep, even if it was over six inches long.  In other words, it had cut through skin and muscle, but had missed any organs.  That said, he was bleeding badly, so it had to be treated quickly.  Burning 20 Qi, he placed his hand on his wound and cast Heal.  There was a slight itching sensation as the nerves were reconnected, but at least it didn’t hurt more than the wound itself.

      Groaning as he stumbled to his feet, James turned around to survey the area.  He was sure there had been a seventh angel, but there was no sign of her now.  All that remained were the corpses of the three he had killed, along with one which had presumably been killed by Hrein.

      His thoughts screeched to a halt when he saw the woman herself.  She was still kneeling in the field, blood flowing freely from a wound in her shoulder.  “Hrein!” he yelled in alarm as he rushed over to her.

      The young woman made no move to acknowledge him, nor did she make a sound.

      “Hrein!?” he cried as he dropped to his knees in front of her.  He could see that the valkyrie’s eyes were locked on him, but she was completely unresponsive other than that.  It was then that he noticed the collar around her neck.  It appeared to be made of thick black metal, with a D-ring of red metal hanging from the front.  Worried what it might mean, as well as for the wound in her shoulder, James quickly cast Diagnosis on his fiancé.  In addition to showing the illusory overlay, which detailed the stab wound in her shoulder, a text prompt popped up.

      

      Negative status:  Bleeding shoulder wound.  Enslaved.

      

      His heart nearly stopped when he saw the latter status.  But once again, his discipline took over and he focussed on healing her first.  Placing his hand to the shoulder wound, he spoke softly before casting the spell.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll have you patched up in a jiffy.”  Dumping 25 Qi into the spell, he began to mend her broken bones and lace torn muscles back together.

      With that done, he forced himself to back away and stand up.  He trembled with rage and fear, not knowing what to do next.  It was a soft voice in his ear that caused him to get a grip on his panic.

      “Master, she seems to have a slave collar around her neck.  I heard one of the angels tell her to be silent.  Maybe he had some device that could control the collar?” said the familiar voice.

      James shuddered as he took a deep breath.  “Thank you, Acrasia.” He turned to look at the worried fairy.  “I’d be lost without you.”

      The honest thanks made the young fairy blush.  “I live to serve, Master.”

      James glanced around, then strode over to the corpse of the seeming commander.  If anyone had a device like that, it would likely be him. he thought to himself.  Absentmindedly, he touched his axe and sent it back to his inventory, while searching the body.  The angel’s sword looked well made, but didn’t look like it would be magical.  Of course, James had no way of knowing, but that was his hunch.  The only other two items of note were a golden cross on a leather thong, worn around the angel’s neck, and a ring of black metal.  Black metal… matches the collar!

      Tugging the ring from the dead angel’s hand, James turned to face Hrein and put the ring on.  “You may speak and move freely.” he said in a strong, clear voice.

      Hrein gasped and slumped forward, planting her palms on the ground.

      “Hrein!” James shouted again and ran forward to wrap the woman in a hug.  “Hrein, are you all right!?”

      The beautiful valkyrie returned the einherjar’s embrace and began to sob softly.  “I am now, James.”

      A long moment passed while the two lovers just held each other in silence.  Eventually the valkyrie gasped again.  “J-James.  Thou art crushing me.”

      “Oops!  Sorry!” he apologized, releasing her from the bear hug and clasping her by the arms instead.  “Can you tell me what happened?”

      Hrein nodded.  “As Lady Hel advised thee, I came to collect the souls of the fallen.  A battle was held outside yon township, and so I descended to do my duty.  Of course I hoped to meet with thee as well, as Lady Hel informed me that thou wert in this area.”

      “I’m so glad you still wanted to see me…” James gave her a weak smile.

      “James…” she said softly, lifting her hand and stroking his cheek.  Tears began to well up in her eyes, but she shook her head and refused to let them fall.  “The angels attacked, intent on claiming the souls for their lord.” she went on, attempting to dodge the real issue on their minds.  “I tried to fight them off, and managed to slay three before they took me down.  The rest you know.”

      The einherjar nodded.  “Okay.  Let’s get you free of this collar, and figure out what to do next.”

      The valkyrie nodded back, with a sad smile on her lips.  I’m finally here with him, and I still can’t say it? her heart railed at her to set things right between them.

      “Um.  I command the collar to release you.”  James tried issuing a verbal command, hoping things would be that simple.  Unsurprisingly, nothing happened.  “Is there a keyhole or something?” he muttered, getting up and moving behind the valkyrie.

      Hrein lifted her hair out of the way, so that he could get a clear view of the collar.

      “I don’t even see a seam.” he grumbled.  Placing his hands on the sides, he tried to slip his fingers between the collar and her neck, thinking he might be able to pull it apart.  Not only did it fail to give even the slightest amount under his strength, there was no room for even the tiniest of fingers to wedge themselves underneath.

      Walking back around and squatting in front of her, James frowned.  “Have you ever seen anything like this?” he asked.

      Hrein shook her head.  “Nay, I have not.”

      “Hmm.”  James contemplated the situation.  “At the moment, I’d say the ring, and therefore the collar are mine, are they not?” he held his hand up, showing the valkyrie the ring on his finger.

      At this, the young maiden’s face clouded with anger.  “It would seem so, James.”

      The einherjar was confused by her sudden change in demeanour.  “Uh, I was just going to suggest that I might be able to use Analysis to look for clues about the ring…”

      “Uhuh.  And what does ‘Analysis’ say about that?” she hissed, nodding at his hand.

      “Huh?” James looked at his hand and saw the black metal ring on his finger… resting neatly against a silver ring.  “Oh… that.”  Yeah, I’m in trouble.

      “Yea, that.” Hrein parroted, glaring at him.

      It’s not what you think!  was what ran through his mind, but it very nearly was, wasn’t it?  “Honestly, this silver ring serves a very similar function to the black one, except it’s permanent.  It even returned to my finger when my body was reduced to ash.” James started his explanation.

      Hrein’s face screwed up in confusion.  “Ash?”

      “Yeah.  I died.  But luckily I can come back from the dead, so long as I have enough Qi in reserve.  As for the ring, well, it is a Master Ring to the spiritual collar around Acrasia’s neck.” James informed her.

      At the mention of her name, Acrasia seemingly popped out of thin air, right between the two.  “Hello!  I’m Acrasia.  You must be my Master’s fiancé!  I’m very pleased to meet you!”

      Hrein blinked repeatedly, seeming stunned by the sudden appearance of the fairy, as well as by the collar around her tiny neck.  When her mental gears finally started turning, she directed a question at James, without taking her eyes off Acrasia.  “James, why hast thou enslaved a fairy?”

      “Oh.  I wasn’t given a choice in the matter.  Not that I regret it.” he added, making sure to smile at Acrasia.  He didn’t want her to feel unwanted.

      The little fairy looked over her shoulder and smiled back at James.  “Master takes good care of me, so I don’t mind.”

      Hrein was baffled, and starting to get a headache.  Rubbing her face in her hands, she posed the next logical question.  “How couldst thou unintentionally enslave someone?”

      “That… was my fault.” Acrasia interrupted.  Fluttering over to Hrein, she took one of the maiden’s fingers in her tiny hands.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know he was engaged to such a beautiful woman.  I tried to enslave him, but when he rejected my attempts at seduction, the spell rebounded and enslaved me instead.”

      “Enslave… him?” Hrein wanted to be angry at the little fairy, but she was just so cute, and wore an expression of such remorse, that the valkyrie found it impossible.

      “So, yeah.  That’s how it is.”  James added.  “Now she’s bound to me for eternity.  Apparently even death can’t free her.”

      “It sounds as though a lot has happened since thou hast arrived on Terra.” Hrein noted with a sigh.

      “Truer words have never been spoken.” James replied, plopping down next to the valkyrie.  “Let’s see what I can figure out about this ring.”  Using Analysis on the ring first, he was a little surprised by the readout.

      

      Master Ring:  Adamantine.  Wearer of matching Slave Collar cannot disobey any command of Ring wearer.

      

      “Adamantine, huh?  I guess we won’t be breaking the collar off you with brute force.” James grunted.  “Maybe I could just give you the ring in the mean time?” he suggested.

      Hrein held her hand out, so that he could place the ring on her finger, and blushed when she realized how it looked.  Her embarrassment changed to confusion and then frustration when James seemed to be hesitating to put it on her.  A quick look at his face showed that he wasn’t just messing around, though.

      “It… won’t go.  It’s being repelled, like two magnets with the same charge.  Except way stronger than any magnet I’ve ever held.” James sighed as he gave up.

      “It’s probably to keep the slave from killing their master and stealing the ring for themselves.” Acrasia observed helpfully.

      “Maybe I can alter the ring somehow?” he suggested.  Once again activating Analysis, James tried to manipulate the ring like he would a spell.  The only option that presented itself was fusing it with the silver ring, which would cost him 100 Qi.  “That’s not helpful.” he grunted.

      “What wasn’t, Master?” Acrasia asked curiously.

      “I can fuse it to your ring, but that would just make it permanent.”  he explained.

      “That would keep anyone else from stealing it.” the fairy pointed out.

      “Let me use Analysis on the collar itself.” James offered, not wanting to think along those lines.  The results were a little surprising.

      

      Slave Collar:  Adamantine.  Wearer of matching ring may give any command, which the slave must obey.  Soul bound.  Can only be removed by destruction of the soul.  D-Ring:  Orichalcum.  Anchor for a leash or other binding.

      

      “Yeah, that was not what we were hoping for.” he admitted.  Hrein asked what he meant by that, and so James let her see the Status Screen for herself.

      The valkyrie just stared at the screen in irritation.

      “So, what do you want to do?”  James asked, solemnly.  “Do you want me to just hold onto the ring in the mean time, while you return to Valhalla?”

      Hrein shook her head.  “The angel stole my cloak and spear.  Without my cloak, I cannot fly, and thus I cannot return home.”

      “Uh, about the spear.  She didn’t get it.” Acrasia interjected, then waved her hand in the air.  With her sudden motion, the air near the broken shield shimmered, and the spear appeared, planted in the ground as it had been.  “I thought perhaps the spear was the weapon Master was seeking.” she said shyly.

      James grinned brightly.  “Excellent work, Acrasia.” he commended the fairy as he strode over to pick up the spear.  As before, once free of the earth, the spearhead shone brightly with holy light.  “This would be helpful…” he muttered, but carried the spear back to its owner.  “But I can’t steal from the woman I love.” he said, holding it out to Hrein.

      The valkyrie looked like she was going to cry, and simply accepted the spear silently.

      Acrasia didn’t know exactly what was going on, but she’d been raised on romance stories, and so she knew this was not how it was supposed to go.  Her Master had just declared his love for this woman, and she had not given him a response.  The obvious pain on his face when she remained silent made the young fairy want to tear into the foolish valkyrie.  But one look at the maiden’s face told her that she wasn’t being cruel, but instead was in pain herself.  Unable to let the scene go on any longer, the fairy shouted. “I know!”  Flying up in front of the valkyrie’s face, she grabbed her by the nose and spoke in her cheeriest voice “Why don’t you just stay Master’s slave forever, like me?”

      “Acrasia…” James moaned quietly.

      The valkyrie blinked as she tried to focus her eyes on the tiny being in front of her.  This… this is my punishment, is it not?  My punishment for having such an unfaithful heart.  Tears began to leak from the corners of her eyes, and streak down her cheeks.  Sniffing loudly, Hrein nodded, accidentally sending the fairy tumbling, but didn’t notice.  “Yea.  That is how it should be.”

      “Hrein…” James gasped.

      Before he could argue with her brilliant plan, Acrasia interrupted her master.  “Master?  Aren’t you going to do your meditation thing?  I think the angels would have a lot of power.  Oh!  And you should sever their wings first!  I heard that an angel’s wings are a source of their power, just like a fairy’s!”

      James blinked.  She was right of course.  As to his dilemma with Hrein, that could wait until later.  Turning and walking back to the commander, he crouched down and summoned his machete.  The sharp blade separated the wings from the torso in a few good swings, so he sent them to his inventory and went to collect the other three pairs.

      When he went about cultivating the Qi from the first of the downed angels, he was astonished by the sheer volume of it.  Realizing it would take him way too long to gather such a bounty of Qi if he didn’t find a way to make the process more efficient, he vowed to spend the next 100 Qi he refined to increase the speed at which he could cultivate.  Once he’d entered his trance and began drawing the Qi into his Dantian, James was struck by another notion.  What if I cycle and refine the Qi at the same time that I draw it into myself?  That would halve the time I spend in meditation.  At first, James struggled to concentrate on the two acts at once, but eventually he managed to link it together as one larger cycle.  Draw the Qi in from his surroundings, into his Dantian.  Continue the process and pass it along through his meridians, slowly refining it as it passed back through the Dantian and into his meridians over and over again in a great cycle.

      As more and more Qi fed into his Dantian from outside, the internal pressure on his meridians increased.  The mystic channels in his body began to expand, and painfully so.  At first, this greatly concerned the einherjar, but then his mind likened the pain to the burning in his muscles when working out.  Deep in his gut, his instincts told him this was natural, and that this was how he was supposed to be cultivating all along.

      Two and a half hours later, the Champion of Hel felt like he was going to pass out.  He had cultivated and refined 150 Qi from the first angel alone.  If he was going to continue to grow stronger, he had to invest in the process itself.  Thus, though he was loathe to spend such a treasure in Qi, he assigned the first 100 Qi to Enhance his refinement technique.  This left him with 82 Refined Qi at his disposal, counting what he had before the encounter with the angels.  The result of the expenditure was worth it, though.  He could now refine 2 points of Qi per minute.  He could only cultivate 1 point of Qi from outside per minute, but he would improve that next.

      Taking a short break, he offered the two young ladies some bread and water, promising to stock up on proper food the next time he returned to town.  Hrein seemed lost in her own thoughts, so he figured it was fine to leave her to her own devices for a while.  Acrasia on the other hand seemed to be flitting around the field, checking out various flowers and budding plants.  Surprisingly, or perhaps not, no one had emerged from the hut at the end of the field to question them.

      James spent the next two and a half hours cultivating and refining the Qi from the second angel - the one he had put his axe through.  He did notice that Hrein moved to sit near him whenever he entered his meditative stance, even if she didn’t speak.

      This time the refinement went much more smoothly.  He was able to refine at twice the rate he was taking it in, after all.  When he finished, he immediately used the first 100 Qi to double his cultivation speed.  Looking at his Status Screen, this granted him a technique called Rapid Cultivation.  Seeing one called Rapid Refinement directly above it, James poked at the text, causing it to highlight in green, and forced the two techniques to combine into one.  Just like when he had combined two spells, the process caused a sharp flare of pain in his head, but the result was exactly what he wanted.
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      Very pleased with his work so far, he looked up at the sky and noted it was after mid day already.  He still had two more angels to Cultivate from, but that would go much faster thanks to his new technique.  He also had 132 Qi to spare at the moment.  He had planned to do a number of things with his Qi, including give Acrasia the Heal spell, and to increase the efficiency of his Rebirth spell, but there was something else on his mind at the moment.

      “Hrein…” he began.  In his heart, he couldn’t shake the fear that someone could steal his Master Ring and take Hrein from him.  He never wanted to be parted from her again, not even to search for a mundr.

      “Yea?  What is it, James?” she looked at him curiously, wondering what was on his mind.

      “I don’t want to risk losing you, let alone someone else having control over you by stealing this ring.” he said, holding up his hand.

      The valkyrie gasped and blinked.  She understood the implications, but wasn’t sure what to say.

      “I have the ability to make it mine.  Permanently.  Would you agree to that?”  he asked in a quiet voice, clearly worried she would reject his offer.

      While Hrein was in no way happy about being enslaved, there was no one she would trust more than James to hold her proverbial leash.  If Óðinn found out about her plight, he would demand the ring for himself, and she didn’t trust her god that much.  Especially since it was very likely he might reward Þórr or some other god with her ring, for some great deed or another.  The idea that she might be passed around as a prized slave made her sick to her stomach.  “Yea.” she muttered in a near whisper.

      James felt that he should confirm that was truly her decision, to give her one more chance to back out, but his own fears prevented him from allowing that to happen.  The second the word passed her lips, he drove 100 Qi into the ring and forced it to combine with the silver fairy ring.  The result didn’t change Acrasia’s ring at all, at least not visibly.  The adamantine ring vanished completely, entirely absorbed by the silver one.

      Hrein gasped again, as she felt the tendrils of power permanently link her soul to her new master’s.  The feeling wasn’t painful, but it was invasive, and left her more than a little unsettled.

      “Thank you, Hrein.  I love you.  I will never let you go.”  James stated, taking her chin in his hand, and turning her to face him.

      The valkyrie’s eyes went wide as the einherjar leaned in to kiss her.  She was powerless to resist, knowing that this was his will, as she felt his tongue slip past her lips and into her mouth.  She felt instant revulsion at being kissed by his bestial visage, but also… relief.  Tears of acceptance trickled down her cheeks, knowing that her struggle was over.  In slavery, she had unexpectedly found freedom.  No longer did she need to wrestle with her conflicting emotions of love and rejection for the man before her.  All she need do was surrender.  And so she did.  Her shoulders drooped, and her body relaxed, falling into her fiancé’s tender embrace.

      James put the valkyrie’s tears out of his mind as he kissed her, knowing that they came from some complicated place in her heart.  In time, when her emotions settled, she would tell him of the trials that had plagued her feelings for him, but for now they would simply take solace in the fact that they were together.  Forever.

      The two sat in silence for a good while, with even Acrasia giving them a few moments of peace.  She understood that they seemed to have been through a lot together, and thus she supported her master the only way she could.  Eventually, she saw James get up and return to his work of cultivation.  This was good, in her mind, as it meant that they would leave this boring farmer’s field soon.

      It only took James an hour and fifteen minutes to fully cultivate the Qi of the third dead angel.  It was still a long time for the others to wait, but he felt it was necessary for all their sakes.  With 182 Qi at his disposal, James decided to make good on his word to Acrasia, and so he called out to her, across the field.  “Acrasia!  Come here for a moment.  I’m going to give you the spell I said I would.”

      The leannán sídhe zipped across the field to her master, truly excited to learn a new spell.  Being able to heal the wounded was something every fairy would envy.  When she reached the large man, she gently landed in his lap, taking a seat on his thigh.

      “Thou canst teach her spells?” Hrein asked incredulously.

      “Because they are my possessions, I can teach my slaves spells in the same manner that I can learn them myself.” he told the valkyrie with a grin.

      The full meaning of this statement was not lost on Hrein.  She immediately recognized that Acrasia was not the only person he could teach, then.  Her beautiful blue eyes went wide as she leaned in and grabbed the cloth over James’ chest.  “Then, can I…”

      “Master!” Acrasia shouted, suddenly standing with her fists on her hips and her cheeks puffed out.

      The two non-fairies looked down at the little protester with questioning looks on their faces.

      “You should call him ‘Master’!” Acrasia shouted, pointing her finger at Hrein.

      “What?” Hrein stammered.

      “He’s your Master, just like he is for me. You need to treat him with the proper respect!” the little fairy lectured the much larger valkyrie.

      Hrein scowled and got ready to tell the pipsqueak to mind her own business.  “Now listen here thou little…”

      “New rule!” James cut her off before the argument could get heated.  “No physically harming each other in a permanent way.  Ever.”  He knew that in all likelihood they would argue, and they needed to be able to vent like that.  He also knew it was probable they would spar when they all trained for combat.  Thus he worded his orders carefully, to allow those things.

      The two slaves frowned at their master, but only one responded.  “Yes, Master.” replied Acrasia, who gave Hrein a dirty look when she didn’t say the same.

      “And just for the record,” James leaned over and whispered in the valkyrie’s ear, “I truly would like to hear you call me that.”

      Hrein’s cheeks turned blood red in embarrassment, knowing full well what he was getting at.  Though it wasn’t a command, the urge to obey was strong in her, even if it could be resisted by force of will.  Submitting, she hung her head to avoid looking him in the eyes and muttered “Yea, Master.”

      The two simple words sent a shiver down his spine and caused a new problem to rear its head in his kilt.  Deciding it would be wise to move on from the topic, James announced that he was going to give Acrasia her spell now.

      Pushing 105 Qi into his Heal spell, while highlighting it in green, he dragged the copy over to Acrasia’s Status Screen, and dropped it into her Spells list.  When it synced up without even causing him any pain, he was relieved to see that it was the improved version of the spell which she had received.  Moreover, her Qi Pool increased by the value of the spell, bringing it up to 55 Qi for her.  Her list of spells was becoming more useful.
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      This left James with a total of 77 Refined Qi, and one more angel to drain.  “I promise to use the Qi of the last angel to enhance you, Hrein.  Especially since you are the one that killed it.” the einherjar stated.

      “I thank thee… Master.” Hrein continued to blush at using the term, but looked forward to seeing what he could do for her.

      Doing his best to keep his mind on his work, James moved to the last corpse and began to cultivate.  As with last time, it took him an hour and fifteen minutes to cultivate the Qi of the final angel, and gained 150 Qi.  Standing up, he bent over and sent the angel’s corpse to his inventory.  He wasn’t sure if they would come in handy, but he was sure he could ask someone in Elphyne about them.

      He had collected all but one of the corpses while debating in his head what spell or enhancement to give Hrein, when a feminine voice shouted.

      “Wait!”

      James, Hrein and Acrasia all turned to look in the direction of the voice.  Standing about fifty feet away was the female angel, holding her hands out before her, as if in supplication.  Hrein immediately levelled her spear at the woman, and Acrasia dashed behind James.

      “Please!” the woman cried, tears in her eyes.  “Do not destroy his corpse.  At least allow me to return his body to heaven.”

      James looked down at the dead angel, and noted that it was the one whom he had cut in twain with his axe.  Returning his gaze to the female angel, he scowled.  In truth, the thing that disturbed him most about this situation, was the fact that none of the three of them had heard or detected her approach in any way.

      “Please!” she repeated her plea.

      “Why would I do a favour for someone who attacked and enslaved my fiancé?” he asked pointedly.

      The enemy woman swallowed hard.  “It was war.  Surely thou knowest of The Game.  Soldiers like thee and I have no say in the matter, we merely follow our Lord’s orders.  But even in war, there can be mercy.”  Sarah had spent several hours looking for her other two comrades, only to find them lying dead in the forest.  Hrein’s spear had struck true, slaying them both.  She then spent an equal amount of time carrying each of them to Heaven, and explaining to her superiors what had happened.  In the end, they had ordered her back to Terra to recover her defeated comrades.  If God willed it, he could restore their glorious lives, and they could return to the field to fight evil once more.

      And then, when she had returned, she had witnessed something she had not expected.  A tenderness between the valkyrie and the monster.  There was also a fairy present, who seemed to show no fear of the monster either.  This baffled her, but wasn’t as significant as the fact that he had done something to her dead comrades’ bodies.  All of them were missing their wings.  Over the past few seconds, he had begun walking between the dead and touching them, causing their bodies to vanish entirely, which stunned her.  Was he sending them to Hell?  No, for all his monstrous traits, he had been unburned by the Holy light her ally had released.  Whatever he was, he wasn’t a demon… which meant he might be reasoned with.  When the beast had reached for the final corpse, that of her dearest friend in all the realms, she was forced to act.

      “Please.”  she said once more.  “Let me take at least him.  I will give thee this in return.” holding her hand out, she materialized a cloak of fine, white feathers.

      James quirked a brow and Hrein started.  “Tell me your name.” the einherjar demanded.

      “Why?  Let me take his body, and I will be gone from this place.” the angel protested.

      “I would speak civilly to you, as Champion of one goddess, to the follower of another.” James stated, stepping forward with his hands held open before him.

      “Champion?” the angel looked at him warily.

      “I am James Fir.  Champion of Hel.” The einherjar introduced himself with a bow, but kept his eyes on his enemy.

      The angel bit her lip, but seemed to come to a decision.  “I am Sarah.  Faithful of The Lord, Yahweh.”  Since he was not a demon, nor a fallen angel, she understood that he clearly meant Hel of the Norse pantheon.

      James nodded.  “If you return the cloak undamaged, I will give you what you desire, and more.  In the interests of peaceful relations, I will surrender the bodies of your comrades, as well as their wings.”

      “There can be no peace with heathens who fail to recognize the One True God!” the angel hissed.

      James sighed.  “I was trying to be diplomatic here.  We don’t have to be best friends.  I’m just saying we should stay out of each other’s way, until our leaders say otherwise.”

      “That… is acceptable.” Sarah replied, licking her lips.  There were plenty of other forces of evil the Host could focus on, before turning their attention to the followers of Hel.

      “As a show of good faith, since you attacked us first, how about you hand me the cloak before I reveal the bodies?” James suggested.

      Sarah grimaced, but nodded.  She was on her guard against any treachery on his part, but walked slowly towards the enemy Champion.  When he was finally in reach, she dropped the cloak into his outstretched hands.  “Thou hast the cloak.” she stated, taking a few quick steps backwards.  “Now fulfill thy part of the deal.”

      “I’m as good as my word.” James promised, and began summoning all of the angel corpses and wings from his inventory, gently placing them on the ground.  “We’ll leave this place now, so that you can feel safe in securing your allies.  I honestly wish you well, Sarah.”

      Sending the cloak to his inventory, James turned and scooped Hrein up in his arms.  “My turn to carry you, princess.” he whispered and winked at the valkyrie before taking flight.
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      James flew straight for the clearing where he had first landed when coming to Terra.  He wanted a few moments alone with Hrein and Acrasia before returning to Elphyne.  Unlike the flight down to Guayabo, his flight back wasn’t rushed, and so it was a peaceful three hours of holding the woman he loved in his arms.  All three had remained relatively silent for the journey, the fairy riding on his neck and dozing while the other two snuggled.

      When at last he landed, with considerably more grace than his previous landing, he gently lowered Hrein to the mossy ground.  Taking a deep breath and holding it for a few beats before exhaling, James marvelled at the fact that Hrein was really here with him.  He would still search for a mundr, in case he needed to ward off Odin’s ire at having lost his valkyrie, but she would never leave his side again.

      Flitting over to perch on James’ shoulder Acrasia yawned.  “Are we not going home, Master?”

      “In a little while.  I want to talk to you two a bit before we return to Elphyne.” he told her.

      “What about?” Hrein asked, before hurriedly adding “Master.”

      “Well, there’s a lot to talk about, but first we have to address this.” James replied, summoning her cloak from his inventory.

      Eyeing the cloak, Hrein wondered what there was to talk about.

      “Are you going to give it back to her, Master?” Acrasia asked, cottoning onto his thoughts rather quickly.

      “Technically, with this cloak, you could return to Valhalla.” James began, looking Hrein in the eye.  “But I won’t allow it.”

      Surprise registered on the valkyrie’s face.  When she had agreed to be his slave, she had given up on the idea of returning to her duties in Valhalla, especially since it seemed impossible without her cloak.  She was so on guard against an attack from the angel that she didn’t even consider the ramifications of getting her cloak back during the exchange.

      “I don’t want to be parted from you ever again.  I’m sorry, Hrein, but I am going to be selfish and keep you by my side.  We’ll still search for a mundr to appease Odin, but you are mine.  Now and forever.” The einherjar made his declaration and watched the valkyrie’s face for her reaction.

      Hrein took a deep breath, but then gave James a warm smile.  “As thou dost command, Master.”

      James grinned.  That will never get old. he admitted to himself.  “That said, I do plan to return this cloak to you… after a fashion.”

      Hrein tilted her head.  “What dost thou mean, Master?”  The appellation was becoming more natural for the disciplined shield maiden.  She just had to shift her view of her position from that of serving Óðinn to serving James.

      “I mean, this isn’t the first time a valkyrie has had her cloak stolen from her, is it?” James pointed out.

      “Nay, Master.  There are many stories of it happening in the past.” Hrein confirmed with a nod.

      “And I don’t want that to happen to you again.  I want to empower you with it permanently.” he explained.  “My plan is to absorb the powers of the cloak, and shunt them directly to you as spells.”

      Hrein frowned in thought.  “I agree that could be beneficial, Master.” she decided.

      James nodded and took a seat in the lotus position, laying the cloak in his lap.

      Seeing this, Acrasia huffed.  Waiting for her master to do his mediation thing was always so boring.  There were so many much more fun things that he could be doing.  Like taking my virginity! she yelled in her head.

      Next, James opened both his own Status Screen, as well as Hrein’s.  He then activated Analysis on the cloak, and began to cultivate from it.  His two slaves watched as the feathers slowly dissolved into motes of golden light, and floated through the air before disappearing into James’ abdomen.  Thanks to his new technique, it only took him fifteen minutes to learn the spells and drain the Qi from the artifact, causing what remained of the cloak to crumble to dust.  Rather than examine the spells, James spent 100 of his own Qi (leaving him with 127) to send the spells directly to Hrein before they could settle onto his sheet.

      While he had his Status  Screen open, he dumped 100 Qi into enhancing his Rebirth spell, as he had planned to from so long ago.  With that, he felt like he had actually made some progress on his own power.  The enhancement reduced the cost of Rebirth from 100 Qi to cast, down to 50 Qi, ultimately meaning he didn’t have to save as much Qi each night, to stave off the worst happening in his sleep.  With a paltry 27 Qi left in his reserve, James decided to use it to Enhance his Flight Speed.  This brought his Flight Speed Total to 44, which was a nice little boost.

      Finally finished with his management tasks, James stood and stretched.  “Before we head back, I should get you caught up on all that has happened since I arrived on Terra.”

      “Will this be an exciting story, Master?” Acrasia interjected.

      James chuckled.  “I’ll make it as exciting as I can, while sticking to the truth.  Okay?”

      The little fairy nodded, and took a seat on the moss.  The valkyrie sat next to her, and gave James her full attention.  Over the next hour or so, James gave an animated description of his adventures thus far, delighting his audience thoroughly.  After he was finished, Hrein asked to see her Status Screen.
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      Slave Collar:  Adamantine.  Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey.  Soul bound.  Can only be removed by destruction of the soul.  D-Ring:  Orichalcum.  Anchor for a leash or other binding.

      

      Some of her Stats were surprising to the valkyrie, while others made sense.  It irked her slightly that her Intelligence was slightly lower than she remembered James’ being.

      “Is there anything either of you would like to discuss before we head back to the city?” James asked, getting ready to take off.

      “What’s for supper!?” Acrasia cried.  “I’m starving!”

      James looked to Hrein and they both began to laugh.  “I guess we’ll have to go see what we can find.” he finally replied.

      

      The sun was setting as the party of three entered the city of Elphyne.  As usual, the air was abuzz with minute pixies zipping here and there, while nymphs lounged under shade trees or in lazily flowing pools of water along the streets.  One would never guess by the lackadaisical attitudes of its inhabitants that the city was under siege by a small army of undead.

      “Where do we go to eat?” James asked, directing his question at Acrasia.  For all the time he’d spent here so far, he had yet to do any shopping.

      “We could go to Maggy’s Shoppe.” the fairy suggested.  “It’s a tavern that opens after sunset each night.  Very popular.”

      “Sounds great.  Let’s go.” James nodded, indicating the fairy should take the lead.

      Acrasia led them through the winding streets at a peaceful pace, which let Hrein and James take in the sights as they went.  The architecture was beautiful throughout the entire city, surpassed only by the flowers and other plants that made up the city-sized garden.  When at last they reached the tavern, they found it to be a massive hollowed out maple tree, not far from the palace itself.

      “I didn’t think maples got so big…” James commented, craning his neck to look up at the branches above.

      “Dryad magic.” Acrasia replied with a shrug, leading them in through the front door.  The inside was well lit, and had the warm feel of a well loved home.  A large hearth burned silently on the opposite wall, and tiny waiters strode from table to table, carrying platters to the many customers who had already ordered.

      It was a little surprising to James how poorly dressed the waiters were, and how old they all looked.  The appeared to be foot and a half tall geriatrics with wiry manes of unruly hair and withered brown skin.  The rags that passed for their clothes at least looked clean.

      “Don’t stare at the brownies, Master.  They’ll get upset if you say anything about how they dress or look.” Acrasia warned him with her usual whisper in his ear.

      James nodded and continued to follow his fairy into the tavern.  When they arrived at an empty table, he noted a couple of things right off the bat.  The first was that the tables were sized for a normal human, or perhaps an elf.  They were a little low for his tastes, now that he thought about it.  The second thing was that each table had a small set of stairs running from the floor to the table top.  Turning to watch the crowd, he soon figured out why.  When the brownies delivered the orders, there was no way for them to reach the table and place the food, without first climbing the stairs and standing on the tabletop itself.

      Once James and Hrein were seated at the table, and Acrasia was sitting on the edge of the table between them, something unexpected happened.  Seemingly out of nowhere a short and rather rotund woman appeared, standing on the edge of their table.  Other than being rather tubby, being a woman, and being dressed in a sort of maid’s outfit, the two foot tall woman looked very similar to the rest of the brownies.  Up close, James could make out large tufts of hair on the backs of her hands, but other than that she could pass for a very short human.

      “Hi Maggy!” Acrasia yelled, waving her hand in greeting.  “I brought my Master to your restaurant.”

      “Hullo Acrasia!  Good to see ya!” the short woman waved and smiled back.  Turning to James (and seemingly ignoring Hrein) she gave a brief curtsy before introducing herself.  “I be Maggy Moulach, and this be me tavern.  I’ll take yer order, and me boys’ll bring it to ya.”

      “I’m James, and this is Hrein.” the einherjar introduced himself and the valkyrie with a smile.

      The portly little woman laughed.  “I know who ye be, Sir James!  Won’t be a sodden soul in Elphyne what don’t know yer name.”

      James chuckled.  “Well then, I’m still very pleased to meet you, Maggy.”

      “Likewise.” she replied with a beaming smile.  “So what’ll it be?”

      “Well, as you know, I’m rather new here, so I don’t know what you’re offering.” James said with a shrug.

      “Well… our most popular drink be Fey Wine, but ye have little taste for that, I reckon.” she offered.

      “Right.  My ladies and I don’t drink alcohol.” James confirmed.  He felt a little bad not letting the women have wine if they wanted it, but he didn’t want to deal with drunken slaves, so he figured they would survive the prohibition, even if they didn’t like it.

      Sure enough, Acrasia started to pout, but Hrein made no indication that the decision bothered her at all.

      “Hmm.  We do have Hot Milk and Honey.  That be pretty popular among the wee ones.”  the hostess suggested.

      “Okay.  We’ll start with that.  Three orders, please.” James nodded.

      “To eat we have an assortment of fruits and nuts, gathered from around the city.  We also have tonight’s special: Oatmeal Raisin Cookies.” she said with a flourish.

      Acrasia cheered while James frowned.  “Do you have anything a little more… substantial?”

      The matron chuckled.  “Aye.  I do at that.  Our cait-sìth customers always want something with a bit more meat.  We have baked trout or pheasant tonight.”

      “Much better.” James agreed.  “I’ll have the pheasant, along with an apple and a glass of milk and honey.  I also want to order a cookie for each of us.  Beyond that, what do you girls want?”

      “Another cookie?” Acrasia hedged, but sighed when she saw James’ scowl.  “I’ll take an almond, a nance, and a thimble of milk and honey, please.”

      When the hostess finally acknowledged Hrein’s presence, the valkyrie placed her order.  “I would like the trout, please.  An apple would also be pleasant, as would the same drink as the others.”

      Maggy nodded and vanished from sight before anyone could say another word.

      

      The meal was delivered shortly thereafter, by a small cadre of brownies.  They carried the platters over their heads, and marched them right up onto the table.  After depositing the meals, the little folk scampered off without saying a word.

      The meal turned out to be very well done.  The fruit was fresh, and the meats surprisingly well seasoned.  The trio polished off their plates in no time at all, and we relaxing with full stomachs when the hostess once again made her appearance.

      “I take it ye liked everything?” she asked.

      “It was delicious.” James replied, honestly.

      “Excellent.  Let’s settle the bill then, shall we?” the matronly brownie suggested.

      “Of course.  What’s the damage?” James inquired.

      The brownie tilted her head.  “Ye wish to break something?” she asked in a confused voice.

      “Er, no.  Sorry.  That’s an idiom from back on Earth.  It means ‘how much money do I owe you?’” he explained with an apologetic smile.

      “Ah.  The damage will be 1 drachma and 49 obols.” Maggy stated with a chuckle.

      “Of course.” James replied, summoning two silver drachma from his inventory and handing them to her.

      “I’ll be right back with yer change.” she stated, but James reached out and touched her hand before she could disappear.  The sudden contact startled her, and she vanished on instinct.  “Wait!” the einherjar called out, and noted that although he couldn’t see her, he could still feel her under his hand.  “Please wait a moment.  I don’t need change.  It’s a tip.”

      The matron suddenly became visible again, but the look on her face was a mixture of confusion and irritation.

      “Sorry!” James apologized and removed his hand right away.

      Maggy’s scowl lessened to become a frown.  “Don’t be touching a lass without her permission.” she chided him.

      “Right.  Sorry.  I didn’t mean to offend you.  I just didn’t want you to go through the trouble of getting me change when you didn’t have to.” he explained.

      “I be a bit confused.” the brownie admitted.  “Ye said it be a tip, but ye paid me extra.  Are ye trying to pay me for knowledge?”

      “Ah.  Again, I’m sorry.  In the culture I grew up in, giving a tip, also known as a gratuity, is a way of saying tha… er… hmm.  I may have just committed a social faux pas…” his explanation petered off into a stammer.

      The bar hostess quirked a brow.  “Out with it, ye big lout.  I’ll forgive ye if ye made a mistake.  I be smart enough to know everyone has different ways in their homelands.”

      “A tip is a way of showing appreciation to hard workers.” he expounded.  “Where I come from, it is often the case that the people who work the hardest earn the least amount of money.  It isn’t necessarily a fair system, and to try and balance the scales, we give those folks a little extra, presumably bringing their wages up to a reasonable standard for their work.”

      The fae woman nodded slowly and pinched her chin.  “It makes sense, I suppose.  At least ye meant well.” she said before nodding more firmly.  “But no more ‘tips’, or ye be likely to get in trouble ‘round here.”

      “Right.  Tha… That’s valuable information.  I’ll keep it in mind.”  James did his best not to put his foot in his mouth yet again.

      Maggy shook her head and chuckled.  “Will that be all?”

      “Actually…” James thought aloud, scratching his beard.  “I really could use some information, if you have time to share it.”

      “Well, ye paid me extra, so I don’t mind.  I be no great scholar, but ye be welcome to what knowledge I have.” Maggy said, accepting his request.

      “It’s about money.  To be frank, I don’t know what it’s worth here.” he admitted.

      “Ah.  Yeah.  Ye came from Earth just recently, didn’t ye?  Makes sense.  Okay, where to start?” the brownie hummed and hawed for a moment, then gave him the dirt, so to speak.  “These copper coins be Obols.  100 obols is as good as 1 of these here silver Drachma.  If ye had 50 drachma, ye could trade for a single gold Talent.  A craftsman, like them Leprechaun cobblers down the road, will likely make 1 drachma a day, if they be working for someone else.”

      James nodded.  “And what about foreign currencies?  Any local exchange rates I should know of?”

      “Eh… what?” the poor brownie looked totally baffled by his question.

      “Um, do different people or countries use different types of coins?” he clarified.

      “Ah!  I get ye.  Nah.” she shook her head.  “Hermes did ‘way with all that.  His coins, which are minted in his temples, are the only coins anyone with sense will accept.  They all be marked with his symbol on the back, and anyone who tries to fake ‘em finds their luck has run out!”

      “Interesting.  That certainly makes it simple, but I wonder why he got involved like that?” James wondered aloud.

      “Rumour has it that old Hermes was pissed off by the fall o’ Rome back on Earth.  Told his priests he didn’t want it happening again, so he minted the first coins and set the values himself.” she explained.

      “That makes a lot of sense.  Out of control inflation, like what brought down Rome, would be the natural enemy of the God of Trade.” James nodded thoughtfully.

      “Yeah, sure.” Maggy shrugged, not really knowing what the silly foreigner was talking about.  “If that be all, I be on me way now.”

      “Yes.  T… I look forward to eating here again.” James caught himself, hopefully for the last time that night.

      The bulky brownie toddled off without bothering to disappear, making her way to the kitchen.

      “I’m tired.” James declared with a sigh.  “It’s been a long day.  Shall we head home?”

      The girls nodded and followed him out as he left the tavern.  Winding their way through the maze of cobble stone streets, they quickly reached the queen’s palace.  This time, James noticed two guards standing outside the main entrance.  Whether they were the same two spriggans he had met before, or were the same ones, he couldn’t tell.  The ugly little men seemed to glare at him as he walked past, but didn’t question him or his ladies.

      As they entered the lobby, James flagged down a maid who was flitting by, asking her to pass on a message to the queen.  “Could you please let Her Majesty know that my mission to locate a weapon to fight the undead has been successful, and I hope to see her in the morning to discuss it?”

      The little fairy nodded, then zipped off down a familiar corridor.  Glancing at the women with him, James saw Hrein frown as she inspected her own hair.  “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      “I am filthy, Master.  The battle with the angels left me unfit for an audience with royalty.”  the valkyrie grimaced.  “Would it be acceptable for me to bathe before we turn in for the night, Master?”

      Thoughts of Hrein naked in the bath had James’ mind hurtling in all kinds of interesting directions.  “Absolutely…” James responded, nodding emphatically.  “But I have an idea, so we’ll have to wait a little before heading to the baths.  Follow me to our chambers.”

      Acrasia tilted her head and wondered what her master had in mind.  Perhaps we are finally going to have some fun?  she thought, a gleam of excitement shining in her eyes.  But… I would have preferred to bathe first… she finished her thoughts with a frown.

      The einherjar set a quick pace for their shared room.  Thoughts of sharing his bed with Hrein had him more excited than he had been in a long time.  The idea did bring with it some worries, however.  The simple fact was, James had always been very particular in both his fetishes and turn-offs.  For example, seeing a woman inebriated was always a huge turn-off for him, and being in control was his biggest turn-on.  It was an undeniable fact that Acrasia and Hrein’s position as his slaves was the ultimate fantasy situation for him.  He sent Lady Luck a silent thanks for the way things had turned out.

      “Is everything all right, Master?”  Acrasia asked, noting that the large man seemed lost in thought as they walked.

      “Hmm?  Oh, yes.”  James replied with a smile.  From what he had seen of the fairy’s naked body, she was very close to his idea of perfection.  Especially when it came to hair.  The truth was, James was disgusted by hairy women.  Body hair, even pubic hair was almost revolting to him, which made Acrasia’s smooth, hairless skin oh-so appealing to him.  Which brought his thoughts back to Hrein.  Though the young woman had an amazing figure, he was almost certain the valkyrie would not be hairless.  If they had been back on Earth, he would have sent her for a day at the spa and paid to have her waxed before their first time, and once a month thereafter.  Judging by the hairless nature of the few fairies and numerous nymphs he had seen so far though, the need for shaving and waxing likely wasn’t a thing in Elphyne.  Which presented a problem.  He could hardly wait to go down on the maiden, but unless he did something about the hair down there, it would ruin it for him.

      Acrasia fluttered in front of him and waited before the door to their chamber.  Opening the door and stepping in, James courteously held the door for the two ladies, before shutting it behind them.

      “Thanks, Master.” Acrasia blushed prettily and bit her lip in anticipation.

      Hrein looked between the two, then quickly scanned the room.  It only took her a second to note that there was but a single bed, and the meaning of that wasn’t lost on her.

      “I need to meditate for a bit before we bathe and turn in for the night.” James announced, his words causing the fairy’s face to fall immediately.  The tiger-man couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight.  “Don’t worry, Acrasia.  Your patience this tonight will be rewarded tomorrow.  I promise.”

      Acrasia sighed, but managed a slightly pained smile.  “Yes, Master.”  She had known that he would insist on being with Hrein first.  He had told her as much just the previous night.  But that didn’t lessen her anticipation, nor her disappointment at his reaffirmation of the fact.

      Sitting upon the bed, James adopted the lotus position and closed his eyes.  He had an idea on how he wanted to deal with the hair problem.  Opening his eyes, he called up his Status Screen and scrolled down to his Heal spell.  The spell manipulated cells within the body, causing them to regenerate according to their DNA.  Could I enhance the spell to affect more specific kinds of cells, such as the ones that promote hair growth or loss?  He considered his theory for a moment, then firmed up his intent and tried to alter the spell.  He found that the spell could be granted a ‘gain-of-function’, so long as said function was closely related to the base spell.  The power level of the function also had to be in line with the current power level of the spell.  Of course, doing so would cost the caster 100 Refined Qi, as usual.  At least my Qi Pool refilled long ago. he thought with a sigh.

      Hrein sat on the floor and pulled her knees up to her chest.  She watched James focus on something invisible in front of him. Likely a Status Screen. she thought to herself.  When he closed his eyes and began to meditate, she wondered what he was working on now.  The little fairy had flown over to the table and sat on the ledge, swinging her legs idly.  The look on her face was one of boredom and irritation.  The valkyrie couldn’t help but wonder at the pair’s relationship.  It was very clear that the fairy wasn’t putting on an act - she was just too open with her emotions for that.  Thus, it was obvious to anyone who watched and listened to the two of them that there was a real fondness for each other present in their hearts.  Moreover, Acrasia seemed to take her position as James’ slave very seriously.  She is too small to act as a wife, at least. the valkyrie stated in her mind, but then remembered how the fairy had become enslaved in the first place.  How could she have tried to seduce him when she is only six inches tall?  A troubled look clouded Hrein’s face as she realized she might not have James’ attention as entirely as she had first thought.

      Fifty minutes passed, and James had finally refined enough Qi to enhance his Heal spell.  Pouring the Qi into the spell, he focussed on it gaining the function he desired.  When at last he felt something snap into place, he opened his eyes and read the new spell description.
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      James grinned.  It would certainly be nice if the area per cast was larger, but it was workable.  “Sorry for the wait, ladies.  We can head to the bath now.”

      Acrasia pushed herself off the edge of the table and fell a foot or more before her wings caught her and carried her up into the air beside her master.

      Hrein blushed, sensing that they would not be bathing separately.  She knew that he would claim her as a wife one day, though she had thought that day would be after he had acquired a mundr.  Now it seemed to her that he would take her as a wife by way of Raubehe, or marriage by capture.  He had spoken of his intention to continue looking for a suitable artifact to give Óðinn as mundr, which would transform the marriage from Raubehe to Kaufehe, or marriage by purchase, in the eyes of the gods.  Head hung in embarrassment, the valkyrie quietly followed her master out of the room in down the halls.

      It didn’t take long for the trio to reach the baths.  The large, Roman style baths were luckily empty of visitors.  James was glad of this, as he wanted a bit of alone time with his women.  To be honest, he would have preferred a Japanese style, where one could wash or shower before soaking in the bath, but the fae seemed to be heavily influenced by European cultures.  Or perhaps the Europeans had been influenced by them?  Either way, there were very clear similarities and connections.

      James began to strip off, determined not to show his eagerness by rushing.  Conversely, Acrasia was out of her one-piece dress in seconds, pulling it over her head and flinging it away with a loud “Woohoo!”, and diving into the water.

      Unlike the other two, Hrein had barely begun to disrobe.  Though she was eager to get into the bath and wash away the grime which clung to her, she was feeling very shy about exposing her body to James.  It wasn’t that she lacked confidence in her appearance.  James had commented on her beauty many times by that point, and most of the other men she had met had made their appreciation of her body more than apparent by their gaze, if not their boisterous cat calls.  No, she was nervous about what would follow her master’s gaze.  His touch.  Never before had a man touched her in that way.  Though she had been told her first time would hurt, it wasn’t the pain she feared.  She was a warrior, after all.  And she had accepted that he would use her for his own pleasure when she agreed to become his eternal slave.  Whether she was repulsed by his animalistic visage, embraced the love in her heart, or even admitted her burgeoning lust she felt upon seeing him naked, she no longer had a choice in the matter.  Her will was no longer her own.  So why am I so afraid?  Hrein trembled slightly, not understanding her own feelings.

      Suddenly, a pair of powerful arms wrapped around her from behind and held her tight.  A familiar and beloved voice whispered in her ear, his hot breath tickling her sensitive skin.  “Be not afraid, my love.” James spoke softly.  “I can tell you are troubled, and that your mind is trying to make sense of it.”

      Hrein was somewhat surprised that the heretofore insensitive einherjar had understood her this much.  Then the light press of his lips on her neck caused her to shiver.

      “The truth is, you don’t need to understand.” he informed her.

      The young valkyrie blinked.  Of all the things he could have told her, this was not what she had expected.

      “There are many times when our feelings don’t make sense to us.  Emotions are not logical.  They aren’t meant to be.  Sometimes it is important to figure out and understand what our hearts are telling us, other times we must simply deny them or surrender.  This time, my love, is the latter.” he went on to explain.

      “Surrender…” she whispered.  Of course.  She was his slave.  She knew that in her mind, but that fact had yet to truly take root in her heart.  It was time for her to surrender to him.  To just… let go.  Taking a calming breath, Hrein lowered her hands from his, and just let herself stand limply in his arms.  He just stood there and held her for what seemed to be a long time, helping her to calm her fearful heart.  When his hands gently moved to the ties around her waist, her heart began to race once again, but she didn’t fight against it.  His large fingers deftly untied the knot, and let the ties fall to the floor.

      “It’s good if you feel calm, but you don’t need to force yourself to be.  Whatever emotions move you, I will accept and appreciate them.  Be it your pleasure, your fear, or your anger, they are all delicious to me.” The large einherjar growled softly, then punctuated his statement with a light bite to her ear.

      Hrein’s eyes were as wide as a doe in headlights.  The sudden realization that no matter what she felt, he loved it all, thrilled and horrified her.  What did that say about the man?  How twisted must his heart be?  Or was this a truly pure form of love?  It was all so confusing… but she did understand one thing.  The only thing he would never want from her was apathy.

      When she felt his strong hands clutch the fabric at her waist, she did not resist.  As he slowly drew the dress up her body, Hrein complied and lifted her arms above her head.  Her cheeks were a furious red as the material slid over her midsection, exposing her lower body, but she remained still until she was completely free of the clothing.  Only then did she lower her arms, and immediately cover herself to the best of her ability.

      “No.” She heard his deep voice rumble through the bathhouse.

      “I suppose it is time to teach you a lesson on the behaviour expected of my slaves.”  James spoke loudly enough that even Acrasia could hear, causing her to stop frolicking in the water and listen carefully.  “You will never hide yourselves from me when you disrobe.  This means never covering yourself with your hands, and not squeezing your thighs together.  Even when you kneel, which will be your standard sitting position, you must ensure that your knees are spread such that a clear view of your privates is offered.”

      Hrein gasped when she heard his command.  Not only was she shocked at the openly sexual nature of his statement, he was really treating her like a slave.  Up until that very moment, she had expected that he would take control of their lives, as the head of their household, or perhaps like a commander on a battlefield, but she had expected to be treated as a wife, not a slave.  Feeling the powerful compulsion of her collar, Hrein had no choice but to drop her hands and adopt a more natural standing position.

      Seeing more than just embarrassment register on Hrein’s face, James move to stand in front of her and looked her in the eye.  “You’re surprised?  And perhaps upset?” he questioned her directly, but in a softer voice.

      “Yea… Master.”  Though she addressed him properly, there was a clear hesitation to do so, as if it were the magic of the collar that forced her to behave.

      James nodded, as if in understanding.  “That makes sense.  I can understand that completely, and could never endure such a position myself.  But I do have a reason for my sudden command.”

      The valkyrie’s face twisted as if she had bitten into something bitter.  “Wouldst thou explain thy thinking then, Master?”

      Again, James nodded.  “I love you, Hrein.  Please understand that.  But when I told you so long ago that there was more to me than you knew, and that I was not a ‘good’ person, this is a large part of what I meant.”

      Hrein scowled at the einherjar, and tried to make sense of his words.  If he loved her, why would he treat her like a slave?

      “You don’t understand.  Yet.  I hope you will in time, but I will try to explain for now.” James took her hand in his and kissed it.  “Love is expressed in many ways.  One of those ways, at least back on Earth, is with different kinds of relationships.  The type of relationship I am happiest in is one where I am in control.  One where I can provide for, lead and protect my partners.  That doesn’t mean I don’t value the women under me.  Quite the opposite.  You and Acrasia are worth more to me than all the treasures in the universe.  Even more than my own life or soul.”

      Hrein’s expression changed a little, clearly a bit touched by the last part of his statement, though she was certainly far from being appeased.

      “I value my women, my slaves, for many reasons.” he went on.  “I won’t lie.  A large part of that is their beauty, and the pleasure they bring me with their bodies.  But I value their loyalty even more.  Strength, intellect, honesty, purity… all of these are important to me, and I won’t waste those resources by treating my slaves as dumb animals.  I fully expect you to share your knowledge and wisdom with me whenever time permits.  If I give an order, I expect it to be completed without question in an emergency or in battle.  Outside of those circumstances, please DO ask questions and make suggestions.  I want to learn from you, as much as I can, and I want you to learn my preferences and ways of thinking as well.  You can only serve me effectively if you understand my nature and goals, and apply your own intellect and decision making.  Just as I can only get the most out of you by building you up and taking the best possible care of you.”

      James’ way of thinking seemed somewhat logical to Hrein.  It made sense in a way… but it also seemed conflicting at points.  What it all boiled down to, in her opinion, was that he treasured owning her, intended to get the most possible use out of her, and to that effect would provide and care for her to the very best of his abilities.  In that sense, he somewhat resembled a very competent military commander.  One that sleeps with his troops… she thought bitterly.

      “You may be wondering if I consider this a marriage still.” James continued.  “The truth is, I do.  I will never let another man touch you in a romantic or sexual way, nor will I engage in such activities with a woman who is outside my harem.  Our family.  If a woman wishes to enjoy any of this,” the large man waved a hand over his naked body with a smirk on his face “she will have to first commit fully to our house, as my slave.”

      The expression on Hrein’s face warred between embarrassment (from her stolen glance at his large and erect manhood), irritation at all this talk of her enslavement, and confusion as to why he would expect a woman to willingly become his slave instead of a normal wife.

      “I will take no wife who isn’t my slave.” he said softly, caressing her cheek and gazing into her eyes.  “I shall have no wife above you, Hrein.  You will be considered my first wife in all ways.”

      The young valkyrie bit her lip as she gazed back into his eyes.  Her pride demanded that she find a way out of this bondage before he married her… which was likely to be this very night.  But despite his preposterous words, some part of her heart still loved him and wanted to be his wife.  Furthermore, she was still troubled by what she considered her inconstant feelings for him, and felt that this was a sort of punishment for the unfaithfulness of her heart.  After a long moment of silence, Hrein released a soft sigh and looked down to the floor beneath her feet.  “Yea, Master.” she whispered.  There was no way out of bondage for her.  It would be best if she simply accepted her fate, and prayed that her new Master would actually love her, and that she would find happiness in service.  Her militant upbringing did help with that.  Despite the confusion of the moment, she was convinced that James had the potential to become a great man and military leader.  Serving him might one day be the greatest honour she could hope for.  At least, that is what she told her trembling heart, as she lay down her mental arms and surrendered to his command.

      James stepped forward and wrapped Hrein in a powerful but gentle hug.  For many minutes he just stood there, holding her, hoping his embrace and simple time would help her adjust to her new reality.  There was no way for her to be free of him now, but he wouldn’t lie to himself and say that he would have freed her if he could.  He just hoped that she would find happiness in his peculiar brand of ‘love’, and that she was in fact submissive by nature.  Even if she does, would that be any different than Stockholm Syndrome?  James shook his head.  Decades of life in Western society had attempted to drill into him the importance of freedom and consent.  But James did not think society had all the answers.  He had seen what ‘freedom’ had done to many, who would have been much better off with a stern hand to guide them.  The will of the people, in his opinion, was an absolutely terrible way to run a country, leading to politics being nothing more than popularity contests, and politicians acting like spoiled school children when they were supposedly working.  Inept and unqualified people making decisions that would get them the most votes or line their pockets, rather than what was best for the country.  After all, that was part of the human condition - people rarely wanted to do what was best for them, let alone best for their family.  Perhaps I really am evil.  James thought, but then shrugged and released Hrein from his embrace.  So be it.  He took her hand then, and led her into the bath.  I’ll be as evil as I need to be, to ensure my family’s prosperity.

      Acrasia went back to swimming and playing in the water, sensing that the mood around the other two had become rather more serious than suited her tastes.  She had every intention of serving her Master to the best of her ability, but she didn’t really care if the foolish valkyrie ever fully adjusted to her enslavement.  If Master doesn’t like her, then I’ll get more of his attention.  she giggled to herself.

      Hrein wanted to turn away and wash herself, but the collar reminded her that doing so was in defiance of his first order.  She could not hide her body from him.

      “Do you see any soap or shampoo anywhere, Acrasia?” James asked.

      “Uh… what’s shampoo, Master?” the fairy flew over to James and hovered in front of his face.  She was clearly not embarrassed by her nudity in the slightest.

      “Hmm.  Come over to the edge of the bath, you two.  I have something to show you.” James waded to the edge and summoned a bottle of shampoo, as well as a bar of soap, a couple of towels, and face cloths.  He then went on to explain what shampoo was, and how to use it.  The girls seemed to enjoy the sensation of shampooing their hair, and the feel of the soap on their skin.

      When Hrein stood from dunking her head underwater to rinse away the suds, James stepped in behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist.  The valkyrie froze at the feeling of his naked body pressed up against her own, and tried her damnedest to ignore the feeling of something hard pressed against her back.

      “I’m going to do something to you now.  I don’t want you to worry or resist.” James whispered softly in her ear, while his hand trailed lightly down her stomach.

      The valkyrie nearly panicked when his fingers played lightly over her skin and sank below her waist, stopping only when they reached the soft, curly hairs of her pubic mound.  The urge to clamp her legs shut was immense, and her feelings of being vulnerable and exposed nearly overwhelmed her.  Her emotions were running so wild that she nearly missed the feeling of his magical energy entering her body.  All of those thoughts, along with those she didn’t want to admit, like the small hope his fingers would continue south, became downright cramped in her head when questions of what magic he was using, and what he was doing stuffed themselves in alongside the other thoughts.

      James kissed the valkyrie’s neck lightly and slowly crouched down behind her, sliding his hands down over her thighs, until finally coming to rest on her shins.  He then began to cast his spell again, sending his Qi into her skin.

      A strange itching sensation, not unlike that caused by magical healing, spread through Hrein’s bikini area, from front to back, and covering every inch in between.  Her only thought was that perhaps James had cast a spell on her that might affect her sex.  Did he cast a fertility spell on me!? her mind screamed in horror.  That fear quickly changed to pure confusion when she sensed him casting the spell again, this time on her legs.  What is he doing to me?  Again, the itching sensation spread over her skin, this time covering all of her legs below the knees.

      When the spell was complete, James was down to only 3 Qi left in his pool.  Damn.  So much for saving some Qi in case I die in the night… and I guess I’ll have to get to her armpits another day.  Tomorrow.  James silently nodded to himself.  It occurred to him then that he had just changed Hrein’s body permanently, without her knowledge or permission, and he did it solely for his own pleasure.  That thought, and the control over her it implied, instantly excited him.  He couldn’t wait to get the maiden back to his bedchambers.  Tonight is going to be incredible.  “Make sure you wash thoroughly down there, my darling.  I cannot wait to taste you.”

      Hrein just nodded without a word.  She had no idea what he had done to her, but she was in no position to protest.  And what doth he mean by taste me!?  It was beyond a doubt now that he planned on claiming her this very night.  Mayhap he just means figuratively?  Perhaps he is more concerned with cleanliness than I imagined?  The very confused valkyrie proceeded to re-wash the area with the nice smelling soap that James had summoned from his inventory.  When the fine blonde hairs down there began to wash free and cling to the bar of soap, Hrein once again began to panic.  “M-master!  Something is wrong!”

      James kissed the top of her head.  “What is it, my pet?”

      Hrein was too worried that his magic had some unexpected side effect to even notice the new term of endearment he had used.  If she had, it likely wouldn’t have been her favourite.  “My hair!  I am losing my hair!” she cried.

      “Be calm, darling.  That was my intention.  The purpose of the spell which I cast upon you.  From the nose down, I will have you completely bald.  Thus I have cast the spell upon your nethers and your legs.  Tomorrow I will cast it under your arms.” James explained.

      “Bald!?” she exclaimed.  I will look like a child!  Hrein was truly mortified, and what’s more, for some reason the lack of hair made her feel even more exposed and vulnerable.  Those feelings in turn caused her to have a very physical reaction between her legs, which she didn’t understand at all.

      “Wash up well, my pet.  I don’t want to see a single lingering hair when I inspect you tonight.” James commanded, moving away to continue with his own bath.

      “I’m not hairy, Master!” Acrasia loudly proclaimed.

      James chuckled.  “I know, Acrasia.  I’ve noticed how incredibly beautiful your body is.”

      The little fairy beamed proudly at her master, and did a few loops in the air in celebration.

      Hrein continued to wash the hair away, albeit a little mechanically, since she was still somewhat in shock.  So much had happened in the past day that her heart and mind were having trouble keeping up.  And it seemed her new master had even bigger plans for later that night.
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      The party of three finished up in the bath and made their way back to their bedchambers after James used his Inventory trick to clean their clothes and gear.  After the door was shut and locked behind them, James turned to look at his two slaves, who were standing next to the bed.  Acrasia was looking at him expectantly, while Hrein had her hands folded in front of her and her gaze solidly on the floor.

      Addressing the fairy first, James cleared his throat, and then spoke.  “Acrasia.  I know you have been very patient thus far, and I will keep my promise.  However, tonight will have to be solely for Hrein and I to get to know each other.”

      A sad look descended on the little fairy’s face, and her shoulders slumped.  “Yes, Master.” she said in a quiet voice.

      James couldn’t help but smirk at the fae’s dismay.  “Well, I won’t complain if you have a little fun by yourself.  Perhaps you would enjoy watching Hrein lose her virginity while you… tune your own instrument?”

      Acrasia’s eyes went wide.  “Can I, Master!?”

      James nodded and grinned, while pointing to the table.  “Yes.  But you aren’t allowed to leave the table until we are settled in to sleep for the night.”

      Acrasia zipped to the table at lightning speed, her dress off and fluttering to the floor before she was even half way there.

      The poor valkyrie, on the other hand, descended even deeper into shock.  She’s going to watch… my first time!?  Her mind railed against the very idea of being watched by anyone, let alone someone who was little better than a stranger.  And yet… that strange feeling was once again making itself known between her legs.

      James studied the valkyrie while he thought.  He was torn as to how to proceed.  It was her first time, so he wanted to be gentle with her… but it was tempting to just blow her mind.  After a moment’s consideration, he decided on tender and sweet for their first night together.  He could break out the cuffs and toys later on.  Taking a step towards Hrein, James reached out and gently caressed her cheek before lifting her chin and gazing into her eyes.  “I love you, Hrein.  Tonight, by raubehe, I will make you my wife.”

      His words took her breath away.  It is happening… was all she could think.  Ever so slowly, his face came closer, until she could feel his lips pressed against hers.  Closing her eyes, she did not resist when his tongue slipped lightly over her lips, and then dipped tentatively into her mouth.  She tried her best to think of him as James, the einherjar and the dragon slayer, and not of his bestial visage.  The feel of his large fangs against her mouth as he deepened the kiss did little to help that train of thought, however.

      James kissed her for a long moment, drawing her into his arms and pressing his body into hers.  He honestly did love her, and his lust for her was almost as strong.  When at last he began to feel her relax against him, he took things a step further and began to kiss his way along her cheek, flicking her ear with the tip of his tongue before biting it lightly.  The girl’s breathing quickened slightly, and then she shivered when his lips began to trace along her sensitive neck.  Not wanting to fumble around with their primitive, if attractive clothing, James used his blessing to send first his, then her clothing to his inventory.

      The cool evening air caressed the maiden’s naked flesh, causing her to shiver anew and get goosebumps along her arms.  When James continued to kiss new parts of her now exposed body, Hrein could barely stand it.  It wasn’t that it was painful, quite the opposite in fact.  His light kisses and nibbles thrilled her in a way that she’d never experienced before nor expected.  All she could think to do was cling to him tightly, and try desperately not to moan.

      The large einherjar left a trail of kisses from her neck to her shoulder, and then down to her breast.  Bringing his hands around from behind her, he cupped her firm breasts and gave them a light squeeze as his tongue played over her nipple.  The valkyrie could contain her voice no longer, and a deep moan escaped her lips.  It turned out that her succulent B-Cups were quite sensitive after all.  Unable to hold himself back, James drew the nipple into his mouth, biting lightly, then sucking on the hardened kernel enthusiastically.  His left hand groped and fondled her other breast firmly, without being too rough for the inexperienced maiden.

      Without letting up on his assault, James gently pushed Hrein back until her legs met the bed, then slid his arms around her again, and gently lowered her to the mattress.  Standing over her, he gazed down at her naked form and marvelled at her beauty.  The soft moonlight shining through the window seemed to caress her pale skin, while her pure white wings spread behind her and her silky blonde hair spilled over the sheets in the most alluring way possible.  The way she shyly bit her lip as she gazed up at him with her steel blue eyes filled his heart to bursting with love and affection.  She was the very picture of purity and innocence, and this heavenly maiden was all his.

      “I love you, Hrein.” James groaned, his feelings for her almost painfully intense.

      The valkyrie swallowed then spoke in the softest of whispers.  “I love thee as well… Master.”

      Her words, honestly spoken, broke him.  Tears welled up in his eyes, and he lost his vaunted control completely.  He fell upon her then, covering her body with his own, and kissed her deeply.  It wasn’t a ravenous, lustful hunger that overwhelmed him, but a deep desire to connect with her and shower her in love that drove his actions.  After a long while of nothing more than holding her tightly and kissing her tenderly, James began to kiss his way down her body once more.  This time he stopped at her other breast and suckled it lovingly, while his hands softly caressed and explored her body.  The valkyrie’s skin had a soft, almost downy feel to it, which thrilled James and spurred him on to touch her even more.

      Hrein’s soft moans floated in the night air around them as she closed her eyes and focused on the sensations her lover was giving her.  Though she still felt incredibly shy, and a strange warmth was growing between her legs, the truth was that she was delighting in her master’s touch.  He was so gentle with her, and his feelings of love were conveyed with impossible clarity when his lips played upon her bare skin.  Slowly, he began kissing his way further south, leaving a cool wet trail over her tight stomach which contrasted greatly with the hot press of his lips as he went.

      At last, James had reached the moment he had longed for most of all.  As he sat on the floor, gently spreading his lover’s legs, the most enchanting sight was laid bare before him.  The maiden’s nude mons was absolutely perfect in every detail.  With a delicious slowness which built his anticipation to the highest possible degree, the einherjar let his hands glide over Hrein’s inner thighs until his thumbs rested ever so gently on her pubic mound.  The light pink lips of her sex were so small and delicate that they were completely hidden until he opened her like a flower.  Seeing her virgin slit open for him to taste was just too much for him to resist any longer.

      When her Master stopped kissing her just above her most secret place and gently spread her legs Hrein was filled with embarrassment and no small amount of anticipation.  What is he doing down there!?  She desperately wanted to close her legs, as she could swear she could feel his eyes on her exposed sex, but that very exposure only turned to fuel the wet warmth that was peaking inside her.  She vaguely recognized this sensation as desire, but having absolutely no experience with it prior to that night, it was almost as frightening and embarrassing as it was exciting to her.  When she felt his fingers gently pry her open, the poor valkyrie thought she might die of shock.  Is he… looking inside me!?  Inspecting me!?  She could feel his hot breath on her privates, and it was driving her nuts.  It took every bit of the shield maiden’s discipline to remain still and not squirm and twist her body away.  Thus, she was completely unprepared when she felt his wet tongue gently lap at her sex.  It was like a lightning bolt had coursed through her when his tongue reached the peak of its course, and flicked firmly against her hidden pearl.

      James couldn’t fail to hear the loud gasp which escaped the valkyrie upon his first taste of her virgin pussy.  The grin that spread over his lips was almost sadistic in its playfulness.  This was not something the young woman would have anticipated, and he was going to thoroughly enjoy her every gasp and moan, as much as he would her slightly tangy taste.

      Hrein’s fists were gripping the sheets on either side of her so tightly that her knuckles went white.  She fought the nearly overwhelming urge to push his head away, as the sensations between her legs were far more intense than anything she had ever imagined.  His tongue continued to not only lap at her lips and clit, but began to snake inside her, penetrating her in a way that nothing ever had, not even her own fingers.  While she had fully expected that her eventual husband would enter her down there, she never would have imagined that he would do so with his tongue!  Before long, the inexperienced valkyrie’s body was covered in a light sheen of sweat, the cool night air doing nothing to compete with the wild beating of her heart and the strain of trying to control every muscle in her body.

      At first she had tried to focus on other things, to try and reduce the intensity of the experience, but she quickly found that all of her senses seemed to focus solely on what was happening between her legs.  Even though his movements had seemingly kept a steady pace, the pressure within her only kept mounting.  Everything changed when her master suddenly changed his technique, though.  Something new and hard gently slid into her from below, while his lips locked onto the sensitive bump at the peak of her womanhood.  When he began to suck firmly at her clit and slowly caress it with the tip of his tongue, she nearly lost her mind.  She no longer had the presence of mind to keep her hands away from him, and latched onto his hair, tugging roughly at his head and causing him to chuckle while he teased her.

      Time to show her real pleasure.  James thought to himself.  His large finger stretched her open as it slid inside her, stopping only when he reached her hymen.  He wouldn’t break her maidenhead in this way, so he kept the back and forth action shallow and gentle.  He gave her no mercy with his tongue, however.  James had always been talented in both speed and control with that particular muscle, much to the delight of his various girlfriends over the years.  In very short order, the virginal valkyrie was thrashing on the bed and screaming at the top of her lungs.  He knew she had never experienced anything like this, and he was going for a particularly intense session for her first time receiving oral sex.  He could hardly wait until he could use his fingers on her properly.   Next time. he thought to himself as he pushed her over the edge.

      Hrein’s mind went blank, and her entire body seized up.  Pure pleasure flooded her being with the intensity of an electrocution.  When at last she was capable of thought again, she felt the huge man moving his body over hers once more.  He was kissing her face and lips, and whispering something in her ear.

      “… sorry that this next part is going to hurt a little.  But please take heart that I truly treasure this gift you are about to give me.”

      Hrein then felt something hard pressing against her lower lips once again; something much larger than the finger her master had used moments before.  It is too big!  the valkyrie thought in a panic.  She had noted his generous size before, and while it had excited her somewhat more than she would admit, she honestly did fear that such a massive tool might actually wound her.  Though she didn’t know it, she might have been right if James hadn’t worked to arouse her so much before taking her.

      “I love you, Hrein.” James whispered in her ear again, as he slowly pushed into her.

      Though she heard the words, and wanted to give him a similar reply, the only thing she could give voice to at that moment was a deep groan.  His member stretched her beyond any limits she thought she had, and the sharp pain of her hymen tearing was all she could think of.  Slowly, inexorably, her master’s penis pushed into her, filling her in a way she had never imagined.

      When he could go no further, James stopped pushing.  He didn’t want to hurt her, after all, at least no more so than necessary in taking her virginity.  Lying on top of her, James gazed down at his lover.  He gently caressed her cheek and just enjoyed the sensation of being inside her hot, tight pussy.  When she opened her eyes and looked up at him, her grimace at the pain slowly faded, to be replaced by a complex expression and slightly teary eyes.  “I love you.” he repeated.

      Hrein nodded gently and whispered “And I love thee.” in response.

      James leaned in and kissed her tenderly then, wrapping her up in his arms as he began to move again.  With the utmost care, the einherjar slowly withdrew until only the head of his cock was still inside her.  Then, slow as could be, he pushed back into her.  This he repeated over and over, increasing his pace only slightly.  He was thoroughly enjoying this moment, and wanted it to last forever.  You could only take a woman’s first time once, after all.  He could tell that the woman beneath him was in some pain, but he thought she was enjoying the sensation at least a little as well.  Finally, like all good things, it came to an end.  He felt the pressure in his balls mounting, and he gave one final thrust, driving himself as deeply into her as he could manage.  He held himself there as he exploded, flooding her virgin insides with his seed, and marking her as his forevermore.

      Hrein lie beneath James, his heavy body pressing her into the mattress.  She felt the moment his entire body had stiffened up, and heard the low growl he released along with his seed inside her.  For a long moment afterwards, he just lay the on top of her, breathing heavily and clutching her to him tightly.  His huge member was slowly softening, but her master seemed to be in no hurry to pull out of her.  We’re married now… she thought as she felt his thick semen slowly seep from her vagina and drip down the crack of her ass.  By raubehe, he had claimed her, and she was now his wife.  He was continuing to kiss her and whisper sweet nothings in her ear, and seemed very pleased with the consummation of their marriage.

      James rolled off his new wife and lay spread eagle on his back.  He had never been married in his past life, and though this wouldn’t count as marriage to the people of 21st century Canada, it did to Hrein and her people, and thus it did to James in his heart.  And that’s all that matters, isn’t it?  How Hrein and I feel about it?  It was a strange feeling to him, but not one as frightening as he might have imagined.  Instead, it seemed to calm a part of his heart that he hadn’t even realized needed the support.  He felt more… complete.

      As James and Hrein lie staring at the ceiling, contemplating what was certainly one of  the most important moments of their lives, Acrasia let out a loud sigh.  Licking her sticky fingers, she stood and prepared to fly over to the bed.  It had been fun watching her Master take the valkyrie’s virginity, and she had brought herself to an unusually satisfying orgasm during the show, but it hardly quenched her thirst for her Master’s seed.

      The tiny fairy landed on the bed while the much larger valkyrie repositioned herself to snuggle up next to their Master.  The first thing she saw when Hrein moved was the large wet spot on the sheets, along with a few traces of blood.  The red fluid did a lot to dampen the fae’s arousal.  Turning to look at her sister slave from behind, she could clearly see James’ cum oozing from Hrein’s slit, which once again turned the horny fairy on.  Licking her lips, she fluttered over to land between James’ legs, and stared up at his now flaccid cock.  Even soft, it was longer than she was tall, the sight of it causing her to gulp as her eyes grew wide with awe.  His soft skin glistened in the moonlight with the combined juices of their lovemaking, and to Acrasia, it looked absolutely delicious.  Taking a tentative step forward while reaching out with her hand, the sensual fae opened her mouth and stuck her tongue out, as if preparing to lick the giant sausage.

      “Acrasia.” James voice brought the entranced fae to a halt.

      “Y-yes, Master?”  She replied.

      “Come rest on my chest.  I want to hold you while we sleep tonight.  Barring complications, I plan to take your virginity tomorrow night.  Assuming you are a virgin?” James suddenly wondered about that.  She had definitely seemed inexperienced when she had tried to seduce him, but the little fairy had displayed an extreme level of lust for someone who hadn’t had a lover before.  If he recalled correctly, she was over 70 years old too, so perhaps it was impossible that she had saved herself?

      “Yes Master!  I mean, yes, I am a virgin, and I want you to claim me, Master!” Acrasia shouted excitedly, as she flew up to him.

      Perhaps not impossible, then… maybe fairies mature slower than humans?  James thought as he caught the flying fairy in his hand, then lowered her to his chest.  When he thought back to how horny he had been when he was a teenager, it sort of made sense.  The desire for sex didn’t necessarily denote experience when looked at in that light.

      Acrasia curled up in a ball to sleep on James’ chest while being covered by his hand, and James slid an arm under Hrein’s neck, pulling her tight to his side.  The three of them would sleep that night, and hopefully every night thereafter, cuddled together in an intimate embrace.
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      The sun rose bright and early the next morning, causing more than one groan to escape the lips of James and his companions.  His irritation at the sun was quickly replaced by a rush of incredible memories from the night before; and the feel of his women’s naked bodies against his own instantly put him in a great mood.  Turning his head to look at Hrein lying next to him, he couldn’t help but feel awe at her beauty in the morning light.  This woman, whose hair was mussed about the pillow, was his wife.  Even the morning after, his heart nearly stopped at the thought.

      Hrein scrunched her nose cutely, and and silently protested the sun’s assault on her closed eyes.  Finally surrendering to the dawn of a new day, the young valkyrie opened her eyes, only to see James’ green orbs staring back at her.  She was startled by his proximity for a moment, but then two words sprang to her mind.  My husband…  The young wife blushed instantly, recalling the events of the night before, and stuttered to greet her lover.  “G-good morning… Master.”

      “Good morning, beautiful.” James greeted her with a grin.  “You know, as much as I love to hear you call me Master, there is another title I would dearly love to hear from your lips this morning.”

      Hrein swallowed hard and blushed even more fiercely.  For a second, she struggled to retain eye contact, but then steeled herself and gazed deep into his eyes.  “Good morning… husband.”

      James grinned even wider, as if her words made him the happiest man alive.  “Good morning, my wife.”

      This time it was Hrein’s turn to fight against the stupid grin spreading over her face.  Despite her embarrassment, his words made her heart skip a beat, and truly made her happier than she had ever remembered being.

      “Good morning, Master!” A cheerful, high pitched voice called out from nearby.

      James looked down at his chest to see Acrasia kneeling up and stretching for the ceiling, giving him an eyeful of her naked body in the process.

      When she finished her stretch, Acrasia gazed at him with a beaming smile, seemingly not embarrassed by her state of undress in the least.

      Well, that doesn’t surprise me, really.  James thought as he enjoyed the full frontal view she offered him.  Despite her size, she really was a beautiful woman.  I can’t wait to take her tonight. he thought again.

      His rather lusty thoughts of the two women in his bed were interrupted by a knock at the door.

      “Sir James.” a familiar voice called out, followed by the sound of the door being unlocked and opening.

      Hrein scrambled to cover herself with the sheets, while James just lay back and crossed his arms under his head.  He knew the naughty maid was hoping to catch an eyeful, and he didn’t see a reason not to give her a thrill this morning.

      “Good morning, Sir James.” Peaseblossom greeted them as she appeared in the doorway.  Stepping forward into the room, the queen’s handmaiden dipped into a proper curtsy, but she made no effort whatsoever to peel her eyes from James’ rapidly hardening member as she spoke.

      “Good morning, Ms. Peaseblossom.” James replied, not bothering to get up.

      “Good morning!” Acrasia chimed cheerfully, clearly not perturbed by the current circumstances.  On the contrary, upon seeing James rising to the occasion, the little fairy crawled on her hands and knees to sit on his stomach and get a closer look.

      “H-how couldst thou just enter without permission!?” Hrein cried.

      Yeah… this would upset her.  James thought, and reached down to pluck the fae from his stomach before she tackled his manhood.  “Later.  I want to kiss you before you go stuffing your face with my seed.” he gently scolded his second slave.

      This actually caused the leannán sídhe to blush.  James decided then and there that he would make the little fairy blush as often as possible.  It was cute as hell.

      “I beg your forgiveness.” Peaseblossom curtsied again, addressing Hrein.  It was clearly a struggle for her to tear her eyes from James’ naked body, but she did manage it after three failed attempts.  No, scratch that.  Her eyes went right back to him after she made the apology.

      “Thou dost not look sorry.” Hrein groused.

      Peaseblossom seemingly ignored the valkyrie’s comment, and directed her next words to James.  “Sir James.  The queen would be delighted if you would join her for breakfast this morning.”

      “Of course.  That would be wonderful.” He nodded with a smile.  “Might my wife and my fiancé join us as well?” he asked, first indicating Hrein and then Acrasia.  Both of his women blushed slightly from being introduced in this way, but their small smiles told him they were pleased by it.

      “Of-of course.” Peaseblossom stammered.  Even she was a little surprised by this revelation.  She had heard James proclaim that he considered Acrasia something like a wife in court, and had heard him refer to Hrein as his fiancé, but she was still a little surprised that he had actually meant it.  They were both his slaves, after all.  This einherjar certainly doesn’t follow the norm, does he? she thought to herself as she curtsied.  “I shall let the queen know that you have accepted her invitation.” And to expect two more guests, among other news.  she added in her head as she let herself out.

      James reluctantly dragged himself out of bed, and worse, out of the warm embrace of his beautiful women.  With a little help from Acrasia and Hrein, he managed to get dressed in his new kilt-like outfit, then used his Inventory trick to clean the three of them up, while he waited for the ladies to get dressed and fix their hair.

      “I need to purchase a brush…” Hrein sighed, unable to do anything with the wild bedhead she was sporting.

      “I have a brush back at my mother’s place,” Acrasia offered helpfully, “but it’s pixie sized, so you wouldn’t be able to use it.  Might I go retrieve it for myself, Master?”

      James nodded.  “Go ahead.  I understand the need to look presentable before the queen, but be as fast as you can.”  Turn to Hrein, he summoned a small travel-sized comb.  “I’m sorry, but this is all I can offer.  It’s all I’ve needed for my short hair and beard.”

      The valkyrie took the proffered comb gratefully.  “I thank thee, Master.”

      James smiled back at the lovely woman.  “No problem.  I’ll buy you a brush as soon as I am able.”

      While he waited for the quick little fairy to return, and for Hrein to comb out the knots in her hair, James cast his customary Lucky Charm spell and contemplated the undead issue before them.  He had an idea, and he would share it with the queen over breakfast.  The idea would require a significant amount of Qi however, so he decided to check his current pool.  For the first time since he arrived on Terra, his Qi Pool hadn’t fully refilled overnight.  He was currently sitting at 95 points, due to his massive expenditure in casting Treatment on Hrein the night before.  It was also the first time he hadn’t kept any in reserve, just in case he was attacked in the middle of the night.  Definitely not a habit I should get into… James scolded himself.

      It didn’t take overly long for the girls to get ready, and so the trio set off to meet the queen less than half an hour after they had been invited.  Since he hadn’t been told otherwise, James presumed the queen would be dining in her garden, like last time.  Luckily, his intuition proved correct, and the queen was seated at her small white table.  Two more chairs had been added around the elegantly carved piece of furniture, providing just enough space for an intimate breakfast for four.

      “Good morning, Your Majesty.” James called out and dipped into a bow.  Hrein and Acrasia curtsied behind him, but kept silent.

      “Good morning, Sir James.  Won’t the three of you please take a seat?” Titania replied with a sunny smile.

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” James returned her smile and moved to hold a chair for Hrein.  Once the valkyrie was seated, the einherjar noted that Acrasia had simply landed on the table, where a tiny cushion had been placed, directly in front of the chair opposite Hrein’s.  Seeing his ladies seated, James took the seat across from the queen, putting Hrein on his right and Acrasia on his left.

      “There.  Now that we are all seated in my garden, it should be fine to dispense with formalities as we did last time, yes?” Titania asked, giving James a slightly mischievous smirk.

      “As you wish, Titania.” James chuckled.

      “Excellent!” the Fairy Queen proclaimed, clapping her hands.  This action served both as an expression of her joy, and also as a signal to the maids to begin bringing in breakfast.  In moments, a delicious looking spread was placed before them, once again consisting primarily of fruit and desserts of various kinds.  Acrasia was practically drooling as she contemplated which treat to sample first.

      “I forgot to leave some of this with your maids last time.” James apologized to Titania, summoning his large can of cocoa powder and a ziplock bag.

      “Oh!  I was hoping you would supply the drinks again, James.” the queen chirped happily and gave him a winning smile.

      “It’s my pleasure.” he said, filling the four teacups and then portioning out half of what remained into the bag to leave for the queen.

      The two ladies who hadn’t tried hot chocolate were both quite impressed with the sweet drink, and the queen hummed happily with her first sip.

      A comfortable silence descended on the party as the four sampled various delights and enjoyed their breakfast.  When it seemed that most had eaten their fill, Titania began the conversation in earnest.  “First, I wish to congratulate you on your marriage to my knight, young valkyrie.” Titania looked upon Hrein with a friendly smile.

      James immediately facepalmed.  “I am so sorry.  I completely forgot that the two of you hadn’t met before.”  Straightening himself up, James held out his hand, indicating Hrein.  “Please allow me to introduce my wife, Hrein.”

      Hrein blushed but did her best to remain stoic and bowed her head deeply to Titania.  “A pleasure to meet thee, Thy Majesty.”

      “You as well, Hrein.” the queen replied, nodding and gently patting the girl’s hand with her own.  Turning her attention back to James, her expression became more serious; a sad look in her eyes.  “Though I hate to spoil such a beautiful morning, we really must discuss the Undead at our gates.”

      “Yes.  I wanted to give you an update on my plans, as it is.” James replied with a solemn nod.

      “You do have a plan, then?”  The queen asked, her voice and expression hopeful.

      “I do.  And Hrein here is key to it.  You see, I consulted with my Lady Hel yesterday, and she informed me that the magic in a valkyrie’s spear is holy.” James began to explain.  “According to Hel, holy energy is anathema to undead and demons.  Just coming into contact with it will damage them greatly, possibly purging the unholy energies which animate something like a zombie.”

      “Oh!” Titania clapped in surprise.  “Then the spear can destroy each one with a single strike?”

      James nodded in confirmation.  “It should.  But that would still be a very slow and inefficient way of fighting them.”

      Titania agreed.  “Yes.  There are hundreds of the shambling corpses moving about my city.  The vast majority of the elves who dwelt there, I’m afraid.” she sighed with a deep frown.

      “That’s why I’ve come up with a plan to empower Hrein with the magic directly.  Though casting the spell will draw upon her Qi Pool, I should be able to enhance it in such a way that she will be able to strike a large number of enemies at once.” James informed them.

      Hrein’s eyes widened.  “Thou dost wish to enhance me, like thou didst with my cloak?”

      “Yes.  Very much like that.  I want to make the power yours, not your spear’s.  Though there would be a cost to using said power, it could never be lost, and it will have the potential to be much greater than a simple weapon.” the einherjar confirmed her suspicions.

      Hrein bit her lip in thought, but then nodded her consent.  “What is mine dost belong to thee anyway, but I agree that this plan doth have a greater chance of defeating an army than a single spear.”

      James gave the young valkyrie a warm smile.  “I’m glad you agree.  But as you might imagine, this plan requires quite a substantial amount of Qi and time.”

      Tilting her head, Hrein gazed at James thoughtfully.  “Dost thou plan to fight the undead and drain them of their Qi, as thou wouldst a normal enemy?”

      James shook his head.  “No.  I’m not sure that would work.  You mentioned when we first met that undead feed on Qi.”

      Hrein nodded in confirmation.  “Precisely.  Thou wouldst not find the undead to be a suitable source for thy powers.  Though they are animated by life force, and consume it, they do not possess it.”

      “They feed on life itself?” The queen asked, aghast.

      “Verily.” Hrein replied, turning to face the much older fairy.  “The undead are drawn to life, and can sense it when they are near, akin to how thou wouldst feel a bonfire upon thy skin, should thou stand near one.”

      “That must be how they have been seeing through our glamours, and even our invisibility magic.” the queen’s brow furrowed in consternation.

      Hrein nodded again.  “Thou art correct.  Such magic would have no effect upon them.”

      “Hmm.  If you aren’t going to kill them and do your meditation thingy, where are you going to get the Qi, Master?” Acrasia asked, jumping into the conversation.

      “That’s a very good question.” James replied with an approving smile, patting the smiling fairy on the head.  “The answer is from us, and our surroundings.”

      Hrein frowned.  “Us, Master?”

      “Yes.  It won’t be a pleasant experience, but I will draw the Qi from all three of our pools and cultivate it.  It will leave you feeling tired and drained, but my plan is to use the first Qi I refine to enhance the efficiency of our Dantian, thereby speeding up the process in the long run.” he explained.

      “Why only the three of you?” Titania questioned his plans.  “If it is Qi that you need, I assure you that I possess a considerable pool of it myself.”

      James shook his head.  “The techniques I learned in my last life were designed to draw Qi from an opponent during a fight, thereby weakening my enemy while strengthening myself.  Though the process is far too slow to be an effective way to kill a foe in battle, it would be far too dangerous to use upon an ally.”

      “Then why would you risk taking such an action with your wife and fiancé?” Titania demanded with a scowl.

      “Because they are my slaves.” James replied with a serious look on his face.  “I own them.  That means that Hel’s blessing will allow me to monitor the exact levels of their Qi Pools; thus I can avoid draining them dry.”

      Titania frowned.  “Surely there must be something I can do to help?  I detest feeling so helpless in the face of this enemy.  I wish to do all I can to protect my people.”

      James gave the Fairy Queen a soft smile.  “Your people are blessed to have such an excellent queen.  And yes, there is something quite significant you can do to help.”

      Titania’s eyes narrowed, and she placed her hands upon her hips.  “You had better not be about to tell me that by remaining safe, I am doing the most to protect my people.”

      James threw his head back and laughed.  Titania truly was something else.  “No, Titania.  I am not going to say that.  But I must insist that you leave the actual battle to us, when the time comes.” James stated, looking her in the eye at the last.  “What I need you to do, is gather what fairies you can in a relatively small space.  I want them fluttering around as much as possible while I cultivate.”

      All three girls gave James a rather perplexed look, with Hrein wondering if this were some sort of weird fetish on the einherjar’s part.  Surprisingly, it was Acrasia who figured it out first.  “Ah!” she exclaimed, jumping up and down on the table.  “Fairy Dust!”

      “Precisely.” James confirmed, giving her a wink.

      Understanding dawned on the queen.  “Of course…  You wish to flood the area with as much Qi as possible.  Just yesterday did I explain to you that Fairy Dust is little more than crystallized Qi.”

      “Exactly.  When I meditate and draw in the Qi from my surroundings, I want to do so in an area that is as saturated with Qi as I can get.” he replied.

      “It shall be done.” the queen stated with a firm nod.

      “Great.  If you’ll tell me where you think would be best to set up, I’ll head there right away and begin my preparations.” James said, standing up from the table.

      Queen Titania seemed to think it over for a moment before replying.  “There is a glade on the southern edge of the city, surrounded by a Dryad grove, and containing a Naiad spring.  It has long been a place where the nymphs would gather and play.  I had thought to grant you this land as a plot, upon which you could build your temple to Hel.”

      “That sounds perfect, but won’t the nymphs object to my taking over their space?” James asked, not wanting to make enemies of his new countrymen.

      Titania smirked.  “Not so long as the temple is beautiful, you don’t damage the grove or spring, and you allow the nymphs to worship in their own way.”

      James coughed, easily imagining how nymphs might honour his goddess.  “That sounds… acceptable.”

      “Excellent.” the queen proclaimed, clapping her hands again and summoning Peaseblossom.  “My handmaiden shall lead you there, while I go and see to my end of the preparations.”

      “I’ll get to work straight away, my Queen.” James said with a bow.  Once again, his ladies curtsied behind him, before the trio turned to follow Peaseblossom out.

      The trip to the grove was pleasant, even if James felt like he was in a bit of a hurry.  Over a mile from the castle, they eventually arrived at a spot where a clear stream ran parallel to the road.  Peaseblossom left the cobblestone street and flew over the brook.  James and his girls followed closely behind as the handmaiden made her way down a winding path and into a forest of oaks.

      It didn’t take long before James had the sensation that they were being watched.  Whenever he thought he saw someone out of the corner of his eye, they always disappeared behind a tree before he could turn and face them.  He didn’t call out to them, as even though it was clear they were keeping an eye on him, he didn’t sense any hostility from them at all.  Mostly just simple curiosity.

      At last the trees parted, revealing a large open clearing, with a deep clear pool on the right.  Moving to the centre of the glade, James sat down in the lotus position.  “Hrein, would you mind handing me your spear?” he asked, holding his hand out to her.  “I suppose I should have asked before, but does this spear have any sentimental value to you?”

      “It would be a lie to say it holds none,” she replied, handing over the weapon. “but certainly not enough that I would object to using it in thy plan.  Even so, one could look at this as a way for me to hold onto the spirit of the spear for all time.”

      James nodded in understanding.  “That makes sense.  Please excuse me, then.”  The einherjar started by calling up his own Status Screen and noting that he was now up to 107 Qi in his pool.  It would make the most sense to cultivate that, and improve my efficiency before moving on to the spear. he thought to himself.  Laying the spear across his lap, James began to concentrate and set about refining 100 Qi from his own pool first.  This took roughly 50 minutes, and during that time a large number of fae began to gather in the glade.  A few sat around watching him, but most were content to dance and play in their usual way.  This suited James just fine, as that was what he needed of them in the first place.  Of course, he had to steel his mind and push various images and sounds from his consciousness.  Unsurprisingly, a few nymphs were engaging in more intimate pastimes on the mossy ground, thereby disrupting James’ concentration just a little bit.

      Focusing on his Status Screen once again, James thought about how he wanted to approach this.  What he wanted was for his Dantian to naturally draw in more Qi, at a faster rate, thereby filling his Qi Pool in a shorter length of time.  He wanted to… suck it in, rather than just passively absorbing what was around him.  To create a draw inside him, like a whirlpool in the calm spiritual sea of his Dantian.  Closing his eyes and drawing his focus inward, James tried to move the Qi, not through his meridians, but within his Dantian itself.  It was slow going at first, feeling a bit like he was trying to stir molasses with an imaginary hand, but the Qi did start to move.  Feeding his Refined Qi into the motion, as well as the image of the walls and bottom of his Dantian, James found that he could speed up the motion considerably.  Another hour and a half of deep concentration, and the whirlpool settled deep into the core of his Dantian and could sustain itself.  Opening his eyes, James found a new Technique had appeared on his Status Screen.
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      “Energy Siphon, eh?” James grinned.  He had been successful.  Though the 100 Qi he had refined had been spent, he was now drawing in Qi at twice the rate he was before.  A quick check of his Qi Pool showed that he was down to 35 Qi, having drawn some in while he had been refining and then mastering the technique.  “I should apply this to the girls next, to maximize our use of time.”  Looking around, he found Acrasia dozing in the moss next to him, while Hrein sat on his right, watching him carefully.

      “I take it thine experiment was a success?” Hrein asked.

      “It was.  Next, I will cultivate from you.  I’ll take 100 Qi from your pool, along with 5 from my own, and then use it to grant you the technique I just learned.” James smiled, hoping to put her at ease.  He understood the concept of someone drawing away your life force was likely a scary one for her.

      The stoic valkyrie just nodded, not showing any fear.  “I trust thee, my Master.” she said in a firm tone of voice.

      “Thank you.” James replied, and set about his work.  Focusing his mind on sensing, and then drawing in the Qi from the woman beside him, James moved his hands in a slow circular motion, as if scooping something away from her and pulling it into himself.  It took nearly an hour of intense concentration to cultivate the Qi from the two of them, but it was easier than trying to draw it in from all around him.  That said, with the constant fluttering around of numerous fairies, who veritably filled the glade now, James could literally feel the increased concentration of Qi in the air.  This is going to work! he silently cheered to himself.

      Bringing up Hrein’s Status Screen, James copied the Energy Siphon technique from his own list and added it to Hrein’s.  Doing so burned through the 105 Qi he had just refined, and caused the poor valkyrie to double over in pain, a sudden cramp forming deep in her guts.  The sudden addition of a whirlpool in the untrained Dantian of a non-cultivator caused her incredible discomfort.  James tried to comfort her, placing a hand lightly on her back, but could do little other than sit and watch over her as she recovered on her own.

      As the minutes ticked by, her body and soul adjusted to the technique, and the discomfort began to fade.  “That was not… pleasant.” Hrein groaned.

      “I apologize, Hrein.  I should have thought this through more.” James replied, frowning.

      Leaning over to look at her own Status Screen, the valkyrie shook her head.  “Nay.  Thou didst the right thing, Master.  This Technique will increase my power dramatically, and also increase mine usefulness to thee.”

      James nodded his head in silence.  He was glad that she was so understanding.  “You really aren’t suffering any permanent harm from this, are you?” he asked.

      “Nay.  I am improved and in no way harmed, Master.” she replied.

      “Okay.  You’re up next then, Acrasia.” he turned to warn the little fairy.

      The leannán sídhe frowned and shook her head.  “Do I have to, Master?” she asked in a pleading voice.

      “Yes.  Hrein has proven that, while painful, the technique is safe.  I’m sorry to cause you discomfort, my pet, but there is a bright side to this.” he told her, holding up his index finger.

      Acrasia didn’t look convinced.  “What’s that, Master?”

      James leaned in and whispered in her tiny ear.  “When I’m done with you, you’ll be the most powerful fairy ever to walk any world.”

      Acrasia’s eyes went wide.  She did like the idea of all the other fairies envying her power…  Her gaze drifted over to Hrein, who was still holding her stomach, but seemed a lot better than she had been a few moments ago.  Sighing, she decided that trusting her Master was her best option regardless.  “Okay, Master.  I’m ready.”

      James smiled and lightly kissed the top of her head.  “I’ll start by cultivating 50 Qi from you, 50 from me, and 5 more from Hrein.  That will give me enough power to grant you the technique.”

      Taking a deep breath, James set about repeating the process over the next hour, and successfully granted the technique to his tiny slave.  Utterly lacking any sort of discipline, let alone that of someone like Hrein, Acrasia moaned loudly and rolled on the ground, clutching her stomach as if she had been kicked by the world’s nastiest bull.

      Eventually her antics petered off, and the three took a well deserved lunch break and stretched their legs.  While they ate from the plates of fruit and nuts that the fae around them had generously offered, James took a moment to check everyone’s Status Screens.  As he had expected, all of them had regained some Qi while he had been cultivating and preparing the technique.  He now sat at 26 points, while Hrein was still holding a healthy 96 points, and poor Acrasia was down to 7 points.  Her recovery rate was so pathetic because her Qi Pool was so much smaller than theirs.  I guess I should increase the size of their pools next.  James thought, nodding to himself.

      With lunch finished, James dropped back into his meditative state, and began cultivating once again.  This time he pulled 90 Qi from Hrein, and 10 from himself.  He was going to use the Qi to Enhance her Qi Pool directly, so he didn’t need the 5 extra Qi to transfer anything.

      When he dumped the Refined Qi into the Enhancement section of Hrein’s Status Screen, her Qi Pool Total expanded to a whopping 360 points, outpacing even his own 298 significantly.

      The feeling of the pure energy circulating in her gut caused Hrein to breathe heavily, and sweat began to bead on her brow.  It wasn’t a painful experience at all.  No, if anything it was quite pleasant, but it was shocking nonetheless.  She had been using magic for years, drawing energy from what her Master called her Dantian, but she had never tried to refine the Qi or move it about.  The secrets of cultivation were not hers, after all, so such sensations were entirely new to her.

      Checking his party’s Status Screens, he noted that even with the new technique, they had not recovered enough for his next step.  “I guess this is where things start to slow down.” he muttered to himself.  “Okay.” he announced.  “I am going to start trying to draw in the Qi all of you have so kindly been releasing into the air.”

      It was the Queen herself that responded, having taken a seat not far from him, and fluttering her wings the entire time he had been working.  “Excellent.  I wish you success, Sir James.”  Though the vast majority of the fae in the glade had long ago become bored watching James in meditation, she had found his techniques fascinating.  Though she possessed no knowledge of cultivation, she was an extremely experienced spell caster, and thus could sense the magic moving between him and his slaves, as well as the unusual patterns circulating in his body.

      James reached out with his senses and began to draw the Qi in the air to him.  It felt thick, much thicker than even the air of a magical world like Terra normally was.  Certainly the Qi wasn’t as concentrated as it had been within the stones of Stonehenge, but not even Huáng’s Tail Feather had possessed that level of power.  This was more akin to the level of Qi floating in the air around those famous standing stones.

      The einherjar wanted to Enhance Acrasia’s Qi Pool next, so he needed to cultivate 100 Qi for this next step.  Neither of the girls knew any meditation techniques, so they would be relying solely on their new Energy Siphons to draw the Qi around them into their Dantian naturally.

      Given that he had 39 Qi in his pool when he started meditating, James was barely able to reach the needed 100 Refined Qi with an hour’s work.  He immediately used it to Enhance Acrasia’s Qi Pool, causing it to double in size.  With a new Qi Pool Total of 110, she would draw in Qi at a much more useful rate.  Of course the horny little fairy moaned and went on as if he were ravishing her right there in the glade, causing the other fae to wonder just how good his mysterious technique felt.

      “Why does the spear yet remain in your lap?” Queen Titania asked out of curiosity.

      “Up until now we have been making preparations and making ourselves process Qi more efficiently.” James answered her, ignoring his tiny slave’s antics.

      “What?” Titania seemed shocked.  “All of this time?  It’s been over seven hours since our talk at breakfast.”

      James nodded.  “I’m sorry, but cultivation is a slow process.  If we didn’t take these steps first, the remaining steps, which will take even longer than the ones we’ve taken already, would take twice as long.”

      Titania’s features clouded over, a small spark of anger in visible in her eyes.  “My people are suffering.  Every moment we waste is another they might perish while hiding in their holes.”

      “I earnestly apologize, my Queen.” James told her, giving her a sincere look of sympathy.  “I truly wish to save our people, and I am working as fast as I can.  I understand that  our progress isn’t obvious to those observing around us, but I assure you we have made great strides.”

      The Queen sighed, venting her frustration.  “I understand, Sir James.  We will continue to give all that we can, so please hurry.”

      It was clear that the fae were not only bored, but also tired.  One could only fly in circles for so long before they became too fatigued to continue.  He could only hope that by the time their wills or bodies failed, the concentration of Qi in the glade would be high enough for him to bring his plan to fruition.

      Taking the next step, James opened his Status Screen and used Analysis on Hrein’s Spear.

      

      Valkyrie’s Shining Spear:  Artifact.  Spear imbued with Holy Light.

      

      “Good.  It’s as I’d hoped.” he muttered to himself.  Taking a deep breath, he began to draw the Qi from the spear into himself while keeping Analysis focussed on it.  Less than 10 minutes later, he was struck by the familiar sensation of information flooding his mind, and Qi settling into his Dantian.  A new spell was available to him.

      
        
          [image: Holy Light 1]
        

      

      “That’s about what I expected.” he said aloud.  He noted that his Qi Pool had gone up by 5, as usual, and thus his Qi Pool Total was now 308.  “Okay, I have the base spell.” he declared, turning to Hrein.  “I’m going to enhance it so that it can be transferred to a weapon, instead of only held in the hand.  That way, you should be able to imbue arrows with it and slay the zombies while flying overhead.”

      Hrein nodded.  “I believe that is a good strategy, Master.”

      James smiled at her, and noted the queen’s continued observation of his work.  “I’ll need to start by cultivating 30 Qi from you,” he nodded to Hrein, “and then cultivate the other 70 as I draw it in over the next hour.”

      Hrein just nodded again, and did her best to remain silent so as not to disturb his concentration.  Thus another long and boring hour passed, with most of the fae giving up on flying about by the time it was over.  As soon as he had refined the 100 Qi, he attempted to enhance Holy Light.  Like previous spells, its entry was outlined in green, and then the text changed.
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      “Good stuff.” James whispered to himself.

      “It is done?” the Queen asked.

      “Not nearly to the point that I want it to be.” James said, shaking his head.  “I don’t want to take out a single zombie with each casting of the spell.  We’d run out of magic long before we ran out of enemies.”

      “You claimed you would be able to destroy swathes of the undead with each spell.” Titania reminded him.

      “And I will, once we enhance it further.  Much further.” he explained.

      “My people are exhausted.” the queen sighed.  “We have given all that we can.”

      “I understand, Your Majesty.  I’m sure your people gathering here to help will prove invaluable, and I will hope that it has been enough.”  James said, bowing his head.

      The queen merely nodded in silence, refusing to give up hope that her new knight would save them.

      “I’m basically going to repeat the process from last time, Hrein.  30 Qi from you, and 70 from me.  So long as the Fairy Dust in the air and on the ground maintains a high concentration of Qi around me, we should be able to maintain this pace each hour.”

      “I understand, Master.” Hrein replied stoically.  It was clearly an uncomfortable experience for her every time he drew from her Qi Pool, but she endured it without complaint.

      James proceeded with the plan.  An hour and 100 Refined Qi later, the spell once again changed.  This time even the name of the spell was different.
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      “We’re getting there.” he breathed, and jumped right into preparing the next stage.  By this point many of the fae had left the clearing, no longer interested in even remaining nearby while their knight worked to save their fellows.  It seemed to James that ‘free spirited’ was a polite term that could describe the general fae attitude, but he didn’t have time to contemplate fae society right now.  He had work to do.

      Going through the same steps, he cultivated and spent another 100 Qi over the next hour.  Doing so allowed him to change the term Diameter to Radius in the spell description, effectively doubling the area the spell would cover with a single cast.

      Another hour and 100 Qi brought them to supper time, with the sun beginning to set.  James quickly enhanced the spell, doubling the effect once more, so that it covered a 10’ radius instead of 5 feet.  The next step that he wanted would cost the most yet, and he could already feel that the Qi in the air was getting thinner.  If he was successful, the concentration of Qi in the glade would be no better than an average forest on Earth when he was finished.  He didn’t think the draw would harm the Dryad’s trees, nor the Naiad’s spring, but he would be as careful in his cultivation as he could.

      “Master, I’m hungry…” Acrasia whined.  The little fairy had been on her best behaviour during the whole process, acting with a level of restraint that had surprised James.

      “Of course.” James gave her a wan smile.  He was tired out from the constant taxing of his mind and body.  I wish I had taken time to go shopping. he lamented to himself when he realized that all he had for food in his Inventory was the water and rations he’d taken from the cultists.

      Before he could summon the hardtack, a small procession of fairies in maid uniforms approached, carrying platters of food.  There were even a couple of plates boasting some kind of roast fowl.  James almost licked his lips at the sight, suddenly becoming acutely aware of the hunger in his gut.

      “I do believe that even heroes such as yourself need to eat, do they not?” Titania’s voice called out to him from behind.

      It was only then that James realized that, other than his two slaves, he was nearly alone in the glade.  Only the queen had remained to oversee his work.  Remembering not to thank her, James turned and bowed to the queen.  “Your Majesty’s thoughtfulness is inspirational.  My women and I will be very happy to share in your food.”

      Queen Titania shook her head.  “I know that I have been impatient with you, Sir James, but I am also aware of how hard you have been working.  I apologize for pressuring you earlier.”

      “It’s perfectly understandable, my queen.  We are nearing the end of my plan, though.  I estimate another four hours of work should do it, if the Qi in the air holds out.” James replied as a plate was passed to him.

      “Four hours!?” Acrasia exclaimed.  The look on her face was one of pure dejection.

      “The spell is workable as it is, but it needs one more enhancement to truly shine.  Then I need to grant the spell to Hrein.” he explained.

      “Why not cast the spell yourself?” the queen asked, taking a bite from some elaborate pastry.

      James thought over his response before speaking.  “I will, but by granting it to Hrein, we’ll have more than twice the spell casting capacity, as her Qi Pool is much larger than my own.  Besides, the spell was originally contained in her spear, so I don’t feel it’s right for me to strip her of power and only take it for myself.”

      Queen Titania nodded.  “This makes sense.  So be it.  Do you plan to attack the undead tonight?”

      James shook his head.  “We’ll need to rest and recover our Qi before we can begin the assault.  Besides, neither Hrein nor Acrasia can see overly well in the dark.  I expect we’ll launch the operation after lunch tomorrow.”

      “While I hate to delay even a moment longer than we have to, your logic is sound.” the queen acquiesced.  “Very well.  Eat up, then finish your work.  I will see you tomorrow for lunch.”  Taking one more bite of fruit, the queen stood and made her way out of the clearing.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” James rushed to swallow the mouthful of food he had been chewing and stood to see her off.  He hadn’t expected her sudden departure, but felt he understood her actions.

      The three remaining people sat in the glade and ate in silence.  The tall oaks around them cast long shadows, the sun having disappeared below their tops some time ago.  The growing darkness wasn’t oppressive, however.  It merely seemed restful, as if the evening itself wanted to help them rejuvenate their strength before they made one final push.  After taking their time to eat, and stretching their legs again, the trio settled in to work.  Or rather, James did.  Hrein sat by him, acting as if on guard, and Acrasia lay sprawled out on the moss, apparently taking a nap.

      This time the einherjar reversed the order of things, slowly cultivating as he drew in the Qi around him, only switching to Hrein when he’d reached 90 points on his own.  He took 30 from her, and then cultivated a further 50 from Acrasia, leaving them all very low on Qi.  This only gave him 170 Refined Qi to work with, which was just over half of what he needed.

      Knowing that he needed to push much further, he continued to cultivate the Qi in the air around him, and simply let the ladies rejuvenate their Qi pools.  An hour of work netted him a further 70 Refined Qi, with a mere 8 left in his Qi pool.

      “Art thou well, Master?” Hrein asked in a soft voice.  She had noticed that he hadn’t drawn anything from him this time, so she had begun to worry.

      “I’m fine, darling.  Thanks for asking, though.” he shot her a brief smile, which she was only able to make out due to the brilliant moon overhead.  “One more hour should complete this phase of the spell…”

      And so, the einherjar pushed on, drawing in every last scrap of Qi he could from his surroundings.  Once more he managed to pull in a little over 70 Qi, though it took a bit longer than the previous times, and the air felt thin when he’d finished.  He refined 60 points of it to add to his collection of Refined Qi, leaving him with 21 Qi in his pool, and achieving his goal of 300 Refined Qi ready to use.

      Forcing the Refined Qi into the the spell description for Holy Strike, he altered it one last time for the night.  A dull ache formed in his chest as he worked, causing him to wonder if he’d somehow pushed things too far.  To his relief, the familiar green double outline appeared around Holy Strike and the spell description changed before his eyes.
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      James sighed and allowed himself to flop backwards and lie on the ground.  It was far from perfect, but it was as far as he could afford to push it that night.

      “Is it finished, Master?” Acrasia asked, rubbing her eyes tiredly.

      “No, but it’s as good as I can get it for now.  We need to rest.” If he were honest with himself, he was a bit disappointed with the results.  If he could have squeezed just another 200 Qi into it, he would have been much happier.

      Hrein stood up, then leaned over and offered James her hand.  “We should return to our chambers, Master.”

      James nodded and accepted her hand, pulling himself to his feet.  “Come on, sleepy head.” he muttered softly, scooping the fairy up from the ground.  Acrasia’s only response was to curl up in James’ palm and go back to sleep.

      Chuckling at the sight, James carried her carefully as he and Hrein trudged back to the palace.  By the time they reached their chambers, they were too exhausted to even remove their clothing before flopping into the bed.  James absentmindedly use his inventory trick to clean them off before they hit the sheets, and Acrasia didn’t even stir from her slumber when he laid her on the mattress.

      Some part of his mind was aware that he had promised the little fairy that he would take her as his wife that night, but the simple fact was that neither of them were in any shape for that.  She’d just have to forgive him for the delay.  Closing his eyes, James drifted off into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      James was the first to wake the next morning.  He felt rested, but his muscles were stiff from the odd position he had fallen asleep in.  Thinking back on the day before, he never would have guessed that meditation would be so exhausting.  It was supposed to be refreshing, wasn’t it?  But then, when he thought about it a little more, he realized that it wasn’t just the meditation, but repeatedly draining all three of them of life force that likely wore him out, and the others as well.

      A quick check of their Status Screens showed that James was at 267 / 308 Qi, while Hrein and Acrasia were better off at 352 / 360 Qi, and 109 / 110 Qi respectively.  Guessing that it was still early yet, likely around eight in the morning, the girls would definitely be recharged by their noon meeting with the queen.

      Knowing that they were truly exhausted the night before, James didn’t want to wake them any earlier than he had to.  He still had to transfer the new spell to Hrein, and that would require 105 Qi, so he set about cultivating it from his own pool while they slept.  Before he started, James remembered to cast Lucky Charm on himself, as was his habit.  You never knew when an extra bit of luck might mean the difference between a critical success or a devastating defeat.

      A little under an hour later, he finished his cultivation and checked his Status.  He’d recovered a bit of Qi while he was cultivating, thanks to Energy Siphon, so he was sitting at a mere 186 Qi.  Despite wanting to make more improvements to the spell, among other improvements to his party in general, he felt he needed to save his Qi for the battle.  He absolutely wanted to always keep 50 Qi in reserve, in case he was killed unexpectedly.  That way, his Rebirth spell could trigger, bringing him back to life.  If one of the others died, he could then use the spell as soon as he had 100 Qi in his pool (seeing as it would kill him in the process).

      Despite his inability to enhance Holy Smite to the levels of power he desired, he was heartened by the fact that the caster could enhance it further while casting, simply by burning more Qi.  For example, if Hrein cast the spell with 10 Qi instead of the normal 5 it required, the spell would be twice as effective (just as any spell would), thereby doubling the density of the Holy energy released.  Presumably this would have an even greater effect on the undead.

      This brought a thought to mind which James hadn’t considered before.  Could I alter a spell by increasing its cost, instead of just spending Refined Qi to enhance it?  Deciding to experiment, James started poking at the spell description in his status screen, focussing his mind on the changes he wanted to make.  It was a pleasant surprise when the outline turned green, and the text was altered to match his thoughts.
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      The casting cost doubled to 10 Qi, and the text seemed to indicate that the spell would be even more destructive to targets like the undead.  He also noted that the change had used up 5 of his Refined Qi, which he would have to cultivate again later.

      The wording of the text caused his mind to wander, as he wondered just what ‘significant’ damage would be?  Would it be enough to annihilate the zombies completely?  He really didn’t want to take any chances and have an underperforming spell.  For that matter, would the power level of the target matter?  Surely a demon like Mephistopheles wouldn’t suffer the same degree of injury from a spell as a mere zombie?  What about something in the middle, like a vampire or such?  The old warrior decided he didn’t want to risk Hrein forgetting to empower it, and getting hurt, so he pushed the spell a little further.  Doing so would make it somewhat expensive to cast, but still reasonable in his opinion.  Burning 10 more Refined Qi, he arrived at what would be the final result.
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      Nodding to himself, James was satisfied with the work he’d done.  Closing his eyes, he spent the next twenty minutes or so cultivating the 35 Refined Qi from his pool to bring him back up to the 120 Qi needed to grant the spell to Hrein.

      “Ahhh!”

      A sudden shout brought James out of his contemplations in a hurry.  Turning to look beside him, the einherjar spotted his fairy slave sitting bolt upright, with her eyes wide and her mouth gaping open.

      “Master!” Acrasia cried and flung herself at him, clinging to his leg.  “I don’t remember, Master!”

      James frowned at the fairy’s antics, wondering what she could be on about first thing in the morning.  “Don’t remember what?” he asked her.

      “Our first time!  You were going to take my virginity last night, but I was asleep and so I don’t even remember it!” she howled, tears welling in her eyes.

      James sighed in exasperation.  “Think that over a bit, will you?”

      “Huh?  What do you mean, Master?” she sobbed, sniffing and rubbing her eyes.

      Shaking his head, he found he had to point out the obvious to the little airhead.  “How big are you?”

      “I’m a full six inches tall!” she proclaimed proudly, standing up straight with her hands on her hips.

      “Uhuh.  And how big is my cock?” he asked, feeling a little ridiculous.

      “At least twice as big as me!” she shouted in response.

      “Uh, no.  I doubt that.  But suffice it to say, bigger than you are.” James corrected her with a sigh.

      “Uh-uh!” Acrasia protested.  “It is!  I measured when you were asleep!”

      James groaned, the absurd image of the little fairy clinging to his member and measuring herself against it while he slept popping into his head.  Just what did that dwarf give me?  Trying not to think about it, James made his point.  “Either way, it would be impossible for me to make love to you without your knowledge.  I can’t fit inside you.”

      “But… but…” the little fae protested.  “I have a spell to make me bigger!”

      “Can you cast spells when you are asleep?” he asked, scowling at the tiny woman.

      “Uh… I don’t think so?” she frowned, biting her lip.

      “You can’t.” James growled in reply.  There was a limit to how dense someone could be.

      “Oh.  Okay, Master.  So… I didn’t forget?” Acrasia looked up at him with big, hopeful eyes.

      “No, you did not.  Trust me, I’ll make it a night you’ll never forget.” he said, gently lifting her chin with his finger.

      This earned him a big smile from the little fairy.  “Thank you, Master.  I look forward to it.”

      “She can get bigger?”

      Hrein’s sudden question made James realize that she too was now awake, and sitting up next to him.  “Uh, yeah.  She has a spell which can let her grow to 4’ 11”, but it only lasts an hour.

      “I see.  I had wondered how she planned to marry thee.  Now I understand.” Hrein’s expression was one of contemplation and disappointment.  It was clear she had been hoping that the little fairy was going to be his wife in name only, or at least would be severely limited in what services she could provide their Master.

      James worried that he was hurting Hrein by having more than one wife, and it wasn’t a new worry, either.  If he were honest with himself, it was almost a certainty that she would be against it.  Of course, a part of him believed that she might not have wanted to be his wife at all, but she merely conceded since it was the best option for her out of a mess of bad ones.  He’d put off talking it over with her, partly because they hadn’t had much time, but mainly because he was afraid of her answer.  If she wants to be free of me, what would I do?  Would I release her?  No… I wouldn’t.  James sighed, knowing that this would make him a terrible person in the eyes of… well, anyone really.

      “Is something wrong, Master?” Acrasia asked in a quiet voice.  The little fairy was sitting on his leg and staring up at him.

      James gave her a half hearted smile, but answered honestly.  “Yeah.  Just… dealing with my own morals… or lack thereof.”

      Hrein turned her head and gave the warrior a slightly confused look.  “I have never known thee to be lacking character, Master.  What dost thou speak of?”

      “Well,” he started, rubbing the back of his head. “to start off with, slavery is looked upon as one of the worst evils a person can commit, back where I came from.  It is true that I had little choice in the matter with either of you, and you did agree to become mine,” he nodded to Hrein, “but common belief would be that I should treat you like a free person, even if I hold your magical leash.  Instead, I treat you both as slaves, even if it is as slaves that I adore, slaves nonetheless.”

      Hrein nodded slightly.  “Many cultures revile slavery, while many others practice it.  As thy slave, I do not think that thou hast treated me poorly.”

      “I’m happy to be your slave, Master!” Acrasia proclaimed, clutching his kilt and smiling up at him.

      James gave her another sad smile.  “To be completely honest, I wouldn’t trade either of you for the world.  I am glad you are mine, and I would never release either of you, no matter how evil that makes me.”

      Hrein had a complicated look on her face, while Acrasia just seemed pleased by his statement.

      James looked Hrein in the eye and apologized.  “I am sorry if I hurt you, or make you unhappy.  I want to give you the best life I can as my wife… and slave.  But I won’t give you up.  I know that’s selfish, but it’s the truth.”

      Hrein sighed and shook her head.  “I agreed to become thine, and I could not be released even if thou wished for it.  The point is moot, Master.”

      “But I do want to know how you feel about it.  Do you even… want to be my wife?” a glimmer of pain flashed in James’ eyes.

      The valkyrie glared at her master, and the anger in her voice was palpable when she spoke.  “I may be thy thrall, but do not question my dedication to thee, Master.”  She was deeply angered by his questioning of her choices, but also, secretly, angry with the reminder of her previously inconstant heart.

      James was a little taken aback by her reaction, and part of him wanted to point out that he wasn’t questioning her loyalty, but her feelings.  Perhaps wisely, he chose not to give voice to those thoughts.  Hrein was a valkyrie after all, a stoic woman from a proud warrior culture.  It was quite likely she valued her commitments far more than her feelings, perhaps even seeing the latter as insignificant in comparison.  While he couldn’t say that he’d completely agree with such a sentiment, he could definitely understand it.  And if that were the case, he would only be making things harder on her by pointing out any potential conflicts between the two.

      “I understand.  I will just say that I’ve never doubted your commitment or loyalty, and I never will.”  Reaching out to her, James clutched her hand in his own.

      Hrein’s eyes narrowed.  “Then what is this about, Master?” though her anger had cooled somewhat, it was obvious that she was still irked by his earlier question.

      “It’s about Acrasia.” he said simply with a frown.

      “Huh?  Me?” his statement confused the little fairy, who began looking between the two larger beings next to her.

      Hrein tilted her head for a second, then it seemed a lightbulb had turned on for her.  “Ah.” she nodded softly in understanding.  “Thou dost worry that I am offended by thy taking of a second wife.”

      James shrugged.  “Monogamy is the standard where I come from, so it feels like I am breaking all of the rules with you.  People back home would undoubtedly judge me the worst husband imaginable.”

      Hrein frowned and worried her lip.  “I do not doubt thy love for me, James.  And… I love thee as well.” The small confession caused the valkyrie to blush furiously, but she pushed herself to continue.  “To be honest, our courtship was so short that I did not even consider whether thou would take other wives.”  Shaking her head, she went on “It is not uncommon for powerful men to have multiple wives, and thou art not only a knight and einherjar, but Hel’s Champion.  It would be most strange indeed shouldst thou not possess a large household with many wives and thralls.  I might even go so far as to say it is thy duty to do so, and ensure thy bloodline remains strong into the future.”  Finishing her statement, Hrein looked away, unable to retain eye contact any longer.

      A significant portion of James’ heart filled with relief.  He doubted she was actually happy about being his thrall as she put it, as he doubted any proud warrior could be, but she might well feel honoured to serve him - if he proved to be the kind of great man she thought he could become.  He also doubted that she would choose for him to have more wives beyond her, if she was true to her heart.  But it seemed she had accepted things as they were, and James was deeply grateful for that.  Reaching up with his other hand, James gently took her by the chin and turned her to face him.  When she at last looked him in the eyes, he slowly leaned forward and kissed her tenderly on the lips.  The young woman closed her eyes and returned the kiss.

      After a few moments James broke off the kiss and sat back.  He looked down at Acrasia and noted that once again she hadn’t interrupted a tender moment with Hrein.  It seemed she was able and willing to behave when it really counted.  This was something else James was grateful for.  Giving the little fairy a smile, he scooped her up and hugged her tight to his chest while being very careful not to hurt her or damage her delicate wings.

      “Ugh.  M-master!?” she groaned from inside his hands.

      “I’m just feeling really affectionate towards you right now, Acrasia.” he whispered.  He really did like the little fairy, if he was honest with himself.

      “O-okay.” she murmured.

      Releasing his hold slightly, so that the leannán sídhe was sitting in his palms, he raised her up to his face.  “You really are quite pretty, you know.” he said with a wink.

      The tiny girl’s cheeks turned red as she stammered and wrung her hands.  “T-thank you, Master.”

      On impulse, James leaned in and brought her forward to kiss her lightly.  Given the size difference, his lips covered her whole face, and the sudden act shocked the poor girl so much that she froze on the spot.

      He… he kissed me!  On the face! the fae maiden squealed in her head.  Before the huge man could pull pack, the tiny girl clung to his whiskers and planted a kiss on his lower lip.  “Mmmwa!” she hummed as she kissed him.

      Hrein crooked a brow as she looked on.  Though it didn’t fill her with joy to see her husband kissing another woman, there was just something about Acrasia that soothed her jealousy a bit.  Perhaps it was her innocent and playful nature, or perhaps it was the size dichotomy; maybe it was even their shared status as the einherjar’s slaves, but she found she wasn’t as angered by the sight as she had feared she might be.

      “You too!” Acrasia suddenly yelled, while looking at Hrein.

      “Eh?  But Master and I just kissed…?” the fairy’s statement confused the valkyrie.  Surely the tiny woman hadn’t failed to see it?  Her confusion was compounded an instant later when the 6” tall blonde flew right into her face and planted a kiss on her lips as well.  Astounded is insufficient as a word to describe Hrein’s state of mind at that moment.  Never in her wildest dreams did she imagine that the fairy would kiss her.  What… what is going on here!?

      Before Hrein’s poor brain could process what was happening, James scooped Acrasia up and held her to his chest.  “Yeah, I’m glad you think like that… but I seriously doubt she is ready for you.” he muttered in the fairy’s ear.

      “Okay, Master.” Acrasia whispered back.

      Hrein blinked, her mind starting to reboot after the unexpected shut down.  As she started to come around, James stood and walked towards the door.

      “I’m going to… answer nature’s call.  I’ll be back soon.” he declared, stepping out of the room and taking Acrasia with him, for some unknown reason.

      

      A short time later, James and Acrasia returned to their chambers in the palace.  Having actually taken care of his business, and given Hrein time to recover, he decided it was time to regroup.  When the two entered the room, Hrein’s gaze went straight to the little fairy, but it was impossible to tell what she was thinking.

      “We still have a couple of hours before our meeting with the queen.  Is there anything the two of you would like to do in the mean time?” James asked his ladies.

      “I would like to purchase some personal items, Master.” Hrein said, tugging at her hair and looking at it forlornly.

      “Ah, yeah.  A brush and such.  What about you, Acrasia?” James nodded then looked to the fairy.

      “I have a few things I would like to pick up at my mother’s place.  Do you think you could send them where you keep your stuff?” she asked.

      “Certainly.” he confirmed with a smile.  “I’ll store anything you buy as well, sweetheart.” he added, smiling at Hrein.

      The valkyrie gave him a funny look, but then nodded.  “I thank thee, Master.”

      “Oh, before we go…” James stepped up to Hrein and opened their Status Screens.  “I have a little something for you.”  Poking at each screen, he was able to copy the Holy Smite spell and paste it into Hrein’s spell list.  The effect was immediate, filling her mind with knowledge and increasing her Qi Pool by 20 points.  Thus her already large Qi Pool Total ballooned to a new high of 400 Qi.

      The lovely blonde warrior leaned on James’ shoulder and peered at her own Status Screen.  She could feel the massive increase in her magical power in comparison to a few days before.  When her eyes landed on the new spell, however, that sense of power was redoubled.  Even though it would only affect enemies such as Undead or Demons, it was indeed a mighty spell, and she was grateful to her Master for granting it to her.

      “I see you like it.” he said with a grin, reading the emotions at play in her eyes.

      “Indeed, Master.  With this, I shall have an easier time smiting thine enemies.” the pretty valkyrie looked up at him with a brilliant smile, clearly enjoying the idea.  Since she never dismissed her wings, she never had to waste Qi summoning them back.  Thus, the entirety of her 400 point Qi Pool could be used for combat spells on most days.

      Taking her hand, James led his women out of their room, and out of the palace entirely.  As he began to walk down the street, he began to wonder where the various shops might be.  Though he hadn’t spent a lot of time wandering Elphyne since he’d arrived, he hadn’t seen anything that resembled a business other than Maggy’s Shoppe.  “Acrasia.” he called out to the fairy, who had started to flutter away.

      “Yes, Master?  I was just going to pick up the stuff from my mother’s house.” she replied, quickly explaining her actions.

      James shook his head.  “It’s okay.  I figured that was what you were doing.  I just wanted you to give me some directions.  Other than Maggy’s Shoppe, where are the other stores around here?”

      Acrasia tilted her head and tapped her lips in thought.  “There aren’t many shops in the fae section of the city, Master.  The elves provided all of those services in their section.”

      “I see.” James frowned.  He didn’t see how the city could continue to survive in that case, unless more elves were still in hiding than he had initially hoped.

      “A couple of the Leprechauns do run shops as cobblers.  Even the elves didn’t want to compete with them.  Then there is the clan of Gremlins near the wall, who worked as tinkers for the elves.  They may have something to sell.” she informed him, counting on her fingers as she listed the businesses.

      “Nothing else?” he asked, hoping there would at least be a provisions or weapons shop around somewhere.

      “Hmm.  The Gnomes live in small caverns beneath the city, where they mine for gold and gems.  They trade those to the elves for clothing and such, but they don’t have any regular shops.” she replied after some thought.

      James sighed.  Though it wasn’t the news he’d hoped for, it did make a certain amount of sense.  The fae as a whole were not an industrious or overly organized lot.  They mainly seemed to be interested in their own entertainment.  Thus it fell to the elves to build an actual society that he would recognize.

      “Where dost thy people get their food and necessities, then?” Hrein asked, clearly perplexed by what she was hearing.

      Acrasia shrugged.  “We pick fruit from the trees and bushes when we are hungry.  The dryads grow our homes from the trees, or the gnomes raise them from the stone.  When we have treasures, we trade them to the elves for things we want, or sometimes we visit the humans in their towns and… borrow… sweets or the like.”

      Hrein’s expression didn’t improve, but James was unsurprised by her answer.

      “Looks like we have even more incentive to save as many elves as we can.” James commented with a sigh.  “In the mean time, let’s head down to the stream and collect some small stones.”

      The valkyrie turned her quizzical expression on the einherjar, unable to imagine why he would want stones.

      Sensing her puzzlement, he explained.  “We can imbue a ‘weapon’ with Holy Smite, right?  Then there is no reason we can’t imbue a simple stone with it.  They were among the first weapons of man, after all.  Then we can drop them on the undead from above, without the risk of getting swarmed or infected.”

      And so, the three spent the next hour or so wading in the stream, occasionally playing and splashing one another, but mainly filling a couple of grocery bags with small stones.  This of course made the bags rather heavy, but both Hrein and James’ considerable strength made the task of carrying them negligible.  Finished with the task of collecting the stones, James stored them in his Inventory until they were needed.

      After that, the three decided it was time to return to the palace, and James gave them each a quick tidying with his Inventory trick.  As luck would have it, they arrived about fifteen minutes early, so they were ready when the queen called for them.

      “Sir James.  I am pleased you could join me for lunch.  There have been no further issues with your plan, I take it?”  Queen Titania welcomed the trio and invited them to sit with a wave of her hand.

      “None thus far, Your Majesty.  I believe I have prepared as best I can for this mission.”  James replied, pulling out a seat for Hrein.  As such, the small party took their usual positions around the table.

      “Would you care to explain your plan to me?” the queen inquired before nibbling on a drumstick of some fowl or other.

      “Certainly, Your Majesty.” James nodded.  The knight continued to speak formally, since this didn’t feel like their usual, more relaxed meetings.  The queen was clearly distraught with the current circumstances, and it looked like she could no longer wait for her people to be saved.  “The initial stages of the plan are simple.  My party will fly over the elven quarter of the city and scout the undead army from the air.  Once we have an idea of their general layout, I will task Acrasia with getting their attention, and drawing them into large open areas.”

      The queen nodded along with his explanation.  “Yes, and then?”

      “We will do our best to get as many as possible to form large crowds, and then rain death from above.” James stated with a smirk.

      “Death?” the beautiful queen furrowed her brow.

      James cleared his throat and bowed his head slightly.  “Sorry.  A saying from Earth.  In any case, I completed the modifications to the Holy Smite spell this morning.  That would be the magic we obtained from Hrein’s spear.  I have also taught her the spell, so that we may each cast it.”

      The queen looked a little surprised at his last statement.  “In so short a time?”

      “Yea.  My Master has the ability to place knowledge directly into the minds of his slaves.” Hrein explained.

      James nodded in confirmation of her words.  “Furthermore, I have altered the spell such that  we can imbue weapons, or in this case, stones,” he went on, summoning a river stone from his inventory, “which we will then drop on the zombies to destroy them.”

      Titania frowned.  “I suppose Holy magic would allow even a small stone like that to destroy a zombie.”

      James gave her a knowing smile.  “It’ll do a lot more than kill one of them.” Scratching his chin as if in thought, James let his gaze meet the queen’s.  “As a matter of fact… do you think that you and a few of your retainers could find somewhere up high to watch the battle unfold?  I would like to let you see the fruits of our labours last night.”

      The queen bit her lip, but eventually nodded.  “We will keep a safe distance, but there is a tower from which we may view the battle.  Assuming you draw our enemies into the main square?”

      James turned to Acrasia.  The little fairy knew the city much better than he did, since he hadn’t even seen the elven quarter yet.  “Do you think you can draw them there?” he asked her.

      The fairy nodded enthusiastically.  “You can count on me, Master!”

      James smiled and nodded back.  “Good.” Turning to address the queen, he elaborated on his plan a little further.  “That will be the easy part of the battle.  I suspect we won’t be able to draw all of our enemies to the square, which means we will have to go house clearing afterwards, to mop up the remainder of the undead.”

      “And we will likely encounter the Bokor at some point as well.” Hrein added.

      “I certainly hope so.  I don’t want him to get away.” James agreed.

      “Excellent.  Then we will launch the attack as soon as you finish eating.” the queen announced.  Thus, the party ate only a few bites and headed out of the palace, followed by the queen and her entourage.
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      Less than half an hour later, Hrein, Acrasia and James were flying through the sky over the elven city.  A quick check of their Status showed that both of the girls had full Qi Pools, while James was sitting at 250 / 308 Qi.  Should be enough.  James thought to himself.

      Looking down at the elven city, James found that the architecture differed little from the fae section, except that there was a lot more of it.  The buildings were either beautifully wrought marble, seemingly grown straight from the ground, or modified giant trees whose limbs connected with one another.  Numerous glittering streams and cobblestone streets wound through the settlement, occasionally ending in large pools or plazas.  The entire city was surrounded by a thick, high wall of stone, separating even the fae quarter from the rest.

      “Looks like the fae were saved by living outside the wall.” James commented.

      “Yes.” Acrasia agreed.  “Our part of the city is surrounded by the Veil.  A huge illusion which is maintained by Queen Titania, and hides us from the outside world.  Of course, the Dryads do their part, too.”

      “What dost thou mean?” Hrein asked her fairy companion.

      “The Dryads know all about nature magic, so they grow the trees, brambles, and stuff really close together along the border, making it too tight for bad guys to squeeze through.” she explained.

      “I see.  So the entrance you brought me through is the only way in?” James inquired.

      “Unless you come in through that gate over there.” she said, pointing to the gate leading through the elven wall.

      James noted its position, then spotted two more gates.  One to the north, leading to the docks which were built on the lake, and another to the west, leading only to a faint trail in the forest.  “That must be the gate the Bokor entered.” James stated, pointing at the western one.  His recce complete, the ex-soldier turned his focus to that which was marring the otherwise picturesque cityscape - the zombies.  Most of the foul undead stood motionless, gathered in clusters around seemingly random buildings, while a few shambled down this street or that.  “Likely where the last survivors are holed up.” he muttered to himself, noting which buildings had the most attention from the zombies.

      “Agreed, Master.” Hrein said in a near whisper.  The serious look on her face told him that she was ready for battle.

      “Well then, shall we?” he asked.

      The two women nodded, and Acrasia zipped down to the streets below.  Once she was roughly ten feet from the ground, the brave little maiden levelled out and streaked towards the nearest cluster of the walking dead.  Though both Hrein and her Master were technically faster than her in a straightaway, neither of them could even come close to her level of agility in the air.  Able to stop or turn on a dime, the tiny fae could out manoeuvre a humming bird in flight.

      It didn’t take long for the undead to notice Acrasia once she was within a score of feet.  Thanks to her large Qi Pool (in comparison to most mortals), to their senses, she lit up like a flashlight in a pitch black room.  Moans of agony and hunger escaped decaying lips, as the horrifying crowd turned almost as one, and began to shamble forth.

      The sight of the former elves nearly made Acrasia sick.  All were sporting terrible wounds, where their fellows had bitten and torn into their once living flesh.  Judging by the state of the shambling corpses, the attacks would only stop once the victim were well and truly dead.

      Shaking her head free of the grisly thoughts, Acrasia started her deadly game of keep-away, zipping back and forth to keep the monsters’ attention, but maintaining as safe a distance as she dared.

      Seeing that this process was going to be much slower than he had initially expected, James adjusted his plan.  “Well, at least they’re not fast zombies…” he grumbled.

      “Master?” Hrein inquired without taking her eyes off her sister slave down below.

      James shook his head.  “Nothing.  I just realized that they are moving slower than I took into account in my plans.  I’m going to try and pull that group over there.  Keep overwatch and attack if necessary.”

      “Master!” Hrein shouted, turning her attention fully to the einherjar.

      “It’s okay.  I’m going to be REALLY careful.  I won’t push my luck.  I promise.” James gave her a confident smile and dropped to the street below.

      The valkyrie scowled after her reckless Master.  “Why couldn’t he just stick to the plan?” she hissed, preparing her mind to cast Holy Smite.  James had left her with a bag that was half full of river stones, which was light enough not to trouble her while flying.

      Hel’s Champion landed on the cobblestone street with a thud.  Not my most graceful landing. he grumbled in his head, taking a step towards the enemy.  I really need more practice with that.  The cluster of zombies he was focussing on was over fifty feet away, standing silently around a small tree-house.  Not the kind of treehouse he had as a kid - a small building perched in the branches of a tree, but a house carved directly into the trunk of an absolutely massive apple tree.

      Like what happened with Acrasia, the nearest zombies noticed him when he got within twenty feet of them.  He noted that they did so, even though their backs were turned to him, and that the rest of the zombies also began to react once the first few spotted him.

      “Guess I can’t just pull one or two at a time.  Glad I didn’t count on that.” he muttered to himself, slowly backing away from the approaching mob.  Doing his best to keep aware of his surroundings, James slow jogged back towards the main square.

      When Acrasia rounded the final corner to enter the plaza, she spotted James come running in from another direction.  “Master!” she cried out.  “What are you doing here!?” Zipping over to the einherjar, she grasped his kilt and tugged at it.

      “Just helping out.  Don’t worry.  Once we have them where we want them, I’ll take off.”  he assured her.

      No sooner were the words out of his mouth than the stones beneath his feet cracked and erupted, sending him flying.  It took him a second to recover from the shock of the unexpected explosion, finally sitting up to look around.  To his horror, scores of bony figures were scrambling out of the new hole in the ground.  Skeletons of long dead elves were quickly filling the plaza, while the newly undead zombies slowly and inexorably shuffled in from the various side streets.

      “Master!  Are you all right!?” Acrasia screamed, flying over to him.  The poor fairy was wobbling in the air slightly, apparently having been hit by flying debris.  She held her left arm tenderly, and blood dripped down from her shoulder.

      “I’m fine!” James shouted, climbing to his feet.  A quick look around revealed that zombies were approaching from all of the side streets and alleys, not just the two they had pulled.  More importantly, the skeletons had formed ranks, each armed with either a bronze short sword or a spear.  Not wanting to give away their plans, James refused to look directly up at Hrein.  Instead, he shouted at the top of his lungs.  “Hold!”

      Acrasia clung to his shoulder, and James quickly reached up to cradle her in his hand and cast Treatment.  He dumped 15 Qi into the spell, tripling its effectiveness, and hoping it would be enough.  He didn’t have time to check her over properly.

      He was mildly surprised when the skeletons didn’t start to march on him right away.  Quickly thinking it through, he cast his gaze around the square and realized they were waiting for the zombies to encircle them completely, cutting off their escape.  “Clever bastard.” he growled.  He couldn’t imagine such tactics from what he believed were essentially mindless undead.  So that must mean the necromancer is somewhere nearby…

      “What do we do, Master!?” Acrasia cried, seemingly more afraid than she should be.  They could just fly out of this trap, after all.  A quick glance at her face told him all he needed to know.  The little prankster was acting.  She was playing the part of the terrified maiden, presumably to fool the enemy.  He wasn’t sure her misdirection was actually helpful in any way, but it couldn’t hurt at least.

      James decided to advance on the skeletons, summoning an old wooden baseball bat into his hands.  He didn’t really intend to close with them entirely, just give the impression that he was, and to give the zombies room to get behind him without actually catching up to him.

      “Master!  They’re coming!” Acrasia screeched, right into his ear.  He really wanted to tell her to tone down the act, but he had other things to worry about.  The skeletons had begun their own advance, levelling their spears at him, and raising their swords to strike.

      “Almost here!” she cried out again, tugging at his hair.  It seemed she was actually a little afraid at this point.  And he could understand why.  There was no longer enough distance for him to take off and fly without getting within reach of the enemy weapons.  Of course the tiny fairy could fly straight up and escape unscathed, but he could do no such thing.

      “Hold!” he called out again, raising his bat over his head, as if preparing to strike.

      “Now Master!” Acrasia yelled as the zombies lurched forward, their gruesome hands only a few feet from grabbing her master’s wings.  The skeletons lunged forward as one, driving their spears forward, while James slammed his bat down on their shafts in an attempt to deflect them.

      “Now!” he yelled, but he hadn’t needed to.  His tongue had barely formed the ’N’ when a glowing stone struck the head of the skeleton in front of him.  Then everything went white.  The plaza filled with the sound of a temple bell being rung, as pure Holy energy burst from the stone and expanded in a circle 60 feet across.

      When his vision cleared, he and his slave were alone in the square.  Hrein’s spell had wiped out all of the undead that had surrounded them, reducing them to dust.  Only their torn clothes and antiquated weapons remained.  Snatching up one of the spears, James sent it to his inventory and looked around.  Hrein can use that until we find her a better one.

      “Master!  You’re hurt!” the fairy cried, clinging to his side.

      Looking down, he saw that one of the spears had nearly found its mark, cutting a shallow gash along his ribs.  It didn’t look deep, and he could barely feel it, thanks to the adrenaline pumping through his system.  Nevertheless, he took a moment to heal the minor wound.  “Keep an eye out for more enemies for me, will you?” he asked his fae companion.  A few seconds and 10 Qi later, he was as good as new.

      “Thou dost act too recklessly, my Master.” Hrein scolded him as she landed gracefully at his side.

      “Sorry about that, babe.  I wasn’t expecting the skeletons.” James gave her an apologetic smile while he checked himself over, and then moved on to healing the minor scratches that remained on Acrasia’s fair skin.  “You did great though.  Perfect timing on your part.”

      “Hmph.” The valkyrie crossed her arms and tried not to look pleased at his compliment.

      Moments later, the queen descended to the ground nearby, followed by a small entourage.  “That was quite the impressive display of power.” Titania stated as she strode toward her knight and his girls.

      James nodded.  “But it’s not over yet.  We still need to clear the rest of the city, and explore that hole.  I recommend doing so in that order.”

      The queen nodded in return.  “Do what you must to save our people.”

      “I will.” he replied.  “I’d like our people to help, though.  I want to set up a command post for you, Your Majesty, right over there.” James pointed at a nearby gazebo.  “It would be great if I could get a number of pixies to scout the city, then report back to you.  I don’t want them to engage the enemy, but it would speed things up dramatically if they could tell us where to locate the remaining zombies, as well as survivors.  Also, I’d like a guard of your most powerful fae posted here to keep an eye on the hole, and keep you safe.  I don’t know where it leads, and more enemies could emerge from it at any moment.”

      “The catacombs.” Acrasia whispered.

      “Hmm?” James turned to ask her for more information, but the queen interrupted.

      “Indeed.  I suspect the Bokor has set up in the catacombs below the city.” Titania confirmed Acrasia’s statement.

      “How many entrances are there?” James asked, immediately coming up with a plan.

      “Only one.” the queen replied.

      James laid out his plans to the queen.  “I’d like to post two pixies near the entrance to watch for enemy movements.  Their invisibility won’t fool any undead, but it might work against the Bokor himself.  If they see anyone emerge, one can relay that information back to HQ, while the other maintains eyes on the target.”

      “I take it your party will continue to dispatch the enemy in the mean time?” Titania asked, fairly certain that was his intent.

      “That is correct, Your Majesty.” James confirmed with a slight bow.

      “Make it so.” Queen Titania called out, raising her hand in the air.  Her command was met with immediate action, many of her entourage peeling off to gather the necessary citizens to help.  The only ones who remained by her side were Effie the sylph, her two spriggan guards, and Chul the cù-sìth.

      Less than 5 minutes later, dozens of pixies had gathered around the gazebo in the plaza.  The queen explained what was expected of them, and the little fae were eager to help.  She warned them not to engage the enemy, but simply to gather information, such as number of enemies or survivors, and bring it back to headquarters with all haste.  As soon as she was finished speaking, the fairies vanished from sight, presumably beginning their missions.

      Rather than waste time wandering the city and looking for enemies, James held his party back until the first reports started coming in.  Once he had what passed for an address in the fae’s minds, he had Acrasia lead them to the sites.  It’s moments like these, I wish we had radios. he thought to himself.  They would make this whole operation so much more efficient.

      On the way to the first site, James laid out his SOPs (Standard Operating Procedures) for the party.  “Our mission is to destroy the enemy, and rescue as many citizens as we can.  Glory, honour, etcetera have no place on this particular battlefield.” he began.

      Hrein frowned at this, but made no comment.

      “This means we will only enter melee with the enemy as a last resort.  We will keep our distance whenever possible, relying on ranged weapons instead.” he explained.

      Acrasia nodded emphatically.  She didn’t want to get anywhere near those creepy zombies if she didn’t have to.  They even smell bad. she thought to herself.

      “We’ll imbue our weapons with Holy Smite each time, even if it’s overkill.  I’d rather burn some extra Qi and be sure, than risk one of you getting bit.  There’s also the possibility that one or more enemies might be present, but unseen.  The area effect of the spell will help mitigate this risk.” he went on.

      “I will do as thou command, Master.” Hrein confirmed.

      “Good.  Now, I’m going to be a cheapskate.  I don’t want to waste ammo on a bunch of mindless undead.  I would rely on the rocks, but our aim throwing them won’t match your skill with the spear.  Thus, we’ll have you hurl your spear, imbued with the spell, each time we encounter a group of enemies.  We’ll use this method until you are down to 100 Qi, then I’ll take over casting for a while.” James finished explaining their orders, then waited to see if they had any questions.  When neither woman asked any, James simply nodded and picked up the pace.

      The first site they reached appeared to be a bakery of some kind.  It looked like it was once an elegant and elaborately decorated shop, but now the door was bashed in and the windows were smashed, the zombies clearly having forced their way inside.  While the undead were slow moving, they appeared to have considerable strength, if the remains of the heavy wooden door were any indication.  Perhaps they simply lack the normal inhibitors a living person would? James surmised.

      When James’ party drew near, all four zombies took notice and started to shuffle towards them.  Hrein’s spear lit up like a beacon, having been infused with Holy Smite, which she then hurled into the chest of the nearest undead.  The expected flash of brilliant white light flooded the street, and the zombies were reduced to dust.

      “Good work.  We’ll clear the building and ensure no further dangers are present, then head back to HQ for the next report.” James stated, taking a step towards the shop.

      “I could fly ahead and return with the info.” Acrasia volunteered.

      “That would save us a lot of time.  Good thinking.” James complimented the little fairy and gave her a warm smile.

      “I’m on it!” she yelled, taking off in a flash.

      Over the next few hours, James and Hrein cleared almost all of the remaining buildings in the city.  There were a surprising number of the undead left after the initial attack.  Enough that Hrein had spent all but 106 of her Qi, as planned, and James was down to 173.  That included the Qi they had regained over those three hours.

      Despite the numerous battles, events had been rather anti-climactic up to this point.  The undead were no real challenge to the warriors, and the would-be heroes were playing it safe.

      “This should be the last site, Master.” Acrasia reported, as she led them to what appeared to be a small family home.  The building was short, not even a single story high by human standards, and made from grey stone.  The front door had been ripped off its hinges, and the windows smashed, just like all of the previous buildings they had visited.

      “Good.  We’ll wrap up here, then take a quick break before clearing the catacombs.” James replied with a nod to each of the women.

      “Report said there was only one zombie in the building, Master.  She said it was stuck.”  the fairy informed her owner.

      “Okay.  I’ll head in and clear the building, then.  You two stay posted outside, and keep an eye open for any remaining enemies.  Just because none were reported, doesn’t mean a few couldn’t have been missed.”  James left them with their orders and proceeded carefully into the small house.  Though they had managed to use ranged weapons up until that point - James using his bow and a single arrow repeatedly, the space inside the house was too cramped for that.  Instead, James summoned a wakizashi and imbued it with Holy Smite.  The power contained in the small blade gave off more than enough light for him to see by as he passed from one room to the next.

      Upon entering the third room, James spotted his quarry.  A single zombie groaned and struggled against a solid looking table, which was flipped over and jammed into a doorway.  The mindless creature had managed to impale itself on one of the table’s metal legs, and now was unable to turn around or dislodge itself, despite being fully aware of James’ presence.

      “Let’s end your misery, shall we?” James muttered aloud as he carefully approached the undead monster.  A quick jab drove the short sword into the side of the creature’s head and caused the spell to detonate, filling the room with warm, holy light.

      A strangled cry let James know that he wasn’t alone in the house, despite the zombie being reduced to dust.  Realizing that his own visage might be just as frightening as the undead to any survivors, James sent his weapon back to his inventory and called out in a hopeful voice.  “Is someone there?  I’ve defeated the monster, and I’m here to help.”

      A quiet sobbing was the only reply, and it sounded like it was coming from beyond the table.  Carefully peering past the doorway, he found it not to be a room, but a small closet instead.  Whoever was crying had to be under the overturned table, completely hidden from view.

      “Excuse me,” James said, laying his hand on a table leg.  The heavy piece of furniture would have to be lifted and turned before it could be pulled out of the doorway, meaning it was too complicated a procedure for the zombie to figure out.  Whoever did this was pretty smart. he thought to himself.  “My name is Sir James.  I know I might look scary, but I promise I am a knight of this realm.  Queen Titania sent me to help anyone I could find.”

      The sobbing stopped for a moment, and James waited in silence.  A long minute passed before he heard a girl’s voice whisper.  “… just let me die.”

      James frowned.  It sounded like the voice of a child.  Undoubtedly this would have been a terrifying experience for a kid; even the adults they’d saved so far were in a pretty rough state mentally.  But why does she want to die?  James couldn’t help but wonder.  “Sorry, but I can’t allow that.  As a knight under the queen’s orders, I have to save everyone I can.”

      The young girl under the table broke out in wracking sobs once again, mumbling something that James couldn’t understand.  Kneeling down next to the doorway, James spoke in the softest voice he could manage.  “Please talk to me.”  He had no doubts he could simply lift the table free and move it, but he didn’t want to frighten the child even more than she already was.  Suddenly removing the only protection she’d had during this harrowing experience could be quite shocking to a young one, even if he didn’t mean her any harm.

      “… I’m a bad person.  I should have been the one who died.” she eventually responded.

      James grimaced.  Is this survivor’s guilt I’m dealing with here?  “Will you tell me what happened?”  he asked, sliding into a sitting position against the wall.  I’m no psychologist.  Hell, most people say I am completely insensitive. he thought, sighing a little.  I’m not really qualified for this.

      “… I killed her.” the voice replied between sobs.

      As James thought about what to say next, a slight noise drew his attention to the entrance.  Hrein poked her head in through the door and looked at him curiously.  Shaking his head slightly, he waved her off.  He’d give her the details after he had dealt with the girl.

      “Will you tell me more?  Can you tell me who got hurt?” He was trying to phrase his questions so that they didn’t sound accusatory.

      “… My little sister.  Zahra… I killed her.” the girl started to wail louder, seeming losing her composure completely.

      Knowing he wouldn’t be able to get any more out of her in this state, James sighed and stood up.  He could probably leave this to the fae, but he was never one to pass a problem off to someone else when he felt he could manage it on his own.  Carefully taking hold of the table, he called to the girl again, keeping his voice as gentle as he could manage.  “I am going to move the table, and then I will help you.  Please don’t be afraid.”  Very slowly, the einherjar began to lift and turn the table.  He heard the little girl gasp, so he stopped and held position for a moment.  “Is it okay if I move the table?  Please?”

      The crying had stopped, but there was no answer from the girl.  Waiting another few heartbeats, James called out to her again.  “I’m going to keep moving the table.  I swear not to hurt you.”

      Almost as if in slow motion, James hefted the heavy object turning it in mid air, and then shifted in place to set it behind him.  When he glanced over his shoulder what he saw tore at his heart.  An elven girl, barely on the cusp of womanhood, sat in the closet with her back against the wall.  Her pale hands were clasped tightly over her mouth, and her eyes were wide with fear.  Lying on the floor between them was the unmoving form of young girl.  Where the teenage girl (if elves matured at the same rate as humans) had fair skin and light brown hair, the younger one had a much more swarthy skin, with hair that was silky and black.  Still a child of maybe eight years, the girl had passed away, and the cause was obvious.  A small kitchen knife stood upright, embedded deeply in the poor girl’s eye.

      James could hear Hrein moving around behind him, but he didn’t take his eyes off the two girls.  Picking out the details, James guessed at what had happened.  The younger girl, apparently named Zahra, lie with a single arm outstretched towards her sister.  That arm was ravaged horribly, clearly bitten by something… most likely the zombie.  Figuring that she probably turned some time after the two had managed to hide behind the table, it was highly likely that the elder sister had killed her in self defence.  And now she blames herself. he thought bitterly.

      Hrein moved up behind James, but couldn’t see past him into the closet.  The room was simply too small for her to get past the table without climbing over it.

      James slowly crouched down and reached for the knife.  As soon as his hand moved forward, the teen girl screamed behind her hands and a wet spot slowly expanded beneath her.

      “It is all right.” Hrein’s voice called out soothingly from behind him.  The girl’s eyes darted from James’ hand to peer beyond him.  While she was distracted, James touched the handle of the knife with his finger and sent it to his inventory.

      The young lady groaned and began to hyperventilate, looking back and forth between Hrein and James.

      “He will not hurt thee, child.  I swear this.” Hrein promised gently.

      “Are… are you an angel?” the girl asked, her emotions a tangled mess.  Did… did the angel send this beast to punish me?  Punish me… for… her eyes went to her dead sister.

      Hrein smiled softly.  “Something like that.  I am valkyrja, and my name is Hrein.”

      James didn’t move, attempting the let the girl become accustomed to his presence.

      The girl blinked, tears streaming freely down her cheeks.  “I’m Lāmina.  That… that’s Zahra.”

      Hrein nodded slowly.  “It is a pleasure to meet thee, Lāmina.  We are here to help thee, by order of Queen Titania.”

      Lāmina swallowed hard.  “Is… is he… yours?  Do you own the beast?”

      James quirked a brow, and Hrein couldn’t help but snicker.  “Nay, little one.  On the contrary, I serve him.”

      The valkyrie’s answer confused the elven teen, and her bafflement was clear on her face.  “Why?”

      Hrein smiled softly again.  “Because he is a great warrior, and Champion of the gods.  It is a great honour to serve one such as he.”

      Disbelief and hope warred on the girl’s face as she turned her gaze to James.  “An angel really serves… you?”

      James gave her a crooked smile.  “Hrein does indeed serve me, and I cherish her.  My name is Sir James, and I am a knight of this realm.”

      Lāmina frowned.  “I don’t remember any knights that look like you.”

      James nodded slightly.  “That’s true, you wouldn’t.  I was only knighted a few days ago, shortly after my arrival in the city.”

      Lāmina watched him with suspicion.  “I… I want to see proof.”

      James turned to look at Hrein, silently asking if she had any ideas.  Now that he thought about it, it was strange that the Queen hadn’t supplied him with a crest or coat of arms of any kind.

      Hrein shook her head slightly, and James sighed.  “I’m afraid I don’t have any way to prove my words.  But it’s true that I only want to help you… and your sister.” he muttered the last while looking down at the dead girl.  With her dusky complexion and mid length hair, she reminded him of his best friend’s daughter, a sweet girl who was always laughing and had a smile on her face.

      Though she couldn’t see his face, Hrein could tell that James was torn.  No, not torn.  He hath decided.

      James ever so gently scooped the small girl into his arms and lifted her from the floor.  This caused Lāmina to scream and rush him, grabbing onto his arm in an attempt to prevent his taking her sister.

      “No!” she cried, pulling with all of her might.

      James slowly turned, careful not to cause the crying teen to lose her balance.  No matter what I say, she won’t believe me.  Not until she sees…

      Hrein stepped around her Master, and gently embraced the screaming girl.  “He will not hurt her, I give thee my word.  Please… trust him.” she spoke calmly to the girl, beseeching her to trust them.

      James quietly carried the body out of the house, then tenderly lay her on the stoney street.  He then began to remove his clothes, sending them to his inventory as he knelt next to the corpse.

      “What is he doing!?” Lāmina screamed, trying to pull away from Hrein, who held her in the doorway of the home.  “Leave my sister alone!”

      Hrein wanted to explain to the girl what her Master had in mind.  She wanted to tell her that he would bring her loved one back to life, but knew that with the girl’s recent experience with the undead, that would likely only terrify her.  It was safer just to let James act, and let the poor girl see the results for herself.

      “Lady Hel, I’m sorry.” James closed his eyes and spoke to his goddess.  “Perhaps it was this little one’s time, but… I don’t want to accept that.”

      Rather than answering in his mind like last time, Hel’s voice unexpectedly rang out in the street.  The goddess’ voice was powerful, instilling awe in all who heard, but also soft and comforting.  “Worry not, my Champion.  I am the Goddess of Death, and so I shall receive all who come to my realm, and grant them the afterlife they deserve.  But it is thy right alone, James Fir, to choose who shall come to my gates, and who may remain in the world of the living.”

      Hrein stood proudly behind the elven lass, holding her tight, while Acrasia hovered wide eyed nearby.  Lāmina gasped, utterly shocked to hear the voice of a goddess, and gazed up at the sky in wonder.

      Nearly a mile away, Queen Titania stood up from her chair and stared at the horizon to the west.  A goddess had spoken… and everyone in the city had heard it.  But more troubling than that… Titania’s mind raced as she glanced around, taking in the fae around her who were all struck with awe, …was what she said.  The goddess had declared James, her knight, as arbiter of life and death.
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      James’ heart was filled with gratitude.  “Thank you, Hel.” he said softly, a gentle smile playing on his lips.  Placing his hand over the little girl’s heart, he triggered his Rebirth spell and burned them both to ash.

      Lāmina gasped, then cried out when a great conflagration enveloped the bestial warrior and her little sister’s body.  If it weren’t for the valkyrie’s strong arms wrapped around her shoulders, she would have charged head first into the flames, her mind and heart overcome with grief.

      When the flames died down, all that remained was a large pile of ash, which was slowly blowing away in the breeze.  A few seconds later, the pile shifted, and something began to emerge from beneath it.  James stood up, helping the reborn elf to her feet.  The poor girl was confused and covered in soot, but the gentle hand holding hers kept her from panicking.

      The Champion of Hel summoned an old towel from his inventory and held it out to Zahra.  The little girl blinked and took the towel, despite being a little afraid of the large man beside her.  Only his kind eyes and smile (despite the huge fangs) put her heart at ease.

      A tearful voice called out as girl wiped her face, trying the clear the ash from around her eyes.  “Zahra…!?”

      “Big sis?” Zahra blinked and turned to look in Hrein’s direction.

      “Zahra!”  Lāmina yelled and ran towards her sister, arms outstretched.  In the blink of an eye, the elder sister was at Zahra’s side, on her knees and hugging her tightly.  Fresh tears streamed down her cheeks as she called her sister’s name over and over again.

      James stepped away from the two, and out of the pile of ash, not wanting to disturb their reunion.  Using his inventory trick, he cleaned himself off, then summoned his great kilt.  “Would you mind helping me with this?” he asked the approaching Hrein.

      “Of course, Master.”  she replied, and took his kilt in hand.  Part of her wanted to rebuke her Master for spending such a huge amount of Qi when they had yet to face the enemy leader, but when she heard Lāmina’s grateful sobs, she understood it was not something he could have delayed.

      Several minutes passed, and much weeping by the sisters, before they parted long enough for Hrein to interject and get them to step free of the soot.  She gently guided the two of them to the other side of the street, where James had summoned a barrel of water for them to wash with.

      Zahra was still confused, as she had no memory of her time as a zombie, and thus none of her sister ending her un-life.  As a result, her sister’s tearful apologies and begging for forgiveness made little sense to her.  It was only when Hrein intervened and calmly explained to the two that Zahra’s soul wasn’t present when she was a zombie, and thus it was not ‘her’ which Lāmina had killed, that the two were able to calm down a little.  James supposed that receiving this information from an angel-like being likely helped the girls accept it a bit more easily.

      After they were clean and Lāmina had fetched some clothes for her sister and helped her dress (despite Zahra’s protests that she could do it herself), the elder elf sister approached James and knelt before him, bowing her head and holding her hands in a prayer-like fashion.  “Thank you for bringing back my sister, Sir James.”

      James opened his mouth to reply, intent on telling her to stand up, but Hrein cut him off.

      “He did not just bring thy sister back to life.  He suffered and died himself to do so.” she stated in an imperious tone.

      James scowled at the valkyrie.  What does she think she’s doing?  The poor kid has enough to worry about, she doesn’t need…

      His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of Lāmina’s gasp.  “Truly?” she cried.  The teenage girl was looking up at him now, both horror and wonder in her shining sapphire eyes.

      “’Tis true.” Hrein went on with a stern nod.  “The spell burneth him to ash each time he doth cast it, as he cannot escape the flames needed to revive others.”

      Lāmina swallowed hard as she gazed up at her sister’s saviour.  That he would do such a thing for someone he doesn’t know…

      James grumbled “You didn’t need to tell her that.” but was again interrupted, this time by Acrasia shouting over him.

      “And he killed the zombie that was trying to get you, too!” the little fairy shouted.

      Lāmina’s eyes shot to the leannán sídhe, whom she hadn’t noticed until that moment.  “You… saved both of us.” she nearly whispered, her voice filled with awe, as she returned her gaze to the einherjar.

      James sighed and frowned.  “I merely did what I should.  That is all.”

      “Such humility.” Lāmina muttered and bowed her head.

      “Listen, you don’t need to kneel and… pray like that.  Not to me.  I’m not a god or anything.” James explained, crouching down in front of her.  “Hel is my goddess.  I’m just her Champion.  It’s her you should pray to, if you want someone to thank.”

      Lāmina looked up at him again, her eyes moist with tears once more.  “But… she declared that it was your choice.  That you are the Arbiter.”

      James’ frown deepened.  “I don’t recall her using that word.”

      “Lady Hel did say that thou alone hast the right to choose between life and death for the mortals of this world.” Hrein corrected him.  “That would make thee the Arbiter of Life and Death.”

      James felt a heavy weight settle on his soul, as if a whole new burden was his to bear.  This was not something he sought, or even something that he wanted, though he was grateful that Hel was okay with him raising those he cared for, instead of leaving them dead.  He had intended to keep his Rebirth spell for personal use, not to employ it as a badge of office.  He would rather keep the public from knowing about it altogether, but that became impossible the moment he had saved the queen.  Now that the cat was out of the bag, and he’d used it on a simple commoner child no less, anyone and everyone might expect the same treatment.  Hel’s declaration definitely wasn’t going to help matters in that regard.

      “Master?”  Acrasia’s voice brought him out of his rumination.  “You seem worried about something.”

      “Uh, yeah.  Was just thinking about this whole Arbiter thing.” he grumbled, frowning at the little fairy.

      Hrein leaned in and whispered in his ear.  “Please trust me, Master.  It is necessary for thee to impress upon the girls that they owe thee a great deal for thy intervention on their fates.”

      “What!  Why!?” he growled.  “I didn’t…” he wanted to say that he didn’t help them because he wanted to make them indebted to him, but she cut him off again.

      “Master.” Hrein said simply, gazing into his eyes.

      James growled again, but turned his focus back to the girl kneeling before him.  He would just have to trust the valkyrie until he could talk to her away from the ears of others.

      Lāmina was a smart girl, and her elven ears couldn’t fail to pick up the whispered conversation between the two adults right in front of her.  She could tell by the Champion’s reaction that he wanted no part of whatever the woman was scheming, and that he had done what he had out of nothing more than kindness.  This realization made her smile slightly, and filled her with an unexpected warmth, increasing his standing in her view even further.  He’s the Champion of a goddess, a knight of the realm, and our saviour.  He is even served by an angel… or something like one.  Lāmina’s reverence for the bestial man before her soared.

      “Er… well.  We can talk this over with your parents, when we find them.” James grumbled, unthinkingly.

      The mention of her family caused the teen girl’s expression to darken, going from wonder to sorrow in a heartbeat.  Only upon seeing that, did James realize his error.

      “My… our mother died giving birth to my sister…” Lāmina explained, a single tear running down her cheek.  “Our father… you… he was attacked while he hid us behind the table.”  The girl choked up, and struggled to continue.  James made to stop her from saying any more, but she went on before he could say anything.  “The monsters… they piled on him and pushed him against the table.  The leg….” a sob punctuated her retelling of the incident.  “He got stuck.”

      James mind raced.  There was nothing he could do about their father.  Having been destroyed by Holy Smite, there was naught but dust left of him.  A dark thought occurred to him then, as he was silently glad that they had used the spell to destroy all of the zombies thus far, else people might expect him to raise them all.

      Placing a gentle hand on his shoulder, Hrein spoke softly.  “Master.  Might I suggest that the sisters serve thee in the temple that thou wilt build in the near future?”

      Lāmina blinked and sniffed.  We could repay him for our lives through service?  The elf turned to look at her sister, who was silently crying after having been reminded of their loss.  They would likely provide what we need too, like food and… a home.  Her gaze moved to the empty house where James had found them.  Though they had spent their lives there thus far, she couldn’t imagine spending another night where her father had died.  And where I’d been forced to…

      James was having similar thoughts, and worried for the welfare of the kids.  This arrangement would allow them to pay off the ostensible debt that Hrein claimed they owed, while allowing him to ensure they were taken care of.  He had brought young Zahra back to life after all, so that meant he had a responsibility to ensure she had the chance to live it.  In his opinion, at least.  “Would that be okay with you two?” he asked the sisters.

      Lāmina nodded and sniffed again before answering.  “I would be honoured to serve as your Temple Maiden, Sir James.”

      “Me… me too.” Zahra confirmed, sniffling and wiping her eyes.

      James smiled softly and nodded.  “That’s what we’ll do, then.  Acrasia?”

      “Yes, Master?” his fairy slave zipped over to hove in front of him.

      “Could you please lead the children back to HQ and let the queen know what happened?  I would appreciate it if she could arrange shelter for them until I have the temple built.” James figured Titania would be willing to help, even if he hadn’t asked, but he was taking responsibility for the two girls.

      “Yes, Master!  Come with me, you two!  I’ll tell you all about the Master on the way.” the fairy cheerily called out to the sisters.

      As he watched the trio leave, James frowned and hoped Acrasia didn’t say anything weird to them.  She was a bit of an airhead at the best of times, and seemed overly zealous in her service to him, in his opinion.

      When the two girls were well out of earshot, Hrein turned to James and addressed him.  “Master.  We should speak of thy use of Rebirth.”

      The frown on James’ face deepened but he nodded.  This was bound to bring about trouble he hadn’t considered.  “Yeah.  I stepped in it a bit, didn’t I?”

      Hrein tilted her head puzzling out the meaning of his odd statement, but eventually figured she understood.  “I suppose.  I do not question thy actions or thy motives, but others will come seeking similar boons, now that thou hast shown a willingness to save commoners.”

      James sighed.  It sucked that doing the right thing could be so troublesome at times.  “No way around it now though, I guess.  The only question is what to do about it?”

      Hrein smiled softly.  The Champion could easily refuse to help those he didn’t wish to, and simply be regarded as a hard hearted tyrant, but it was clearly not the path he wished to tread.  “This is why it was so important for thee to impress upon the younglings their debt for thine assistance.”

      “Make it expensive, eh?” James thought, rubbing his chin.  “But what excuse do I have for that?  People will wonder why I shouldn’t freely use the power, if I possess it.”

      Hrein smirked.  “Oh?  Dost thou know of many who would willingly suffer an agonizing death for the sake of a stranger?”

      James’ head whipped around to face the valkyrie.  She definitely had a point there.  And that is why she insisted on telling the girls the lengths I went to, in order to help them.  It was all making sense to him now.  Her imperious attitude, her insistence on the debt being paid, all of it.  She was protecting him from his own thoughtless actions.  It wasn’t that she wanted to make the girls feel guilty, it was to protect him from the expectations of others.

      “A lifetime of service is the minimum to be expected as payment for resurrecting the dead.  Such a miracle is nearly impossible to obtain elsewhere, and forbiddingly expensive when it is, as Lady Huáng pointed out to thee.” she went on.  “Thou must not allow thy power to be cheapened, Master.”

      James sighed and nodded, once again grateful for Hrein’s wisdom.  “Thanks, Hrein.  I don’t know what I’d do without you.” he said, giving her a grin.

      The valkyrie blushed a little and looked away, not giving him a response.

      After that, the two made their way back to HQ, with James thinking over how he wanted to approach the catacombs.  They could use the main entrance and clear it from there, or they could descend into the hole.

      When the arrived in the main square, they spotted the two girls being escorted away by Effie, while Queen Titania spoke with Acrasia.

      “Welcome back, Master.” Acrasia chirped cheerfully as they approached.

      “Thanks, Acrasia.” James chuckled.  “How are things looking from your end, Your Majesty?”

      Queen Titania nodded solemnly.  “They could be worse, I will admit.  We’ve rescued a little over one hundred elves while you have been slaying the undead.  While it is more than I expected, it means fewer than one in ten survived.”

      James grimaced.  He couldn’t help but wonder how many more would have lived, had he acted faster.  A sudden pain in his arm brought him out of such thoughts, Hrein having pinched him when she realized where his mind was going.  With a brief nod to the valkyrie, he focussed on the task at hand.  “I guess that leaves the catacombs below.  What can you tell me about them, Your Majesty?”

      The queen thought for a moment, but then shook her head.  “There isn’t much to tell.  A single entrance leads into the catacombs, which should have been barred by a bronze gate.  Given the lifespan of elves, there weren’t many dead interred within.  Thus I suspect you have dealt with all of them already.  Or the vast majority, at the very least.”

      “Have the scouts reported any movement at the gates?” James asked.

      “None.” the queen replied.

      “Then… I’d like permission to seal the entrance until the mission is complete.” James stated.  “Perhaps your gnomes could raise a stone wall over the gate, or something like that?”

      Queen Titania bit her lip.  The gnomes were extremely hesitant to get involved in battle, being a very shy people.  But if there was no present danger to them, they should agree.  Finally nodding, the queen gave her assent.  “Go and request their aid.” she directed one of the nearby spriggans.  The ugly little man bowed deeply, then hurried off.

      “Good.  That means Hrein and I can descend through the hole, and clear the catacombs from a single direction.” James stated, nodding to himself.

      “Me too, Master!” Acrasia piped up.

      “Of course.  I’ll need you to relay important information back to the queen, and to scout for me, as always.” he confirmed with a smile.

      “Master?  Do you think that someday you will give me more powerful spells, like you did with Hrein?” she asked, pouting a little.

      “Definitely.” James promised.  “I just want to make sure you each gain spells that suit you the best, at least at first.”

      “Okay!  Thank you, Master!” Acrasia shouted, happily bobbing up and down in the air.

      “How large are the caverns below, Your Majesty?” Hrein asked, getting the conversation back on track.

      “The gnomish caverns are expansive, if shallow in height.  They are not directly connected to the catacombs, and I doubt the Bokor has managed to connect them.” Titania replied.  “The catacombs themselves are not very large.  Though the tunnel leading to them from the gate is rather long, the actual chamber below us is only half as wide as the plaza itself.”

      James sucked on his teeth in thought.  “I guess that’s a good thing.  It means we won’t have to search for the Bokor overly long.  On the other hand, it means we will likely be seen as soon as we drop into the hole.”

      Hrein nodded, agreeing with his assessment.  “We shall need to be ready to face combat the moment we enter.”

      “I’m of two minds when it comes to using Holy Smite down there.  While it is great for destroying undead, the bright flash of light will leave us blind and vulnerable until our eyes can readjust to the darkness.” James pointed out.

      Hrein hummed in agreement.  “I doubt the Bokor will be adversely affected by the spell either.”

      “Why not use it preemptively, then?” Queen Titania suggested.

      “That’s… a great idea, Your Majesty.  If we close our eyes and charge a stone with Holy Smite, then drop it in the hole before jump down, it should destroy any undead waiting at the bottom, and potentially blind the Bokor, rather than us.”  James grinned.  “It’s like we have a Holy Hand Grenade.”

      None of the women present got his reference, but that didn’t matter.  James was ready to take on the fool who had caused this whole mess.  Walking over to the edge of the pit, James peered down into it.  He guessed it was roughly a twenty foot drop, and the hole had been made along a wall at one end of the catacombs.  At least we won’t have enemies behind us at the start. he thought to himself.  James nodded silently to his valkyrie companion, then closed his eyes to wait.

      Only a few seconds passed before the trio felt the rush of holy energy wash over them.  The moment it passed, all three opened their eyes and jumped down, into the hole.  Flaring his wings at about ten feet, James slowed his descent and managed to land somewhat gracefully, as did Hrein.  It was only somewhat, however, since the floor was littered with rubble from the explosion which had opened the hole in the first place.  How did he manage to blow a hole through ten feet of stone? James wondered, glad that he hadn’t tried to jump down without wings.  He almost certainly would have broken his legs landing on the uneven debris.

      Hrein and Acrasia were squinting, trying to peer into the darkness beyond, and even James’ enhanced eyes were having a lot of trouble discerning anything while standing in the light.  Taking a step forward, James summoned a flashlight and turned it on.

      “What!?  How?” A man’s voice shouted in surprise.

      Moving the beam slightly, James quickly spotted a dark skinned man dressed in odd red robes.  His head was shaved bald, and he spoke with a thick French accent.

      “How do you have that here!?  Where did you get a flach?” The Bokor was clearly as upset as he was puzzled by James’ use of Earth technology.

      “I’m surprised you know what it is.” the einherjar commented, taking another step forward.  He didn’t know the word that the Bokor had used, but it was clear the man recognized the object in his hand.  This stirred James’ curiosity more than a little.  Unfortunately, the einherjar didn’t have time to ponder such mysteries, as the four undead accompanying the Bokor lurched forward.  The bald man had a skeleton / zombie pair on either side of him, and James got the feeling that these particular specimens were a cut above the rest.

      Hel’s Champion rushed forward, closing with his enemies and summoning his axe.  As he raised the hefty tool over his head and prepared for a downward swing, something whipped past his head from behind.  Hrein’s bronze spear shot forward, catching the necromancer in the side, and setting off a brilliant Holy Smite spell in the process.

      All eight combatants were caught in the blast, bathing them all in a blinding flash of white light.  James bit back a curse, knowing that Hrein had saved him from having to do battle with potentially deadly foes (as he was sure the undead couldn’t have survived the wave of holy energy), but now he couldn’t see a thing.

      When his vision finally cleared, he whipped his head around, trying to locate the Bokor.  “Damn it!” he cursed, unable to spot him.

      “Master!” Acrasia called out to him from a short distance ahead.  “There’s blood here, on the floor!”  The tiny fairy was pointing at spot on the stone floor, just ahead of the exit tunnel.

      “Thanks!” James shouted, hunching over and charging past the fairy, determined to catch the Bokor before he reached the gate.  The strange man had managed to blow a hole in the ceiling of the catacombs somehow, so he wouldn’t be surprised if he could destroy the gnomes’ barrier.

      The moment James put his first foot in the tunnel, something struck him from behind, piercing his left shoulder.  With a roar, he spun on his assailant, dropping his axe and lashing out with his claws.

      “Die beast!” the Bokor shouted, ripping his dagger free.

      James growled, rounding on the man and lunging forward, his claws outstretched.

      “Mèd!  Why has the silver not burned you!?” the sorcerer screeched.

      “Why the hell would it!?” James snarled, finally catching hold of the wily man and shredding a good portion of his upper arm.

      The Bokor cried out in pain as he fell backwards onto his arse.  “Are you not a were-beast!?”

      “Do I look like a damn wolf to you!?” James snarled, launching himself on top of his enemy.

      “Enbesil!  The Werejaguars are favoured of Sekhmet!” the Bokor cried, attempting to stab James with his silver dagger.

      “You’re not making any sense, idiot!” James roared, pinning the hand with the knife to the ground, while raking the man’s face with the claws of his other hand.  “Sekhmet was an Egyptian goddess, and Jaguars are from South America!”

      The sorcerer screamed as his left eye was torn free.  “Non!  I will not rest until my beloved is free!”

      “What!?” James paused his attack, his right fist clenched and hauled back, ready to hammer into the man’s face.

      The half-shredded Bokor hissed through clenched teeth.  “I will succeed in my mission.  It is the only way to free my beloved Amorah.”

      “Start talking, Asshole!” James growled.  There was no way he was letting this bastard walk away alive, but if there was an innocent woman being held somewhere… he may have to help her himself.

      For a few heartbeats, the Bokor simply lay there, seething and bleeding on the floor.  “The demon Xezbeth took the soul of my beloved Amorah.” he spat.  “I am to claim the life energy of the fae in this village, and trade it to him in exchange for her freedom.”

      James’ eyes narrowed.  He would do a lot of things for a woman that he loved, but even his cold heart wouldn’t let him slaughter a village… probably.  Even if I could… James shook his head slightly.  “Did you get that in writing?”

      “What?” the bloody man’s face scrunched up in confusion.

      “Don’t tell me you’re just taking his word for it.  He’s a demon, for fuck’s sake!” James cursed.

      “My Master is correct.” Hrein interjected from nearby.  “Xezbeth cannot be trusted.  His very name means The Liar.”

      “Non!” the Bokor struggled, trying to get free from under James’ full mount.  “He will free her!  He promised!”

      “You really are an idiot.” James snarled.  “If she were a good woman, how did he even get her soul to begin with?  What makes you so sure he has it?”

      “I… I saw it!  I saw her soul in his clawed hands!” he stammered, his remaining eye filled with terror.

      The einherjar scowled.  To his knowledge, demons couldn’t just come out of nowhere and claim a soul.  “How?  What happened?”

      “It… it must have been because… because she tempted me to betray my vows as an Oungan.  A Vodou priest.” he whimpered as his remaining eye rolled back in its socket.

      “Hey!” James shouted, slapping the man.  “Hey!  I’m not done with you!”  Sitting up straight, James looked down at his foe.  A large pool of blood had appeared beneath him, and was slowly expanding.  “Shit.” James growled.

      Hrein took another step closer, and levelled her spear at the enemy’s head, while James got to his feet and stepped off him.

      A sudden flash of red light and a large puff of smoke, which stank of sulphur and brimstone, caused the two to jump back, away from the dying man.

      “Aww.  Looks like you won’t be able to finish your mission after all.  Poor pitiful Dutty.” a sensual female voice giggled as a figure stepped clear of the smoke.  The woman had the body of a dancer, with long legs and a supple body, topped off with a considerable bust.  Long, wavy black tresses lit upon her shoulders, and parted to reveal small ivory horns atop her head.  Her silky skin was a deep mocha colour, and her full red lips seemed so inviting to taste…

      James shook his head violently, clearing his mind of the mesmerization he’d nearly fallen prey to.  “Who the hell are you?” he growled, glaring at the newcomer.

      The woman’s laughter was rich and velvety, as she turned to give him a sultry look.  Her black and red themed thong and corset combo suited the sinuous tail that whipped behind her all too well, giving her a definite diabolic vibe, while hugging her curves and tempting the viewer to try and uncover what treasures lay beneath.  “My, my… aren’t you a handsome one?  And our wings even match…” the succubus purred, biting her lip.

      “A… morah…” the Bokor gasped, his eye half open, before his chest went still.

      “That’s me.” she giggled.  “Thanks for the introduction, darling.”  The demoness slowly bent over, intentionally giving James the best view of her ass possible, and plucked the dead man’s soul from his corpse.  With one hand wrapped around the man’s ghostly neck, she held him up as if for inspection.  “Xezbeth will be most pleased with this one, I think.” she muttered happily to herself.

      James snarled and took a step forward.  “You’re behind all of this!?”

      “Uh-uh.” Amorah straightened up and wagged a finger at the einherjar.  “Sorry big boy.  Not that I don’t like it rough, but I’m a lover, not a fighter.” With another giggle, she stepped back and vanished in another puff of smoke, taking the hapless soul with her.  “I do hope we meet again, though…” her sultry voice seemed to whisper in James’ ear from nearby.

      Growling in frustration, James stalked back to the now dead body of the Bokor.  Reaching down and rolling the body over, he found a jagged rib bone piercing the man’s back.  “I didn’t even get to kill the bastard.” he grumbled.

      “Master.” Hrein interrupted his mumbling.  “Thou shouldst heal thyself before thy bleeding weakens thee.”

      “Huh?  Oh, right.” her reminder caused the forgotten pain in his shoulder to jump to the forefront of his mind once more.  “Think you could take care of that for me, Acrasia?” he asked, looking to the fairy.

      “Of course, Master!” Glad to be of help, the leannán sídhe fluttered over and placed her hands over James’ wound.  She then began casting Heal until the nasty cut was sealed and fresh skin grew over it.

      Hrein frowned.  “I do hope thou wilt grant me that spell soon, Master.”

      “I will.” he promised, looking around the room.  He had already reached out to the Bokor’s corpse and found no trace of Qi left in it for him to cultivate.  She must have taken it all with his soul.  Makes sense… he thought idly.  “I’d like the chance to enhance it further before giving it to you, but I’m not sure I’ll ever have access to that amount of Qi.”

      Searching the catacombs for any further clues regarding the Bokor and his mission, James did make two significant discoveries.  The first was a small cauldron, which was boiling away over a campfire near the entrance tunnel.  The liquid inside looked absolutely foul, but James sensed a great deal of Qi emanating from it.

      “I would wager that is the potion the Bokor used to create his zombies, Master.” Hrein hazarded a guess.

      “That’d be my guess as well.  It’s too dangerous to leave laying about, and I may be able to learn something from it, so I’m going to cultivate.  Keep watch for me, please.” the einherjar directed his slaves, and sat down next to the cauldron.  Claiming the cauldron as his own, James used his Analysis blessing on it.

      

      Zombie Potion:  Elixir.  A potion derived from Pufferfish poison and blood, this liquid turns the imbiber into a zombie under the brewer’s control.

      

      “Hmm.  It’s not labelled as an Artifact.  I wonder if I can still learn from it?” James muttered to himself.  Shrugging, he decided that all he could do was try.  Setting his mind to the task, James began to cultivate the Qi from the liquid in the cauldron, while pushing Analysis to teach him all it could of the elixir.  After about ten minutes of struggle, he was met with success.  A new spell was added to his list, and his Qi Pool gained a boost of 25 points, bringing his Qi Pool Total to a nice 358 Qi.
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      “Very nice.  Not that I ever plan on using it, though.” James muttered to himself.  Glancing over at the small cauldron, he noticed that it was now filled with grey dust, the liquid having evaporated entirely.

      “Hast thou finished thy meditations, Master?” Hrein inquired.

      “I have, thanks.” James replied.  “Let’s keep taking a look around before we head back up.  I still have a few questions I hope to find answers to.”

      Hrein nodded and began searching the room for anything out of place.  It was in a large barrel, on the opposite side of the room from the cauldron, that she made the second discovery.  “Master.  What dost thou make of this?” she called out, waving him over.

      James moved to her side and peered into the barrel.  A small amount of powder remained at the bottom.  Leaning in to get a closer look, James caught a whiff of sulphur.  “Hmm.” he hummed, scratching his beard.  His gaze drifted to the large hole in the ceiling, where they had dropped down, into the catacombs.

      “What a strange black powder.” Hrein muttered to herself.

      “I think you’re exactly right.” James stated, looking back at Hrein.  “That’s just what I think it is.  Black powder.  Also known as gunpowder.”

      Hrein tilted her head in confusion, and then her eyes slowly grew wide.  “Master!  That is…!”

      James nodded, and reached for the barrel, sending it to his inventory.  “We need to check these catacombs for any other traces of it, and we should also check the room he was staying in at the start of this whole mess.”

      Hrein saluted and rushed off to look for more barrels.  Knowledge of guns and associated technology was forbidden on Terra, with James supposedly having the only exception.  “He did seem to know at least a little about Earth, too.  Perhaps he was originally from there, like me?”  James didn’t like the idea of his enemies having access to Earth tech, and especially not firearms.  That was one advantage he definitely didn’t want to give up.

      “Master.  I could probably find his room at the inn.  Should I ask the queen and then go look?” Acrasia floated into view in front of him.

      “Thanks, Acrasia.  I’d appreciate that.  But do me a favour and don’t tell the queen what we are looking for.  Only that we suspect he might have left something dangerous behind.”

      “Got it!” she chirped, mimicking Hrein’s salute before zipping off.

      “That explains how he created the hole, and also the zombie trap that he caught the queen in.”  The einherjar frowned as he recovered his axe.  “But I still don’t know how he managed to animate the skeletons.  I would have much preferred to learn that spell, instead of the zombie one.”

      Unfortunately for James, that answer would not be forthcoming.  Half an hour later, the party’s search of the two locales revealed nothing further of interest, so James and his women returned to HQ to speak with the queen.  After briefing her on everything but the gunpowder, the mission was declared a success, and the queen focussed on granting succour to the surviving elves.
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      It was some time later, when James found himself sitting at a table in Maggy’s Shoppe.  He was enjoying a fresh glass of mango juice and snacking on a pineapple tart, courtesy of Maggy herself.  The fae were overjoyed that the undead siege of their fairy city was over, and there was a bit of a celebratory mood in the air.  Of course, the condition of the elven survivors sobered the mood a bit, as well as the massive losses they had suffered, but the fae were a free spirited and jolly lot to begin with.

      James and his party had wandered for a while, before eventually stopping at the small restaurant.  Part of him wanted to assist with the rescue mission, but the queen had assured him that her people had it well in hand.  He had done his part, dealing with the combat aspect of the operation.  And so the queen had dismissed him and promised to apprise him of the outcome later on.  This meant the ex-soldier and his party could relax for a while and get some much needed rest.  It once again surprised him just how tiring the manipulation of Qi could be.  It turned out that casting spells wore on the mind like a heavy workout wore on the body, and even left the caster’s body feeling somewhat fatigued after a while.

      “Do you like the juice, Master?” Acrasia asked while lying sprawled out on the table before him.

      “I do, actually.  The truth is, mango juice is my favourite.” he replied with a smile.

      The little fairy smiled back.  Of the three of them, she had definitely gotten the most exercise over the course of the mission.  Flying back and forth to relay messages and act as his scout and guide had worn her out.

      “Acrasia?” a high pitched but distinctly male voice called out from across the room.

      James looked to the door and saw the newcomer approaching them.  He was short, being only slightly taller than Acrasia, James guessed, and flying towards them at a slow pace.  The pixie was dressed in a brown tunic and Phrygian cap, which differed from the usual fae outfits he’d seen, being considerably less colourful.  Green was the most popular colour it seemed, but many chose the bright and cheery colours of their favourite flowers.

      Acrasia sat up and looked over to see who had addressed her.  “Jon?” she asked, tilting her head as if in mild confusion.

      The strange pixie flew up to the the table and landed in front of Acrasia.  Giving her a warm smile, but ignoring both James and Hrein completely, the little guy replied.  “Acrasia!  It’s good to see you.”

      “Uh, you too, Jon.” she replied, giving him a slightly troubled smile.  “What brings you here?”

      “I wanted to congratulate you!” he declared, raising his hands in the air.  “I heard that you were with the force that cleared those foul undead from the city.”

      Acrasia nodded slightly, climbing to her feet.  “That’s right.  I assisted Master with his mission.” she said, putting a heavy emphasis on the word ‘Master’.

      Jon frowned as if he’d bitten into something distasteful.  “Yes.  I’d heard something like that.”

      James decided it was time to cut in to the conversation, as it was clear this little fellow was going to be a pain.  “Acrasia, darling.  Why don’t you introduce me to your little friend?” he suggested, giving the male pixie a feral grin.

      “Uh, he’s not my friend, Master.” Acrasia stated flatly.

      “Oh come now, Acrasia!  I declared my love for you when we first met!  You know I intend to marry you.” the tiny man protested, not looking at James at all.

      Acrasia frowned and scrunched up her nose.  “That was over 50 years ago, and I said no.”

      Jon closed his eyes and shook his head with a sigh.  “Always so stubborn, Acrasia!  By marrying me, you would live in luxury.  I’m one of the most prominent Sandmen after all.”

      “I was a child!” Acrasia half way shouted.  “And you never listen.  I’m a leannán sídhe.  We marry mortals, not puffed up pixies!”

      Jon clicked his tongue, but then carried on as if he hadn’t heard her.  “Tsk.  Acrasia, darling.” he gave her a smarmy smile.  “You’re the fairest of the fairies of your generation.  Only slightly less attractive than your mother, which is a sin but can’t be helped.  But I will put you to good use, bearing me lots of children.”

      Acrasia glared at the pompous little prick.  “Grrr.  You are insulting my Master by ignoring him.  And even if I were free to marry, I would NEVER let you touch me!”

      “But I bring you such gifts!” the man said shamelessly, pulling a small pouch from his belt and holding it out towards her.

      Much to James’ surprised, Acrasia snatched the bag from his hands and took a step back.  “Good.  Now go.  I never want to see you again.”

      Hrein blinked.  She would never accept a gift from such an irritating person, but perhaps fae simply never rejected a gift or something?

      The tiny asshole’s greasy smile was irritating James even more than his words.  He wasn’t sure what the laws were in Elphyne, but he might have to punish the little bastard if he said much more.

      “Come now.  Let us leave this place.  I know a sorcerer who can break the curse that binds you to that disgusting mortal, and I will do my best to forget that you were sullied before I had the chance to pluck you.” he cooed, taking a step towards the blonde fairy.

      Acrasia sneered and shoved Jon back a step.  “Master hasn’t touched me yet.  And I won’t go anywhere with you!”

      A broad grin split the Sandman’s face.  “Wonderful.  Then I will take the utmost joy in deflowering y…”

      Jon’s statement was cut off by James’ massive fist hammering down on him from above.  A sickening crunch was followed by a wet splat, as the foolish fairy was pasted against the table.

      The tavern had gone silent the moment Jon had started making a pass at Acrasia, but now none of the patrons even dared to move.  Eyes wide with horror stared at James from all angles.

      “Oops.  I squished a bug.” the einherjar growled.

      Hrein gasped slightly.  She’d had a feeling James was going to react, given the growing anger visible on his face, but she never would have imagined he would crush the annoying gnat like that.

      “Um… Master?” Acrasia stared up at him in surprise.

      “Yes, darling?” James asked, nonchalantly summoning a handkerchief and cleaning the gore from the bottom of his fist.

      “I think you should give Maggy a few silver for the… mess.” she proposed.

      James quirked a brow.  He certainly agreed that it would be the right thing to do to apologize to the matron of the place, but he was surprised that was all she had suggested.  Is she not upset by this? he wondered.

      “Just that?” Hrein squeaked in surprise.  Apparently she was as taken aback as James at the fairy’s reaction.

      Acrasia tilted her head in confusion and looked up at her valkyrie sister.  “Hmm?  Three silver should be enough, right?  I don’t think anyone lost their lunch, but it is still pretty gross to look at.”

      “But… what about the law?” Hrein asked tentatively, worried about the repercussions James might have to face.

      “What law?” Acrasia asked, frowning.

      “The law.  Did James not break it by killing a citizen?” the taller woman asked, gobsmacked that the fairy seemed so unconcerned.

      Acrasia blinked, then began to laugh heartily.  “The law?  The law!?  Hahahaha!”

      “What is so funny!?” Hrein nearly shouted, a tinge of anger in her voice.

      “Master didn’t break the law.” Acrasia giggled, trying to stifle her laughter.  “Master is the law!”

      Hrein blinked in confusion, then looked up to see James looking at her with an equal amount of doubt on his face.

      Seeing her companions’ bewilderment, Acrasia went on to explain.  “Master is the Queen’s Knight, right?”

      “Yea.” Hrein nodded slowly.

      “That means he’s the highest ranking member of Elphyne’s military.” the fairy stated with a shrug.

      It was James’ turn to blink.  “I am?”

      “Mhm.  Yup!” Acrasia confirmed, nodding emphatically.

      James looked around the room in surprise.  Each set of eyes he met gave him a slight nod in return, as if confirming her words.

      “But… I haven’t even seen the rest of Queen Titania’s army.” he scowled and looked back at Acrasia.

      “Sure you have, Master!”  she chirped, grinning up at him.

      “I… have?  When?  Where?” he scoffed, thinking she must be playing a prank on him.

      “Right here!” she replied, placing a hand to her breast and holding the other out to Hrein.

      “What!?” he croaked, somehow choking on air.

      “The Queen did nay have an army before ye showed up.  Left all such matters to the elves, she did.” a matronly voice interrupted.

      James turned to see Maggy standing at the foot of their table.  Before he could say a word in greeting, the older Brownie carried on.

      “An’ they be a right mess now, so I would nay be surprised to see ye take over for them, as well.” she put forward, tapping on her lower lip in thought.

      “Uh… will this cover the… mess?” James asked, holding out three silver drachma.  He had a lot of questions, but felt like addressing any complaints she might have first, might be a good idea.

      “Sure.” Maggy said, taking the money and pocketing it.  “I’ll send someone over to clean it up.”

      “Thanks.  I’ll just… cultivate quickly before you do.” Not wanting to waste whatever power he might claim from the tiny creep, James shut his eyes and moved his hands in familiar patterns.  Less than ten minutes later, he had an extra 15 Refined Qi tucked away in his Crimson Palace.  When he opened his eyes, he found that he still had the attention of virtually everyone in the establishment.  Giving an anxious smile, James turned his attention back to Maggy.

      “Well, I’ll be a monkey’s arse.  I ain’t never seen nothin’ like that before.  That was right creepy, I must say.” the tavern owner frowned as she commented on James’ technique.

      “I… see.  Well, it’s necessary for me to get stronger.” he explained.

      Maggy shrugged.  “If ye say so.  It be none o’ me business what ye do with yer time.” Waving her hand as if dismissing any further discussion, she tottered off to call some staff for clean up.

      “I believe we should take our leave, Master.” Hrein suggested as she stood up.

      James nodded in agreement.  “Yeah.  Let’s head back to our room at the palace.”  Standing up from the table, he led his party out of the tavern, glad to be away from everyone’s stares.

      “Will the Queen really take no offence at the loss of her subject?” Hrein asked in a low voice, looking around to see if anyone might hear them speak as they walked down the road.

      “Um… no?” Acrasia answered without conviction.

      “Which subject?” a familiar feminine voice inquired from above.

      Both James and Hrein were startled, their heads whipping about, seeking the speaker.

      Queen Titania landed gracefully next to James, her personal entourage nowhere to be seen.  “Is aught the matter, Sir James?”

      “Your Majesty.” James greeted the queen with a bow, while his ladies curtsied.  “We were just discussing an… altercation we had at the tavern.”  He knew that technically the event couldn’t be described as such, since there was no real conflict, just James one-sidedly employing violence against a citizen.  He did deserve it, though.  he told himself.

      “Oh?  With whom?” the queen asked, a curious expression on her face.  “I can’t imagine many would take umbrage with the hero who saved our city from the undead.”

      “Well… about that.” James began, but Acrasia cut him off.

      “Jon Blund LVII threatened to steal me away from Master!” she shouted indignantly.

      “Oh my!” the queen gasped and covered her mouth with her fingers.  “I can’t imagine that was well received by Sir James?”

      “Not at all!” Acrasia declared proudly, hands on her hips and a big stupid grin on her face.  But then her expression turned to one of disgust.  “After he insulted Master repeatedly, he threatened to deflower me against my will!” The tiny fairy spat on the ground.

      The queen’s expression changed from one of mild surprise to a stern glower, though it didn’t seem to be directed at James or his party.  “Outrageous!  That someone would insult MY knight and think that they would escape my wrath!?”

      Acrasia giggled, holding her tummy and bobbing up and down in the air.  “Don’t worry, Your Majesty!  Master took care of it.  He just growled and then it was all CRUNCH and SPLAT and then it was over.”

      The queen grimaced, having not expected quite so detailed a recounting.  Nonetheless, she didn’t appear to be overly upset by the news.  “I see.  Well, that’s that, then.”

      “It… is?” James asked, a little surprised the queen was taking this so well.

      Queen Titania sighed.  “Perhaps you might think us barbaric, but the fae peoples are… you might say… somewhat primal.” she said, nodding at the word as if it fit.  “It is common wisdom not to upset those more powerful than you.  I am Queen because I am the most powerful fae in the court.  While station doesn’t necessarily correlate directly with combat strength, it does accurately reflect the level of awe one inspires in their peers.”

      “I see…” James said, scratching his beard thoughtfully.

      “Of course backing by a more powerful individual is also a very common path to higher station as well.” the queen pointed out.  “So, while I would ask you not to slaughter my people out of hand, I could never gainsay you punishing those below you.”

      “In that case, it might be best if you could tell me exactly who is below me, so that I don’t make a mistake that will anger you.” James suggested, wanting to understand his place in the hierarchy of the Seelie Court.

      “Why, anyone whom you can punish.” The queen smirked, a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

      “Ah…” James grunted.  It was becoming clear that anything resembling social norms or structure here were very far from what he’d come to expect of a civilization.

      “I find it hard to believe that the Álfar would live in such a society, Your Majesty.” Hrein objected.

      “Ah, yes.  The elves.  Well, technically I am their queen as well, but they have a separate sector of the city for a reason.  The elven quarter is run much more like you would expect, Hrein.” the queen explained.  “Though all of my people are free to wander and settle any part of Elphyne, the elves found the Fae Quarter a bit too… shall we say, wild?  And our people a tad more playful than suited their tastes.”

      “So, if you don’t mind my asking, how do I fit in with the elves hierarchy?  Or am I outside it completely?” James asked.

      “Hmm.” the queen tapped her lips in thought.  “As my knight, you definitely have to interact with the elves.  You see, the fae have no military of their own, or at least we didn’t until you came along.  Now we have you and your dependable slaves.” she flashed him a winning smile before going on.  “The elves had a city guard, but it seems all of its members have been annihilated.  I would have had them stand up another unit to protect my city, but I fear the remaining survivors may not be suitable for such service.”

      “Every one of them… gone?” James muttered, aghast.

      Titania nodded.  “Sadly, yes.  Less than one in ten elven citizens survived the undead scourge.  If you had not come, I daresay none would have survived.  I know I wouldn’t have, after all.” she gave him a sad smile.  “And without me to maintain the veil, the remaining fae would have been terribly vulnerable, and forced to scatter and flee into the wild.”

      “I guess we’re lucky Master came along when he did!” Acrasia chirped gleefully.

      “Indeed we are, young Acrasia.  And lucky you brought him to us in our time of need.” the queen added.

      “Hehe.” Acrasia giggled happily at the acknowledgement.

      “Which brings me to why I sought you out this evening.” the queen stated, turning to face James once again.  “I wanted to confirm that you are content with receiving the glade and having a temple built, in lieu of lands and a title.”

      James nodded.  “That would please me greatly, Your Majesty.”  He had worried that he wouldn’t be able to afford to pay the gnomes and dryads to build it.  Now it sounded like the queen would take care of that for him.

      “Excellent.” Titania gave him a winsome smile.  “I am sure my people will seek you out for many things, including the worship of Hel, but also the healing of physical wounds, now that word is spreading of your skill in medicine.”

      “They would be welcome.” James replied, smiling back at her.

      “Of course, there is your other ‘face’ which we must discuss.  As you are not only known as a healer, but also a warrior.  My knight, and the sole trained warrior defending our people.  Before you bring up my guards, I will tell you that they have sworn only to protect me.  I have spoken with them about the possibility of serving all of Elphyne, but they have refused.” the queen informed him.

      “Damn.  Weather controlling giants and death-dealing dogs would have been handy on the battlefield.” James grumbled.

      Titania covered her lips as she giggled.  “I’m certain they would be.  But alas, they will not answer your call, unless I am personally threatened.”

      “So, what would you have me do, Your Majesty?” James asked, not seeing an immediate solution.

      “I would have you form a new city guard, or army if you wish.  Our forces would be yours to command, of course, as I must depend on you to do the recruiting.  I also expect you to continue to grow in power personally, so that you may continue to defend our people from all possible threats.” Titania laid out her plans, and worked up to the question she had to ask.

      “Very well.” James nodded his consent.  “I’ll take on that task, though I will need a lot of direction from you and any others who are knowledgeable about the region.  Elphyne and Guayabo are the only settlements I know of in the area, so my recruiting options are slim, and I doubt you want humans serving in your military, regardless.”

      “About that…” the queen began.  “I care not what race serves to protect us, so long as you are in control.  I expect that outsiders would be enslaved by you, so that they could not betray us during our most vulnerable moments.”

      James quirked a brow.  “Enslaved?”

      Queen Titania nodded.  “Did you not mention before that you could only harvest Qi from your slaves without the risk of harming the donor?  You also made clear that you could only use your blessing to empower individuals whom you owned.  Thus it is obvious that slaves are both a considerable source of power for you, as well as a way for you to strengthen your troops.”

      James was a bit taken aback by Titania’s statement.  While it was all true, he had no intention of enslaving dozens or even hundreds or thousands of people in order to form an army.  “Uh… about that.  I have personal issues with enslaving anyone who isn’t female, so I won’t be owning any men, at the very least.”

      The queen blinked, then frowned.  “It is commonly known that men are both faster and stronger than women in general, no matter how much I loathe to admit it.  I am not asking you to share you bed with our entire armed forces, so it only makes sense that you should select mostly men, not the other way around.”

      “Yeah.  There’s a problem with that.  I’m not a people person, see?  I have absolutely NO desire to spend eternity with a bunch of guys.  My only method of enslavement is permanent.  That means even beyond the grave.  For all time.  Thus, I will be requiring that any woman that I do enslave has to be attractive, at the very least, and hopefully someone I can love forever.” the einherjar explained.

      The Queen of the Fairies grimaced, not expecting that answer.  “Permanent?”

      “That’s right.  Permanent.  Bound at the soul level.”  James nodded in confirmation.

      Titania swallowed and had a look of distaste on her face.  That’s… not good for my plans.  she thought to herself.  She’d had visions of encouraging James to enslave a great number of pixies, even sweetening the deal with a few nymphs, so that he could empower them and raise a nigh unstoppable army, only to free them after they finished their terms of service.  But none of her people were going to volunteer to give up their very souls.  No amount of power was worth that, to any but an absolute fool.  “I… see.”  She had even briefly considered allowing herself to be ‘his’ for a night or two, in exchange for a boost in power.  Now that definitely wasn’t going to happen.

      James frowned as he looked down at the queen.  The truth was, he could probably word a pact so that the other party would be freed after a set amount of time.  Be that as it may, it was important that the queen, and any others who might get it in their head, not see him as a quick source of power to be used up.  By explaining that his pacts were permanent (which they were, unless he stipulated otherwise), he could dissuade others from seeking his blessings frivolously.  That was the best way for him to remain in control of his own power.  Hrein would approve. he thought to himself.

      After a slightly tense moment, the queen’s expression warmed and she gave him a bright smile.  “Well, I am sure you will figure something out, Sir James.”

      James bowed his head to the queen.  “I will live up to the faith you have put in me, Your Majesty.”

      “That just leaves us with the matter of your reward for stopping the undead siege.” she sighed.  “I could give you a promotion in the court, possibly making you a Baron, but I have no lands to give you, so it would be pointless.”

      James tried not to make a face.  He wasn’t really interested in politics, nor gaining more ranks within the court.  It all sounded like more trouble than it was worth, and to be frank, if he was going to be in command of the entire military, that would be more than enough power for him to do as he liked, regardless.  “I understand, Your Majesty.” he said with another bow.

      “Do you?  Do not think this means I can simply ignore your achievements.  As queen, I must reward you, else the very premise of a royal court would collapse.  Tell me, what would you desire, had you a say in the matter?” she asked, gazing up at him with a serious expression.

      “Hmm.” James thought it over for a moment, not wanting to give the queen a whimsical reply.  “You said you expect me to grow in power.  There are a lot of ways to do that, but my path of Cultivation would benefit most from one of three things.”

      “Which are?” the queen inquired.

      “One, as you mentioned, would be more slaves.  If you were to grant me a slave or slaves, especially those with magical abilities, that would allow me to increase my power, and our fighting force considerably.” he began, counting on his fingers as he went.

      This comment caused Hrein to frown deeply.  She fully expected that he would take on more slaves, and thus more wives eventually, but she didn’t relish the thought.

      “Two, magical artifacts, spell scrolls, etc.  Things I could either give Odin as mundr or learn more magic from would also give me a significant boost in power.” he continued.

      “And the third?” Titania asked, feeling like she already knew the answer.

      “Qi.  Pure, simple, Qi.  Either from your followers like last time, or in the form of Fairy Dust.  I wouldn’t even think of being able to acquire such a thing anywhere else, but it seems it is possible here, in your queendom.” he answered.

      Queen Titania sighed.  “I thought as much.  Were it such a simple thing, I would gladly give you as much as you could use.  But though we fairies create dust with every flap of our wings, it is both difficult to collect and is created in the most minuscule of amounts.  That is why wizards and the like are so keen on capturing fairies to keep as familiars or simple prisoners.”

      “Yeah.  I thought it might be something like that.” James sighed slightly.  He hadn’t really expected such an easy road to more power, but it would have been nice.

      “I will order my people to collect what dust they can, as it could be used as a reward in the future.  I also have an idea for the occasional source of Qi for you.” the queen offered.

      “Oh?  What would that be?” James inquired, curious if she had thought of something he hadn’t.

      “As the head of our military, you are also responsible for any sort of law enforcement which takes place here in Elphyne.  The City Guard performed this duty for the elves, but as you are taking over for them, it will fall to you and your troops.  There has never been a need for such in any of the other quarters, but if a need arises, that shall be your responsibility as well.  With that in mind, I was thinking that any criminals who deserve execution as punishment should serve as a source of Qi for you as well.” Titania explained.

      “That sounds reasonable.” James agreed.  He did hate to waste resources, after all.

      “As for slaves, we fae have kept none for quite some time, and what few we had were all male.  I cannot simply give you free citizens to enslave, as I am sure that would quickly lead to a revolt.” This meant that two of the three items he’d requested were beyond her ability to give him.

      “Of course.” James understood that fully.  Any queen who gave her people away as slaves wouldn’t be queen for long.  It would be one thing if they were foreign slaves or citizens that were being punished for a crime, but they had neither in their society.

      “I’ve already stated that we possess no powerful artifacts which would be suitable to give Odin.  That remains true.  Spell scrolls though… perhaps?  I shall have to speak with my advisors.  We may have a few somewhere, or perhaps we could even pen one to give you.”  The queen smiled to herself, glad she had at least one possible option.

      “That would be very well received, Your Majesty.” James smiled at her.  It would definitely be nice to learn another spell.  I wonder what it might be?

      “Do you have any questions for me before I go?” the queen asked, looking back at James.

      “Actually, I do.  Especially if I am going to be the head of your military.  Could you tell me about what threats currently face the city, as well as any that you foresee might be a problem down the road?” It was in his nature to get ahead of any problems before they surfaced, whenever possible.

      “Hmm.  The humans of Guayabo might become a problem one day.  But I believe they have their hands full with the beast tribe right now.” she replied.

      “Beast tribe?” Her statement had surprised James a bit, since he hadn’t heard of any other groups in the area.  Of course, Huáng had only told him of the two settlements because that was what he’d asked about.  That didn’t mean there weren’t more groups in the area, especially if they might be nomadic in nature.  She hadn’t been aware of the cult, after all.

      “Dost thou recall the battle outside Guayabo which brought me here, Master?” Hrein interjected.

      James nodded.  It was only then that he realized that a battle meant that there was another force in the area, aside from the humans of the town.  “Ah.  I see.  They were attacked by the Beast tribe?”

      “That is correct, Master.  I do not have all of the details, but I believe it was in retaliation for taking some of their kind as slaves.”

      “That makes sense.  What kind of people are the Beast tribe?” he asked.

      “They are a nomadic group, made up of peoples who have animalistic features.  The majority of their members are either Werejaguars, Nekomata, or Bakeneko.” the queen informed him.

      “Werejaguars, eh?  That crazy Bokor thought I was a Werejaguar.  He even said they worship Sekhmet.” James hummed in thought.

      “I can understand his confusion.” Titania replied.  “You do resemble one somewhat, at least when they are in their hybrid form.  And he was correct that they are led by the Champion of Sekhmet.”

      Her use of the term Champion got his instant attention.  He had yet to meet the Champion of another god or goddess, and was curious what they might be like.  How will I measure up?  Will they be far more powerful than me?  James scratched his beard in thought.

      “I can think of no other factions in the immediate area, other than the devil worshippers you have already encountered.  They normally stick to the shadows however, working on their plots and acting in secret.” the Fairy Queen added.

      “I wonder…” James mulled a few questions over in his head.  “Since he was being led astray by the demon Xezbeth, do you think the Bokor was connected with the cult?”

      “That is possible.” the queen shrugged.  “But we shall likely never know.  He may have been a collaborator, or simply a pawn, but there might be a connection there worth investigating, should you get the chance.”

      James nodded.  It was definitely something he planned to look into.  “Anything else you feel I should be aware of at the moment?”

      “Not for the moment.  Eventually I will want to reach out to Iolanthe II, Queen of Elphen.  I would like to propose a reconnecting of our people.” Titania muttered the last.

      “Of Elphen?” James asked.  “Another Fairy Queen?”

      “No.” Queen Titania shook her head, then briefly told the story with a sigh.  “Once, her mother was a prominent member of my court, in charge of organizing our balls and festivals.  Her desire to marry a human meant that she left the Seelie Court.” A sad look passed over the queen’s face.

      “What happened?” James asked in a gentle voice.

      “We disagreed.  I felt that mingling with mortals would… taint our people.  I tried to forbid her from following her heart.  Humans are so short lived… I was convinced that nothing but heartbreak could result from such a union.  I just wanted to protect my friend.”  Titania sniffled and straightened her posture, as if attempting to banish the gloomy feelings which were descending upon her.

      “The result was my loss.  Iolanthe left, forswearing the ways of the fae, and joining with the elves in becoming part of the mortal world.  When I found out that she and her people had also migrated to Terra, I was overjoyed, but have yet to mend the fences I should have so long ago.”  The queen gave James a mournful smile.

      “So, your friend’s daughter leads a city state now?” James asked, trying to brighten the mood by suggesting there was time and hope to repair her relationship.  “We should contact them soon, then.”

      Queen Titania nodded.  “Iolanthe’s second husband is an elf.  Thus their daughter, Iolanthe II, is an elf with fae blood.  Despite her young age, she outshone her peers in all fields, and thus climbed the ranks of society very quickly.  It didn’t hurt that her father, Iolanthe’s husband, was already a noble of considerable prestige.”

      “So, where is this elven city?  Elphen?” Hrein asked, her curiosity piqued.  She’d had a few dealings with the Álfar of Álfheimr, but had wondered how they differed from their mortal descendants, the elves, ever since she learned of the latter’s existence.

      “Far to the north, in the land of mountains and giant trees.  They have built a haven high in the branches of the Sequoias.”  the sombre queen explained.

      “We’ll get there.” James assured her, lightly placing a hand on the queen’s arm.

      Titania nodded and gently patted his hand.  “Indeed, Sir James.  I have faith that you will succeed.  But we need to focus on the issues closer to home before we go traipsing half way across a continent to make contact with old friends.”

      “Agreed.  In the coming days I will journey to make contact with both the humans of Guayabo, and the Beast tribe.  With any luck, we’ll find them amenable to alliance, or at least trade.  Either way, we have to determine if they will become enemies or not.” James proposed.

      “I will leave such decisions in your capable hands.  Of course, I would have to agree to any treaties before they could be enacted, but I will trust you to open negotiations and determine if they are possible in the first place.” the queen assented.

      “You honour me with your trust, Your Majesty.” James bowed deeply.

      Titania finally gave him a real smile.  “I do trust you, Sir James.  I honestly believe that you will be the key to our people moving forward.  If nothing else, the undead siege proved that we cannot hope to simply hide from our enemies.  We must have multiple layers of protection to ensure nothing like this ever happens again.  And on that note, I shall take my leave.  We’ll speak again soon, my knight.”  With that, the Queen of the Fairies turned and strolled away.

      Unsure what to do next, as it appeared that they actually had some free time, James wandered aimlessly through the quiet streets with his ladies at his side.  A little to his surprise, they eventually wound up at the path leading to the grove he was set to inherit.  Going with the flow, he walked the trail at a relaxed pace, taking in the natural beauty of his surroundings and truly appreciating the place for the first time.

      When they entered the clearing, Acrasia was the first to speak up.  “Master?”

      James turned to look at the tiny woman, wondering what was on her mind.  “What is it, Acrasia?”

      “I’ve been thinking about this gift I received from Jon.  I think it’s Sleepy Sand.” she stated, holding out the small pouch.

      The einherjar tilted his head.  “As in the golden dust a Sandman supposedly uses?”

      Acrasia nodded eagerly.  “Some pixies are chosen to become Sandmen.  Those that do often change their names to Jon Blund, and are taught the spell to turn their Fairy Dust to Sleepy Sand.” she hurriedly explained.

      “Okay.  And that makes for a valuable gift?” James asked, thinking it could be useful.

      Again Acrasia nodded.  “Anyone can use it, which means any fairy who receives it has another type of magic, at least until it runs out.”

      “Hmm.”  James hummed thoughtfully.

      “So I want to give it to you, Master!” the fairy slave declared cheerfully.

      Her master quirked a brow.  “You want me to learn from it and teach you the spell, don’t you?” he asked, believing he’d cottoned on to her plan.

      “Yes!” she shouted, confirming his suspicions.

      James chuckled.  “Let’s see what I can do.”  Taking his customary sitting position at the edge of the glade, the knight held his hand out for the pouch of magical sand.

      Acrasia happily handed it to her Master, and danced in the air while he began to cultivate from it.  It only took about five minutes for him to complete the task, which pleased the quickly distracted fairy immensely.

      As always, James’ mind was flooded with information as a new spell was added to his list.  The 5 Qi he gained was a welcome addition to his Qi Pool as well.  “Question for you, Acrasia.” he asked while he examined the spell.

      “What’s that, Master?” she asked.

      “Just how effective is this spell usually?” James inquired, displaying the spell so that the others could see.
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      “Um.  Normal?” she replied, unsure how to answer.  “It just puts a person to sleep, Master.”

      “For how long?  And how hard are they to wake up?” he asked, prodding her for more information.

      Acrasia frowned.  “Until they wake up?  It’s just a normal sleep, Master, so a noise or whatever can easily wake them.”

      “Hmm.”  James considered his options.  While it was a useful spell, it could definitely be more useful.  Focussing on the spell, he willed the description to change, becoming more potent but costing more to cast, as well as burning 5 Refined Qi in the process.  As always, the outline turned green, and the spell changed before his eyes.
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      “That looks much more useful, Master.” Hrein commented, instantly understanding its combat applications.  This would enable the caster to incapacitate an enemy without harming them.

      “Yeah…” James replied, as if unsure about something.  He was tempted to empower the spell even further, but that would eat up a significant portion of Refined Qi.

      “Is something wrong, Master?” Acrasia inquired, landing on his lap.

      “I just want to make you, us, more powerful.” he replied with a soft smile.

      The tiny fairy smiled back up at him.  “I’d like that, Master.  To be as powerful as a fairy of legend.”

      James nodded, her desire firming up his conviction.  “I’ll need to cultivate from you, then.  Please be patient.”

      Acrasia nodded, then sat down in his lap with her back resting against his stomach.  Though she found these sessions uncomfortable and boring, she understood it was for her own good that her Master ordered her to participate.

      Fifty minutes later, James had cultivated 100 Qi from Acrasia’s pool.  Using this, along with allowing the cost to increase, dramatically changed the spell’s description.
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      While the effect was just what he’d wanted, a fairy spell of legendary proportions, the cost was equally legendary in scale.  “Please wait a little longer.” he asked of his companions.  If they were going to be able to use it effectively, the spell had to be made cheaper.  Thus he spent just under an hour refining another 100 Qi, this time from his own pool.  This he applied directly to making the spell more efficient, reducing its Qi cost by half.

      “Is it done yet, Master?” Acrasia whined, seeing him open his eyes.

      “It is, but now I have to cultivate from Hrein in order to have enough Qi to grant you the spell.” he replied, causing the little fairy to groan from boredom.  James chuckled at her antics.  “Just be patient.  I promise you will be happy with the results.”

      Hrein sat down next to the einherjar without saying a word.  If he required her life force, it was his to take and use as he saw fit.  She would not complain.  Thus, when he began to cultivate, the valkyrie simply set her jaw against the discomfort and endured the hour and a quarter wait.

      James cultivated a full 150 Qi from Hrein’s pool.  He was glad the valkyrie had such a huge reserve of Qi, and could thus refill her pool so quickly.  Using the Refined Qi, he granted the spell to Acrasia, allowing them both to have a copy in their spell lists.  He then spent the remaining 10 Refined Qi he had been storing, and just dumped it into Enhancing his flight speed, bringing it up to 47 miles per hour.  This made him only a little slower than Hrein, but he still lacked her experience and grace while flying.

      Acrasia felt the spell’s immense power flowing into her Dantian.  Her Qi Pool Total nearly doubled, increasing to 210 Qi, which was enough to send an excited shiver through the tiny woman’s body.  But it was the knowledge of the spell being imparted to her mind which made her jaw drop.  She had heard the legend of Talia growing up, but she would never have expected to possess the power of the famous fairies it spoke of.  Letting out a loud whoop, the fairy jumped into the air and began flying in loops, celebrating vigorously.

      Curious about her companion’s excitement, Hrein leaned over to peer at James’ Status Screen.  What she saw caused her eyebrows to raise in surprise.  It certainly was a powerful spell, but its cost would prevent it from being over used in combat.

      The three spent the next while relaxing in the glade and discussing the spell, as well as magic they would each like to learn in the future.  Hrein still wanted James to grant her his healing spell, but the einherjar was firm in his desire to improve it before passing it on.  He also promised to find a way to give Acrasia the improved version, should he ever achieve the goal of creating it.

      The sun had long set by the time the trio grew tired, and so James decided to spend the night in the glade, rather than heading back to the palace.  It was a beautiful night, and Acrasia seemed keen to lose her virginity in a natural setting like this one.

      Starting with a bath in the Naiad’s spring, which strangely seemed to be empty of said Naiad, James took the opportunity to use his Treatment spell to rid Hrein of the last bit of her undesirable body hair - that which grew under her arms.  The valkyrie didn’t protest, and merely took it in stride, silently blushing at the thought that this made her even slightly more attractive to her husband.

      Not wanting to witness said husband be intimate with and take another wife for the first time, Hrein declared her intention to go for a stroll in the city, ostensibly to keep an eye out for any escaped undead.

      James understood her real motivation, and though it made him feel a little guilty, bade her be careful on her walk, and to come back in an hour or so.

      After the valkyrie left, James turned his attention to his tiny fiancé, and gave her a predatory grin.  Despite the guilt in his heart, there was no denying he was going to enjoy this night.  He just hoped that Hrein would forgive him in time.
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      James silently stalked forward, his eyes locked on his excited prey, and a feral grin playing on his lips.  The tiny fairy was visibly vibrating in place, she was so worked up.  Having wasted no time at all in doffing her dress, she hovered in the air before him, naked as the day she was born.

      “You look… delicious.” the einherjar growled.  A sudden image of placing her tiny body into his mouth and biting down flashed through his mind, causing him to blink in shock.  Where the hell did that come from!? His mind reeled in rejection of the strange thought.  Shaking his head violently, he tried to clear his mind and get back into the proper mood.  As soon as he laid eyes on the sexy little fairy though, a deep voice whispered from the dark recesses of his mind.  The crunch of her bones would be so… satisfying.  Slapping a hand over his mouth, James was horrified at his own stray thoughts.  What is wrong with me!?  He definitely didn’t want to harm the girl in any way.  He honestly felt a great deal of affection for her.  Why the hell am I thinking these things?  Not for the first time, James wondered if his new, bestial body was influencing his instincts and emotions.

      “Is everything okay, Master?” Acrasia asked in a sweet voice, clearly worried by his strange behaviour.

      “It’s fine.” James replied, giving his head another little shake.  “I’m just… overwhelmed with desire for you.” he said, giving the tiny fairy a disarming smile.  While it was technically true, he definitely couldn’t tell her what had been going through his head.

      The little slave’s cute face smiled up at him, obviously happy with his words.  “Shall I change into my larger size, Master?”

      “No.”  James stated forcefully.  “I want to play with you as you are, before getting to the main… dish.”

      Acrasia bit her lip and shivered in anticipation.  She didn’t move or try to escape when his huge hand gently wrapped around her and pulled her up to his face.  She even giggled when he drew her against his snout and inhaled deeply, taking in her flowery scent.

      A silent war was raging inside James’ head.  Something was telling him that this fairy would be the most delicious meal he could ever imagine.  She even smells fantastic. Like lilacs.  he thought to himself.  Thankfully, the majority of his mind and body wanted her in another way.  The way any normal man would want the world’s sexiest woman.  Extending his tongue, he slowly licked her from stem to stern, tasting her entire body.

      Acrasia was a little surprised that her Master wanted to savour her while she was in her normal form.  The feeling of his long tongue gliding over her skin was unlike anything she had imagined.  She was glad it wasn’t rough, like a cat’s tongue, but it was still much longer than her own, relative to their sizes.  The feel of it curling and licking every inch of her had her trembling with desire.  Especially during the long, slow licks between her legs.  I’m glad he’s not slobbering all over me… she thought absentmindedly.  His tongue was wet, which she was grateful for, but not messily so.

      Very slowly, James slid the tiny fairy into his mouth, such that only her head remained past his fangs.  He applied only the gentlest of pressure with his teeth, holding her in place, and sealed his lips around her neck, treating her like a delicate form of candy.  A strange sensation washed through him as he sucked on her body, and explored every mound and crevice with his tongue.  Her life was in the balance, and yet she had no idea how much danger she was in.  The temptation to bite down and devour her was incredible, the feeling of power over her intoxicating.

      Something in the fairy’s psyche was setting off alarms.  Though she trusted her Master implicitly, she all too aware that she was completely helpless and in the mouth of a predator.  Oddly, this mild fear only served to heighten her arousal, causing her to moan softly.  She had never considered such a strange form of sexual play before, but she couldn’t deny she was enjoying it.  The odd mixture of emotions caused a certain moisture to gather between her legs.

      As he sucked on and tasted his fairy slave, he noticed something about her flavour had changed.  It was mildly pleasant but very distinct.

      “Master…” Acrasia moaned, breathing heavily.

      Leaning on his desire to enjoy her in more conventional ways, James pushed back against his more predatory urges and drew the lucky fairy from his mouth.  Releasing his grip, he simply let her lie in his hand for a moment.  The girl was blushing furiously and staring up at him wide eyed.

      “I… is… everything okay, Master?” Acrasia asked sheepishly.

      James nodded slowly.  “Yes.  I enjoyed that.  Did you?”

      “… Yes, Master.” she replied, a little hesitantly.

      “Then we may do that again some time.” he said with a grin.  “But for now, I want you to use your magic to grow.”

      “Yes, Master!” she replied instantly.  Never had she received an order that she was more eager to comply with.  Without further delay, the fairy lit upon the ground and cast her Growth spell.  In an instant, she grew to a whopping 4’ 11”, which still only had the top of hear head barely reaching James’ sternum.

      Sending his clothes to his inventory, James stripped off in the blink of an eye.  His 7’ tall frame towered over the much shorter woman.  Reaching down to grasp her by the chin, he tilted her head back and leaned in to kiss her.  This time it wasn’t a chaste kiss, like when she’d first tried to seduce him.  No, it was a kiss filled with passion and desire.  Though somewhat tender, James wasn’t shy in exploring her lips and mouth with his tongue.

      Acrasia surrendered to his kiss, flicking her own tongue against his, and revelling in the sensation of his claiming of her mouth.  She had never kissed a man like this, or really in any way at all, other than him, though she had dreamt of doing so ever since she was a small child on her mother’s knee.  Sex and love were a massive part of a leannán sídhe’s makeup, after all.  It was what they were.

      James let his large hands begin to explore her body, stopping to grope and feel her small but perky breasts, causing her to moan into his mouth.  Sliding a hand under her ass, he lifted her up with ease, bringing her slender A-Cups in line with his face.  He didn’t hesitate at all to draw her nipples into his mouth, suckling at each in turn, while he groped and fondled the other with his free hand.

      Acrasia could do little other than wrap her arms around his head, and enjoy the mauling for everything it was worth.  His size and strength made her feel helpless in his hands, a feeling which thoroughly aroused her.

      Lifting the squirming woman even higher, he stuffed his face between her legs.  His long and flexible tongue sought out her sensitive folds, and slowly slid between them.  As he licked and tasted her delicate flower, the distinctive flavour from earlier was slowly replaced with a sweet and slippery dew.  She actually tastes like honey… James marvelled.  This could get addictive real fast.  He had to admit, he had never tasted anything as delicious as this fairy’s virgin slit.  I could spend all day just feasting on her…

      A deep groan escaped Acrasia’s throat as her Master’s tongue flicked and tickled her clit.  She had of course played with herself more times than she could count (while being careful not to break her precious hymen), and brought herself to orgasm a nearly equal number of times.  But it never felt anything like this!  The leannán sídhe couldn’t last another moment, her will collapsing before the wave of pleasure that crested and crashed through her entire body.  With a scream that seemed to tear itself from her very soul, Acrasia came harder than she could have ever imagined.

      James grinned against his lover’s pussy, not relenting in the least as he assaulted her most sensitive places with the best kind of tongue lashing.  He’d always enjoyed making a woman cum, believing a man’s measure in bed wasn’t the number of partners he’d had, or the children he’d sired, but the quality of orgasms he’d given them.

      When the fairy was at last exhausted, and had been reduced to a moaning and trembling mess in his hands, James finally lowered her to the ground.  Lying her on her back, James gazed down into her half lidded eyes.  “I am going to take you now.” he told her in a low growl.

      “Yes, Master.  Please claim me.” she sighed.

      The giant man lowered himself over her tiny body, and placed the head of his cock at her entrance.  He knew this was going to hurt her.  Not only was she a virgin (he’d actually managed to lick her hymen with his amazing new tongue), but he was far too large to fit someone of her size.  Seeing his monstrous tool ready to impale the hapless fairy, he was convinced that she’d been wrong in her estimation of his length.  Can’t be over twice her normal size… he argued in his head.  Maybe… just under that? he conceded.

      Reaching down between her legs, Acrasia grasped her Master’s member and bit her lip.  It felt absolutely massive in her small hand.  Lifting her head so that she could get a better look, she stared down at the weapon between her legs.  Can I really take all of that? she wondered, her eyes wide with apprehension.

      Grinning, James gently removed her hand from his penis.  He liked to be in control, especially during moments like this.  Grasping her by the wrist, he moved her hand above her head, then moved the other to join it, before pinning them both with only his left hand.

      Acrasia looked up at him, at first curious, but eventually understanding on an instinctual level.  The is man was in control, and her place was to submit.  Without fully understanding why, the fairy spread her legs further, her body surrendering to his will.

      Looking deep into her eyes, James began to press forward.  The girl’s expression stiffened, and her eyes widened with a sharp gasp, matching the moment the head of his cock spread her lower lips and began to push inside of her.

      A slight whimper escaped her lips as she gazed up at her Master.  His invasion of her body was as painful as it felt inevitable.  The slow, inexorable intrusion of his cock didn’t even stop when it reached her hymen, tearing her tender maidenhood as it pushed ever deeper.

      Another strange emotion welled in James’ heart as he took his slave’s virginity.  Pleasure bloomed inside him as he watched the glittering tears form and streak down her cheeks.  I’m not a sadist… am I?  He had never been before, in his last life.  The idea of causing her pain wasn’t exciting to him… it was more the fact that even though it hurt her, she couldn’t stop him.  That she was his to claim and use as he saw fit.  This realization caused his hard cock to stiffen even more, somehow making her impossibly tight tunnel even tighter.

      Acrasia cried out, trying with all her might to free her hands, to no avail.  She desperately wanted to push him away, to stop the pain.  It wasn’t what she had imagined at all!  As she wriggled and twisted beneath him, she helplessly sought to get out from under him.  But strangely, the one thing she could not do was plead for him to stop.  Somehow her lips could not form those words.  And so, she lay there in agony as his too large shaft stretched her poor pussy beyond its limits.

      James watched in fascination as his slave suffered beneath him.  Her body was his, and he had claimed it, finally bottoming out inside her.  Salty tears ran freely from her eyes, while she sobbed uncontrollably.  He did find it strange that she hadn’t begged him to stop, if it had hurt that much.  She must be incredibly dedicated.  I’ll have to reward her.  he thought.  “Acrasia.  Look at me.”

      Slowly, the girl opened her eyes and gazed up at her Master.  Her vision was blurry from her tears, but she could tell he was smiling.  She tried her best to smile back, despite the pain.  “Yes… Master.” she whined.

      “I want you to remember this moment.  Engrave it on your very soul.  This first moment we were truly one.”

      She wanted to say that there was no way she could ever forget this invasive pain, but then she realized that, somewhere deep down, below the blinding layers of agony, there was a sense of intimacy she’d never experienced.  The more she focussed on that, the more she felt connected to her Master, and the less she resented his violent use of her body.  “Yes… Master.” she said again.

      Gently stroking her cheek and wiping away her tears, James spoke softly to her.  “I need you to know something.  This, your pain right now, is something I will always treasure.”

      He treasures… my pain? the fairy’s face screwed up in confusion.

      “It is proof of your dedication to me, and my ownership of you.  That despite this pain, neither of us stopped until we were completely connected, in the most intimate way possible.” he went on.

      He can really put a romantic spin on things… she thought flippantly.

      “And while it may be unavoidable that you will suffer each time I take you…” he continued, kissing her lightly on the forehead.

      Oh gods, please no!  she cried out in her heart.

      “It won’t be as bad as this time.  After all, you only lose your virginity once.”  His kiss upon her lips was as tender and caring as any he had given any woman before.  “And I will do what I can to help.” Gently brushing his fingers over her lower lips, he cast Treatment.  Healing her while he was still inside would cause the small tears to close and allow her to adjust to his size, as if she were made specifically to receive him.  What surprised him was the amount of Qi he had to spend to heal her completely.  It took no less than three castings to finish the job.  She must have been really badly torn down there. he thought, a little shocked.

      When James cast his spell, Acrasia felt the familiar itchiness spread through her nether region.  While she was glad when the sensation quickly passed, she was even more thankful that the pain was gone as well.  She still felt uncomfortably stuffed, but she might even be able to enjoy the sex now.  “Thank you, Master.” she said, sniffing and giving him a grateful smile.  “Oh!” she gasped as he suddenly started moving.

      Acrasia’s pussy is incredible!  James was astounded at how good the little fairy’s sex felt around him.  He started off slow, not wanting to hurt her again, but was having a lot of difficulty restraining himself.  She could only take about half of his length before she was filled completely, but that didn’t matter.  She was so tight and wet that it felt amazing.

      It wasn’t long and James had settled into a long and slow rhythm, which felt great to both of them.  To add to her pleasure, he had licked his thumb and was using it to rub and pinch her clit while he rode her.  Her moans had quickly changed from those of suffering to those of pleasure, and rather than trying to scoot away, she was thrusting her hips up to meet his on every stroke.

      James was greatly relieved when it proved that she could enjoy their joining as much as he did.  He wanted to make love to this woman as often as possible, without having to feel guilty about it.  “Open your eyes, little one.  There’s one more thing I need to tell you.” he grunted, pushing into her with a little more force.

      Acrasia opened her eyes and gazed up into his.  “What is it… Master?” she asked between groans and gasps.

      “I love you, Acrasia.  I’m glad you’re my wife.”  he stated clearly, but in a soft voice.

      The leannán sídhe’s face scrunched up and tears formed in her eyes once more.  But this time they were tears of joy.  A brilliant smile blossomed on her lips as she shouted her reply.  “I love you too, Master!”

      Unable to hold back any longer, James crushed his face against hers, kissing her fiercely, while driving himself into her as deep as he could.  Acrasia moaned loudly into his mouth as she clung to him tightly; her sex pulsing and squeezing his for all she was worth.

      The pleasure of Acrasia clamping down on him was too much to bear.  Her orgasm pushed him over the edge and into his own.  The beast of a man growled his release, filling the much smaller woman with his potent seed.

      This triggered the leannán sídhe’s natural ability, causing her to cultivate the life force of her partner and his semen.  It was only a small amount, a mere 5 Qi, but to a mortal man of Earth this would have been most dangerous, with multiple sessions likely being deadly.  This being an instinctive act, Acrasia had no control over how the Qi was spent.  Thus the life force naturally Enhanced her Beauty, increasing her ability to attract prey.

      Acrasia groaned as she felt her Master’s seed fill her up, followed by his Qi rushing into her Dantian and then off to… somewhere else within her.  While her mother had explained that leannán sídhe drained the vitality of those they partnered with, she had no fear of harming her Master.  He was simply too powerful.

      “I love you, Acrasia.” James whispered in her ear.  Even though he had just told her so mere moments ago, he felt a need to tell her over and over again.

      The fairy giggled and kissed him on the lips.  “I love you too, Master.” she replied once more.  When the hulking man moved off her, the feeling of his member being withdrawn from inside her left the girl with an almost empty feeling.  He wasn’t even fully out when she began to crave the feeling of him filling her up again.  Only the sensation of his thick, hot seed leaking from her pussy seemed to put her mind at ease at all.

      James smiled as he looked down at the woman lying spread eagle on the mossy earth.  His white cum flowed freely from her most private of places, running down between her ass cheeks.  Interesting.  I never used to like the ‘mess’ of it, but now it thrills me to see her like this.  I seem to be changing in a lot of ways.  he mused.

      Acrasia opened her eyes, having been revelling in the feeling of her leakage, and gazed up at her Master.  Her silver eyes drifted slowly down from his bestial face, to his broad chest, and finally came to rest on his half-erect member.  The signs of their lovemaking clung to his soft skin, and the sight of it filled her with hunger.  Only the hints of virginal blood, mixed in their combined juices, kept her from flinging herself at him and taking him in her mouth.

      James noticed the look in the fairy’s eyes, and grinned to himself.  He wasn’t done with her yet.  Using his Inventory trick, he cleaned himself off, and gave her a smirk.  “Normally I’d have you clean me with your mouth, but since it was your first time, I’ve decided to help you out.”

      Acrasia licked her lips and stared at his now clean member.  Though she lamented the loss of such a delicious treat, she might yet be allowed another.  If I beg properly, he may let me… she silently hoped.  Climbing to her knees, and taking care to expose herself as instructed, she looked up at him.  “Please, Master?  May I suck your cock anyway?”

      James laughed.  He was going to have a lot of fun with this one.  “Oh yes, definitely.”

      The words were no sooner out of his mouth and the short woman launched herself at him, rubbing her face against his cock and moaning.

      “Mind the rules.” he warned her with a stern voice.

      “Rules, Master?”  his words confused her a little.  They’d never discussed rules for something like this.

      “First, you are never allowed to use your hands unless I give you explicit permission for that moment only.” he informed her.

      “Okay, Master.” she smiled up at him, his penis resting on her cheek.

      “Second, you will always swallow my cum.  The only exception is if I tell you to feed it to your sister.” he went on.

      Acrasia nodded emphatically.  “I swear, Master.  I would never waste your seed like that!”

      “Good.  Third, you will never rush or be rough in your service of me.  I dislike crass women, and I prefer to be pleased in a slow and sensual manner.  It is an act of worship, and should be treated as such.” James explained.

      “Yes, Master.” she replied solemnly.  She would take these rules to heart and treat them seriously.

      “Fourth, you will always be clean and proper about yourself and your service.  I do not like messes, and if you are making one while servicing me, you risk wasting what I give you. If even the smallest drop leaks, you are to lick it up from wherever it falls.  Understood?” James warned his slave.

      “Yes, Master!” she shouted in response.

      “Good.  Lastly, you are responsible for cleaning anything I leave on or in your sister slave.  Likewise, she will be responsible for anything I leave on or in you.  Again, you may only use your mouth, and every drop must be swallowed.” the einherjar made his final rule clear.

      Acrasia swallowed hard.  She’d entertained thoughts of playing with other women, but it wasn’t really exciting to her.  Now though, she found herself eager to try it out.  She doubted the valkyrie would enjoy it much, but was certain she would follower her Master’s orders.  “Does Hrein know about these rules?” she asked, wondering if they’d had such a conversation when she wasn’t around.

      “Not yet.  I’ll leave it to you to explain to her.  While Hrein is my First Wife, I understand that when it comes to sex, you are by far the more eager one.” James grinned at the fairy.  “So it will be your job to explain my rules and tastes to her, but then follow her direction thereafter.”

      Acrasia nodded, causing her face to rub up and down against his cock.  “Yes, Master.  May I begin?”

      “You may.” he growled, watching her gently take his tip into her mouth.  Her lips felt heavenly on his shaft, so soft and moist it was almost unimaginable.  As she slowly worked his penis in and out of her mouth, he quickly realized that she couldn’t take it very far.  He considered forcing her to try and deep throat, but decided against it.  As he mentioned before, he preferred a sensual act of worship over a crass throat-fucking any day of the week.

      Though she had never been touched a man before James, Acrasia had a basic idea of what she was supposed to do.  Many of the nymphs were only too happy to regale her with tales of their exploits, including detailed descriptions of their favourite techniques for pleasing men.  Thus she worked hard to stimulate her Master, constantly probing and licking with her tongue, while applying perfect suction with her lips; drawing them over the ridge of his head with each stroke.  At first she was a little surprised that her Master had instructed her to go slow, but quickly realized this would allow him to prolong his pleasure, and have a gradual build up before his release.

      “You’re doing a great job, my beautiful slave.” James complimented his fairy lover.

      “Mmm.” Acrasia hummed her reply.  Though it might be considered rude not to address him properly, she felt it was smarter to continue pleasing him without interruption.  As it turned out, she was correct in her assumption.

      Due to their height difference, James had to crouch down slightly, so that the kneeling slave could reach his manhood.  Though it was a somewhat uncomfortable position to stand in, the sight of her servicing him was well worth it.  Besides, any distraction might help me make this last longer… he chuckled to himself.

      It wasn’t long before Acrasia’s jaw began to ache, unaccustomed to having to accommodate such a large piece of meat for any length of time.  Despite this, she was enjoying herself, however.  She had sneakily slipped a finger inside her own sopping pussy, and was using her other hand to toy with her clit.  Beyond that, she was making sure to swallow frequently.  Not only did she not want to make a mess against her Master’s orders, she didn’t want her own saliva diluting the taste of his pre-cum on her tongue.

      “I imagine your jaw has begun to ache about now, has it?” James asked, watching her intensely.  “Blink if I am correct.”

      Acrasia slowly blinked her eyes, confirming his intuition.

      “I do not wish to be cruel, so I will point out that you needn’t suffer.  It is perfectly possible for you to cast Heal on your jaw, just by concentrating.  You don’t need to touch it with your hand, as I know they are both busy.” he told her with a playful wink.

      Acrasia blushed prettily at being caught, but followed his suggestion and gained instant relief.

      “I don’t want you to use that method too often, though.” James went on.  “It’s important that you gain some endurance, and you won’t if you coddle yourself too much.  It’s equally important that you learn to please me, even if it means you suffer.”

      Yes, Master!  she shouted in her head.  This is certainly the proper way to serve as a slave. she decided.  Once again she slowly blinked her pretty eyes, communicating her compliance to her Master without interrupting her service.

      Her absolute devotion and obedience were as thrilling to James as the exceptional talent she displayed with her mouth.  Knowing he couldn’t hold on much longer, he reached out and gently caressed her delicately pointed ears, while staring into her lovely silver eyes.

      Acrasia felt her Master’s cock stiffen and twitch in her mouth a split second before he painted her tongue with his bitter seed.  For years she had longed to taste a man’s cum, and now she was finally having her mouth filled by the man who owned her.  She was hesitant to swallow at first, not wanting to cut the experience short, but he continued to spurt more and more semen into her mouth.  Letting it coat her tongue before sliding down her throat, the consistency reminded her of egg whites, and the taste… well, she knew some women complained about it, but she craved her Master’s seed, no matter what it tasted like.  She would swallow every drop she could get.

      Just like when they had made love, Acrasia’s heritage kicked in, and she cultivated the Qi from her partner and his seed.  It didn’t seem to matter where he came inside her, only that he did.

      James waited for Acrasia to finish sucking his cock, but even when it became clear that he was spent, she continued to suckle his member lovingly.  “What a perfect slave.” he muttered, gently caressing her cheek as he admired her beauty.

      This caused the fairy to smile around the shaft in her mouth, and redouble her efforts to please him.

      “Enough!  Enough.” James laughed and slowly pulled his manhood from her mouth, her lips making a soft popping sound when it was released.  “That was splendid, Acrasia.  But surely you knew I was finished?”

      Acrasia grinned like the cat that got the canary.  “But Master, I would never presume to stop pleasuring you, unless you ordered me to do so.  You might want to keep using my mouth, after all, and it is your right to use your slave as you see fit.”

      James chuckled at the sly little fairy.  “You have a point.  You should definitely maintain that attitude.” Bending down, he kissed the top of her head.  Is it just me, or does she get more beautiful every time I’m intimate with her?  Stealthily checking her Status Screen, he confirmed that it wasn’t his imagination.  Guess I should be careful around her if I am low on Qi. he made a silent note to himself.

      “Thank you, Master.  I really enjoyed that.” Acrasia glanced up at him shyly.

      “Did you, now?” James asked, taking a seat next to her on the ground.

      The fairy nodded emphatically.  “I am a very sensual creature, Master.  That’s why I am always wet for you…” she stated with a wink.

      “I see.”  James grinned.  She was even naughtier than he could have hoped.  “And this doesn’t embarrass you?  Hrein would never have been able to say that, without turning as red as a tomato.”

      Acrasia bit her lip.  “Do you think it’s shameful, Master?  Do I embarrass you?” she asked with a worried look on her face.

      “Not at all.  I wouldn’t want you acting that way with other men, but so long as everyone understands that you are mine alone, well… then I just think it’s fun.” her reassured her.

      The fairy shook her head so hard, James thought she might hurt herself.  “Never, Master!  I’ll never let another man touch me.  You OWN me.  Mind and body, heart and soul.  I am all yours, for all time, Master.”

      James was deeply touched by her declaration, and wasn’t sure what to say in response.  “I… I love you, Acrasia.  I swear I will always treasure you, and never let you go.”

      The love-struck fairy beamed happily up at her Master.  “Thank you, Master.  That makes me very happy to hear.”

      “Hmm.”  James thought for a moment, scratching at his beard as he was wont to do when pondering something.  “You really like to flaunt your status as my slave, don’t you?”

      Acrasia blushed, but nodded again.  “There is a lot of honour in serving you, Master.  You’re a hero to my people, so even if I would have been more famous if I had enslaved you, people won’t look down on me for it being the other way around.”

      James watched as she worried her lip, wondering if there was something more she wanted to add.  Sure enough, she continued after a moment, but in a smaller voice.

      “… and… it really makes me happy.  Being your slave.” she admitted.

      James gave her a brilliant smile.  It was honestly a bit of a relief that she didn’t resent her position.

      “You like everyone knowing you are my little sex slave, eh?” he growled, teasing her.

      The fairy blushed and squirmed in her seat, clearly aroused by his words.  Finally she bit her lip and nodded.

      “Good.  Let’s make it a bit more obvious then, shall we?” he smirked.

      Acrasia gave him a wary look, and hesitantly asked what he meant.

      “Go get me your dress.” he ordered.

      The fae woman promptly obeyed the command and stood to fetch her tiny dress.  Because she had removed it prior to casting her spell, it remained small enough to fit in the palm of her hand.  Handing it over, she watched him carefully, wondering what he would do with it.

      “I’d contemplated destroying this,” he began, which caused a look of surprise to flash on her face.  “but there may be times when you have to be dressed, for one reason or another.”

      “Be… dressed?” his statement didn’t make a lot of sense.  She was dressed most of the time, not the other way around.

      James nodded, and sent the tiny article of clothing to his inventory.  “From now on, unless circumstances demand it, you will be naked.  The only thing you are permitted to wear is my collar.” he stated, giving her a feral grin.

      Acrasia gasped, utterly shocked at his declaration.

      “Of course, if you are cold and require clothing or something along those lines, you must tell me.” James stated, giving her a serious look before smiling at her again.  “But otherwise you will always be naked and ready to serve as my little sex slave.”

      The leannán sídhe was so astonished by his command that she literally stumbled and fell on her ass.  Just picturing him forcing her to fly around naked had her incredibly wet, but his next words nearly gave her an orgasm on the spot.

      “I’m going to see about having a fine chain made.  One that I can use as a leash.  If I can find a skilled enough craftsman, I will have a tiny ring made and have your clit pierced with it.  That way your pussy is only ever a tug away.” James watched her expression carefully as he outlined his plans.  He wanted to know what made this little fairy tick, so that he could hit all of the right boxes with her.

      Acrasia seemed to be having trouble breathing, she was so turned on.  “Leashed… by my… pussy…”  No matter how hard she tried, she could not think of a more erotic image than the one that evoked in her mind.  She would be marked as his personal sex toy, for all to see.  A low groan escaped her lips as she began to shake.  Crawling to her knees, she bowed her head before the man who owned her.  “Please… Master!”

      James laughed at her reaction.  Seems I’m on the right track… “I’ll see what I can do.” he promised her.  “In the mean time, you will serve in another way.”

      Acrasia didn’t even look up, she was so lost in her thoughts.  “Yes, Master.” she muttered.

      Gently placing a finger under her chin, James lifted her face until she met his eyes.  “I wear a kilt for a reason, you know.”

      Acrasia blinked, not understanding.  “Master?”

      James couldn’t help but grin.  He thought it was a delightfully dirty idea.  “That is where you will be, unless you have other tasks to see to.”

      “Be…?” she tilted her head, as the meaning slowly dawned on her.  “In your kilt?” she asked, her eyebrows slowly rising.

      “That’s right.  All day, every day.  You will be clinging to me beneath my kilt, pleasing me to the best of your ability.” he clarified.

      “Ah… uh… Master?” she stammered.

      “I realize that you won’t be able to swallow it all, should I cum from your ministrations, but you will do your best to eat as much as possible.  In this instance only, shall you be forgiven if any makes it to the ground.  Of course, you must endeavour to catch as much as you can on your naked body each time.  Be careful not to foul your wings, however, since you will then have to fly to Hrein and have her suck and lick you clean.” he explained.

      Acrasia pictured her slender body thoroughly covered in her Master’s sticky white cream, and the image made her mouth water in anticipation.  When I’m small, I should be able to get my tongue right inside the hole at the end of his cock…  she immediately started planning all the ways she would tease her Master as he went about his days.

      James, on the other hand, looked forward to his days of being pleasured and practicing his discipline.  It would be interesting to see how much he could resist, but he wasn’t worried.  Thanks to his Lion’s Refractory, he could smother his tiny slave in jism more than twice an hour, and never feel over stimulated.  Thank you, Lady Hel. he thought with a chuckle.
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      Hrein leaned against a large oak tree, keeping herself hidden from her companions.  She had arrived back at the glade rather early, and despite a big part of her not wanting to see James with another woman, her curiosity got the better of her.  What surprised her more than the acts themselves though, was what they were talking about at the end.  Not only did her Master plan to have her ‘participate’ with another woman, but the things he wanted her to do were absolutely filthy.  And he wants me to do that in public…!?

      Hrein shook her head.  If he ordered her to do those… things, she would have no choice but to obey.  And of course she absolutely refused to admit that even imagining such acts had her heart beating fast, and caused a definite warmth to bloom between her legs.  Her hand had definitely not begun to creep into her skirt as she listened to her Master speak of his plans.

      Over an hour later, it seemed that James and Acrasia were finished with their ‘playtime’, and subsequent conversation.  Deciding that it was safe to approach, Hrein left her hiding spot and walked up to her companions.  “Greetings, Master.  Sister.” she stated stiffly, trying to hide how flustered she was.

      James grinned and looked up at her from his seated position on the ground.  “I was wondering when you would join us.”

      Hrein nodded, but gave no hint that she had been watching.  “I seem to have found the right time to return.”

      “Indeed.” James purred.  He was well aware of the valkyrie’s arrival, even if she didn’t know that.  For a moment he contemplated calling her out on her voyeurism, but decided he didn’t need to out her to Acrasia just yet.  Instead, he’d tease her… just a little.

      Hrein took a seat next to James, and almost immediately felt his hot breath on her ear.

      “Just so you know… I have an excellent sense of smell.” he whispered.

      The valkyrie went stock still, her cheeks colouring in the pale moonlight.  Before she could say a word in reply, he gently chucked her chin and turned her head to face him.  His soft lips pressed against hers, and before she knew it, she was meeting him in a kiss.  When the kiss finally broke, James wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close.

      “Welcome back, Hrein.” Acrasia said, yawning and stretching out on the moss.

      “We’re going to sleep out here tonight, if that’s all right with you?” James asked his first wife.

      Hrein briefly considered pointing out that they were both naked, and in a public area, but she realized they didn’t care.  It is a Dryad grove, I suppose.  Those lusty fae will have nary a  problem with it.  With a sigh, she simply replied “Yea, Master.” and quietly hoped he wouldn’t demand that she strip as well.

      Sensing her discomfort at their immodesty, James lay down and pulled her tight against his side.  Scooping up the tiny fae, who had returned to her normal size by that point, James placed Acrasia on his chest, and then wrapped them all up in his wings.  No one outside would be able to see much of anything, and he would keep them safe from the cool night air.  “Goodnight, my loves.” he whispered.

      “”Goodnight, Master.”” the ladies responded, each in a tender voice.

      Hrein lay next to James with her head resting on his shoulder.  Her left hand was resting on his muscular chest, and her fingers were stroking the soft fur growing there.  Even with all of her doubts, she had to admit to herself that right there, in that moment, she was happy.  She felt relaxed and safe… and loved.  Really, what more could I ask for?  Closing her eyes, the valkyrie silently thanked the goddess Hel for her lot in life, before drifting off to sleep.
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      Hello everyone, and thank you for reading the first volume of The Einherjar.  I truly hope you enjoyed your foray into my fantasy world as much as I enjoyed writing about it.  I’m ready to start plugging away at Volume 2, so please look forward to that coming out soon.

      A little known secret is that this was not my first novel.  That said, I do believe I’ve done a much better job this time, so I will continue on with this series.  Sadly, my other book, Autumn’s Fall, is no longer available for purchase.  If this book series does well, I may revisit the previous one, revamp it, and consider publishing it.  It would need some serious work, though.

      Now, I fully expect that a large number of you will take issue with one aspect of this book or another.  There are several contentious subjects and themes in this book, and the main character has a LOT of controversial viewpoints.  Please don’t make the mistake of thinking I personally believe everything that he or other characters say, nor do I condone all of their actions.  It is a fantasy novel.  A work of fiction.  I wanted to create realistically flawed characters with conflicting feelings and desires, as well as understandable ones.  I’m so tired of preachy, perfect heroes and faceless bland heroines, especially in the Harem genre.  Thus I created a character who would do the wrong thing occasionally, and even for the wrong reasons.  Not stupid reasons, but morally unacceptable ones.  I did this because I believe human beings do so as often as not.  If this ruined your enjoyment of the book, then I am sorry to hear that, and I would point you to the many other authors in the genre.  There are plenty who write works that are “safe”.  Mine are not, nor will they ever be.

      With all of that said, if you are as unusual as I am and enjoyed my work, please let me know with a review.  If not, feel free to move on and never read one of my books again.  I won’t be offended.  Trust me.

      The next section is for you gamers out there who love stats as much as I do.  I’ll include the character sheets of James and his ladies at the end of each book, with the stats they had at the end of the volume.  I was tempted to have the sheets appear more often throughout the book, but felt there might be a lot of people out there who would be turned off by that.  If you want to see more stats portrayed in the story, please let me know in your reviews.  I’ll also include the stat descriptions at the end of each book, for easy reference.

      And so, I will leave you with that.  Until next time,

      

      J.L. Harrie
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      Master Ring:  Soul bound.  Wearers of the matching Slave Collars must obey any command given by the bearer of the Master Ring.

      

      Slaves:  Acrasia, Hrein.
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      Slave Collar:  Adamantine.  Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey.  Soul bound.  Can only be removed by destruction of the soul.  D-Ring:  Orichalcum.  Anchor for a leash or other binding.
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      Slave Collar:  Black leather.  Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey.  Soul bound.  Can only be removed by destruction of the soul.  D-Ring:  Silver.  Anchor for a leash or other binding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STAT DESCRIPTIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Strength:  This Stat represents the maximum weight (in pounds) the user can lift over their head.  The user can deadlift (lift up to their waist) double this value.

      

      Endurance:  This Stat represents how long (in seconds) the user can maintain maximum effort, such as running at full speed or lifting their max weight.  It also represents how long (in minutes) the user can ‘bleed out’ before they die.

      

      Aim:  This Stat represents, as a percentage, the odds of the user hitting a stationary, one foot diameter target at a given weapon’s maximum effective range under normal conditions and assuming a standard level of proficiency.  It also affects the user’s eye-hand coordination and manual dexterity.

      

      Agility:  This Stat affects the user’s balance and reaction time.  As a numeric value, it is scaled against an attacker’s Aim, as the user’s ability to dodge or parry attacks.

      

      Speed:  This Stat represents the maximum speed (in miles per hour) the user can run.  The user can maintain half of this value over long distances.  Users with Flight can maintain their full speed over long distances.

      

      Intelligence:  This Stat is the user’s intelligence quotient (IQ).

      

      Charisma:  This Stat measures (as a percentage) the user’s chance of persuading a random person to agree to something.  This would be adjusted by logic, incentives, attraction, relationship to the listener, etc.

      

      Beauty:  This Stat measures (as a percentage) how closely the user’s physical features approach their race’s ideals of physical perfection.  Of course beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and different races and cultures might measure a person’s beauty by entirely different standards.

      

      Qi Pool:  This Stat measures the capacity of the user’s Dantian.  The unrefined Qi stored within can be used to cast spells.  Without effort (such as meditation), the user’s Qi Pool will fully refill in 24 hours, assuming normal rest and diet.  This means it refills at a rate of roughly 4% per hour or 1% per fifteen minutes.  Meditation fills the Qi Pool at twice the normal rate, or three times the normal rate when in a Qi dense area.

      

      Luck:  This Stat represents (as a percentage) the chance of events having a positive outcome for the user, unadjusted for other factors.  This Stat cannot be permanently Enhanced with Qi.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LINKS

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello all!  If you truly enjoyed this story, and wish to have some place to talk about it, by all means, please join my Discord server.  This is the place where my fans can chat about my books, as well as receive updates from me, and post fan art of their favourite characters.

      

      https://discord.gg/7rYNhQ2yNu

      

      Now, if you are interested in even MORE content than is published in my books, you can certainly become a Patreon supporter of mine.  Depending on the tier you choose,  you will get access to things like clean cover art, and even NSFW versions.

      

      https://patreon.com/JLHarrie_Patreon

      

      Another way to stay abreast of any updates I post would be to follow me on Facebook.  Liking my page and sharing it with friends on social media is also a great way to promote my work, and make it easier for me to commit to writing full time.

      

      https://www.facebook.com/JLHarrie

      

      I would also like to draw your attention (see what I did there?) to the artist which does the incredible cover art for my books, and also provides the NSFW versions for my Patreon subscribers.  And let’s be real - his art is the reason most of you picked up my book in the first place.  His name is Yanai, and it would be great if you checked out his Deviant Art page.  Give him lots of support, and hire him for commissions if you want some quality work done.

      

      https://www.deviantart.com/yanai-draws

      

      Lastly, this is where I’ll mention other authors and groups that I think my readers might be interested in.  If you’re a fan of the Harem genre, by all means, check them out.

      

      Cassius Lange - I particularly enjoy his Manaborn series, and it was one of the first western Cultivation novels that I’d read.

      

      https://www.amazon.com/stores/Cassius-Lange/author/B095VFL8JN

      

      Facebook groups - These are communities of thousands of Harem readers, and are great places to find info on other authors you might like.  The top ones I’ve found are:

      

      Harem Gamelit:

      

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit/

      

      Monster Girl Fiction:

      

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction

      

      Harem Lit:

      

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

      

      Harem Lit Readers:

      

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks
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