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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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CHAPTER 1


Golden sunlight filtered down through the canopy of ancient oaks surrounding the peaceful glade. The slowly moving beams dappled the mossy forest floor as they crept up on the sleeping party. As happened all too often, one particularly mischievous shaft of light slowly worked its way up James’ cheek, until it was focused directly on his closed eye. Even through his shut eyelid, the brilliant warmth was enough to disturb his slumber, causing the einherjar to groan in irritation.

Trying to roll over and avoid the troublesome morning light, James was soon reminded that he had wrapped his lovers in his massive black wings the night before, and pulled them close. Now one of those large leathery appendages was trapped under his first wife, Hrein.

Reluctantly opening his emerald green eyes, he gazed down at the lovely blonde valkyrie. Her hair was a bit of a mess from sleeping on his shoulder, but it was still tied back in her signature ponytail… mostly. His mind wandered back to the first time he’d seen her. He had been surprised by how tall the statuesque woman was, standing at an even 6 feet. Now that he was a brawny 7 foot tall monster of a man, she seemed almost short in comparison.

As if his gaze alone was enough to wake the warrior woman, Hrein stirred and opened her steel blue eyes, gazing back at her husband. “Good morning, Master.” she muttered, trying to stifle a yawn.

James’ eyes drifted down to the adamantine collar that encircled her neck. Nothing he knew of could destroy the magical device which marked her as his eternal slave. “Good morning, my love. Did you sleep well?” he asked, greeting her with a warm smile.

Hrein nodded slightly and hugged him tight, rubbing her cheek against his furry chest. The striped fur was soft, and the girls seemed to take comfort in stroking it. If he were honest about it, he’d admit that he really liked the black and green pattern, feeling it went well with the colour of his charcoal grey skin.

“Good morning, Master!” a second, more high pitched voice chirped from somewhere near his stomach.

The einherjar’s gaze shifted to his second wife, taking in the view of her tiny naked body. Kneeling on his well defined abs was the prettiest fairy he’d ever seen, and he’d seen quite a few since becoming a knight in the Seelie Court. “Good morning, Acrasia.” he said with a chuckle. It didn’t matter what time of day it was, or what the situation, the 6 inch tall leannán sídhe was always in a peppy and cheerful mood.

Acrasia’s beautiful silver eyes sparkled in the morning light as she smiled up at her Master. Her fingers unconsciously going to the soft leather collar around her throat, she was reminded of the day she had failed to enslave the bestial man before her, and became his slave instead. It was one mistake she would never regret. She truly loved the man she called Master, even if he had the face of a sabre-toothed tiger. His somewhat wild mane of black hair was a favourite of hers to tug at and play with; his goatee and moustache being too short for pranks.

Carefully snatching her in his large hand, James brought her closer to his face, and used what he called his Inventory Trick to send all of the grime on her body away, cleaning her up after the previous night’s lovemaking. The tiny fairy giggled as he brought her to his lips and planted a kiss on her that covered her whole face.

Brushing her long golden locks behind a delicately pointed ear, Acrasia returned his kiss, placing a light peck on his lower lip. She knew that he loved her just as much as she loved him; he showed it in many ways each day, after all. Like how he was holding her right now, being oh so careful not to damage her fragile gossamer wings.

Hrein watched as the other two kissed, a small pout forming on her lips. He should have kissed me first. the serious minded valkyrie grumbled in her head. Fluttering her snow white wings in agitation, she leaned in closer, hoping the man would notice her feelings.

James chuckled, seeing the petulant valkyrie’s behaviour, and turned his head to kiss her too. Leaning in a little further, he whispered in her ear after the kiss broke. “I love you, my Chooser.”

Hrein’s cheeks darkened slightly as she whispered her response. “I love thee as well, Master.” Her mind went to the title he had used, though. As a valkyrie, she was a Chooser of the Slain. Now that she was no longer in the service of the gods, but instead the slave of Hel’s Champion, did that title still apply? If I am his Chooser, what is it that I should be choosing?

Unaware of his taller slave’s internal dilemma, James gave her a gentle hug, then climbed to his feet and stretched. “I doubt today will be as busy as days past, but we still can’t spend the day relaxing, unfortunately. I’m sure Queen Titania will want to see us, and there are a number of issues we can address.”

“She may reward you today, Master!” Acrasia squeaked happily as she hovered in front of him.

James nodded as he summoned his black great kilt from his inventory. “She just might. I know it was on her mind. She mentioned yesterday that it had to be addressed.” Looking over his shoulder at the valkyrie still seated on the ground, he noticed that she seemed lost in thought. “Is everything all right, Hrein?”

“Hmm? Yea, I am fine, Master.” she replied, blinking away whatever had been bothering her. “Dost thou desire help with thy clothing, Master?” she asked, standing up.

“Please.” he nodded, passing her the bundle of cloth and the belt. As he did, he took the chance to cast Lucky Charm on himself, before her forgot to do so. Glancing at Hrein, he was curious what was on her mind, but he decided to leave it be for now.

The valkyrie quietly dressed her Master, pushing away her thoughts from earlier. It was something she would need to think about, but now wasn’t the time.

When at last she had buckled the belt around his waist, James thanked his first wife with a peck on the cheek, and set off to visit the queen. Titania would likely be up already, and having breakfast. There was a lot to discuss with her, and James hoped to resolve a number of issues while they had some time to breathe.

The city of Elphyne was coming to life as the small party passed through the streets. It wasn’t like human cities, where vendors would open stalls and start calling out to customers. Instead, it was nymphs bathing in pools, cait-sìth lazing in the morning sun, and pixies zipping through the air, racing about like flocks of humming birds. Not that humming birds form flocks… I don’t think they do, at least. James wondered about that.

“Master?” Acrasia piped up from beside him. She was currently flying around, keeping her eyes peeled for her friend Tam.

“Hmm? What is it, my pet?” James asked, pulled from his idle musings by the energetic fae.

“Your pet? I like that, Master! Please call me ‘your pet’ from now on!” she squealed in delight while bobbing in the air.

James chuckled. “I’ll try to remember that. But what did you want? You seemed like you had a question?” It was sometimes difficult to keep the fairy on task, but the einherjar didn’t mind that much.

“Oh! Right! I was thinking about the elves. Do you think they will be okay, Master?” she asked, a worried look appearing on her highly expressive face. She was definitely no master at hiding her thoughts and emotions.

James tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

“Well,” she started, rubbing her hands together “there are so few of them now, right? Will they be able to open their shops and stuff?”

James took a moment to ponder her question. Despite her airhead tendencies, the tiny fairy could be surprisingly insightful at times. “I think… they will need help.” he stated after due consideration. Looks like recruiting immigrants is an even higher priority than I had initially thought. he realized.

Hrein frowned, but agreed with her Master in his assessment. “How wilt thou acquire the help they require, Master?”

James glanced at the valkyrie and noted that she’d immediately assumed it was his problem to solve, not the queen’s. At least she seems confident that I can solve it… “Hmm. The best option would be to convince some of the elves in the north to immigrate here, but that is a long trip and I don’t know the way.”

Hrein nodded slowly, and had a thoughtful look on her face. “That would likely be for the best. But what other options art thou considering, Master?”

Hel’s Champion frowned. There weren’t any other great options, as far as he was concerned. Unfortunately, as a Knight of the Seelie Court, he couldn’t just abandon the elves or their sector of the city. “I would like to learn more of the Beast tribe. Are they nomadic by choice, or are they looking for a new home? Are their beliefs and customs compatible with those of the elves and the fae, or are they a hostile force?”

Both James and Hrein looked to Acrasia, thinking she might know something. She was the only one among them who had called this place home for any length of time. “Umm…” the naked fairy bit her lip in thought.

Before she could answer a feminine feline voice called out to her. “Acrasia! Where are your clothes!?”

“Tam!” the energetic sprite zipped across the street to greet her friend.

James gave the bipedal cat a wry smile and a wave, which she returned with a wave of her paw. I still want to pet that fluffy black fur of hers. he thought to himself. That little white patch on her chest is especially adorable. Other than being the size of a beagle, she looked like a regular house cat walking on her back legs.

Tam huffed in exasperation. “Answer the question, Acrasia! Why are you naked?”

The blonde fairy glowered at her best friend and crossed her arms over her chest. “Why are you!?”

“I’m a cait-sìth! I have fur!” she hissed.

“So? I am Master’s pet! He said so! And pets don’t wear clothes!” Acrasia argued.

James quirked a brow at her explanation. That’s… not quite how those conversations went… Sighing, he just shook his head and didn’t bother to interrupt.

Tam yowled and stomped her foot, which unsurprisingly didn’t make a sound. “Other pixies wear clothes!”

“I’m not a pixie any more! I’m a leannán sídhe!” Acrasia corrected her loudly.

“Ugh.” the cait-sìth groaned and put her face in her paws. “This is a sexual thing, isn’t it?”

Acrasia had the decency to blush when she mumbled. “Maybe…”

Her best friend just shook her head and sighed. “So long as you are happy…”

“I am!” Acrasia cheered, pumping her fist in the air. “I’m so happy with Master! I love him so much!”

Tam gave her friend an incredulous look, but then just shook her head and gave her a soft smile. “Okay. I believe you.”

“Yay! You’re the best!” the fairy yelled, tackling her friend and hugging her about the neck.

Eventually the other two crossed the street to collect their wayward fairy. “Good morning, Tam. I’m sorry to interrupt, but we are on our way to visit the queen.” James stated as they approached.

“Good morning, Sir James.” Tam replied with a slight bow. “I’m glad to see all of you are all right.”

James nodded and looked over at Acrasia. He had known that she was looking for something this morning, what with her buzzing about so energetically. When they had encountered Tam, it became clear to him what she was doing. She clearly wanted to flaunt her nudity to the cait-sìth. The naughty girl… he chuckled in his head. An evil grin split his lips as he addressed his tiny slave. “Don’t you have somewhere to be, pet?”

His emphasis on the word ‘pet’ thrilled Acrasia for a moment, and then she turned bright red as understanding dawned on her. Bowing her head, she slowly began to fly lower, until she was only about a foot off the ground. “Yes, Master.” While her best friend watched, Acrasia flew up under her Master’s kilt and remained there.

James felt the fairy cling to him beneath his clothes and begin her work. A shiver of pleasure passed through him before he schooled his features and nodded to her astounded friend. “Have a good day, Tam.” he said clearly, not allowing his voice to waver. Walking away with Acrasia between his legs certainly felt odd, but it was something he was willing to get used to.

Tam watched the small group leave, her face a mask of astonishment. It didn’t take much imagination to understand what her naked friend must be doing underneath her Master’s kilt. The poor cait-sìth felt her cheeks grow hot as she stood there like a statue, unable to move until James and his companions were long out of view.


CHAPTER 2


James soon found that his step was a bit quicker than normal as he approached the palace. While his intention had initially been to meet with the queen for breakfast, Acrasia’s eager attentions quickly changed his mind. The feeling of her tiny, yet soft naked body clinging to his manhood was one thing, but what she was doing with her mouth was quite another. It seemed she had discovered that her tongue was just about the right size to fit neatly into his urethra, and she was probing that hole for all she was worth.

Hrein was slightly confused when James led them to the south wing, instead of the north, where the queen resided. Despite this, she didn’t give voice to her questions, simply waiting to see what her Master had in mind. When they stopped in front of their own chambers, she thought she might have some idea. This slowly dawning realization was enough to make the inexperienced woman blush more than a little.

The einherjar was doing his best not to shake as he reached for the doorknob. The little fairy had him on the edge, and had kept him there for half his walk through town. It was taking everything he had not to blow his load before they even got to their room. Stepping inside, he held the door open and ushered Hrein in after him, before closing the door and bolting it. With quick strides, he moved across the room and sat down on the bed, taking a deep breath.

Hrein watched her Master carefully and noted how much of a rush he seemed to be in. Though she couldn’t be sure, she suspected it had something to do with what her sister slave was doing under his kilt. Unsure what to do with herself, as things were likely going to become openly intimate between the other two very soon, the valkyrie stood against the wall and worried her lip while clasping her hands together.

James glanced over at the nervous young woman and gave her a command. “Hrein. Strip. Remove your clothes and kneel at my feet.” Though it was incredibly pleasurable, he hadn’t thought through his earlier commands to Acrasia. He had told her the night before that when she performed as she was now, it was inevitable that she would become doused in his seed. In that event, she was to have her sister slave, Hrein, lick her clean afterwards. That was all fine and dandy in James’ opinion, and he was really looking forward to seeing such an act… but not yet. He had realized on the trip to the palace that he wanted the valkyrie’s first taste of a man’s cum to be directly from him. As she had yet to use her mouth to serve him in that manner, he wasn’t ready for her to clean Acrasia like that. That said, it wouldn’t be right to deny Acrasia her prize, after working so hard to get it.

Hrein’s eyes went wide at her Master’s command. It quickly became apparent that he intended to include her in whatever sexual games he had planned. Unable to disobey an order, she hesitantly began to do as she was told, and peeled off her clothing one item at a time. As his wife, she had fully expected to perform her duties in bed and provide him with an heir, but this was beyond the pale. Such acts were meant to be performed in the dark of night, and without an audience.

“Acrasia.” James called out to his hard working slave.

“Yes, Master?” she replied, her high pitched voice muffled by the thick layer of cloth she was under.

“I am altering your orders for this time only. Do you understand?” The einherjar spoke in a rough voice, clearly nearing the limit of his control.

“What do you mean, Master?” Acrasia asked, and shifted the focus of her attention. She had successfully pulled back his foreskin, exposing the purple head of his cock completely. Rather than focus solely on the tip, she took to kissing and licking the edge around the mushroom head.

Though her new actions felt damn good, it wasn’t as intense as her previous technique had been, so James was able to form a coherent sentence a little easier. “I am going to cum soon.” he stated. “But Hrein will not clean you this time. Instead, I want you to hover nearby and let us watch as you clean yourself, eating as much as you can.”

“Yes, Master.” the fairy mumbled, not taking her soft lips from his cock. The attentive slave had noticed the slight change in her Master’s reactions, and thus moved back to probing his tip. Her tongue dove into the tiny hole, and twisting and licking at the overly sensitive area as if she couldn’t get enough of the taste of him.

Unable to hold back any longer, James shuddered and groaned. Planting his hands behind him on the bed, he threw his head back and roared at the intensity of his release.

Even though she had been expecting it, the first jet of cum caught the poor fairy completely off guard and covered her face in white, sticky goo. Instantly unable to breathe, the dutiful slave pushed down her panic and worked hard to swallow what was in her mouth, while dragging her tiny body up and over the head of her Master’s cock. Pulse after pulse slathered the front of her body with his jism, until she was perched with her naked sex sitting atop his peak. Thick white cream oozed down her legs as she tried desperately to clear the ejaculate over her mouth, using only her tongue. In the end, she admitted defeat and had to use her hands to clear the airway of the sticky substance before she ran out of breath. “Master! I can’t see!”

“Take your time and stay calm.” James ordered her in a gentle voice, gazing down at his kilt. “When you get your eyes clear, fly out here so we can see you.”

“Yeth, Mathter.” she called back, clearly stuffing her mouth with something.

A few moments passed before Acrasia finally emerged from beneath his kilt. The little fairy wobbled in the air, flying in a haphazard pattern before she eventually came to hover before him.

James smiled as he took in the sight of his cum-covered fairy. “You look wonderful.” he chuckled. I have to admit, that really turns me on. he thought to himself.

Acrasia beamed with delight at his compliment, and continued to scoop up handfuls of his seed and stuffing them in her mouth. “Thank you, Master!” she chirped between mouthfuls.

Turning his attention to Hrein, who was kneeling naked on the floor by his feet, and staring wide eyed at the sticky fairy, James spoke in a soft yet firm voice. “Hrein, my love. It’s time for you to learn another way to serve me.”

The valkyrie blinked, and slowly tore her gaze from her sister slave, to look up at her Master. “Master?” she asked in a trembling voice.

James leaned forward to kiss the young woman on her soft lips. It was a long and sensual kiss, where James took his time savouring the taste of her mouth and the texture of her tongue. After many minutes passed, he finally broke the kiss and leaned back. He had been loathe to stop kissing her, as he enjoyed it so much, but he was dying to feel her lips on another part of his anatomy. Waving his hand at the fairy hovering nearby, he nodded to Hrein. “Acrasia. Hover next to Hrein’s ear. Direct her as she goes, and inform her of the rules I gave you last night. Do not stop cleaning yourself, however. I want to watch both of you work.”

“Yes, Master!” Acrasia sang happily and did as she was told.

Hrein gulped as she saw James’ hands move to undo his belt, and then parted the fabric of his kilt. Her gaze naturally dropped to the hardening and very messy manhood between his legs, and her brow furrowed with concern.

“Make sure you keep your teeth off him. He won’t like it if you scrape. Just use your lips and tongue…” Acrasia began whispering instructions in her ear.

Teeth!? she shouted in her head. He expects me to put… that… in my mouth!? Hrein was quite alarmed at the concept, feeling it was far too shameful and dirty an act to even consider. While she was fully aware that Acrasia had just done something similar, she was a leannán sídhe, which Hrein considered no better than a succubus or a nymph. In other words, a filthy creature with no morals whatsoever.

James watched the emotions play over Hrein’s face with hidden amusement. He certainly didn’t want to laugh at her and cause her to be even more embarrassed, but he did love seeing this side of her. “Follow her instructions well, my love. Acrasia knows what she is doing, and she is incredibly talented in the arts of pleasure. You will gain much by her guidance.”

Acrasia was thrilled by her Master’s compliments, and was determined to live up to his expectations. I’m going to have to teach her every trick in the book! The little fairy grinned to herself as she began giving even more tips and suggestions. “Begin by kissing the tip. It’s a good reminder that this is an act of worship, and that you do it out of love for our Master.”

Acrasia’s words caused Hrein to cringe. She really didn’t want to do this… it looked disgusting to her. But she couldn’t refuse, especially after being told that. Closing her eyes, she pursed her lips and leaned forward until she felt them brush against him. Summoning her courage, she followed the instructions and placed a light kiss on the tip of his cock. That was not exceedingly awful… she thought, until she heard the fairy’s next set of instructions. Opening her mouth and taking a deep breath, she did as she was told. The valkyrie leaned forward and slowly took his member into her mouth. It was slimy, already coated in his juices, and had a pungent taste to it.

James shivered in anticipating as he watched the kneeling slave hesitantly take him in her mouth. When she began to lightly suck and stroke him with her tongue, he thought he might be in heaven. He’d dreamt of having Hrein service him like this ever since the first day he’d met her. She was an incredibly beautiful woman, and her innocence made her even more desirable to him.

Hrein did her best not to show her distaste while serving her master on her knees, as he demanded. She had caught glimpses of other, older valkyries doing this for various einherjar in Valhalla over the years, but it had always seemed to be the ones who were wanton sluts who performed such acts, or so she thought. She’d never thought she would be the one on her knees like this. Letting her thoughts wander had caused her to slow down, which Acrasia reprimanded her for.

“Go slow, but not that slow! Stay focussed on his taste and his reactions. That way you’ll know if you are doing good!” Acrasia scolded her sister.

Hrein grimaced slightly, but nodded and got back to work, trying to keep an even but sensual pace. The taste does not seem to be as bad now… she noted silently, as she worked her tongue over the tip of his cock. Over and over she pushed his penis deep into her mouth, then drew it back out, keeping her lips in a tight ring the entire time.

Acrasia watched both Hrein and her Master closely. She didn’t want the valkyrie to choke on her first attempt, so she planned to give her enough warning when the time came. Then she could learn to watch for the signs for herself. Sure enough, she saw her Master begin to tense up, and heard him take a deep breath. “Now! Draw back and hold just the tip in your mouth! Suck but don’t breathe! Keep licking!” she hissed in Hrein’s ear.

Hrein was startled by the sudden change in the fairy’s demeanour, but struggled to follow the commands. An instant later, her mouth was flooded with her Master’s cum, the bitter fluid splashing over her tongue and coating it. The taste and texture made her want to gag, but the fairy was practically screaming in her ear at this point, telling her not to spill a drop.

“There. Just like that.” James groaned as he watched Hrein’s reaction. “Hold it in your mouth and don’t swallow until I say. Move your tongue around in it, and keep licking my cock. You need to remember this taste.”

Hrein felt like she was going to cry. Tears actually began to well up in her eyes before her warrior’s discipline took over. Steeling her expression, she followed her orders. She hated it. Everything about the act, but especially the taste and texture of his ejaculate. This wasn’t an act of reproduction. Nor was it a joyous sharing of pleasure. It was for his pleasure alone. And that is what makes it an act of worship. a tiny voice sounded in her head. You don’t like it. You do it for him, and him alone. No one, no other man, not even you, shall ever gain anything from it. That realization hit her like a ton of bricks.

James thoroughly enjoyed seeing her emotional responses to his orgasm, and was a little disappointed when she’d shown her resolve.

Her lips made a small popping noise when he slowly withdrew his cock from her mouth. As soon as he was out, she sealed her lips to ensure she didn’t spill a drop, just like she had been told. She continued to swirl the cum around her mouth, moving it with her tongue despite her utter disgust. I will not fail… she told herself.

“Show me.” James suddenly commanded.

Not sure what to do, Hrein tilted her head back slightly, and opened her mouth.

James grinned devilishly, seeing his seed coating her tongue. It thrilled him to see her like this. “Excellent. Now close your mouth and swallow.”

Hrein did as she was commanded, unable to stop herself from shuddering as the load passed down her throat. The urge to vomit was almost overwhelming, but she kept it in, barely.

“Good girl. Did you like that?” James asked, already knowing the answer.

Hrein tried to decide what he wanted to hear. Ultimately, she felt he would always want to know the truth. “Nay, Master.”

James smirked. “Good. I truly appreciate your honesty. How did you feel about it?”

Hrein hesitated only for a second before replying. “I hated it, Master.”

“Good. Do it again.” he commanded.

The valkyrie blinked, wondering if she’d heard right. He did hear me say that I hated it, right? her confusion was interrupted by Acrasia tugging on her ear.

“He said do it again!” she whispered.

Hrein tried but failed to hide her frustration as she leaned forward to take her Master’s cock back in her mouth.

“I’ll point out things you do wrong, but I won’t warn you when he cums this time. You need to learn to watch for it yourself, so you don’t choke.” Acrasia warned her, while licking his semen off her own fingers.

Once Hrein had begun her task, James leaned forward and spoke to her. “You may be wondering why I am having you do this. Well, it’s something you need to get used to. It’s my singular favourite act, and you are going to be doing it very often.” he began. “Besides which, this will pale in comparison to the… naughty… nature of the other things you will be doing in the future, so this is a hurdle you simply must overcome.”

Judging by the rules Acrasia had informed her of, she knew he was speaking true, even if she loathed the very idea of most of it. Nonetheless, I am a warrior in service to a Champion. I will serve, and do so with distinction. I will obey my orders… she repeatedly told herself.

Just over two hours had passed since the party had entered their chambers, and James had filled Hrein’s mouth with his seed no less than six times in that span. Thanks to his Lion’s Refractory gift, he could literally do this all day. And the pleasure of it truly made him want to. But after his sixth orgasm, he had noted that Hrein had stopped reacting to his semen flooding her mouth. I guess she’s finally gotten used to it… he sighed. A part of him lamented that fact, since he had honestly enjoyed seeing her facial expressions and body language each time he’d cum in her mouth, but things really would be better for them in the long run if she ceased to hate the act.

When James had finally called an end to their session, Hrein wanted to collapse. Both her jaw and knees were in agony, as they had never been put through such abuse, let alone for such an extended period of time. She was grateful that she had at last mastered her urge to vomit when forced to swallow his ejaculate, however. It was still a terrible experience, in her opinion, but she could endure it. Suddenly, all of the pain in her body was washed away, replaced by a slight itching sensation that only lasted a few heartbeats before it too disappeared. Looking up, she saw James smiling down at her, an almost apologetic expression on his face. He’d clearly used his magic to heal her.

“Here.” James said, summoning a small kit and holding it out to Hrein. “You’ll have to share with Acrasia, since I only have one spare set.”

Hrein took the kit from her Master and looked down at it. It was a canvas bag of some sort, dyed in a camouflage pattern. A black metal track ran down the centre, which James explained was a zipper, and showed her how to use it. Inside were a few interesting items. Her mood improved slightly, as James went over each new tool. There was a brush and paste for cleaning her teeth (which he had suggested she do immediately), along with other small tools for personal hygiene, a bar of soap, etc. He called it an Ablution Kit, and stated that he had always kept one on hand for his girlfriends.

After giving a brief lesson on 21st century grooming, James turned to Acrasia and used his Inventory Trick to cleanse any remaining semen and grime from her body. As he did, he noticed that she seemed even more beautiful than before, and guessed that she must have triggered her Carnal Cultivation technique when he’d cum all over her. Shaking his head, he wondered just how pretty the innocently smiling fairy would eventually become.


CHAPTER 3


With their gear and clothing back on (with the exception of Acrasia, who was always naked except for her collar), the party left their chambers and headed for the queen’s audience chamber. It was long past breakfast, and so Queen Titania was likely holding court.

Seeing the two familiar spriggan guards at the door, James found that his guess had been right. As he approached, the two guards surprised him with a brief salute. This left James feeling greatly honoured, even if their expressions continued to look like they’d bitten into a pair of rotten lemons. Returning the salute, he kept his pace steady and trusted them to open the doors for him. Once again, his intuition proved correct, and the two massive oak doors swung wide, allowing him to pass.

“… destroyed their bodies!” a woman’s voice shouted.

“Ah. Sir James. So good of you to join us.” Queen Titania welcomed him from her throne. The regal woman sat with a dignity and poise few could command, and despite being thousands of years old, still looked to be in the prime of her life. Not a single streak of grey was to be found in her rich auburn hair, nor even the slightest wrinkle on her fair skin. The beautiful wings of a monarch butterfly sprouted from her back, adding to the rich ensemble of warm colours adorning her. Her verdant green dress was accented in purest gold, and a platinum crown, set with sapphires and emeralds, rested gracefully upon her brow.

“My Queen.” James replied with a deep bow. Hrein curtsied behind him and to his right, while Acrasia did so in mid air, before landing on James’ left shoulder. His enhanced hearing picked up a few comments on Acrasia’s lack of clothing, but far fewer than he had expected. Then again, that satyr is always naked too, James reminded himself of the Court Musician, who was standing quietly near the front of the court. Not to mention all of the nymphs everywhere in the city.

“It seems there are those who take exception to your handling of the undead, Sir James.” the queen announced, holding her hand out as if to indicate the woman standing before her.

James let his gaze fall to the lady who had been speaking when he had entered. She was clearly an elf, given her slender build, pointed ears, and lack of wings. Or at least he assumed so. She’s quite pretty, despite that sour look on her face. James silently admitted. Though not supernaturally so, like the fae. More like the upper mortal limits? The einherjar took in the elven woman’s long, straight hair and thought it resembled that of many an Asian girl he’d dated. Though theirs is usually black, while hers is a lighter brown. Her deep brown eyes also had that almond shape that was so common in the Far East. If it weren’t for her very fair skin, he might have mistaken her for being half-Asian.

Raising his gaze back to Queen Titania’s, he placed a hand upon his breast and spoke. “If it pleases you, Your Majesty, I will answer her questions with honesty, and address what concerns she may have.”

Titania smiled warmly at her knight, glad he didn’t just brush off the brash elf as unimportant. There were very few of her people left in the city, and she didn’t want to drive away those that remained. “Excellent. Please approach and do so, Sir James.”

James gave another light bow and did as he was asked. “May I have your name before we begin, Madam?” he asked, turning to face the elf.

The woman scowled and glared at him. “I am Elora, of house Dáinn.”

“Well met, Lady Elora.” James said with a slight bowing of his head. He wanted to appease this woman if he could, just to save the queen some trouble. The gods knew the poor woman had enough on her plate. “What can I do for you?”

“Nothing. It seems it is too late for you to do anything now, Sir James.” she hissed, her lip curling as she spoke.

James wondered what he had done to deserve such vitriol. “Excuse me. Have I done something to offend you, my lady?”

“Offend me?” the elf seemed taken aback at his question. Her expression slowly went from surprise to one of barely controlled rage. “Offend me!? You destroyed the bodies of my entire family! Of my betrothed! Of nearly everyone in the city!”

James bit his tongue and held back a retort. He focussed on trying to see her point of view, and reminded himself that her feelings loss would be nigh immeasurable.

Elora saw the spark of anger in his eyes at her accusation, but was then surprised to see those same eyes soften, and show only sympathy. His attempt to empathize with her only made her angrier. Don’t look at me like that! I don’t need your pity! she screamed inside. “Have you nothing to say for yourself!?”

“There is nothing I, nor anyone can say that will lessen your pain or loss. I will say that I regret the loss of our people, and that I alone am responsible for my actions. Actions I chose to give myself and my team the best possible chance to succeed at our mission, and save those that were still alive.” James stated clearly, standing up straight and looking his accuser directly in the eye.

Elora grit her teeth, and tears began to streak down her cheeks. He sounds like Brann when he speaks like that… the elven woman couldn’t help but compare the warrior before her to her dear departed fiancé. “I never even got to taste his kiss…” she whispered under her breath.

James saw her lips move, but couldn’t hear what she’d said. He assumed he wasn’t meant to, and thus didn’t ask her to repeat herself. He simple stood there at attention, willing to weather her feelings, should she need someone to hurl them at.

“You… you could have saved them!” she shouted, clenching her fists. “The great warrior who slays dragons!” she sneered mockingly. “The healer who saved the Queen! Or do you only save those you plan to indenture, like those two girls you plan to keep in your temple!?”

Acrasia lifted off from James’ shoulder and was about to charge at the insolent elf, her own face a mask of fury. Fortunately, James caught her initial movements out of the corner of his eye and caught her in his hand as gently as he could. Holding her to his chest, he calmly address the grieving woman.

“My power comes at great personal cost. I myself must die a horrible death each time I resurrect someone else.” he tried to explain.

Elora snorted and looked away. “You always come back.” The elf crossed her arms and refused to look at him.

“You’re right. I do.” he wanted to ask if she would be willing to endure what he did, but nearly a thousand times over to save everyone, but he didn’t. He wanted to make some kind of excuse, or even vilify himself to counter her argument. But again, he didn’t. Instead, he left it at that.

Realizing he wasn’t going to say anything in his own defence, Elora spun on him again. Her glare bored into his soul, and spoke with as much condemnation as she could muster. “The Arbiter of Life and Death, is it? So you just chose to let all of my loved ones die.”

James felt that one hit home, but he didn’t let it break him. “I am sorry for your loss, Lady Elora.” he said softly, but loud enough for the court to hear. “But I did not kill your loved ones. They had already passed on when I arrived. If I am guilty of anything, it is simply failing to perform the miracle of bringing all of them back to life.” It was a dirty trick to word it like that, but James didn’t want the entire city blaming him for the loss of over 900 elves. It would be hard to blame a man for failing to produce almost a thousand miracles.

Elora’s face screwed up in torment, as she was unable to come up with any sort of retort. Instead, she merely spun on her heel and stormed out of the court.

James let his gaze fall to the floor. Sighing, he wished he could help the poor woman, but if all of those she cared for had been reduced to dust, he could think of no way to do so.

The queen cleared her throat, and her Herald Effie called the court to order. “With that issue addressed, the court will take a short recess. Sir James, if you would meet us in our study?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” he replied with a bow and followed the queen out at a respectful distance.

It turned out that her study was a cozy room just off the audience chamber. Shelves heavy with books and scrolls lined the walls, and a small fireplace sat adjacent to the entrance. Titania took a seat behind an ornate mahogany desk, and motioned for him to take a seat on the small couch across from her.

James sat in the middle of the couch, thinking Hrein would take the seat to his right, but was mildly surprised when she knelt at his feet instead. At least the thick fur rug should be more comfortable for her to kneel on. he hoped. Acrasia, on the other hand, remained sitting on his left shoulder.

“I am sorry you had to endure that, James.” the queen began with a sigh.

James shook his head. “It’s fine, Your Majesty. Her pain is very real, and must be recognized for what it is.”

Titania gave him a soft smile, grateful for his understanding. “There’s no need to be so formal, James. You can relax when it’s just us four.”

James tried to return her smile, but it was dimmed somewhat by the weight in his heart. He could only understand a small part of Elora’s pain, having lost his loved ones slowly over the years, instead of all at once. “As you wish, Titania.”

The Fairy Queen sighed again and leaned back in her chair. “Elora is a strong young woman. I do believe she will come around eventually. But she will need time and understanding until that day comes.”

James nodded silently. After a moment or two, he spoke. “Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help her.”

Titania nodded in return. “Of course. But let us set that aside and focus on something a little brighter, shall we?” she suggested, forcing a smile.

James did the same. “What did you have in mind?”

“We have a number of issues to discuss.” she began, pulling a stack of papers from a drawer in her desk, along with a quill and ink. “First is your coat of arms. It is past time for me to grant you one, since you should have had it the moment I knighted you.”

James leaned closer to the desk, trying to see what the queen was drawing on the paper. “Do you have one in mind, Your… Titania?”

The queen smirked. “My Titania? Am I not your Titania?” she asked playfully.

James couldn’t help but chuckle. “I would never presume to lay claim to a queen.”

Titania pouted, as if disappointed by his answer. “Maybe that will change in time. But for now, let us design your new coat of arms.” she teased, waving for him to come closer.

James stood and placed his hands on the desk, leaning over to watch her draw. “Hmm. I guess there are a lot of different things that I’d like represented in the design…” James hummed and thought aloud.

The Queen of the Fairies nodded. “Your status as Hel’s Champion must be the basis of the crest. Something recognizing your rank in the Seelie Court is also a must.”

The einherjar scratched his beard. “Hel doesn’t have an official symbol, at least not to my knowledge.”

“She is the Goddess of Death.” Hrein interrupted, having stood and moved to James’ side so that she too could see the queen’s artwork. “The skull is a universal symbol of death.”

James glanced at the beauty to his side, and was glad for her input. “I agree. Let’s go with that, shall we?”

Titania nodded without a word and began to draw. It turned out the ancient fae queen was quite the talented artist. In mere moments, the page depicted a detailed human skull. When she was done, she looked up and addressed James. “My wings are the symbol of my court.”

“Then let’s have them above the skull, perhaps on either side of my favourite blade?” he suggested.

“Which would be?” she asked.

“A rapier. Honestly, it’s the only sword I’m trained to use.” he explained.

“Do you have one?” she had seen him summon objects to his hand on several occasions by that point, so she suspected he had a blade hidden away somewhere.

“I do, but I worry about bringing it into your presence.” he said with a frown.

“Why is that?” she asked, her brows furrowed in confusion.

“It’s steel.” he stated simply.

“Ah. Well, we won’t tell anyone, and I won’t touch it then.” she replied with an easy smile.

James returned her smile and was silently grateful for her trust. Summoning his rapier, he carefully drew it from its scabbard and laid it upon her desk.

Titania took her time drawing the sword, getting up and inspecting it from multiple angles several times during the process. When at last she was finished, she gave James a nod and he understood that he could send his weapon back to his inventory.

“Well do the skull in black, and have the background in green, to match your fur. My wings are quite orange, as you can see, and your rapier will be in silver. Does that sound good to you?” The colour scheme she suggested covered all of the necessary bases, and would likely turn out quite nice. Or at least, James thought it would.

“Yes. Let’s go with that.” he said with a grin. If anyone had told him in his past life that he would have a coat of arms, he would have thought it was really cool. Of course, if they said that it would feature a huge set of butterfly wings, he would have laughed at them and thought them a fool.

“Excellent.” the queen whispered. James thought it was becoming something of her catchphrase.

“I look forward to the finished product.” James stated with a smile.

Titania nodded, still looking the drawing over for any flaws. “I will present it to you in court when it is ready.” Tearing her eyes from the page, the queen looked James in the face. “We should speak of your temple next.”

James nodded and retreated to his seat on the couch, Hrein moving back to her position as well. “Okay. What do I need to know?”

“I will direct the gnomes to your glade after today’s court session. Do you have drawings or diagrams you can show them, so that they have some idea what designs you prefer?” she asked.

James thought about it for a moment. The only pictures he had of temples were a few photos that he took while backpacking, and pictures in a travel guide for Japan. He thought then of the beautiful Shinto temples he had wanted to visit, and decided that he would like a design like that, if it could be done. After all, as far as he knew, Hel didn’t have any specific designs for her temples, so he should have the leeway to get creative. “I have some, if they will work.”

“Will you show me?” the queen asked, curious about what designs he liked.

“Of course.” James smiled again and summoned the travel guide from his inventory. He showed her pictures of various temples, and explained the differences he wanted. “I like these roof designs, but I much prefer the colour green. I’d like the structure to be made from stone, preferably black granite if that’s okay. The little decorations should be skulls, tigers, and perhaps dragons, to represent Hel and myself. I’d like those in silver. Beyond the main chamber for people to gather, which will contain Her altar, there should be living quarters in the back. A shared room for the sisters, and another larger chamber for myself and my slaves. Perhaps those could be on the second storey. I’d like a communal bath on the main floor. We’ll also need a small kitchen and pantry. Can anyone think of anything else?”

“A lavatory.” Hrein muttered quietly.

“Ah, yeah. Perhaps attached to the bath.” James agreed.

“I don’t believe there is room for much more in the glade,” Titania pointed out. “so you will likely be limited to just that. It certainly won’t be palatial, but it will make for a good first temple.”

James glanced over at the queen. “You intend for me to build more?”

Titania tilted her head. “Will you not build additional temples in the other cities you visit and conquer?” she asked with a smirk.

“Oh? I’m conquering cities now, am I?” James asked with his brows raised.

Titania shrugged. “I may well be inevitable. The humans of Guayabo are not the friendliest lot to outsiders, and the Beast Tribe can be quite… violent when encountered. And that is just in this region.”

James crossed his arms over his chest and gazed at Titania intently. “You intend to claim the entire region.”

The Queen gave him a wicked grin. “If my knight deems it necessary, for the safety and prosperity of my people.”

James chuckled and shook his head. “We’ll need a lot more intelligence on the region before I can make any sort of call like that.”

Titania nodded in agreement. “After your temple is built and you’ve had a chance to rest, I’d like you to investigate the region and give me your recommendations. As I mentioned before, it is now clear that we can no longer hide and hope the world leaves us in peace.”

James sighed and nodded back. “We also need to scout new recruits to immigrate to our city. Unless we can build a serious security force, we can’t hope to defend ourselves. Of course we also need labour and industry, if we truly hope to prosper.”

A soft knock at the door signalled to those inside that court had resumed, and they were merely waiting on the arrival of the Queen. Titania gave James a slightly troubled smile, but then waved for him to lead them out.

James opened the door and held it for the queen, then followed her back to her audience chamber. The moment she approached the archway, her herald announced her to the court. “All hail Titania, Queen of the Seelie Court.”

Everyone remained silent as the Queen ascended the dais and took her seat upon the throne. After surveying her people, she gave Effie a nod, and the herald spoke again. “Court is now in session. Sir James, please return to the floor.”

James did as he was bid and returned to his spot looking up at the queen. Of course Hrein and Acrasia took their customary spots as well, never straying far from his side.

Titania raised her hand and spoke in a clear voice. “Let it be known that the Peaceful Glade within the Dryad Grove has been granted to Sir James as a site to build his temple to Hel. I ask that the Gnomes assist him in the construction, and promise they will be compensated for their work by the crown.”

A few murmurs rippled through the crowd, until a tiny man in a red cap pushed his way forward. Standing at roughly a foot tall, and with a white beard that dangled all the way to his slightly rounded belly, the elderly fae cleared his throat before speaking. “We would be honoured to build a temple for Sir James, Your Majesty. Do you have drawings prepared to guide our work?” he asked in a high pitched, nasal voice.

“Worry not, dear Wenceslaus. Sir James has images of temples on Earth, which he would like you to emulate. He will describe the alterations he wishes to make, and we will trust in your skill and artistic vision to fill in the gaps.” the queen assured the gnomish leader.

The old gnome bowed and returned to the crowd. I’m really looking forward to seeing what his people can do. James thought as he watched the little man totter away.

“What is next on the agenda?” the Queen asked her Herald, loud enough for the court to hear.

Unfurling a scroll and holding it high before her, Effie read the next item on the list. “That would be rewarding Sir James for his defence of the city against the undead, Your Majesty.”

This caused a slight stir in the crowd, given the contentious debate which had happened before the recess. Queen Titania waited patiently for the gathered citizens to settle before making her proclamation. “While it cannot be denied that the loss of so many of our people was a tragedy of the worst sort, we cannot hold Sir James accountable for those who died before he even entered the field. If it were not for his brave actions, none of the elves would have survived, and the undead would have plagued those of us who remained until their goal was reached. In that regard, I have been briefed that the Bokor’s ultimate goal was the death of all fae, so that he could collect our Life Force.”

The revelation of this new information caused an uproar in the audience. Most of the fae had assumed that the elves had been the intended targets, and that they themselves were not in any danger. A few calls for the destruction of Guayabo and persecution of humans were shouted over the crowd, but most were just pleas to increase the defences of the city.

Effie called the court to order, and once they were silent, Queen Titania addressed their concerns. “As our knight, Sir James will lead our military, and he will see to our protection. We have already given him a mission to that end, and he has begun his preparations to ensure its success. We have complete trust in Sir James’ skills and knowledge in the art of war, and so should all of you.”

The queen’s statement didn’t completely quell the fears of her people, but many seemed to be nodding in agreement. A good number of them had seen his magic save the queen from certain death, and it was beyond refute that he and his slaves had destroyed the undead army which had laid siege to their fair city.

“Now to return to the topic at hand. Sir James, we wish to reward you for your service in the campaign against the undead.” The Queen turned and nodded to her Herald, who once again went behind the throne to retrieve something. Effie emerged carrying a silk pillow, which in turn bore two crystal bottles. One was filled with a pink liquid, while the other contained a fluid which was dark blue in colour.

James wondered idly what the vials contained, but presumed they contained potions of some kind. If he could learn new spells from, they would be most welcome gifts indeed.

When Effie approached her knight, the Queen announced the nature of the rewards. “As we are aware of your interest in all manner of magic, we present you with two potions whose recipes are known only to the Fae Courts. You will find that the pink brew is a Love Potion, prepared from Love-in-Idleness. Spread it over the eyelids of your intended target, and she shall fall in love with the next living thing she sees.” Titania briefly frowned as she gave her explanation, but the expression was quickly replaced with her customary smile before anyone could notice.

“And the other, Your Majesty?” James inquired.

“The antidote, prepared from Dian’s Bud. Alternatively, it can be used alone to cool one’s natural lust.” she informed him.

“That sounds less fun.” James quipped with a smirk. This caused some stifled laughter among the crowd, and even won him a brief grin from the Queen.

“Indeed.” she replied. “Please enjoy your gifts, and may they serve you well in the days to come, Sir James.”

James bowed deeply and sent the potions to his inventory. Handing the pillow back to Effie, he bowed again and waited to be dismissed.

A few minutes later, court was adjourned and James prepared to leave the audience chamber. His plan was to head directly to the glade and hoped to meet the gnomes there shortly thereafter. Unfortunately, his plans were interrupted when someone stumbled against him, and a steel blade was driven into his heart.


CHAPTER 4


Shock was the first reaction just about anyone would have to unexpectedly being stabbed in the chest. James distantly registered a scream that sounded an awful lot like Acrasia, as his mind fought to focus on the here and now. A familiar face, twisted with sadness and anger glared up at him, the woman’s hood having fallen back, revealing her long brown hair and delicately pointed ears. At the moment, the einherjar was having trouble recalling her name, even though he knew it should be on the tip of his tongue.

As James collapsed to the floor, his lifeblood running free along the blade protruding from his chest, he instinctively grabbed onto that which was nearest to him, in a futile attempt to stay on his feet. Of course that meant that he was clutching the shoulders of the elven woman who had stabbed him in the first place, consequently dragging her down on top of him. Strangely, the woman seemed to be in a state of shock nearly as deep as James was, and didn’t struggle or resist his grasp at all.

A tiny part of James’ brain managed to function, if only for a split second. In that brief moment of clarity, he realized that he wasn’t the only one in danger, and his gaze turned to the screaming fairy above him. The beautiful leannán sídhe was clutching her face and screaming at the top of her lungs, even though the sound was barely registering in her Master’s quickly dying mind. “Run!” he rasped, bloody spittle flying from his lips as he forced the words from his mouth.

Fortunately, Hrein was quicker than the others to come back to her senses. Blinking rapidly and shaking off the shock that had gripped them all. Instantly understanding the meaning behind her Master’s words, the valkyrie lunged forward and grabbed her sister slave from the air, clutched the fairy to her chest, and turned to run as quickly as she could. “Run!” she shouted, repeating his order as she put distance between herself and moribund Champion. She’d barely made it three steps before she saw the flash reflected on the walls, and felt the wave of heat strike her back.

In his last seconds, James’ gaze returned to the woman who’d killed him. His eyes locked with hers, and his heart sympathized with the grief he found therein, despite what she’d done to him. With one final act of will, he focused on his desire to save the poor woman, and then thought nothing more. His world went from being a slow moving, quickly darkening river of pain, to a brilliant flash of agony and light. Both he and his attacker were consumed in the flames of a phoenix, reduced to naught but ash in an instant.

When James came to, he found himself under an increasingly familiar pile of ash. Remembering to keep his eyes shut until he could clear it away from his face, the einherjar struggled to his feet. This was the fourth time I’ve died now, huh? Wonder why I felt the flames this time. Didn’t I die from the stab wound? Maybe my soul was what felt it… his mind reeled as he attempted to come to terms with dying and being reborn yet again.

A low groan and coughing brought his mind back to the world around him, and James quickly used his Inventory Trick to clear away the ash covering his body, allowing him to safely open his eyes. Looking down, he watched as the pile of ash at his feet shifted and parted, revealing a naked woman beneath. It was then that James was struck by the reminder that he was naked as well, and his new Great Kilt had gone up in flames. This realization made him frown, as it was the only piece of clothing he’d owned that fit right, and didn’t look like Dr. Frankenstein had sewn it together. Hrein is many things, but a master seamstress she is not… James thought, but wisely kept this observation to himself.

Elora coughed and choked as she pushed herself up into a sitting position. Where arm I? Wait… why am I alive? Her mind raced through the last few hours of her existence, from her confronting Sir James at the court, to her planning his murder and its execution. She had suspected he might be reborn, given the abilities he seemed to have, but she had intended to die in the process. Why…? Salty tears streaked through the soot on her cheeks. She then remembered the other gamble she’d taken, and frantically looked around for another person covered in ash. Despite the gathering crowd, she failed to find the face she sought, which only plunged her heart even deeper into despair. I’ve failed… I failed completely.

The queen’s voice rang out over the crowd, her fury almost palpable. “What is the meaning of this!?” Titania strode forth purposefully, causing the crowd to part. Her beautiful palace walls were scorched black, and the ornate oaken doors they’d brought with them all the way from Avalon were burnt to a crisp, now little more than charred boards, barely hanging from their hinges. Sir James stood naked in a pile of ash, gazing down at a naked elven woman, whose face was buried in her hands as she sobbed. Titania was an intelligent woman, so she quickly put two and two together. Clearly this is the result of James using his Rebirth spell, but why did he use it in my palace, instead of outside? This seemed out of character for him, as he’d even carried her outside before using the spell. Rather than losing her cool and shouting, Titania thought it through a little further. He must not have had a choice. Perhaps he didn’t cast it intentionally? Then that would mean…

Acrasia zipped over to her Master and clung to his neck, trying her best to hug him tight. “Master! Master! You’re okay!” she cried, tears flowing freely from her eyes and snot running from her nose.

Even Hrein had her hands clutched together in worry as she stepped closer to the man she loved. Though she’d had faith in his abilities, it was still a heart rending experience to see one’s husband murdered.

James looked to the valkyrie and gave her a smile, while gently stroking the fairy on the back of her head with his finger. “I’m fine, my loves.” He then took in the crowd around him and bellowed to ensure all could hear him. “Let this be a lesson to any who would make an enemy of me. I cannot be killed.” he growled. “And fiery death is all that awaits those foolish enough to try.” he finished, lowering his gaze to the pitiful woman at his feet.

Titania stepped forward and addressed her knight. “Someone tried to kill you?” she asked, a horrified look on her face.

James nodded solemnly and pointed at the woman beneath him. “I believe Lady Elora has some explaining to do.”

Queen Titania clenched her jaw and glared down at the woman sitting in the ash. “I want her in chains, that mess cleaned up, and Court in session in half an hour!” she demanded before storming off, back to her study. Part of her wanted to call for Sir James to join her, but she knew the court was already rife with rumours that she favoured him too much. Ever since she had split her court from her husband’s nearly four hundred years ago, her people had been clamouring for her to take a new consort. Now that it appeared that she had found someone she could rely on and be close to, they all complained that he was an ‘outsider’ and ‘not even fae’. Either way, she had far too much to deal with right now to worry about such foolishness, so she stuck to decorum and waited to hear from her knight in court.

James found himself standing in front of the court for the third time that day. He had helped clean up the ash with his Inventory Trick, so the fae were able to keep to the Queen’s rather demanding timetable. The difference between this time and the previous two, for James at least, was that he was back to being dressed in his altered cargo shorts instead of the fine Great Kilt he’d been given.

Elora had been quickly scrubbed down and slapped in brass chains before being dragged back before the court. Now she knelt, still naked, awaiting her trial. The woman displayed no spirit at all, just kneeling there with her head hung low and not making a sound.

Effie announced the Queen, who moved to take her seat upon the throne. Once seated she looked around the room, and then glared pointedly at Elora before turning her attention to James. “Sir James. It would seem to us that you were at the centre of the commotion. Is that true?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” James replied with a bow.

“Very well. In that case, we would hear your version of the events.” the Fairy Queen stated, nodding for him to go on.

James described things from his perspective, trying to give as much detail as possible, while sticking strictly to the truth. While a few among the court gasped in surprise, most seemed to be familiar with the story already, having heard if from other witnesses. When he got to the part where he mentioned wanting to save Elora, it caused quite a stir among the crowd, and even the prisoner herself looked up at him in confusion.

“Sir James.” the Queen called out, silencing the crowd. “Why would you want to save your attacker?”

James frowned and tried to put his thoughts into words. “While it doesn’t excuse her actions, I do sympathize with her pain. Many of us, myself included, have experienced the loss of a loved one during our lives. To lose everyone she loved all at once… I believe it would be enough to drive most anyone mad with grief.”

“I see.” the Queen stated simply. Looking down upon the prisoner, Titania continued her investigation. “Elora of house Dáinn. You will now tell the court your version of the events, and explain your actions.”

The elven woman shrugged listlessly. “It is as Sir James has said.”

This caused an uproar in the court, which took Herald Effie several minutes to bring back to calm.

When there was silence in the court, the Queen hissed at the elf in anger. “Perhaps you are unaware then, that your actions took yet another life.”

This caused a considerable amount of shock among the attendees, no news having reached their ears of another death. Even James was surprised to hear this, as he’d thought no one else was near when he’d lost his life.

“Your Majesty, I…” Elora gasped and trembled as she tried to explain herself.

“Silence!” Titania roared, her mask finally breaking and tears filling her eyes. “Cobweb…” she began in a heated voice, “was with me since we were children. Always he was my companion, and one of my most faithful servants.” she hissed with barely concealed rage. So consumed with anger was she, that she even fell out of using the royal ‘we’ without noticing. “It was his turn to be on palace guard duty, which he performed invisibly, as always.”

The entire court was in a silent state of shock. Cobweb was one of the most famous fairies around the court, even though he had never strived to reach a higher rank than the Queen’s servant. A playful and jolly fellow, he was well liked by all who knew him. They could all easily imagine him rushing to Sir James’ aid, unaware of the danger he was in. Heads bowed and hats were removed, as the whole court observed a moment of silence for the fallen fairy, without the Queen even requesting it.

After a respectful time had passed, James slowly fell to one knee and bowed his head before the Queen. “I apologize, Your Majesty.” he said in a solemn voice. “I did not know, and I could not have stopped the spell, even if I did…”

“You are not to blame, Sir James.” Titania shook her head and sniffed loudly, willing her tears to cease their flow. “It is all her fault.” The Fae Queen snarled, pointing at the elf in chains. “She attacked my knight, and her actions resulted in the death of my faithful servant and lifelong friend. He foolishness even damaged the palace, though that is a trifle compared to her other crimes.”

“Why?” Acrasia called out from the einherjar’s shoulder. “Why did you attack my Master!?”

It was against protocol for anyone to interrupt the court, especially a slave, but Queen Titania overlooked it. “We have to wonder the same thing, young Acrasia.” the elegant ruler stated, covering for her unruly young friend, despite not actually caring about the criminal’s motives.

Elora sobbed, but managed to string together a sentence or two despite her state of mind. “I… wanted to die. I wanted to hurt Sir James for taking away my beloved. I… hoped… I prayed his dust would be enough to… to come back.”

James studied her as he slowly stood again. At the very edges of his memory, he did half recall her having a satchel slung over her shoulder. Perhaps she had gathered his dust in that? Hel’s Champion sighed. “My power doesn’t work that way. It requires intent to bring someone other than myself back to life. I didn’t even know he was there to try.” he said softly, but loud enough for the others to hear.

“Well, you will get your wish.” the Queen of the Fairies stated after it was clear James was finished speaking. “Elora of house Dáinn, we hereby sentence you to…”

“Your Majesty!” James shouted, dropping to one knee and lowering his head. His actions caused a collective gasp among the court, as it was definitely a breach of protocol to interrupt the Queen when she was pronouncing her judgement.

Titania’s eyes narrowed. She owed the man a lot, and in truth, she was quite fond of him on a personal level. Nonetheless, he was overstepping his bounds considerably. Wise as she was, she remained silent for a moment, reining her anger. This very short reprieve allowed her to come up with an excuse to protect the man, but he was certainly in her debt for this one. “As you were a victim in this case, your outburst may be forgiven, Sir James. We hope your cause for interrupting is great.”

James took a deep breath, then looked up at the queen, meeting her gaze evenly. “My reasons are twofold. First, to offer Your Majesty some level of comfort, should it be possible. The second…” the einherjar briefly glanced at the elven woman before looking back to the Queen. “Is to beg for leniency.”

It was clear from the noises in the audience chamber that there were a number of confused and mixed reactions to his statements. Titania scowled at her knight. “I do not wish for magic to ease my pain. I will not cheapen my memories in such a way, Sir James.” she stated flatly.

“And I would never suggest such a thing, Your Majesty.” James pushed, climbing to his feet.

“Then what exactly are you suggesting, knight?” Titania frowned.

“Champion, Your Majesty. And Champion of Hel, no less.” James pointed out, which only seemed to confuse the Queen further. “I was thinking about all of this while I waited for court to begin. I wanted to help this lady heal,” he stated, holding his hand out to indicate the elf. “which is why I spared her life to begin with.”

Titania’s anger was beginning to rise again. As far as she was concerned, the elf had no right to ‘heal’. She should be condemned for her actions, and that was that. As she opened her mouth to say just that, James continued.

“I will speak to Hel.” he stated simply.

The Queen slowly closed her mouth. Invoking a god or goddess in a case could certainly sway things in the invokers direction, should the divine entity agree to intervene. But that also displayed a great deal of disrespect for the ruler’s power and decision making. Just as Titania began to struggle with feelings of betrayal, the einherjar surprised her once more.

“I wish to know if good Cobweb is in her domain.” he stated softly.

Titania’s confused feelings all ground to a halt. Ah. Yes… of course. Of course. James is compassionate… he truly wants to help me. He would never betray me… The tired queen sank back in her throne, her expression changing to one of gratitude and grief.

Taking a single step forward, James beseeched his liege. “Your Majesty, I want to ask my goddess if your friend is in her care, and if she would allow you to speak with him.” Hel’s Champion frowned and shook his head. “I doubt she would allow me to return him to the land of the living, but… I did have another thought, if things turn out in my favour.”

“And what would that be, Sir James?” Titania asked in a quiet voice.

“After the temple is built, I plan to take a short journey back to Hel.” James turned to look at Hrein. “That should be possible with your power, right?”

Hrein nodded. “It is, Master.”

“Good. Good.” James nodded several times, then looked up at his Queen. “Perhaps you would care to join me for the trip, Your Majesty? If good Cobweb is there, that is.”

The Fae Queen blinked and tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. “If he is there.” she answered in a near whisper. She almost didn’t dare to hope, but if he was…

Turning to face Elora, James continued to speak. “I will ask after your family as well, but… could you tell me if they worshiped any other gods? If they have gone to some other being’s side, I’m afraid I can’t be of much help…”

Elora stared up at him in awe. I… tried to kill him. she kept thinking to herself. I blamed him. Yet… he keeps trying to help me. Slowly she began to shake her head. “My family is descended from the King of Elves. We follow the ways of our ancestors. The Ljósálfar. We worship the Æsir.”

James continued to nod. “Good. Excellent. Then, unless he was taken in by Odin or Freyja, he should have found himself at Hel’s gates.”

Hrein interrupted his supposition. “Master. I can confirm that no valkyrjur hath descended to Elphyne since mine arrival. Nor did any while I did wait to visit thee here.”

Glancing over at his valkyrie, he gave her a warm smile. “That eliminates those two scenarios, then.”

“But… but my Brann was a warrior! A lieutenant in the guard! Surely Odin took him to his side!” Elora protested.

Again, it was Hrein who answered. “It doth not matter if one liveth as a warrior. The only way to enter Valhalla is if one doth die as such. Óðinn may not see being slain by undead as battle, if he was taken by surprise.”

Elora looked like she was going to protest again, so James cut her off. He knew she was already on the thinnest ice possible with the court, so he wanted to keep her from making matters worse for herself. “On the bright side, that means there is a better chance of me being able to help you.”

Elora closed her mouth and looked back at James. She thought for a moment, then hung her head and asked. “What do I have to do, so that I may join his side in death?” She realized that she was asking the man that she had tried to murder how she could gain his patron’s favour… but it was the only option she had left.

“Uh… I’ll have to let Hel field that one.” James muttered, a little surprised by her request. “Your Majesty, might I have your permission to contact my goddess, so I that I may ask after the departed?”

Titania just nodded, without saying a word. She didn’t care that it no longer appeared that she was in control of the court. She was just tired. She grieved for her friend and wished to know that he was all right… wherever he was.

James clasped his hands together over his chest, shut his eyes and bowed his head. He wasn’t used to prayer, especially with dozens of other people watching him, but it was all he could do at that point. “Lady Hel, I would like to ask on behalf of a friend… has a fairy named Cobweb recently come into your care?”

There was silence for a moment, and James wondered if she was busy. Surely she could hear me…

“The fairy known as Cobweb hath agreed to serve in my house. He will be in my care from this day forth.” Hel’s voice rang out over the court, causing many gazes to turn to the ceiling.

Titania bit her lip to try and keep from crying out loud. A small part of her had still held out hope that he was simply missing. Taking a nap somewhere nearby and would show up any time now.

“Thank you, Lady Hel.” James uttered with respect. “It is my hope to visit your home soon, after the temple in your honour is constructed. Would you be willing to allow Queen Titania to join me as a guest in your realm?”

“Thou art always welcome to return to our home, my Champion. And thou may bring what guests thou dost see fit.” Hel replied, emphasizing that she considered his rightful place to be at her side.

Titania choked up a little at this. James had come through for her. She would get to see her dear friend again, and very soon, if she had anything to say about it.

“Again, I thank you, my lady. There is more I would ask, if I may?” James hoped speaking like this wasn’t too difficult for her. He had no idea what it took for a goddess to speak to mortals on another plane.

“Of course, my Champion.” she replied simply.

“I would ask of Lady Elora’s family and betrothed. She is of the Dáinn household. Are you aware of any of her kin having recently come to your realm?” he asked.

“A number of lesser Álfar hath entered my realm in the past few days, victims of the undead.” she stated in her typical aloof voice. She only seemed to possess any warmth when she spoke to James on a personal level, like calling him her Champion.

James waited for her to continue, hoping he could help the grieving woman, even if she was a tad murderous. She’d only killed him a little bit, after all.

“However…” Hel seemed slow to answer for some reason. “None of Dáinn’s house hath passed through these gates, nor hath her beloved.”

James frowned at her answer. That seemed really strange. Before he could ask anything further, Elora began to wail. At least, until Hel cut her off.

“Silence!” the goddess commanded, her voice booming like thunder. When the whole court went still, she continued, her voice tinged with anger. “Let it be known that ANY who stand against my Champion shall incur my wrath! Should such enemies find themselves at my gates, they will wish I had fed them to the dragon Niðhöggr!” the goddess’s voice seemed to be accompanied by an intensely oppressive atmosphere, causing everyone present to shrink into themselves, other than James and his women. It only lasted a moment and then was gone just as suddenly.

James did his damnedest not to smirk, and simply said aloud. “Thank you, Lady Hel. James out.” He was sure it was strange to end a prayer like a radio call, but he wasn’t sure how else to go about it. Perhaps she’ll just see it as a cute quirk of mine. he hoped.

Not for the first time, the Queen of the Fairies was not so subtly reminded that James had the backing of someone incredibly powerful. In the beginning, it had made her hesitant to pull him into her political schemes, but now it just reinforced how desirable he was as an ally. The more I can tie him to me, the more powerful I become. she admitted to herself as she gazed down at the knight from her throne. Clearing her throat and sitting up straight, the Queen nodded to her Herald.

“Order! Order!” Effie shouted over the increasing noise, eventually wrangling the shaken attendees into silence. It seemed not everyone was thrilled with their knight wielding the blessings of the Goddess of Death, while others simply felt extremely inclined to stay on his good side.

“You have made good on your word once again, Sir James.” the Queen addressed her knight. “We look forward to our journey to your home. In recompense, we shall grant the leniency you have asked for, and commute the sentence of death we had planned to order for Lady Elora. Instead, forthwith, her life is yours. Do with it as you see fit, but know that from here on she is your responsibility.”

James blinked. This was not the outcome he was looking for. Elora’s desperate screams and wailing only reinforced that fact.

“No! I would rather die!” The elven prisoner thrashed about trying to break free of her chains and the spriggan guards holding her down.

“Good.” Queen Titania hissed. “I am glad to hear that. I personally feel you should suffer as horribly as possible for your crimes. I dearly wanted to send you off to face Hel’s judgement, but I defer to my knight’s wishes in this case.”

Elora paled at the Queen’s reminder of what awaited her in the afterlife. Not only would she not be with her beloved, she was bound to be tortured for eternity… All because of that man…! she thought in rage as she turned her gaze to her new jailor. “You!” she spat. “I hate you! I may not be able to kill you, but I can kill everyone you care about!” she screamed, thrashing against her chains once more.

James stared at her in horror. Her grief was twisting her heart in such a way that he was beginning to believe she was beyond help. He wasn’t even sure what to do with her now. She couldn’t be trusted to be set free. And if he executed her… well, he still didn’t think she deserved an eternity of torture. No one did, in his opinion. Eternity is just too long. he thought to himself, getting a little side tracked.

“What have you done, sister?” a somewhat familiar voice called out over the din of the court.

All eyes turned to the newcomer who, quite surprisingly, looked almost identical to Elora. The only difference James could pick out at first glance was their eyes. The new elf was heterochromatic. That is to say, had two different coloured eyes. While the left was the same deep brown as her apparent sister, the right was a dark and beautiful shade of green.

“Elina…” Elora gasped, staring at the other woman.

“Yes, sister. I am here. Here to deliver the decree of our father.” the new elf declared with a pained expression on her face.

Queen Titania leaned forward in her throne, staring down at the woman claiming to be Elina of house Dáinn. “We were told that you were dead, along with all of your family.”

Elina knelt and bowed her head deeply. “My apologies, Your Majesty. The entirety of house Dáinn survived the attack. Lieutenant Brann assisted in our escape from the city shortly after the undead attack began.”

“No! You lie!” Elora screamed. “He would never leave me behind!”

Elina frowned and looked over at her sister. “You were trapped in the warehouse. The lieutenant felt it was impossible to get through the throngs of undead surrounding the building, and suggested you would be safe so long as you remained inside.” Elina looked away before continuing in a voice tinged with shame “And that your presence would deter any potential looters…”

Elora gasped and clutched her chest as if her heart were breaking anew. She couldn’t believe the man she loved could act so callously towards her… No. No! He would have risked his life, risked everything to save me! her heart screamed.

“Where is your father then, if he yet lives?” Titania asked, more than a little irritated at this new twist of fate.

Elina mumbled something and was ordered by the queen to speak up. “The manor, Your Majesty. Taking stock of the family’s treasures, to ensure nothing was stolen.” she said finally, her cheeks red with shame.

The Queen was so mad she could spit. The man’s daughter was on trial for murder, and he was worried about wealth? “We assume he will be reporting to the court posthaste, then.” Titania said through clenched teeth.

“No, Your Majesty.” Elina winced as she replied.

“No?” the Queen asked, her eyes wide in surprise.

“No. He feels… this case has nothing to do with his house…” Elina explained, attempting to draw herself up.

“Nothing to do…” Elora muttered.

“He has disowned Elora. She is no longer of house Dáinn.” Elina spoke to the queen directly, not allowing herself to look at her sister. Former sister. she reminded herself.

Queen Titania sat back in her throne, but her pose was not that of a woman relaxed. No, her gaze was pure ice as she glared at the elf kneeling before her. She had seen fools abandon friends and family in pursuit of wealth or to save their own skin in the past. She should not be surprised by a merchant house like Dáinn, who claimed the name despite a tenuous link (at best) to the King of Elves. Damn greedy merchants. No better than dwarves in their quest for gold… Titania cursed in her head.

“My father wishes for the court, and especially Elphyne’s saviour…” Elina let her gaze drift momentarily to James. “to know that Elora has acted completely on her own, and that house Dáinn condemns her actions completely. He prays that she is punished to the fullest extent of the law, as an example to those who would harm Your Majesty’s realm.”

Cold hearted bastard. James couldn’t help but snarl at Elina’s declaration, and if it had been the man himself making it, he might not have held back from crushing him where he stood. What kind of father abandons his daughter like that?

Titania’s eyes flicked briefly to James, noting his reaction. My knight has more compassion for his would-be killer than her own father. A soft smile creased her lips for the shortest of moments before disappearing into her normally cool demeanour. Every passing day she was more proud to have that man as her knight. Addressing Elina, the Queen spoke in an even voice. “Justice has been served. Our judgement rendered. Elora has been sentenced to serve as Sir James’ slave for the rest of her natural life.”

“My Brann will rescue me…” Elora muttered under her breath, thinking none would hear her.

“No, he will not, Elora.” Elina stated somewhat coldly before addressing the Queen again. “That is well, Your Majesty. Lieutenant Brann wished for the court to note the termination of his betrothal to Elora, and subsequent betrothal to my younger sister.”

The Queen of the Fairies shook her head softly. Perhaps James was right. Perhaps Elora does deserve our pity. “It has been noted.”

Elora didn’t even cry when she heard the words her sister spoke. All of her tears had already been spent. She had been abandoned by everyone she had ever loved. Condemned by the Queen, and even the Goddess who would one day claim her soul. Only the man whom she hated the most… who had the most reason to hate her, had acted to protect her. Slowly, the broken elf lay herself upon the floor and closed her eyes, wishing only for oblivion to take her.

Titania made one final statement on the case. “Please prepare what magic you can to bind the prisoner, Sir James. Court dismissed.”


CHAPTER 5


Most of the attendees slowly made their way to the exit. None wanted to stay and watch the poor elf, who now had more of their sympathy than they’d care to admit, meet her justice. There was no feeling of resolution or triumph in this case. Only varying levels of dejection and distaste.

Surprisingly, Elina remained standing nearby while James summoned a piece of paper from his inventory. She was watching him carefully, as if she had something more to say. Turning his head slightly, he whispered to Acrasia. “Keep an eye on her. She’s planning something. I just don’t know what.”

“Yes, Master.” Acrasia replied in the least stealthy whisper ever. She then proceeded to lift off his shoulder and hover a few feet away from Elina, obviously watching her like a hawk.

James shook his head and focussed on his work. There were only a couple of ways he could go about this, and the easiest was likely his Faustian Pact spell. He noticed Queen Titania descend the dais and stand a short distance away, clearly interested in the proceeding.

“Master?” Hrein stepped up next to him and looked at the sheet of paper.

“What is it, my love?” James asked, thinking over how he wanted to word the contract. Because it was a punishment, it was going to be completely one sided, not the usual kind of bargain.

“How wilt thou bind her to thy will?” she asked.

“I’m thinking a Faustian Pact would be our best bet. What do you think?” Hrein was an intelligent woman, and he trusted her judgement, so if she had a better idea, he would definitely go with it.

Titania’s brows raised at what she’d heard. Faustian Pact? He can cast such spells? I had no idea… The Fae Queen knew how Acrasia had become bound to him, as that was the fairy’s own fault, but it had been a mystery how he had ensnared the valkyrie. Perhaps this is how he did it?

James placed his hand on the paper, which was a standard 8 ½ x 11 sheet of printer paper, so the least arcane looking leaf in history. Closing his eyes, he triggered the spell, causing the words he said aloud to burn themselves onto the page.
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James read over the contract one more time before nodding to himself. Once she signed this, she would be required to serve a life sentence as his slave, or forfeit her soul to him. He really hoped she didn’t go for the second option, as he had no use for an elf’s soul, or really any soul for that matter. He just hadn’t been able to think up a suitable punishment should she break the contract. And it was a Faustian Pact, after all.

Hrein read the contract over and nodded, apparently approving of the wording. “That should do, Master.”

Glancing at the Queen and receiving a nod in return, James crouched down next to Elora and placed the magical pact on the floor in front of her. “If you’ll sign this, I can get those chains off you.” James told her softly, and summoned a pen from his inventory.

Elora didn’t respond. She didn’t move, or make a sound; she barely even bothered to breathe. I don’t care. she thought to herself. It doesn’t matter what happens to me now.

James carefully laid the pen down on top of the page, hoping she would pick it up. He wasn’t sure the contract would be valid if she didn’t sign it of her own free will. In fact, I seriously doubt it would be. he thought, frowning. But that’s definitely for the best. Wouldn’t want demons just forcing mortals into contracts like this.

One of the spriggan guards became impatient and jabbed the elf in the back with his staff.

“Hey.” James called him out in a rough voice. “There’ll be no more of that. You two are dismissed.”

The spriggan sneered at James and opened his mouth to retort, but the Queen cut him off. “Elora is the property of Sir James by royal decree. You will not touch his property without his permission.”

The guard’s face twisted as if he’d bitten into something bitter, but then he bowed to the Queen and left without another word. His fellow followed after him, and they took up their usual positions by the door.

Despite trying her best to ignore everything around her, Elora couldn’t help but be aware of the conversation between the guards and her new ‘owner’. He’s still protecting me… she thought with a sigh. Opening her eyes, she spotted the pen and the contract next to her. Having never seen a click pen in her life, she had no idea how it worked. Thus, judging solely by the shape of it, she assumed that it was a torture instrument of some kind. Picking it up, she took it in her right fist and jammed it into he left palm. Ignoring James’ shout of alarm, she slapped her bloody palm on the contract without even reading it. I don’t care what he does to me… she thought again as she closed her eyes and let go of the pen.

James quickly snatched the pen and sent it back to his Inventory. Really need to introduce these girls to some modern tech. he grumbled in his head, as he picked up the contract and stored it away as well. To his surprise, the contract didn’t vanish like other items, but seemed to dissolve into thousands of tiny motes of light. He felt a slight pressure in his head, and on a hunch he checked his Status Screen. There, below his listed ownership of Acrasia and Hrein, was a copy of the Faustian Pact that Elora had just signed, complete with her bloody palm-print. Deciding to experiment, he tried to bring up Elora’s character sheet, but found that he couldn’t. Wonder why that is? Ah. Perhaps I don’t actually own her? Not unless she breaks the contract… that makes sense. Obeying someone isn’t the same as being owned by them, after all. Good to know.

James’ keen ears picked up the spriggans’ snickering on the other side of the audience chamber. They were laughing and joking about how they had “lost” the key to the chains, and the trouble it would cause the so-called “knight”. Standing up straight, he dusted himself off and looked to the Queen. “Your Majesty. Do you mind if I take possession of the chains for a while?”

Titania tilted her head, wondering what James was up to. Curious to see what would come of it, she consented to his request. “That is fine, Sir James.”

“Good. Let’s get you out of these.” he said more softly as he bent over Elora. Placing his hand on the chain about her waist, to which all of the other chains were attached, he simply sent the entire set to his Inventory. The spriggan’s gasp and hiss of irritation amused James a little, helping to improve his mood slightly. “Where would you like me to place the chains, Your Majesty?”

Letting her gaze drift to the spriggans guarding her door, she narrowed her eyes and paused a moment, letting them know she didn’t appreciate their foolishness. When her gaze returned to James, her expression shifted to the warm smile she usually graced him with. “Right there on the floor would be fine, Sir James. I’m sure my guards will be pleased to put them back where they belong.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” James replied with a slight bow of his head and summoned the chains, letting them clatter to the floor. He then bent low and offered Elora his hand. “Would you like a hand up, Elora?”

The depressed elf opened a single eye and gazed up at her captor. Why is he still pretending to be kind? Sighing, she decided there was no point in resisting. It would only make her already miserable existence that much worse. I can’t even die to escape… she lamented silently. Lethargically raising her hand, she placed it in his. The man then gently placed his other hand upon her arm and waited for her to start to rise. Even when she did, he didn’t tug or pull at her, only lightly assisting her and giving her something to push against, as if she were injured or elderly patient in need of care.

Titania watched the exchange with curiosity. She had a feeling that the elf had no idea how lucky she was, and that her service to James wouldn’t be nearly as onerous as one might expect.

“So, before we go, I’ll lay down a few rules.” James stated, looking Elora in the face. It annoyed him that she wouldn’t meet his gaze, but he let it slide. She’s having a hard day. Let’s cut her some slack, eh? “The first is that any order my slaves give you is to be treated as an order from me. Especially Hrein. She’s my first wife, and the head of my harem.”

Here it comes. His harem is it? Of course that is how he would use me… against her will, tears began to fall silently down her cheeks. The very thought that a man other than her beloved would take her first time made her want to die. But he left me to die… her thoughts turned dark when she thought of how Brann had abandoned her.

Not realizing how his last statement sounded, James carried on. “The only other rule you need to worry about for now is in regards to violence. You will not harm another citizen of Elphyne except in self defence. Period. Speaking of harm…”

Elora didn’t resist when James took her wounded hand in his own, but she was slightly surprised when she felt his magic entering her flesh. The jagged wound in her palm closed; the pain fading into an itchy sensation, then passing altogether.

Gently placing an arm behind her back, he guided her over to Hrein. “We’ll speak more of your future later, when you’ve had a chance to rest. Hrein, would you be so kind as to escort her to our chambers, please? And see if someone can spare her some clothes.”

“Of course, Master. Come this way.” she replied, leading the dejected girl away. “It may have slipped our Master’s mind, but thou art hereby commanded to abstain from attempting to escape. Thou wilt not try to evade thy duties to our Master.”

James sighed as he watched the women go. Acrasia had remained by his side, so he wasn’t completely alone, but he never liked being apart from either of them. Damn, I sound clingy, don’t I? James shook away the thought and went to turn his attention to Titania. A feminine voice cleared her throat and caused him to pause, however.

“Sir James. If I may have a moment of your time?” Elina approached from where she’d been quietly waiting for something.

Curious, James turned to face the elven lady. “How may I help you, Lady Elina?” he asked as politely as he could. To be honest, he was disgusted by the way this woman, or rather, her father, had treated Elora. Guess it’s not right to shoot the messenger. he thought as he fought a grimace.

“I have a proposal for you, from my family. If there is somewhere we could speak in private…?” she asked with a slight curtsy.

James opened his mouth to reject her offer out of hand, but stopped himself at the last second. Maybe I can get something out of this for Elora? Even though he wanted nothing to do with house Dáinn, this might be an opportunity to help his new ward. “Of course. Perhaps there is a garden nearby…” James turned to look around, trying to remember if he’d seen any gardens or such that might be suitable for a meeting. He couldn’t suggest his chambers, since Hrein and Elora were heading there. Not that he wanted to keep anything from Hrein, but whatever Elina wanted to talk about might be something that would upset her sister.

“You may use my study, Sir James. I won’t be needing it for a while yet.” Queen Titania offered.

“Oh? Than… that would be wonderful, Your Majesty.” James smiled and bowed to the Queen. Almost thanked her there… need to break that habit… but won’t I seem rude when dealing with other cultures, then? James groaned internally. He was not built for politics.

Elina raised a brow at Titania’s suggestion, but said nothing. The Queen offers her own study for his use? He truly does have her favour…

Titania approached and handed James a small golden key, clasping his hand in both of hers as she did. “Please remember to lock up when you leave.” she whispered with a smile.

James nodded and placed his free hand on top of hers. “Of course, Your Majesty.” he said softly, returning her smile. Is she just being generous, or is this some kind of test? Well, I wouldn’t betray her trust regardless, so I’ll just assume the best of her.

Titania gently withdrew her hands and walked away, leaving the James, Acrasia and Elina as the last three people in the audience chamber.

Having recently been in the Queen’s study, he led the way and motioned for the others to follow. Unlocking the door, he felt the telltale tingle of magic passing through the key and into the door. Can’t say I’m surprised. It is the Queen’s study, after all. Without saying a word, he motioned for the other two to enter. Acrasia simply landed on his shoulder, as always, while Elina took a seat on the couch.

Closing the door behind him, James approached the couch, and nodded to the elf. “Mind shifting over a little? I feel it would be rude for me to take the Queen’s seat, even if she isn’t here.”

He really does respect her. Elina noted as she moved over, as requested. “Of course, Sir James.” she said with a disarming smile.

The einherjar took a seat and turned his attention fully to the woman beside him. “How may I be of service to you, Lady Elina?”

Elina shook her head slightly. “Not me, but my family. They have a request, you see. An urgent need which you seem uniquely suited to take care of.”

James fought hard not to frown. His distaste for the Dáinn house was nearly overwhelming. “And what might that be?”

Elina took a deep breath and prepared to relay her story. “My family owes a… significant debt to a human merchant in Guayabo, you see. That merchant has been calling in his debts of late, in a desperate bid to purchase a cure for his ailing daughter.”

James’ eyes narrowed. “And you want me to heal his daughter, in lieu of your family’s debt, is that correct?”

Elina’s smile widened. “It is always a pleasure to do business with an intelligent man, such as yourself.” she stated, leaning forward and placing a hand on his knee. “Yes, that is just what we desire.”

“Right…” James replied, neither looking at, nor acknowledging her touch in any way. “Not to sound crass, but what exactly do I get out of this?”

Elina pouted. “Is helping a damsel in distress not enough for a hero like you?”

“I’m going to assume you mean the ailing girl, and not you. If that’s the case, I just might seek the merchant out and offer my assistance, but I see no reason to credit the Dáinn’s with anything.” James stated, trying to hide his distain.

Elina fluttered her eyes at him and leaned back, pulling her hands back into her own lap. “My, but you don’t even know the merchant’s name, right? Surely putting you in contact with them is worth something?”

“Don’t need it.” the einherjar said flatly, with a wave of his hand. “Guayabo is a small place. A merchant with enough wealth to be owed favours from many people, who is in a desperate search to save his daughter? Pretty sure his name could be bought for a single copper once I get there.”

Elina frowned as if she disliked being out played, but didn’t say anything else.

James raised a brow at her silence. “Was there anything else, Lady Elina?”

A strange expression passed over her eyes, but was gone barely a second later. Though James had noted it, he had no idea what it meant. “I… that is…” the woman stammered, then looked down at the floor with a sigh. “I’ve failed to make a good impression on you, haven’t I, Sir James?” she said in a mousey voice.

The einherjar scrunched his nose and looked away. “Can’t say I’m too impressed with your family right now, if I’m being honest.”

Elina looked askance at him, then returned her gaze to the floor. “You sympathize with my sister.” she muttered.

“I do, at that.” James admitted.

Elina grit her teeth. “Damn it father…” she whispered. After a moment of silence she took a deep breath and looked up at Hel’s Champion. “What would it take for you to work in house Dáinn’s favour on this?”

James scratched his ear, as if in thought. “Is there any way for Elora to benefit from this deal? Anything she might want?”

Elina blinked. “Elora?” The woman furrowed her brow and sat up straight. “You want Elora to… benefit?”

“Something wrong with that?” James asked, quirking a brow.

“Wrong with it…? What? Are you smitten with her!?” Elina asked, a look of shock on her face.

“What!? No! What on Earth gave you that idea!?” James protested. “I just want to balance the scales for her a bit, that’s all.” he grumbled.

Elina blinked again and seemed to come back to her senses. “Either you have a thing for my sister or… you’re the most compassionate man to ever walk Terra.”

“Neither. You’re wrong on both counts.” James growled, unhappy with the turn the conversation was taking.

Elina bit her lip and looked away. This… this could actually work out in father’s favour… damn him! Slowly turning back to face the knight, Elina squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. “I regret to inform you that I can think of no way for this deal to benefit Elora directly. However…”

James watched carefully as the elven woman reached into her robes and pulled out a rolled up piece of parchment.

“He did prepare this in case… you needed an incentive to help us.” she stated, blushing a little, for some unknown reason.

James tentatively took the scroll and tried to sense any magic within it. Appears to be mundane… so if it’s a trap, it’s likely contact poison of some kind. Without taking his eyes off the elf, he slowly unfurled the document. When her only reaction was to glance away, he frowned and gave it a look over.

“Uh, Master… that’s…” Acrasia stammered.

“A marriage contract?” James asked in confusion. But that was just what he was holding. A proposal of marriage to one Elina of house Dáinn, on the condition that he absolve the Dáinn house of debt to one Geoffrey Eaton, by way of healing his daughter. After reading it over, James sighed and placed the scroll on the Queen’s desk. “Honestly. He disowns one daughter and tries to sell off the other?” James muttered, his voice laced with disgust.

Elina winced. He was exactly right. And that same man was giving his youngest daughter, at the tender age of 14, to wed a certain lieutenant as payment for helping them escape the city during the undead scourge. The only child he wouldn’t sell off was his heir; his one and only son.

“Sorry Elina. I’m going to have to pass on that one. Sure, you’re really pretty, but I’m not marrying a woman I know nothing about.” James said with a sigh.

The elven maiden cringed and spoke barely above a whisper. “Please, Sir James. Won’t you reconsider?”

James looked at her with a slightly worried frown. “Will he punish you for failing or something? Are you in danger?”

Elina closed her eyes and shook her head slightly. It seems he is compassionate after all.

“Then no. I’m sorry.” James stated firmly.

Elina swallowed hard, then raised her gaze to meet his. She refused to cry, but she had no choice but to push forward. “You are certain you won’t change your mind?”

“Yes.” James said with a nod. Maybe she’s a fine woman, and I’m missing out, but I really don’t want to help her father.

“I see. May I have that contract back, then?” she asked, holding out her hand.

James was suddenly concerned that she would be forced to offer that contract to someone else, perhaps someone unsavoury. Picking up the contract, he hesitated to return it, causing her to tilt her head slightly. I can’t be responsible for everyone. he told himself, and handed it back to her.

Elina placed the contract back in her robe and stood up. James believed she was going to leave, but instead she reached into the other side of her robe and withdrew another document. Her face was an emotionless mask as she offered him the rolled up parchment. “This is my family’s final offer, Sir James. Please accept it.”

James wondered what it could possibly be, and so decided to humour her and read it. As his eyes passed over the text, he quickly came to realize that the offer was very similar to the last, but much worse. For her. It wasn’t a marriage contract, but one to take her on as a concubine.

“Elina.” James said her name with an exasperated sigh. “Why would I accept this, if I just turned down a marriage contract?”

Unable to meet his gaze while retaining her stony façade, the woman replied with an even voice. “As a concubine, I would be… lesser to your wives. The children I bear you would have no right of inheritance, unless you willed them to. You would still receive my dowry, which, while it isn’t much, is something at least. And perhaps best of all for you, you would gain… access to my body, without the need for…” her lip trembled, but she forced herself to continue. “… for a connection to my family.”

James truly wanted to comfort the woman. One of the hardest things in the world for him was to watch a woman cry. Odd that it isn’t like that during sex then, isn’t it? With that thought coming out of nowhere, James shook his head and focused on the situation at hand. “Why are you doing this?” James asked softly.

“I have no choice. I would be disowned if I refused. Or possibly… worse.” she refused to give voice to what she feared her father might do if this deal fell through.

James was in a pickle. How do you tell a woman you don’t even want her as a concubine, without completely destroying her self worth?

“Master…” Acrasia tugged on his arm with a sad look on her face.

“Gah.” James groaned. Acrasia’s puppy dog eyes should be illegal… The fairy was clearly sympathizing with the elven woman.

James flopped back against the sofa and sighed. “Surely there are other healers around who could help?” he suggested.

“Mr. Eaton has hired the very best to be found, all to no avail.” Elina shook her head. “Besides, though you may have a certain… distaste… for my family, my father is unaware of that fact. It was his desire to connect our house with yours…”

Wants to benefit from my rise in popularity. Sounds like a politician. James scowled. “Well, I’m sorry. I definitely don’t want my name associated with your father.”

Elina nodded, but then surprised him by dropping to her knees in front of him. “Then I beg you, Sir James. Take me as your concubine and save my family, then wash your hands of them. For my mother, as well as my sister and little brother, all of whom are innocent…” she pleaded with tears in her eyes.

James looked away, attempting to not be swayed by the sight of a pretty girl on her knees.

“I know you will save the girl in Guayabo. Now that you know of her plight, a hero like you could never ignore it. It would be a simple thing for you to ask that my family’s debt be cancelled in exchange. And…” Elina sniffed and schooled her features before forcing a merchant’s smile. “and you’ll gain me in the process.”

James groaned and face palmed. I’m not getting out of this, am I? He really felt like he was being played here, but decided he might as well accept. You know you are setting yourself up with a reputation of being a sucker for a pretty face, right? his inner voice taunted him.

“Fine.” he said, reading over the contract one more time.

The look of surprise on Elina’s face was almost worth it alone. “R-really?” she stammered, then swallowed hard.

“Is there some reason I shouldn’t accept? Is this a trap of some kind?” James asked, scowling at the woman.

“N-no! No! Not at all! I just…” she looked down at her hands. “I just thought you weren’t going to say yes.” she muttered.

“Yeah, well. Don’t tell anyone, but I’m a sucker for a pretty face.” There. I admitted it. Happy? James scoffed in his own head. You really do talk to yourself too much. “There is something that you need to know, however.”

“What… is that, Sir James.” Elina asked, wondering what else could be wrong. She was about to be bargained off to a man who looked like a beast, after all.

“I’ve sworn to my first wife that all wives, and in this case concubines, must be completely devoted to our family.” James started to explain.

“That is sensible, Sir.” Elina hedged, wondering where this was going.

James shivered slightly. That word on her pretty lips… I’m in trouble… “Ahem. As I was saying. Well, you may have noticed that both of my wives are also my slaves.”

“Yes… what of it?” she asked.

“Part of my oath to Hrein, my first wife, was that no other wife, or concubine, would be above her in status.” James continued.

Elina frowned. Concubines were always below official wives, regardless of their social rank. But I’m going to be lower than a slave… she thought with distaste.

“Which means, to ensure their fidelity and status below my first wife, all others must become my slaves before they are accepted into my household.” the knight finished.

The elf was frozen, as if her mind had stopped working entirely.

“Um, hello? You okay?” James asked, waving a hand in front of her face.

Elina blinked and very slowly lowered her head. She had resigned herself to marrying this beast of a man at the behest of her father, for the good of the family. She’d even forced herself to accept it when it seemed that she wouldn’t even be an official wife, but a lowly concubine. At least he might have demanded less of my attention that way. she’d consoled herself. But now… now! Now I am expected to give up my rights as a free person and become a slave!? It was too much! A slave to a beast! What possible fate could be worse than that!? She should rip the contract from his hands and throw it back in her father’s face. But she knew what he would do then. He wouldn’t just disown her. He would sell her. She had already overheard the lieutenant talking about it with her father. He’d assured him they would get a good price for her from the slavers in Guayabo. That her odd eyes wouldn’t lower her value much. She could run away, but what then? She was no warrior. She possessed no skills with which she could earn a living, unless it was on her back and knees. And how would that be any better than slavery? It wouldn’t. she told herself. She had been trained to be a wife to a noble or wealthy merchant, nothing more. Nothing less. She had no options.

Little did Elina know, but if she had just told James about her plight, he would have helped her. It would have actually been a relatively simple thing for him to do, really. Just recommend her to the Queen for some clerical position. Or she could have helped out at the temple once it was built. Hell, he probably could have hired her as a secretary for himself, if it came down to it. He never would have allowed her father to sell her off to slavers. But she didn’t know any of that. It would never occur to her that a strange man would help her and demand nothing from her. And so she felt cornered.

Pulling her knees up to her chest, she hugged them tight and hid her face, trying to keep the others in the room from seeing her tears. James assumed this was a natural reaction to being told that the only path into his house was in slavery, and that she was having an internal battle of sorts as she decided. Unfortunately he didn’t realize that this was her heart breaking. He thought she had a choice in all of this, that it was just her noble spirit pushing her to save her family. He had asked her if she would be punished, after all, and she’d said no.

“Sign it.” she said, her voice muffled behind her legs.

“Are you sure?” James asked, wishing he could see her face.

“Yes. Sign it.” she repeated. Maybe I’ll die in childbirth. she thought to herself.

“You’ll need to sign this first.” James stated, summoning another piece of paper. As he cast the spell to create a Faustian Pact, he decided to word it differently than Elora’s. Technically Elora didn’t turn out to be my slave, only my servant. We have to be more careful with this one, so that Hrein doesn’t get upset. Tiny flames lit upon the page, and burned his words into the paper as he spoke.
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James read over the contract he had just created, making sure it was more binding than the last. When he was satisfied that it was as he wanted it, he summoned a pen to hand over with the paper. “This has ink on the tip. You can use it to just… sign normally.” he told the elven woman on the floor, clicking the pen before handing it over to her.

Elina sniffed and looked up, though only high enough to see the pen and the page, avoiding contact with the knight’s eyes. She listlessly took the objects from him and placed the pact on the floor to read before signing it. Tears welled in her eyes as she scanned the page, a few dripping on the sheet as she put pen to paper. Nothing happened the moment it was signed, so she buried her face in her legs once more.

Carefully picking up the pact and the pen, he sent both to his Inventory. Like last time, the contract dissolved into light, and the slight pressure in his head told him it has been added to his Status Screen. He then picked up the contract Elina had given him, the one proposing that she join his house as a concubine. Looking it over one more time, and not seeing anything wrong or any dangerous wording, James signed the contract. There was no penalty clause for if he should fail to heal the merchant’s daughter, meaning that the contract would simply be void should he not succeed in doing so, and he would not gain Elina as a concubine.

“Elina,” James spoke her name softly, dropping to a knee next to her and gently placing a hand on her back. “You are not my slave, nor my concubine yet. You can avoid that fate if you wish, simply by destroying this contract before I save the girl.” The einherjar lightly placed Elina’s family contract on the floor in front of her. It had already been signed by both her and her father, making it legally binding, but James wouldn’t press the issue if the contract somehow disappeared by her hand. He wanted to make sure the woman had the opportunity to escape it if she wanted.

Elina sniffed again and blinked, raising her head slightly to gaze down at the scroll on the floor. She then reached out and gently slide it back to James, turning her head to look at him as she did so. The expression on her face was unreadable as she whispered to the man beside her. “This is your copy.”

James frowned again, something he had been doing a lot, of late. That… makes sense. House Dáinn would gain nothing by having a copy of this. It’s entirely for my benefit. If I tried to claim her as a concubine without fulfilling my end of the bargain, they would simply challenge my claim in court, and ask for proof. Sighing, James picked up the contract and sent it to his Inventory. Not knowing what else to do, James simply embraced the young woman in a hug and held her for a moment or two, hoping he could provide some level of comfort by it.

Elina was a bit startled, and then confused by the knight’s actions. He was a known slaver, so he shouldn’t have been so reluctant to gain a new slave. What is with this show of sympathy? Is he trying to fool me somehow? Not sure how to react, the elven woman simply sat there, letting him do as he pleased.

Titania leaned back against the dirty wall and folded her arms over her chest. Standing in a secret passage meant for an emergency escape, she had observed the entire meeting between James and Elina through a small hole in the study wall. That hole was meant to be a keyhole, allowing entry into the passage, with the key to access it hidden in the study itself. She had accessed the passage through her throne room, as the long winding tunnel connected to several places in her palace, allowing her to potentially escape any number of sticky situations. Each entrance had its own magical key, each being hidden away and nearly impossible for anyone else to find, thanks to a powerful glamour.

While she didn’t begrudge James taking another of her people as a slave, it did concern her somewhat that the maiden had felt it necessary to bargain herself like that in the first place. Something rotten is going on in house Dáinn. I know it. she scowled to herself. I must have Sir James look into it… after he completes the many other tasks he has on his plate. The Fae Queen sighed. She was relying on the knight entirely too much of late. The sad fact was, despite being a Queen for untold centuries, she had a considerable lack of dependable people in her service. Virtually none, other than James, were in possession of a military mind. Any that had, had decided to stay with her husband when they split their courts.

Blowing out a breath and puffing her cheeks, the Queen displayed an unusual level of cuteness for her. It truly was a shame that none were present to witness it. I want to say that Sir James will take care of it; that he will find and recruit the people I need, but that is just me relying on him yet again. Alas, I don’t believe I have any choice. There are no fae in the area that aren’t already members of my court, so we have no choice but to look to outsiders.

Deciding that there was work to be done, and none of it could be accomplished in that dingy passage, the Queen of Fairies strode back to her personal chambers.


CHAPTER 6


When Elina finally seemed to have calmed down, James helped her to her feet, and escorted her from the Queen’s study, making sure to lock it behind him. When they reached the centre of the audience chamber, Elina had gently pulled away and took her leave. She’d stated that she was returning to her father’s house, to await news of his success.

Not entirely sure what to do next, James decided to head back to his chambers in the palace, to collect Hrein and Elora. When he arrived, he knocked on the door before entering, giving Elora the chance to cover up if she was indecent. Upon seeing her, he was glad to see someone had found her some clothes, but was surprised at their design. Someone, it seemed, was fond of French maids, or at least their uniforms. While the skirt was considerably shorter than a traditional uniform, and a great deal more cleavage was on display, the overall theme and style had been captured. To be honest, it looked great on her.

The elven woman stood with her hands folded in front of her and her head bowed, a dejected look on her face.

Realizing he should greet his wife first (and noticing her stern gaze upon him), James smiled at Hrein. “Hello, my love. Is everything all right? Thank you for taking care of her.” he nodded at Elora while keeping his eyes firmly on Hrein’s.

The valkyrie nodded smartly. “The clothes were delivered by Ms. Peaseblossom. She will require 15 silver drachma in payment.” she informed him.

Looking down at Elora’s feet, he noticed that she was barefoot. “Of course. Please let Ms. Peaseblossom know that I would like to order two more complete outfits, along with stockings and comfortable shoes for Ms. Elora. I’ll happily pay extra for the new items and her assistance in this matter.”

Hrein grimaced. “Master. Ms. Peaseblossom has made me aware that… slaves do not commonly possess footwear.”

“Then there is no problem.” James stated with a shrug. “Ms. Elora is a servant, not a slave of mine, nor anyone else for that matter. I have decided that she will fill a position similar to that of Ms. Peaseblossom herself, except in my house instead of the Queen’s.”

His statement caused Hrein to quirk a brow, and for Elora herself to finally look up at him. “Sir?” she asked in a near whisper.

James did his best to give her a comforting smile before turning back to Hrein. “If you could please let Ms. Peaseblossom know of my request? Also, inquire whether the Queen and Ms. Peaseblossom would be all right with Ms. Elora working here in the palace for a short while, to learn the ropes from Ms. Peaseblossom, as it were.”

Hrein nodded stiffly and strode out of the room without another word. James had a feeling that she was upset about something, but that would have to wait until later. Taking a seat on the bed, James patted the mattress next to him. “Won’t you please take a seat, Ms. Elora?”

Elora glanced at the bed, and then at her new employer. What game is he playing? she wondered as she did as she was bid.

“It turns out there is a lot to discuss. First things first, though. I want to reiterate your position in my household. You are a servant, not a slave. I employ you, I do not own you, despite the lack of an agreed upon wage. That is what the magic which binds you tells me. Unless, of course, you fail to meet the requirements of the contract. If that should happen, then I will own you, down to your very soul. Do you understand?” James tried to speak in a soft, yet clear voice, wanting to convey the facts as simply and truthfully as possible.

Elora was unsure why he was making such a distinction, but nodded slowly in response.

“Good.” James relaxed a little and graced her with a smile. “This means things will be a little different for you in our family, in comparison to my slaves.”

Of course I would be treated different from his slaves. They are his wives. she thought bitterly. She had heard all about Sir James and his proclivities before confronting him at the Court.

“Chief among the differences are how you will address me. ‘Sir’ is good. I’ll reserve ‘Master’ for those who wear my collar. Perhaps more importantly though, you will not be expected to share my bed. I have promised my first wife, Hrein, that I would never dally with a woman outside of marriage.” he went on to explain.

Elora narrowed her eyes. Though his wives were lovely, she found it extremely hard to believe that a man wouldn’t take advantage of a woman in her position.

“Let that be incentive for you, if it may.” James stated with a slight frown.

The elf turned her head slightly and gazed at him out of the corner of her eye. “What do you mean by that, Sir?”

“Well…” James rubbed the back of his head. “I’m sure it’s still a very painful subject for you but… if I have a read on your personality at all… I suspect you wouldn’t want to sleep with any man other than… the one you love.” he tried, and failed, to put it delicately.

Elora winced and looked away fully. The idea of being with a man other than her Brann physically caused her pain. Clutching her fist to her chest, she chastised herself for holding onto feelings for a man who’d abandoned her. But I… can’t let him go. A single tear rolled down her cheek, and she was surprised when James gently wiped it away.

“I’m sorry for bringing it up,” he said quietly. “but I wanted to warn you. You are a very beautiful woman, and if you fall… if you fail and become my slave… I will take you to my bed.”

Elora shuddered at his admission, and couldn’t help but wonder what impossible tasks he would set before her, ensuring that she would fail.

“There is something else you need to know… Ah. Hrein. Welcome back. You have perfect timing, my love. I was about to share some other news with Ms. Elora here.” James looked up at his wife as she walked back into the room.

Hrein glanced at her husband, and then to the new maid, noting how close they were sitting on the bed. Acrasia had been suspiciously still and silent since they’d arrived in the chambers, so Hrein suspected she knew something that she did not. “Ms. Peaseblossom has agreed to acquire thy goods, Master, as well as to training Ms. Elora.” she informed him.

“Good. Good!” James declared, clasping his hands together. “I want to get you more clothing as well, my love. As well as see about having your armour repaired and shield replaced.”

Hrein bowed her head slightly, without taking her eyes off her husband. “I thank thee, Master.”

“Will you take a seat beside me, please?” James asked, patting the mattress on the other side of him.

Hrein nodded and quietly sat down. The einherjar snaked an arm around her back, and pulled her tight to his side. At least he has refrained from holding the maid in such a way… Hrein thought, a little bitterly.

“So… the news. I’m not sure how to put this delicately, so I will just say it. Ms. Elora’s sister, Elina, may also be joining our house in the near future.” James tried to watch both women’s reaction carefully.

Elora gasped at what she’d just heard, and spun on the einherjar. “What have you done to my sister!?” Anger was welling in her stomach. She had done what she had out of the rage and despair of losing her family. Now the man she’d blamed for it all had made a move on her sister!?

Hrein didn’t say anything with words, but her glare spoke volumes. She was not happy at all with the sudden flood of women into their household. What’s more, her Master didn’t seem to be very selective about he brought home at all. All he doth require is a pretty face. she thought derisively.

Holding his hands up defensively, James remained calm. “I will tell you everything this instant. Please let me explain.”

Both women tested their patience to the extreme, but allowed him to proceed. He began by summoning the proposal of concubinage from his inventory, and unrolling it in his lap for both to read. After they’d both had the chance to peruse the text, he began his thorough explanation. How he’d tried to turn down Elina’s offer, as well as the reactions she’d had. His fears that she might suffer an even worse fate, should he not accept. In the end, he couldn’t refrain from letting slip his thoughts of Elora’s father, but did refrain from criticizing her former fiancé.

“So… she will be your slave?” Elora confirmed, her jaw set in irritation.

James nodded hesitantly. “That is the agreement we settled upon. I tried to give her an out, to let her take and destroy this contract, but… she gave it back to me.”

“You destroy it!” Elora demanded, shouting in his face. “Destroy it right now!”

James did his best to remain calm. He understood her reaction. He would feel the same way if someone he cared about was being sold off like this, too. “What will become of your sister if I do?” he asked in a soft voice.

Elora seethed. How could he do this!? What is father thinking!? Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, she had been smitten with lieutenant Brann when her father had introduced him to her and spoke of their marriage. Also, unlike her sister, she had never overheard her father speaking with him of Elina’s future or that of their younger sister. She’d truly believed her father was an honest merchant, the proud head of the honourable Dáinn household. So now, confronted with so much evidence of her father’s backstabbing ways, she didn’t know what to think; what was real. She couldn’t deny that he’d abandoned her when she’d caused trouble at Court. But that was to save the family, right? She had told herself that very line over and over all day, honestly wanting to believe that her father regretted his actions, but was forced into them for the good of the family. But that had been harder to believe when viewed in the light of Brann’s new engagement to Laoise, her younger sister. This proved, whether she wanted to believe it or not, that her engagement had been for business, not love; at least on his end. This offer of concubinage was just the latest strike against her belief in her father.

James turned to look at Hrein, whose expression had gone from one of silent rage to one of quiet irritation and puzzlement. She’s taking this better than I expected…

“Trade.” Elora whispered.

“I’m sorry. What?” James blinked and looked back at Elora.

The elven maiden raised her head and looked James square in the eye. “Allow her to trade places with me. Destroy that… and write up a new one where she will serve your house as a maid. A normal one. One that will give her a chance to find love and live freely.” Elora licked her lips nervously. “I’ll serve in her place. As… as your concubine. Your… slave.”

James furrowed his brow as he considered her proposal. Honestly, it wasn’t in his best interests at all. With things as they were, he would likely wind up with not one, but two slaves whose very souls were bound to him. But…

Hrein nodded, as if in approval of Elora’s idea. “I agree. By the Queen’s decree, Ms. Elora is to serve our household for the remainder of her days. It would be best if she were fully invested.” The valkyrie couldn’t help but frown slightly as she said it, but continued. “This would also allow thee to save Ms. Elina from the machinations of her father, which I am certain was thy goal, Master.” Hrein gave James a meaningful look, as if daring him to challenge her statements.

James sighed and hung his head. He looked down at the Dáinn’s contract, then over to Elora. “Will that really work? I want to make sure we get your sister out from under your father’s thumb.”

The elf was so wrapped up in her own self sacrifice that she didn’t even hear his question at first. Her thoughts going back and forth between lamenting her misfortune and the need to save her sister from such a fate. “There is nothing left for me…” she whispered, her eyes distant. “It doesn’t matter what happens to me…”

James grimaced, not getting the response he’d wanted, or really any response at all. Looking back at Hrein, he saw her shrug. Finally, he made a decision of a sort, and declared his intentions. “We’ll go see Elina. All of us. And before our adventuring party leaves for Guayabo. We’ll discuss this with her, and see if she will agree to the new terms before we destroy this contract.” he stated, holding up the paper.

Elora frowned, clearly not thrilled with his answer. “I beg you, Sir.” she said as she slipped from the bed and fell to her knees. “Please, Sir. Destroy the contract and bind me instead. I promise my plan will work.”

James bit his lip in thought. There really isn’t any harm in it, is there? If Elina is dead set on fulfilling the contract, she can do so without the paper, can’t she? And, at least legally, this will give her the chance to make some other decision. His eyes flicked over to Elora’s gaze as he nodded. Tearing the contract in half, he handed the remains to her. “How do you propose we go about doing this?”

Elora looked down at the sundered contract in her hands, and accepted what it represented. Slavery for me… and freedom for my sister… Not knowing what else to do with it, she carefully folded the pieces of parchment, and tucked them in the pocket of her apron. Taking a deep breath, she slowly stood up and looked her would-be master in the eye. I won’t cry. I’m done crying… she told herself as she steeled her will. At least this will give me some small satisfaction. With one more deep breath, she raised her hand… and slapped James across the face as hard as she could.

Her attack took James by surprise. Before he could respond, the elven woman threw her had back and screamed. Both Hrein and Acrasia jumped to their feet, as a nimbus of darkness formed around the elf, lifting her off the floor as if she were weightless. Ghostly manacles snapped around the wrists of her outstretched arms, their long chains fading off into the ether, while matching shackles adorned her ankles. Finally, a spiritual collar appeared, tight around her throat, binding her soul in captivity for all time.

None of those present had ever seen a Faustian Pact enforced before, and it was mildly horrifying, to say the least. In the span of a few heartbeats, the strange cloud of darkness dissipated and Elora fell to the floor in a heap. The spectral bindings remained however, appearing as translucent chains, woven from mist and moonlight.

The newly enslaved elf slowly opened her eyes to look up at her captors. When she moved her hand, a sound was produced, like the whisper of chains rattling on the floor, causing her to finally notice her bindings. Her hand began to shake as she stared at it in horror, feeling the cold of the spectral steel seep into her very soul.

“That’s… not a very nice way to take slaves, Master.” Acrasia mumbled.

James nodded in agreement. Need to find a better way to do that.

Unable to take the emotional strain that had been building in her heart for days, Elora collapsed and curled up into a ball on the floor. Though her eyes were shut tight, no tears leaked from them, and no sound escaped her lips.

Wanting to let the woman rest, James gently scooped her up and placed her on the bed, before covering all but her head with the sheets. “Rest, Elora.” he whispered as he stroked her hair. “Wait here for us while we take care of some things. If you need anything, call for a maid.”

Once they’d left the room and James had quietly closed the door behind them, James leaned against the wall and sighed. After glancing briefly at each of his companions and noting their unnerved expressions, he called up his Status Screen and checked it. Just as I thought. he murmured to himself. Her name had been added to his list of slaves, and the text of her Faustian Pact had turned red, ostensibly to signify the activation of the Pact.

“What art thy plans for her, Master?” Hrein asked quietly, as if not wanting to disturb the woman beyond the door.

“I honestly hadn’t thought past having her serve as a maid.” James admitted with a frown. Looking at each of the women beside him, he whispered. “No offence, but she isn’t wife material. At least… not for our family.”

The girls each looked at each other, then back to their Master. “What do you mean, Master?” Acrasia asked.

“Well, I’m going to have to do a lot of travelling, right? And likely a lot of fighting. That’s kind of the job of a knight.” he began.

Hrein nodded, and Acrasia did a second later, but neither seemed to see where he was going with this.

“I love you two.” he stated with a smile. “With all of my heart. I never want to be apart from you. And that means having you at my side on the battlefield.”

Both women blushed a little and wore soft smiles at his declaration of love, but nodded along in agreement with the rest.

“But Elora’s not suited for the battlefield. She’s no warrior, and possesses no magic of use to us. She’s just…” James left his thoughts unfinished.

“Useless.” Acrasia blurted out.

Both James and Hrein cringed at the fairy’s honest but brutal assessment.

“Kind of, but yeah. I was going to say ‘weak’.” James admitted.

Hrein sighed, then leaned against the wall next to James. Tapping her lips in thought, she finally made a suggestion. “She could take care of our home, when we build one.”

“Yes. That’s a good idea.” James agreed. “We’ll continue with the plan to have her train as a maid, but when and if her sister steps into that role, we can promote her to Head Mistress or something. Have her manage the family’s business dealings, perhaps? She is the daughter of a merchant, after all.”

“Art thou going to… mate with her, Master?” Hrein asked hesitantly, worrying her lip.

“I… want to.” James admitted, his shoulders slumping in shame.

Hrein looked away, but nodded softly. “It is thy right as her Master.” she said in a quiet voice.

“Can we, maybe, deal with that if and when the time ever comes? As it stands, she’s supposed to be my concubine, not my wife. Let’s keep that in mind. I’m more than happy to have my… needs… fulfilled by the two of you.” James suggested.

“I like your needs, Master.” Acrasia said with a grin and a wink.

Hrein, on the other hand, wasn’t quite so sure how to feel about that. If he doth seek her out for some of his… less pleasant desires, it might be easier for me. she thought, and then immediately felt guilty for it. Ugh. What is wrong with me? I do not wish to participate in his deviant play, and yet, I would deny him the chance with another woman? Hrein shook her head in frustration. Is it wrong for me to wish he were different? she asked herself. After a long moment of silence, not hearing what the other two were discussing, Hrein arrived at her answer. No. It is not wrong, but it is pointless. He is as he is, and I am bound to him, and not as equals. The wise course would be seek what happiness I can with him, and let go of hope for more.

“Hrein?” James asked, lightly placing a hand on her shoulder. “Everything okay?”

The valkyrie turned and gazed into her lover’s eyes, seeing the concern and love for her there. She had faith in his feelings for her, even if he sometimes did things which made her question them. But they are always sexual. she noted. I wonder if that maketh a difference?

“Hrein? My love?” James asked again, peering back into her eyes.

The shield maiden forced a smile and nodded. “Yea, Master. Everything is fine.”

For the first time in his life, James felt like Hrein had lied to him.

Though she had been trying to drown out the world around her, Elora’s sensitive elven ears couldn’t help but pick up the whispered conversation outside her door. It seemed like they were all speaking in earnest, thinking she was unaware of their words. Head Mistress? Manage the family’s business? That all sounded much more like she had expected of her life as Brann’s wife, than that of a slave. At least the brute admitted to wanting my body. she scoffed.

She had winced a little when the fairy had called her useless, but deep in her heart she was glad they didn’t intend to cart her off to battle. He really seems to want to keep me safe… Elora sighed as she listen to the group walk away. She wanted to stop thinking. Stop feeling. Closing her eyes again, she wished for the day to be over.

As James and company passed through the halls of the palace, the encountered Peaseblossom pushing a wheeled basket of dirty laundry. “Ah! Sir James!” she called out to him.

“Hello Ms. Peaseblossom.” he replied with a smile.

“What’s with this ‘Ms.’ business, all of a sudden?” she asked with a smirk.

“Just trying to be polite.” he grinned in reply.

“Hmph. Well, rather than a too-late attempt at politeness, I’d rather the money for your clothing order, if you please.” she stated, giving him a mock scowl.

James chuckled. “Of course. How much was it?”

“Seventy silver drachma.” the larger-than-most fairy stated.

James nodded and went to fish the coin from his Inventory. It was only then that he realized that he did not have the kind of funds he was used to, and that he hadn’t even sold the copper pendants for coin. Truth be told, he barely had enough to cover the two outfits, without the shoes or stockings. “Um… how much are the shoes?”

Peaseblossom quirked a brow. “10 drachma.”

“Right. Is it too late to change the order?” James gave her a guilty grin.

The fairy narrowed her eyes. “Luckily for you, I have not yet placed the order with the craftsmen.”

“Right. Good. Here are 15 silver for the outfit you’ve already provided, as well as 10 more for the shoes. How much for stockings?” James started pulling the coins from his Inventory.

“5 drachma.” Peaseblossom replied.

“Okay. 5 more for a single pair of stockings.” Piling 30 silver coins in the fairy’s outstretched hand, James gave her a bow. He was now down to a mere 2 silver and a mitt full of copper. “Think anyone would like to buy these?” he asked, summoning a pile of demon worshipper pendants.

Peaseblossom curled her lip in disgust. “Only for raw materials. I’d say try the gnomes when you see them.”

“Okay, tha… er… please have the shoes and stockings delivered to my chambers. Ms. Elora is in there resting.” he requested.

“Okay.” the fairy nodded and took a step to leave.

“One more moment of your time, please, Ms. Peaseblossom?” James called to her and stepped back in front of her.

Peaseblossom scowled. “You have been very helpful to Her Majesty, so I don’t mind helping you, Sir James, but you must realize that I am a very busy fairy.”

“Of course. And that is precisely why I wish to help you.” he stated with a wink and a grin.

The fairy narrowed her eyes once more. “In what manner could you help me, Sir James?” Despite her efforts to resist, her eyes flicked to his crotch before snapping back up again.

James chuckled, knowing exactly what the short woman was thinking. “Would you mind giving me that basket of clothes for a moment?” he asked, putting extra emphasis on the word ‘giving’.

Being a fae, Peaseblossom was quite accustomed to trickery of all sorts, and so her suspicions were immediately raised by his odd request. Nonetheless, she was somewhat curious what he would do with the Queen’s laundry, and even secretly hoped she would catch him doing something perverted with it. Like maybe sniffing it… she thought as she slowly pushed the basket towards him.

Something told James that he was being unjustly suspected of something, but he just shrugged the sensation off. Receiving the basket of clothes and bedding from the Queen’s Handmaiden, James picked it up and concentrated on only sending the grime on the fabrics and basket to his Inventory. In other words, he used his (not so famous) Inventory Trick to do the laundry for Ms. Peaseblossom.

Of course nothing visual happened at all. It just looked like he picked the basket up, held it for a moment, and then sat it back down. Thus, Peaseblossom was somewhat disappointed when she received the laundry back, without having witnessed anything even remotely perverted. “Wait!” she shouted, glancing into the pile, thinking that perhaps the Queen’s small clothes were on the top. He must have just wanted a peek! A frown creased her lips when she realized the only visible articles were her blankets. And he didn’t even stick his face in there and sniff them… Unconsciously mimicking the action she’d suspected James of wanting to perform, she was suddenly surprised to find that the linens had no scent at all. “Huh?” she muttered, baffled by the lack of smell.

“I cleaned them for you. Made all of the dirt and scents disappear. For the record, I sent them away, I didn’t just hide them, so the laundry really is clean.” he explained.

The fairy slowly raised her gaze to James’ face, seeming to scrutinize every detail, as if looking for some hint of a trick.

James shrugged and gave her a winning smile. “Just wanted to save you some time and effort, since you always do so much for me, my friend.”

“Gah!” Peaseblossom clutched her chest and stared at James in shock. Not only had he just saved her at least an hour’s work, but he also called her his friend. “Y-you shouldn’t try to seduce me!” she squealed, grabbing the cart and fleeing down the hall.

James stood there blinking, utterly confused by her reaction. His head turned robotically to Hrein, who also wore a baffled expression. “I think… seduction works differently here, than where I’m from…” James muttered.

“No.” Acrasia said, shaking her head. “I think Peasy’s just weird.”


CHAPTER 7


James and his entourage arrived at his glade a short time later. Finally made it… he thought to himself. He was glad to see that a number of gnomes were already present and waiting for his arrival. Looking around, he tried his best to distinguish between them. The fact that they all looked like little old men in red Phrygian caps didn’t help matters any. “Excuse me.” he called out to the tiny people. “Could I please speak to your leader?”

The crowd parted and one of the gnomes stepped forth. James thought he recognized the one who had spoken on the little people’s behalf at Court, which would make him Wenceslaus, if he recalled correctly. The bearded little man bent low in a bow and introduced himself. “Greetings, Sir James. I am Wenceslaus, King of the Gnomes. I have brought my people here to assist you in building your temple, at the behest of Titania, Queen of the Fairies.

Part of James’ mind wondered if the little guy considered his people to be under separate rulership than the rest of the fae, or if he considered Titania something more like an Empress, ruling over the kings and queens of other folk. Unfortunately, he worried that broaching the subject might be rude, so held back on asking. Something to ask Titania about later.

“King Wenceslaus, I look forward to working with you and your people.” James replied with a bow of his own.

“Do you have the diagrams?” the gnomish leader asked in his nasal voice.

“I have this book.” James stated, summoning the travel guide. “I’d like to go over some of the pictures with you, and make some requests.” He thought about handing the thick book over to Wenceslaus, but decided it would be better for him to set it down where they could look at it together. “Where would be a good spot to set up your command post?” James asked.

“Command post, eh? I like the sound of that.” the self proclaimed king cackled. “Over there, at the edge of the glade, but far from that prankster’s pool.” he said, his distaste for the Naiad obvious at the end.

James followed the gnome to where he wanted to set up, taking one step for every dozen or so of the little man’s. When the crotchety king was content with their location, James laid the book on the ground and started flipping through the pages. Every now and then he’d point out some feature or other of a Shinto temple, asking if it could be duplicated by the king’s people. The answer was invariably yes, so long as the material was some kind of stone. Apparently gnomes had an innate magic that let them mould and shape stone as if it were clay. This allowed them to move about under the earth with little more difficulty than a man beating bush.

When he asked if the temple could be constructed from black granite, he was told that it must have been his lucky day, for that was precisely the type of stone which sat beneath the Dryad Grove, despite the surrounding area being predominantly marble. James just smiled at the comment, and silently thanked Lady Luck for her blessing, as well his daily spell of Lucky Charm.

The two dozen gnomes assigned to the project completed more work in an hour than an equal number of full sized men could in a day. Much to James’ astonishment, the the temple was completed before the day was out. He could hardly believe the speed at which the tiny folk had constructed the building, nor the skill with which they worked the stone, creating many an artistic flourish and design. They had even been able to fulfil James’ request for a large bath on the ground floor, tapping into the Naiad’s spring for the source. While it wasn’t heated, that was something he could look into later. Perhaps there’s a fae with fire magic I could learn?

Before the gnomes left, James asked one of the workers if they had any use for the pendants he’d been holding onto in his inventory. The worker’s reaction to the design was similar to Peaseblossom’s had been, but he did agree to buy them for raw materials. In the end, they were only worth a single copper coin each, but James would take that over nothing. This brought his worldly wealth (not counting what he’d brought from Earth) to a whopping 2 silver drachma, and 143 copper obols.

Once they were alone, Hrein suggested they tour the temple.

“Not yet.” James said, placing his hand on her shoulder and stopping her from entering.

The valkyrie turned and gave him a questioning look.

“I want to consecrate the temple to Hel before it has any visitors. Us included.” James explained.

“Ah. That maketh sense, Master.” Hrein agreed, nodding.

“How will you do that, Master?” Acrasia asked in her sweet voice.

“Well, I was thinking I might say a few words, and make a sacrifice on her altar.” James suggested.

Hrein tapped her lips in thought. “I have not noticed any livestock around here for thee to slaughter. What didst thou have in mind, Master?”

“Ah. About that. I was thinking of changing the idea behind animal sacrifices to the gods, or at least to Hel.” James proposed.

Hrein frowned. “To what end, Master?”

“Well, why not offer her something she’d actually like?” he asked. “Maybe a bouquet of beautiful flowers, some fruit, or even some prepared food like pastries? If you want to offer her meat, that’s fine, but why not something already butchered? Or better yet, cooked? I think those things make for more thoughtful offerings than some bloody carcass.”

Acrasia’s eyes grew large in excitement. “That sounds wonderful, Master!”

Even Hrein had a pleased smile on her face as she nodded. “Indeed, Master. I do believe Lady Hel might appreciate such things.”

James gave his ladies a bright smile. “Thanks, girls. I think that is what we shall do, then. With that in mind, let’s go get our two new temple maidens and take them with us to collect the flowers. It would be nice to include them in the ceremony.”

Both women agreed that would be a good idea, and so the party set off for the palace once again. By the time they reached the front doors, it was well after dark, and none of them had eaten anything that day. It was Acrasia’s stomach growling which subtly reminded James of that fact.

“I’m sorry, ladies. I really am failing to stay on top of things. I need to see about having the pantry stocked at the temple. With any luck, we should have regular dining from tomorrow on.” James apologized.

“Sir James!” a very familiar and friendly voice called out to them.

“My Queen.” James replied with a deep bow.

“How goes construction of your new temple?” she asked, coming to a stop in front of him.

“The building is complete, Your Majesty. I simply wish to hold a small ceremony to consecrate it before we move in. I plan to do that after we have some supper.” he informed her.

“Oh? Have you not eaten? Come then. I am sure there are some leftovers in the kitchen.” Titania turned on her heel and waved for them to follow.

Not going to protest her generosity, James and his women started to follow Titania down the hall. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I just have to check on Ms. Elora and see if she’s had the chance to eat.”

The Fairy Queen smiled and waved away his apology. “No need for concern, Sir James. Peaseblossom informed me that she had supper delivered to your new maid.”

James sighed in relief. “Ah. Tha… that is wonderful. Ms. Peaseblossom is a wonderful servant.”

“That she is, Sir James.” Titania replied with a smirk. She knew well how hard it was for James to break the habit of thanking people, and she appreciated his efforts to adjust to their culture.

With no further need to delay, the group of four made their way to the palace kitchen. Sure enough, a number of pastries sat in cases, along with some sliced fruit and even a few cuts of meat. James and his girls helped themselves to the food, and offered the Queen some dried pasta in exchange. It had been ages since she had enjoyed such a dish, so she happily accepted.

When everyone had eaten their fill (and even the Queen had indulged in a little snack), James made to say his goodbyes to Titania. “The food was delicious, Your Majesty.” he said, bowing again. “But we must take our leave, as I would like to perform the ceremony before it gets too late.”

“But of course, Sir James. I understand. Shall we head out to collect your flowers, and then your followers?” she asked with a smirk.

“We?” James asked, a little surprised.

“Indeed. It is the first temple to the gods to be opened in my realm. I should be present for its consecration then, should I not?” she replied, giving him a playful grin.

“Your Majesty would be most welcome.” James confirmed, returning her smile.

“Excellent. As it happens, there are some lovely night blooming flowers which grow in my garden. Perhaps we could select a few from there?” she suggested.

James felt himself truly fortunate to be able to select from the Queen’s own garden for the ceremony. “I’m sure Hel would be very pleased with some cutting from your personal collection, Your Majesty.”

“Hmm. Do you think she might prefer some seedlings, rather than cuttings? She could enjoy them longer that way.” the Fae Queen made another suggestion.

James shook his head and slight grimace creased his lips. “Niflheimr has no sun to nourish plants, and I believe it to be too cold an environ for them to survive. Attempting to grow seedlings there may well cause more sadness to my Lady than joy.”

“Ah. My apologies, Sir James. Your Lady has my sympathies for having to live in such a place.” came Titania’s contrite reply.

At last they arrived at the entrance to the garden, and the Queen led them around to her premier suggestions. In the end, they had collected cuttings of four beautiful flowers. The first being the lovely white Moonflower, which resembled the Morning Glories which grew in James’ yard growing up. Next came the Gladiolus, which was distantly related to James’ favourite flower, the Iris. Third was the Gardenia, which was completely unfamiliar to the einherjar; and last but not least was the Queen of the Night, whose name and pale beauty made James think of vampires.

Titania arranged them into a beautiful bouquet herself, before offering to carry them to the temple. James was touched by her desire to participate to such an extent and gladly accepted her offer.

Flowers gathered, it was time to pick up his followers. The four headed first to James’ private chambers, where Elora was waiting. Once again James stopped and knocked on the door before entering, giving the elf a chance to preserve her dignity should she be in a compromising state.

“Enter.” a solemn voice called out from within.

James opened the door, then stepped aside for the ladies to enter before him. Titania led the procession, which caused Elora to drop to a knee in surprise.

“Your Majesty!” she cried. “How may I serve you?” she asked, bowing her head deeply.

“My word! What happened to her!?” the Queen exclaimed upon seeing the ethereal chains binding the maid.

“Ah.” James opened his mouth to reply, only to find that he wasn’t sure how he wanted to explain it. He really didn’t want to put blame on Elora when she deserved none. “It was… a conscious choice, Your Majesty.” he tried.

“Explain.” she commanded, rounding on the knight and gazing up at him with concern.

“Well… as you may soon become aware, Lady Elina approached me with an offer of concubinage from her family. Though I eventually accepted her offer, Ms. Elora here took extreme exception to the idea, and requested to swap places with her sister. Thus she became my slave, while we will propose a contract of employment to Elina.” James did his best to give a clear and concise answer to the Queen’s question.

The Fairy Queen frowned slightly and looked between James and Elora. “Correct me if I am wrong, but was she not already your slave, Sir James?”

“Yeah, about that.” James chuckled a little. “Turns out the contract I had her sign only tied her to me as a servant, not a slave. The magic treated her more like an employee than my personal property.”

“And the chains?” Titania waved at the ghostly accessories Elora was sporting.

“In order to change her status, Elora knowingly acted against my orders, thus triggering her Faustian Pact. The result was my taking ownership of her immortal soul.” James finished his explanation with a look of sympathy to Elora.

“I see.” Titania stated simply.

Thinking the conversation over, James turned to Elora. “The temple of my goddess has been completed. I plan to consecrate the building tonight with a small ceremony, and then we will all move in. You will have your own chambers there, as I expanded on my original plans to include a few extra rooms.”

“I will live at your temple?” Elora asked. “In my own room?”

“Yes. Currently six of us will live there, but your sister will make seven, should our plans work out.” James confirmed.

“What will my duties be… Sir?” Elora was clearly tense, and seemed a little confused about something.

“Well, until and unless your sister takes over, they will be as a maid. It will be the job of the temple maidens to maintain the temple and tend to worshipers, so you won’t have much in the way of cleaning to do. Only my chambers and yours. Though perhaps you could split the duties with the Maidens if you have time? Like taking turns cleaning the bath, kitchen and lavatory? Mostly though, I’d like you to focus on cooking for everyone, and gathering fresh food for the pantry each day.” James listed all of the duties he could think of off the top of his head.

“I think you may require more staff, Sir James.” Titania interrupted. “You haven’t mentioned laundry or taking out the refuse, among other things.”

“I can take care of those. Well, when I am home, at least. I can just use my blessing to clean our clothes and such, as well as dealing with any garbage.” I just have to remember to dump said garbage every day or two. James reminded himself.

“And when you are not home?” Titania asked, arching a brow and crossing her arms.

James sighed. “To be honest, I don’t have the funds to hire extra hands right now. It will be a real blessing if Ms. Elina enters my service and can help out. I’m just really glad that we can pick free fruit from the trees and plants to supplement our diet. I’ll have to hunt for meat until we get enough stored away, or I gain some sort of reliable income.”

Titania winced at his final comment. She was well aware that the purpose of granting a knight an estate was so that he could provide for himself and his people.

Realizing what he’d said, James bowed to the Queen. “That wasn’t a dig at you, Your Majesty. The temple suits my needs perfectly. I just have to figure out the right way to manage it.”

“I know, Master!” Acrasia piped up.

James turned and gave the fairy a questioning look. “Did you have something in mind, my pet?”

Acrasia beamed with delight at his use of her preferred pet name. “Why don’t you teach the maidens how to heal? That way they can tend to the wounded, and accept payment for the temple!”

Titania clapped and smiled at her young friend. “That is an excellent idea, Acrasia.”

Almost simultaneously, James shot her down. “That won’t work, Acrasia.”

Both fairies turned and gave him confused looks. “”Why not?”” they asked in unison.

“Because the temple maidens aren’t my slaves. I don’t own them. Thus I can’t use my blessing to teach them spells. They’d have to learn the old fashioned way, through years of dedicated study.” James explained with a shrug.

More than anyone, Elora was truly surprised by his explanation. “You… didn’t enslave them?” was what she asked, but inside she was even more astonished by something else. He can grant spells to his slaves!?

“No.” James shook his head. “Why would I?”

“Is there truly no way around that, Sir James?” Titania knew they had discussed it before, but she didn’t want to give up on the hope that he could empower more of her people.

“Hel’s blessing allows me to analyze and enhance things I own. It’s already a stretch that I can enhance slaves, but the key to it all is ownership.” he explained.

“Thou couldst teach Elora the healing spell, Master.” Hrein pointed out.

James tilted his head back and forth. “I could, and I probably will at some point. But she is not a temple maiden, and doesn’t even worship Hel to my knowledge. I feel like it would be a farce to have her heal people at the temple in Hel’s name. I’m not interested in deceiving people and acting like a charlatan.”

Once again James had exceeded Elora’s admittedly low expectations. Not only had he agreed that he would probably grant her a valuable ability, but he wouldn’t use her to deceive others. Have… I been wrong about him? Shaking her head, she dismissed the thought. She would not be fooled so easily ever again. He will reveal his true nature in time.

Titania muttered to herself. It felt like there was a clear path to protecting her people within her reach, but a stubborn obstacle refused to get out of her way.

“In any case, we should go collect Lāmina and Zahra for the ceremony.” James suggested. “I haven’t seen them since the mission. Does anyone know where they might be?”

“They were granted leave to use a chamber in the palace until your temple was complete.” Titania informed him.

“That was most generous of you, Your Majesty.” James quasi-thanked her with a bow.

Titania sighed. “I do believe I have told you several times now, James.” the human sized fairy gave him a look of displeasure. “You don’t need to be so formal when it is just us and your slaves.”

James couldn’t help but grin and shake his head. “I’ll try harder to remember, Titania.”

Elora couldn’t keep the look of shock off her face. He truly does have her favour!

James held the door for the women to exit, then took one final look around the room to ensure they weren’t leaving anything behind. He didn’t intend to use this chamber any longer, now that he had his own room at the temple. Exiting and closing the door behind him, he moved to stand beside the Queen. “If you would lead the way, please?”

Titania smirked and nodded, then led the way… to the next door down the hall. “I had thought they might be best served by staying near their guardian.” the fae giggled at her own little prank.

The einherjar chuckled softly and moved to rap on the door. Lāmina’s voice called out from within. “Yes? Who is it?”

“It’s a me, James!” James replied, affecting his best Italian accent.

No one laughed, because no one got the joke. Lāmina’s confused face peeked around the carefully opened door. “Who?”

“Uh, just me.” James answered in his usual voice, rubbing the back of his head in embarrassment.

“Sir James!” the elven lass exclaimed with delight, throwing the door wide. “Please, come in!”

James nodded and led their growing procession into the small room. Glad this is our last stop. It’s getting a bit crowded. he remarked to himself.

“Your Majesty!” the young lady exclaimed as she dropped to a knee and bowed her head, having recognized the monarch in James’ company.

“Be at ease, young one. I am simply here to accompany Sir James to the temple.” Titania said softly, attempting to calm the young elves.

Both Lāmina and Zahra (who had knelt behind the bed) hesitantly regained their feet and looked from the Queen to James, and back again.

“The temple is complete.” James told his wards with a smile. “Queen Titania is going to grace us with her presence during the consecration ceremony, where I plan to dedicate the temple to Hel. I’m also going to take the opportunity to induct you two into her service, if that is still your wish?”

“”Yes!”” both girls affirmed confidently.

“Good. Good.” James smiled warmly. “Is there anything you need to do before we go? Remember not to leave any belongings behind, as you will be moving into your room in the temple directly.”

“No Sir!” little Zahra chimed in with a cheerful smile.

“Let us be on our way, then.” the Queen stated before stepping out into the hall.

It was already well past sunset, so while a few fae were out revelling in the moonlight, the streets were mostly deserted. Thus James and his group didn’t draw much attention, despite having the Fairy Queen among their number. The hooting of an owl was the only sound as they passed through the winding trail which led through the Dryad’s Grove, and into the Peaceful Glade, but James could have sworn they were being watched.

“The Dryads are curious.” Titania whispered, her eyes scanning the forest around them. “While they agreed to my granting you the clearing, they are still wary of their new neighbour. I assured them that you would make for excellent company.” Taking her eyes off the tall oaks on either side of the path, the Queen of the Fairies glanced up at her taller companion, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

“Then I shall endeavour not to disappoint.” James grinned back at Titania.

When at last the procession exited the path and entered the clearing, one and all were entranced by the marvel before them. Silver beams of moonlight gently caressed the stone temple, highlighting its decorative carvings, and casting calming shadows in equal measure, granting it an unearthly beauty that couldn’t help but stir the soul.

“It’s beautiful.” Acrasia gasped in a near whisper.

James just nodded, not wanting to disturb the moment with his own mortal voice, for it truly felt like some divine power was at work. Moments passed, and though the spell wasn’t broken, James sensed that the time was right. “Your Majesty, may I have the offering?”

Titania blinked and then curtsied before holding the flowers out to James, a solemn look on her face.

Taking the bouquet, James briefly wondered if it was okay for a queen to curtsy to someone beneath her, but decided it wasn’t his place to question her actions. James then turned and slowly marched towards the temple, his ears picking up the sound of the others following him at a respectful distance. Not even the normally energetic and boisterous Acrasia made any sound beyond that of her flapping wings.

As James ascended the temple steps, a feeling of peace and welcome washed over him, as if coming home after a long period away. With a sense of reverence, he continued his forward march until he was standing before the altar, near the back of the main chamber. The quiet shuffling of cloth behind him let him know that the others had entered, and were now kneeling in prayer.

“Lady Hel,” he began in a reverent tone, just loud enough to be heard by everyone present. “I, Sir James Fir, your Champion, make this offering to you, as I dedicate this temple to your worship.” Gently placing the flowers on the altar, he went on, bowing his head. “I humbly ask that you bless this temple, and watch over your servants and followers within its walls.”

“I am most pleased to do so, my Champion.” Hel’s voice sounded from above, her timbre soft and comforting. As her words faded, so too did the flowers on the altar, disappearing into thin air.

James bowed low, and then turned around to face his companions. Spreading his arms wide, he continued his speech. “My Lady. On this night, we have two who wish to enter your service. They have asked to serve as temple maidens, minding our home, and bringing your word to all who visit. Lāmina, Zahra, please come forward.”

The elven sisters rose gracefully from their knees, and slowly approached the altar. When they were within reach of Hel’s Champion, they bowed their heads and knelt as one, waiting to receive Hel’s blessing.

Addressing the elder sister first, James placed his hand upon her head. “Lāmina. State your oath and enter the service of Hel.”

Not having been coached, the elven maiden merely spoke from the heart. Clutching her hands together in prayer. “Lady Hel, please accept me as your servant from this day forth. I offer you my soul, as I offer my body to your Champion. My life shall be spent in service to you both.”

James was startled by his inclusion in her oath, and more than a little disturbed by the potential meaning behind it. I really hope she means service in battle or something…

“We accept.” Hel’s voice rang out over the gathering, and a feeling of approval settled over the maiden.

James blinked as he noticed a slight silvery glow emanating from Lāmina, but when he opened his eyes again, it was gone. Not wanting to disrupt the sacred ceremony, he kept the observation to himself and removed his hand from Lāmina’s head. He then turned to Zahra and wondered if the young child had prepared an oath, as it seemed her sister had. Finding that he had to bend over a fair bit in order to place his hand on her head, he repeated his lines. “Zahra. State your oath and enter the service of Hel.”

“Lady Hel!” she called out in a joyful voice, perhaps a little too loud for the solemn ceremony. “I want to serve you too! I’ll give you my soul, just like big sis did, and I’ll give myself to Sir James, too!”

“Zahra…” James groaned, his brow furrowed in consternation. This is NOT how it’s supposed to go. Clearly she’s too young to…

“Oh yeah! Forever and ever, I mean!” she added.

“We accept.” Zahra’s addendum, followed immediately by Hel’s voice, cut off James’ thoughts before he could give voice to them. This time he saw clearly the silver nimbus of light that sank into the little girl.

Worry not, my Champion. The light is merely them receiving a minor blessing from me. With it, I will be able to speak directly to their minds, as I do yours, without using a significant amount of my power. Hel’s voice whispered in James’ head.

I was more worried about their oaths to me! he thought back at her.

The unusual sound of Hel’s laughter rang in his thoughts. Thou hast no need to worry in that regard either, my Champion. I have heard their prayers, and through them, as well as through watching and understanding thee, I have been forming the foundations of my doctrine. In the past I had no concerns, other than for the care or punishment of the souls of the dead. Now I find myself with a church in need of structure and customs. As thou art the head of my church on Terra, I have decided to model its rules after thy own beliefs. Service and discipline will form the core, with family holding it all together, and oaths being paramount in importance. This reflects well my own feelings, as thou might imagine from my treatment of oath breakers.

James’ frown eased slightly, but he couldn’t shake all of his worries. That sounds great, but you didn’t really address my true concerns.

He could almost feel the goddess’ grin as a subtle warmth upon his soul. The eldest doth wish to marry thee, my Champion, though the youngest hath no real concept of what that doth mean. Whether thou dost accept Lāmina’s hopes is up to thee. Their oaths to thee are to be taken as oaths to the church. Henceforth, all of my priestesses will be married to the church, and forbidden from carnal acts with outsiders. Of course the clergy are free to love within their ranks as they seeth fit.

James sighed and rubbed his temples, oblivious to the others watching him. I noticed you didn’t mention priests.

Hel was silent for a moment, but her voice was playful when she finally answered. I somehow doubt that any men will meet thy exacting standards. Thou wouldst never wish for them to take advantage of such pure maidens, after all. The sound of the goddess giggling in his head almost threw him for a loop. He wasn’t used to her being so happy. I look forward thy visit, my Champion. Oh. And I thank thee for the flowers. Hel out. The goddess teased him, using his usual radio procedure to end the conversation.

James helped the two freshly ordained temple maidens to their feet. The girls were all smiles as they rejoined the group, eagerly chatting amongst themselves about the ceremony. The moonlight in the windows dimmed, as if the celestial orb had passed behind a cloud, and James was reminded of the need to purchase torches to light the interior of the temple. I wonder if Hel had influenced the weather somehow? It was almost too perfect tonight. James considered what he had seen as he approached his companions.

“That was an impressive ceremony, Sir James.” the Queen said in greeting.

“I’m glad you were here to witness it, Your Majesty.” James said with a warm smile. “Now if only we had some light in here.” The einherjar looked around the room, trying to spot the sconces he’d forgotten to ask for. Unsurprisingly, there weren’t any present.

“I’m on it, Master!” Acrasia chirped, then zipped up to the ceiling. A moment later, a globe of yellow light appeared where her hand touched the stonework, shedding light down on the room.

James opened his mouth to ask how she’d done that, when he realized that it must be an illusion. Handy use of the spell. he thought in admiration. “Thank you, my pet.”

“Hehe.” the tiny fairy giggled and flew back down to land on his shoulder.

Turning back to the Queen, James gave her another smile. “It’s late, so we should probably call it a night. I was thinking of making that journey to Hel tomorrow after breakfast, if you’re interested?”

Titania smiled back, but a hint of sadness clouded her eyes. “That would be grand, Sir James.”

“May I escort you home then, Your Majesty?” he offered.

“I believe I am quite safe within my own queendom, Sir James.” the queen shook her head lightly.

“Let me put it this way then, Titania.” James said, leaning in slightly and looking her in the eye. “I would really enjoy another few minutes of your company, so may I accompany you back to your palace?”

Titania blushed a little at his forwardness, but nodded her head, a shy smile playing at her lips. “I would like that, James.”

Beaming, James stood up straight and offered the queen his arm. “I’ll be back shortly. Please make yourselves comfortable.” he said to the others.

Hrein watched the exchange with a furrowed brow. She didn’t think her husband was making a pass at the queen, but his actions could be interpreted that way.

James and Titania strolled down the street in companionable silence. They’d already made it over half way to the palace before one of them spoke.

“The moon is beautiful, is it not?” Titania stated, looking up at the sky.

James looked up to see the moon barely visible behind a cloud. This caused him to wonder about her statement for a moment, but then he simply nodded in agreement. “That it is, Titania.”

The fairy’s golden eyes lowered to the street in front of them, as her cheeks dusted lightly with pink.

Not feeling the need to say anything else, the two continued their journey in silence, until they reached the palace doors. Reaching out, James opened the door for the Queen and gave her a tender smile. “Goodnight, Titania.”

The Fairy Queen bit her lip, but then nodded and smiled up at her companion. “Goodnight, James. I’ll see you tomorrow after breakfast.” With that, the monarch turned and hurried into the palace.

Once she was out of sight, James closed the door and let out a long exhale. Giving his head a shake, he spread his wings and flew back to the Temple of Hel.

Hel’s Champion strode into the temple, only to see the girls gathered around the altar, nibbling on various pieces of fruit, while watching others vanish as they sat them on the stone fixture.

“We’re sharing a snack with Hel!” Acrasia called out, the first to notice his return.

James chuckled as he walked up and put his arm around Hrein. “That’s good of you. I’m sure she appreciates it.”

I do. Hel whispered in his mind.

“Well, don’t let me interrupt. I’m just going to take a quick tour of the facilities before heading to bed.” he announced.

“Wait, me too!” Acrasia chirped.

“Me too!” Zahra echoed her.

“Okay, okay!” James surrendered, chuckling. “Any who want to join me are welcome to do so.”

“I believe we all do, Master.” Hrein said, slipping an arm around his waist. She wasn’t sure why, but she was feeling particularly possessive of her husband in that moment.

“Then let’s take a look around.” he said, casting an Illusion of flames in his palm.

James led the girls around, giving a complete tour of the building. There were many Ooh’s and Ahh’s, especially when they reached the bath, but one member of their party always kept silent.

Elora held back from the rest of the group as much as possible. While she had to admit that the structure was impressive, she didn’t feel that she fit in with the friendly atmosphere surrounding the others. She found it unfathomable that a pair of slaves could look so genuinely happy at their Master’s side, while it still surprised her that the younger elves were there of their own free will. He must be manipulating them somehow… she insisted in her head, even though her heart was telling her otherwise.

At last the tour came to an end, and all participants headed back to their personal quarters. They had yet to have any furniture delivered (not that he could afford it), so James summoned what he could from his Inventory. He left a couch and a love seat in the siblings’ room, along with a couple of blankets and pillows for them. To Elora he gave a collapsable army cot, which he took a moment to set up for her. Of course he left her with a blanket as well, but the only pillow he had left was his own. This meant she had to make do with one of the cushions that used to grace his couch. That left his actual bed for his room, which he shared with Hrein and Acrasia. The faux-iron framed bed was queen-sized, so it could fit the three of them very comfortably, especially given Acrasia’s six inch body. In addition to his old, worn out pillow, he also had one more cushion, so he tossed that on the bed too. He felt it was too warm for blankets, but laid one on the foot of the bed anyway, in case one of the girls got cold in the middle of the night.


CHAPTER 8


James sat on the bed and looked down at his feet. There was a lot he wanted to do before bed, but it seemed that Acrasia had other ideas. The tiny fairy had landed on his shoulder and was currently busy nibbling on his ear.

“Are we going to christen our new home, Master?” she whispered in a breathy voice.

James wanted to point out the irony of using the word “christen” in a temple dedicated to Hel, but he was distracted by Hrein’s hand on his chest, pushing him back onto the bed.

His look of surprise made the valkyrie falter for a moment, but a look of determination settled on her features once again before he could say a word. At that point speaking became somewhat awkward, due to Acrasia crawling on his face and peppering his lips with tiny kisses and nibbles. He couldn’t move his head around too much without potentially knocking her off, so he just laid back and listened to the sounds of metal and cloth hitting the floor as Hrein undressed.

Getting with the program, James sent his own clothing to his Inventory. The last thing he wanted to do was awkwardly struggle with clothing while two beautiful women waited to make love. Sometimes having a tail and wings is downright annoying. James thought to himself.

No sooner were his pants gone than a warm, soft pair of lips brushed against his manhood. More surprising than her aggressive demeanour, was Hrein’s voluntarily using her mouth on him. James’ sharp intake of breath when Hrein’s mouth slowly enveloped him caused the fairy on his face to giggle.

Not wanting to be left out of the fun, Acrasia turned sideways and straddled her Master’s lower lip. The tiny woman shivered as she slowly began to slide her slit back and forth over the soft skin. Deciding to help her out a little, James extended his tongue, sliding it up between her legs, and giving her something better to ride. Sure enough, it wasn’t long and the fae woman was shuddering in pleasure, the feel of his rough tongue just right against her most sensitive spot.

Hrein slowly worked her Master’s shaft, drawing it in and out of her mouth at a sensual pace. She made sure to be attentive to his most sensitive spots, endlessly lavishing them with tiny licks of her tongue. Though she never would have foreseen it, at this moment she was grateful for her Master’s relentless training that morning. The truth was, with so many beautiful women around, she was beginning to feel a tad insecure about her place in her Master’s heart. While she was certain that he loved her, a growing part of her psyche wanted to be his favourite lover, the one he compared all others too, even the lusty fairy. That meant she had to be willing… no, eager, to perform any act he might desire. I cannot afford to be lazy or ambivalent. she told herself. I am the first wife. I must lead the others in all ways.

James groaned as the feel of Hrein’s mouth around his cock pushed him ever closer to the peak of pleasure. Part of him, an older part, wanted to tell her to stop before he came. He truly wanted to enjoy the evening with her, and didn’t want to blow his load early. Thankfully, his half-addled mind finally remembered the gifts Hel had bestowed upon his new body, and so he relaxed, no longer fighting his release. A few strokes of her tongue later, James’ body locked up, the pleasure of an intense orgasm shaking him to the core.

The valkyrie had been paying close attention to her Master’s reactions, just as the fairy had taught her. As a result, she recognized the signs of his impending orgasm even before his seed flooded her mouth. Tickling the tip of his cock with her tongue, she drove him over the edge, and silently revelled in her victory over his control. The taste of his pleasure spread over her tongue, and though she would never enjoy it, she had learned to appreciate what it represented. Submitting in this manner, worshipping his cock, was the most selfless way she could give herself to him. Disgust and pride warred within her, as she swirled his cum in her mouth, making sure to taste it thoroughly before slowly swallowing. Her discipline won out over the natural urge to gag as the slimy offering slid down her throat, making the valkyrie smile. Another victory. she commended herself silently, and gently began to lick and suck at him once more.

Seeing her Master shake with pleasure was enough to push the tiny fairy over the edge, too. She clenched her legs on either side of his tongue and ground down hard against the tip. A deep moan escaped her lips, as her honey-flavoured liquids trickled down his tastebuds.

James had to admit, he loved the delicious taste of his faerie slave. He couldn’t help but lick and suck at her lower half as she slumped half out of his mouth, overcome with the pleasure of her own orgasm. Reaching up to support her, he slowly drew her out of his mouth and cradled her against his chest. Hrein was still sucking him lovingly, but as much as he enjoyed the sensation, he wanted more from her. Placing Acrasia on the bed, James reached down and cupped Hrein’s cheek in his hand. Her gaze flicked up to meet his as he sat up on the bed, gently guiding her off his shaft.

“Master?” she asked, her lips swollen and pouty from sucking his cock.

Damn. I want to kiss her so bad… I wish there was a way to get the cum out of her mouth. Looking deep into her eyes, he growled. “I want you.”

Hrein smiled softly, then nodded before slowly crawling up to meet him. “Yea, Master. How wouldst thou have me?” she asked, her fingers lightly playing over his chest.

James marvelled at her gorgeous body; her athletic figure on display in the pale moonlight. Cupping her breast in his hand, he brought his lips to her nipple and suckled it lightly.

A soft gasp escaped the valkyrie’s lips when his teeth gently bit down on the sensitive nub, holding it still while his tongue flicked and teased her. The feel of his rough hand sliding down her back sent shivers down her spine as it approached her bottom, only to grab it firmly and fondle the taut cheek of her ass.

With strength and patience, James guided the valkyrie’s nubile body over his own, until she was perched above his manhood. Letting go of her breast, James locked eyes with his lover and slid his hands to her hips.

Hrein was a little surprised by the intensity of the desire she saw in her husband’s eyes. Biting her lip, she looked down to where their bodies nearly met, and saw James was ready and standing at attention. Reaching down, she tentatively spread her soft petals with the tips of her fingers, before slowly lowering herself onto him. The sudden contact between their sexes caused a thrill to race through her, and her cheeks to warm in pleasant embarrassment.

The feeling of Hrein’s pussy slowly descending over James’ cock was nearly indescribable. She was hot and tight and wet in all of the best of ways. Her moans of effort and ecstasy were music to the man’s ears, as she gradually forced herself lower, enveloping him inch by blissful inch. When at last she could take no more of him inside her, James held her there, letting her rest.

The heat he saw in her gaze, when she looked up at him again, nearly caused him to lose control. The bestial warrior leaned forward and began to maul her neck and breasts, sucking, licking and biting like a man starved for years; as if he couldn’t get enough of her. At the same time, his powerful arms began to raise and lower her on his shaft, starting off slow but increasing the tempo with each thrust.

Hrein threw her head back and relished his attentions. The last time they’d made love, it was soft and tender, but this time her Master had released his lust, and was taking his pleasure from her much more aggressively. Not that she was complaining. The feeling of his hard rod penetrating deep inside her over and over again had her gasping and moaning in rapture and awe.

All too soon, James felt that familiar tightness building in his balls. He wouldn’t slow down though; he couldn’t. Biting down on her shoulder, he pulled her down onto him as hard as he could, and held her there as his seed exploded inside her.

Her Master’s growl as he bit her caused Hrein to slip over the precipice as well. Her body spasmed and shook as a powerful orgasm coursed through her; her pussy clamping down on his cock like a vice. The feeling of his hot seed filling her womb likewise filled the young woman’s heart with joy. Surprisingly, the very thought of him getting her with child excited her like no other.

Exhausted, James released her shoulder from his jaws, giving them a tender lick and casting Treatment to heal the worst of it, leaving only small marks where his teeth had pierced her skin. After taking a moment to admire the signs of his passion on her skin, the einherjar flopped back onto the bed and gazed up at the beauty before him. A tiny smirk played on her lips, and he couldn’t help but wonder what she was thinking.

James soon had his answer, as the sexy blonde slowly began to roll her hips and gradually run her hands up her body. Her delicate fingers caressed her stomach, inching their way up until she was cupping her own breasts and pinching her nipples. Leaning forward until her hair draped on either side of her Master’s face, Hrein kissed and nipped at his jaw before whispering in his ear. “We have to make the most of thy gifts, do we not, Master?”

James felt himself quickly hardening inside her once again. He’d never met a woman that could turn him on so quickly, despite having already gone two rounds that evening.

Hrein continued to roll her hips like a dancer, leisurely taking him into her and drawing him out again, building upon their mutual pleasure at a snail’s pace. Her Master’s sighs of contentment egged her on as she kissed and nipped at his neck. It would seem I have found his weakness. she noted, grinning to herself.

James closed his eyes and just enjoyed the feel of the woman on top of him. She was absolutely magnificent, and he couldn’t be more in love with her than he was in that moment. Her skin was softer than velvet, her scent mild but sweet, James languidly caressed her back and explored her body with his hands. His fingers played and tickled her where they joined, then slowly drifted up until he’d found her rosebud. He felt her tense when he touched her there, but she didn’t slow her movements in the slightest. “Perhaps I shouldn’t tease you there, eh?” he whispered in her ear.

Without interrupting her rhythm, Hrein slowly sat back and gazed down at her lover. Gone was the playful smirk, and in its place was a truly earnest expression. “There is nothing I will deny thee, Master. I am thy slave, to use as thou seest fit.” she declared softly.

Without taking his eyes off hers, James wet his finger and coated it in his seed as it leaked from her. Then, ever so gently, he pressed the tip of his finger against her rear entrance, causing her to tense up once again. Despite her clear hesitancy, she never broke the rhythmic roll of her hips, nor did her gaze deviate from his. This encouraged him to push a little further, gradually pressing his finger into her from behind.

The erotic pressure of her Master’s finger at her back door aroused the valkyrie more than she would have expected. When at last he slipped past the tight circle and entered her rear, she let out a soft gasp of surprise and pleasure. Having him penetrate her in two places at once was an interesting sensation, especially given how large and thick his finger was. Secretly vowing that she would fully embrace any act her that Master desired, Hrein changed the angle of her hips slightly, so that she took in his finger more deeply each time she drew back from his cock and vice versa.

James could hardly believe what he was seeing and feeling. The stern and disciplined valkyrie wasn’t just letting him do as he pleased. No, she was actively fucking herself from both ends, using his finger and his cock. Bit by bit her moans became louder and more desperate, as she built up to a crescendo, flinging her head back and calling out his name.

“Master!” she cried, her body trembling in the throes of passion.

James too was overwhelmed by the sight of her quivering on top of him. The feel of her body squeezing him tight, and the sound of her cries were just too much for the einherjar, and he lost himself to ecstasy once again.

Utterly spent, Hrein collapsed on top of her husband, too tired to do little more than kiss his chest. “My thanks to thee, Master.” she whispered, truly grateful to feel his seed filling her once again.

James kissed the top of her head, then noticed the excited fairy staring at him from a foot away, her bright silver eyes like saucers. Trying not to laugh, he knew that he wasn’t done yet. “I love you.” he whispered in the valkyrie’s ear, as he gently rolled her off him, and onto her back. “Acrasia.” he acknowledged the fairy.

“Yes, Master?” she asked excitedly, nearly vibrating where she knelt.

“You have a mess to clean up.” he stated with a chuckle.

“Yes, Master!” she chirped, hopping to her feet. “Which one do I clean first, Master? You or Hrein?”

“You can look after Hrein.” he stated, giving her a wink. “Since I’m about to get messy again anyway.”

Acrasia’s joyous smile nearly lit up the room. I know what that means! she thought to herself as she cast her Growth spell. Looking over at Hrein, she wondered how her Master wanted her situated. There were so many lovely positions the nymphs had told her about, and she was eager to try them all.

Recognizing Acrasia’s hesitation for what it was, James gave her a little direction. “Get down between her legs to start. It’ll be easier for you to really get your tongue in there, that way.”

“Master.” Hrein whispered, as though half asleep.

James glanced down to see the valkyrie’s eyes half closed, her hand reaching for his cock.

“We need to clean thee, do we not, Master?” she asked with a little giggle.

James was once again surprised by her proactive attitude, but didn’t want to discourage it at all. And so, to make things easier for her, he shifted and lay on the bed, his flaccid penis next to her head.

Without hesitation, Hrein took him into her mouth and began to suck lightly, while slowly working her tongue over every inch of him. It really didn’t take long for her to lick him clean, but she kept sucking anyway, thoughtfully getting him hard for her sister slave. I have pleased him well tonight, she assured herself. He will not forget me when he is in her embrace.

Acrasia was eager to have her first experience with a woman. Part of her was a little disappointed that she hadn’t had the chance to taste Hrein before her Master had filled her up with his seed, but she doubted the valkyrie would have sprung for it otherwise. Not that she wasn’t looking forward to her Master’s cream as well, but it was kind of like wanting to taste the pie without the ice cream, before eating them together.

Hrein languidly suckled her Master’s cock, on the verge of falling asleep, when she felt the older woman’s slick tongue lap at her sex. A tiny shiver of pleasure passed through her as the fairy worked her tongue and lips over her clit, rousing her from her sleepy state completely. Unable to see her sister slave without releasing James’ cock, the valkyrie just laid there and let her do her work. She wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about another woman going down on her, but if she ignored the fact that it was Acrasia, it simply felt like a slimmer, more nimble version of her Master’s tongue licking at her most secret of places.

Acrasia hummed happily as she scooped up another large gob of her Master’s cum on the tip of her tongue, then swallowed it down. She was having a lot of fun fishing James’ jism out of Hrein’s pussy, even if she couldn’t discern the valkyrie’s taste over her Master’s more pungent flavour. Every now and then she’d tickle or suck at the valkyrie’s clit, hoping to give the other woman a little thrill. Maybe she’ll ask me for more later, if she likes it. she silently hoped.

As beautiful as the sight of the two women working away was, James felt it was time to take it to the next level. “Did you get most of it, Acrasia?” he asked in a faux-stern voice.

“Yes, Master!” she chirped. There was still a bit deep inside that she couldn’t reach, but she felt like she’d done a good job.

“Good. Then crawl on top of her in a 69 position. Do you know what that is?” he asked.

“Yes, Master!” replied the fairy, nearly squealing in delight. Once she was lying on top of Hrein, she noticed a problem, however. At 4’ 11”, there was over a foot in height difference, and so they didn’t quite line up correctly. Either she couldn’t reach the valkyrie’s pussy with her mouth, or vice versa.

Immediately recognizing the fairy’s dilemma, James stepped in to help her out. “Don’t worry if you can’t reach her with your tongue. Just make sure your pussy is lined up with her mouth. You can use your fingers on her this time.”

“Yes, Master!” came Acrasia’s usual enthusiastic reply.

Hrein had to wonder what was going on as the fairy straddled her face. Never before had she had such a close up view of a woman’s sex, nor had she particularly wanted one. The next thing she saw was James’ fingers gently splaying Acrasia’s lips wide, exposing her inner folds to the air.

“Take a good look, Hrein. Do you see this pretty flower in front of you? Look deep inside her.” James grinned as he growled out instructions.

Acrasia’s pussy twinged with arousal; the intimate exposure on a much higher level than her public nudity. She’s looking right inside me!

Hrein did as she was told and studied the delicate vagina in front of her face. It was a pretty pink colour, and already moist with desire.

“Give it a few good licks, and savour the taste. I’m not being mean this time, I promise. She really is delicious.” James promised.

Hrein frowned slightly, feeling that was likely only true for those who desired women, but did as her Master commanded. Her eyebrows rose in pleasant surprise as her tongue dipped into Acrasia’s sweet nectar, the rich taste of honey tantalizing her tastebuds. Somewhat less reluctant now, Hrein explored the fairy’s flower thoroughly with her tongue, sucking and lapping at the moisture within.

Acrasia groaned, enjoying the feel of Hrein’s mouth on her sex, and hoping dearly she would tickle her clit. Wanting to pay her back, the fairy gently worked her slender fingers into the valkyrie’s pussy, while using the other hand to rub and pinch her hidden pearl.

The shield maiden spasmed beneath the leannán sídhe’s embrace, the intensity of Acrasia’s amorous attack on her sex taking her by surprise. The not so subtle reminder of how sensitive a clit could be, cottoned her on to how to pleasure her partner more effectively. Taking the hint, Hrein started adding in little licks and kisses to Acrasia’s clit, as she continued to delve as deeply as she could into the fae pussy with her tongue.

“Excellent.” James growled in excitement. The vision of the two beauties going down on each other was a marvel to behold. And they’ll do it any time I tell them to… he cheered to himself. “Pause for a moment, Hrein.”

Once again, the valkyrie did as she was told, stopping where she was, with her tongue deep inside Acrasia. I wonder what he will do now?

Gently pushing down on the valkyrie’s forehead, he shifted her away from her partner’s sex. “I need room.” he chuckled, looking down at her curious expression.

Seeing that James had shifted so that he was kneeling behind Acrasia, Hrein opened her mouth, ready to accept her Master’s cock. Closing her lips around the head when he dipped it in, she lavished his penis with sensual licks. Her lips made a soft pop when he suddenly pulled it out a moment later, leaving her to wonder what was going on. Her eyes widened slightly as she watched him press it against Acrasia’s sex, her pretty pink lips slowly stretching over the invading weapon.

“Ooohh.” Acrasia moaned as he speared her from behind. Nothing in the world filled her up like her Master’s cock. Unable to move as he gripped her by the hips, the fairy let out a deep groan as he began to work his way in and out of her. Not wanting Hrein to feel left out, she continued to idly play with the valkyrie’s pussy, while placing tiny kisses on her stomach.

“Lick us where we meet, Hrein.” James commanded. “Keep us wet and clean, and be sure to pay extra attention to Acrasia’s clit.”

“Yea, Master.” Hrein whispered, a little in awe at the up close view of James fucking Acrasia. The poor fairy looked stretched to the limit, but she sounded like she was enjoying it. Extending her tongue, Hrein did as she was told, and set to work licking the others’ private parts.

James could honestly say he’d never felt anything like it. The sensation of Hrein’s tongue on him while he rode Acrasia’s tight pussy was mind blowing. Every time the valkyrie’s tongue touched the fae woman’s clit, she trembled intensely and clamped down even harder on James’ cock. Despite the pleasure, he fought the urge to drive faster and harder, keeping the pace slow and steady. Not only did he want this to last as long as humanly possible, he wasn’t sure Acrasia’s tiny pussy could take the brunt of a full on assault. Minutes passed as James worked himself in and out of the world’s sweetest vagina, with the girls’ collective cries growing louder by the moment. When at last he couldn’t take it any longer, he let out a roar that practically shook the building, and released his seed deep inside the fairy slave.

Their Master’s orgasm set of a chain of events, pushing Acrasia over the edge, whose fingers in turn pushed Hrein into her own. The sheer intensity of the experience left all of them spent, James collapsing on top of Acrasia, who remained atop Hrein, forming one big sweaty pile.

When he finally caught his breath, James pushed himself off the fairy beneath him, worried that he might be crushing Hrein under all of that weight. Ever so gingerly, he withdrew his well used cock from Acrasia’s soft lower lips, causing a large gob of his jism to splash on Hrein’s face. Looking down, he saw the worn out valkyrie extend her tongue and try to lick the semen off her own cheek. “Focus on cleaning out Acrasia first.” he told her, then gently pulled the fairy up into a kneeling position, so that she would drain into her sister slave’s mouth more easily.

Though more tired than she ever remembered feeling before in her life, Hrein got to work lapping James’ cum from Acrasia’s pussy. The taste of their combined juices was improved somewhat, at least in comparison to James’ spunk on its own, if only slightly. Knowing better than to rush, Hrein lazily lapped and sucked at the feminine sex over her mouth, until nothing more seemed to be coming out. Thinking about it, she had spent literal hours that day, doing little more than eating her Master’s cum.

Feeling like Hrein was finished, Acrasia wearily shifted off of her mouth. Looking down at the much taller blonde, she saw that her entire face was messy and sticky with seed. A quick glance up told her that her Master had yet to be cleaned as well. Going first to her Master, she kissed the tip of his cock, and then took it in her mouth. Cleaning cock is way easier than cleaning pussy. she thought to herself, as she worked him over with her tongue. In very little time, she had cleaned up the mess of their combined fluids, and pulled back to give the tip another little kiss. “Thank you, Master!” she chirped, lacking most of her usual energy.

“Hehe. Thank you, my darlings. This has been an amazing night. Definitely one to remember.” James said, yawning and lowering himself to the bed. His tired mind absently noted that the fairy was even prettier than he remembered; her otherworldly beauty well beyond that of a mortal woman. Must have cultivated again… were his last thoughts as he drifted off to sleep.

Being the last one awake, Acrasia looked back at Hrein’s sleeping face. “Never waste Master’s seed.” she whispered to herself as she leaned in to get a closer look at the valkyrie. She really did think Hrein was pretty, even if she found her stuck up sometimes. “I’m glad you’re my sister slave.” the fairy commented quietly before placing a tender kiss on the valkyrie’s lips. Ever so gently, so as not to wake the girl up, Acrasia lightly licked at the sticky mess covering the larger woman’s face. Only when she’d eaten every last drop would she let herself sleep for the night.


CHAPTER 9


James groaned and stretched as he woke, happy to be in a comfortable bed for once. While the furnishings in the Queen’s palace were among the best in the land, they simply couldn’t compare to a modern mattress.

Turning to look at the naked women sprawled out beside him, James couldn’t help but smile. He was head over heels in love with both of them, and they had absolutely rocked his world the night before. My life, neither one, has ever been better. he admitted to himself. His gaze wandered over the naked forms of his lovers, appreciating their incredible beauty. He stopped for a moment while taking in the sight of his fairy slave, who had long since returned to her normal size. Her beauty was absolutely striking, even more than her mother’s now. Calling up her Status Screen, he saw what he’d expected. After having sex with her a few times, her Beauty Enhancement had climbed to 20%, giving her an inhuman total of 114 points in that stat. Even prettier than that singer, Taylor something or other. Fast? Nah. Anyway, she does look a little like her, know that I think about it. But way cuter.

Not wanting to disturb the ladies, James thought about what he wanted to accomplish that day. That was when he realized that he hadn’t refined any of their Qi the day before. Gah! What a waste! Still… I wouldn’t trade last night for any amount of Qi. Let’s just try harder to squeeze in some cultivation time in the future.

Acrasia rolled over in her sleep, and gave a high pitched chirp of some kind.

What was that? James wondered and tried not to laugh aloud. Realizing what he wanted to do next, Hel’s Champion summoned two potions from his Inventory. He’d received the small vials from the Queen as a reward for his (and his slaves’) work during the undead invasion. Let’s see what we can learn. he mused as he called up his Analysis blessing.

Love Potion: Elixir. A potion derived from Viola Tricolour, this liquid can be smeared over the eyelids of a target, who will then fall hopelessly in love with the next living thing they see.

Chastity Potion: Elixir. A potion derived from Artemisia, this liquid can be smeared over the eyelids of a target, acting as an antidote for Love Potions. Alternatively, it can be used to quell a target’s natural lusts.

Can’t see me ever wanting to use the second function of the Chastity Potion, but it’s good to have it as an antidote for the Love Potion. he noted quietly. Setting the potions in his lap, he carefully popped their corks and began to cultivate from them. Between the two of them, it took him roughly half an hour to learn the spells and add them to his repertoire. Doing so also boosted his Qi Pool by 30, which meant his Qi Pool Total had finally surpassed Hrein’s, at a hefty 428 Qi.

Looking at his spell list reminded him to cast Lucky Charm. I really should enhance it to auto-cast each day, if that is possible. After pondering that for a few minutes, he gave up and cast the spell before moving on for the day. Actually… he thought, I should cast it on each of them, too. And the other three girls as well. Maybe make it a sort of morning ritual, like a blessing. One can never be too lucky, after all. Reaching over, he lightly touched Hrein’s shoulder and cast the spell upon her as well, before doing the same to Acrasia.

Hrein stirred and let out a soft moan, drawing James’ attention to her luscious lips. I really need to create a mouthwash spell! he groaned internally, nearly overcome with the desire to kiss her. Instead, he lightly kissed her temple and whispered in her ear. “Good morning, my love.”

“‘Morning, Master…” she mumbled and rolled over.

James shook his head and chuckled softly. None of them were morning people, it seemed. Slipping out of bed, he summoned one of his nightstands. Setting it up next to the bed, he summoned the barrel of water and a couple of glasses. After filling the glasses and placing them on the nightstand, he sent the barrel back to his Inventory. His plan was to leave it in the kitchen for Elora, and refill his empty barrel from the Naiad’s spring.

Leaving the girls’ Ablution Kit next to the glasses on the night stand, James went down to the lavatory to take care of his own morning routine. Once that was finished, he headed to the kitchen, only to find Elora standing there with a bit of a lost look on her face.

“Good morning, Elora.” he said in a quiet voice, not wanting to wake anyone who wasn’t already.

The elven maid jumped, startled by his sudden presence. “S-sir!” she stammered with a slight bow.

“I’ve brought a few things I thought you could use. Sorry that I didn’t have time to furnish the place last night.” Giving the woman a winning smile, he went about summoning various items from his Inventory. As planned, he started with the barrel of water. He then summoned his old cast iron skillet, as well as a wok and a pile of dishes. The gnomes had generously worked the stone into a beautiful countertop and sink, as well as a fireplace and shelves along the walls and in the pantry.

“I’ll let you organize things as you see fit, since you are the one who will be working here most often.” James said waving at the pile of supplies. “I’ll pick up more kitchenware when I have the funds to do so. Unfortunately, I’m kind of broke for now.” he said with a shrug.

Elora warily picked up the pan, turning it over in her hand. She gave James a terrified look, and then set it on the counter.

Wondering what could be bothering her, James went over and inspected the pan. It was a simple cast iron skillet. It was old, but there was nothing wrong with it. Turning it over, he checked the bottom. He’d always kept it seasoned, so it was still in pretty good shape. What is she worried about?…! The einherjar’s eyes shot wide open when he was struck by the realization that it was IRON. Though he hadn’t heard of any laws banning iron in Elphyne, he certainly hadn’t seen any lying around. “Uh… you’ve lived in Elphyne for quite a while, haven’t you Elora?” he asked a little worried now, himself.

“Y-yes, sir.” she said with a nod, clutching her hands in front of her apron.

“Are iron goods… contraband here?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.” she confirmed with another stiff nod.

James grimaced. “Well, shit.” he muttered, sending the pan back to his Inventory. The only other pan he had was his non-stick one, and a thin pan like that wouldn’t stand up to the open flames of an old school fireplace. He had his titanium camping set, but he didn’t want to leave that in the kitchen if he was going to be out and about.

Elora just stood there and watched her new master. When the moans and screams had started the night before, she had thought they were under attack, or perhaps he was torturing his slaves. As the night wore on, and the screaming only got louder, she came to understand that it wasn’t pain that had the women so vocal. At least he didn’t come to my chamber… she thought, somewhat bitterly.

James sighed. “I really am sorry, Elora. I brought you here, but I am hardly set up to receive you. Please make do with what you have, and I promise to try and get you better tools to work with as soon as I can.” He was just about to walk away after the apology, when he remembered a few more items that had been stored away in his cupboards so long he’d forgotten them. Smiling again, he summoned a large aluminium soup pot, along with a plastic colander, measuring cups, and so on. It really had slipped his mind that he’d owned various cooking and baking tools, since his favourite kitchen utensil had always been his cell phone. Mostly, they were random bits and bobs, left behind by various exes over the years, but now they might come in handy. Thus he spent the next few minutes summoning everything he could remember from his kitchen that wouldn’t get him in trouble with the law (even if he was the law). By the end of it, Elora had a surprisingly well stocked kitchen… minus certain bare essentials like a regular sauce pan and skillet. James did place his one regular cooking pot on the counter, unsure what it was made of, but he knew it wouldn’t last anyway. The plastic handle on it was bound to melt, and so he warned her about it ahead of time. They were also lacking in cutlery, other than the plastic kind. Nearly all that he owned was stainless steel, meaning it probably shouldn’t be brought out in Elphyne.

Elora stared in awe as the bestial man made dozens of objects appear out of thin air. She’d seen him summon furniture the night before, but this was beyond the pale. Over and over again he brought wondrous item after artifact into existence, stacking them on the counter and apologizing for not giving her ‘enough’. At first she’d thought he was mocking her, but the tone of his voice and the expression on his face proved otherwise. Honestly, she’d never seen such well crafted kitchenware, except for those odd items he’d called ‘plastic cutlery’. Those looked flimsy to the point of being useless.

Satisfied that he’d given her all the tools he could, James moved on to the pantry. He wouldn’t empty his inventory of all the food he was carrying, but he’d certainly stock them up a bit. In went a large bag of Jasmine Rice, along with various packages of dried pasta, cereals, and spices. He added plenty of sugar, maple syrup, honey, tea, coffee, flour, etcetera. When supplemented with fresh fruit from the forest and gardens around them, they should have a relatively healthy diet, if a vegetarian one. I really need to get hunting soon. James grumbled to himself.

James turned to leave the pantry and found Elora standing in the doorway staring past him. “Uh, so, help yourself to anything in here to make meals. If there’s anything you don’t know how to use or cook, let me know and I’ll explain what I can.”

Elora just nodded, her eyes not leaving the half full shelves.

“I don’t really have time to chop wood before we leave, so maybe you can talk to the Dryads about hooking you up with some deadfall? Or maybe Peaseblossom can tell you where to get some firewood when you train with her. Oh, shit! I don’t have a flint and steel to give you. Wait. Would the steel even be allowed here? How do they start fires?” Shaking his head, James cleared his thoughts before he got sidetracked. “I’ll leave you with a barbecue lighter. Here, take a look at this.”

Elora’s gaze dropped to the object in his hand. It looked something like a wand, if such a thing were made from that strange ‘plastic’ material. She watched as he pulled the trigger, explaining how it worked. Once again she was struck by how easily he handed over wonders that would be worth a fortune to just about anyone else. Here he was handing an untrained maid, a slave no less, an item that could start a fire with the simple twitch of a finger. He claimed it wasn’t magic, but that didn’t matter. It was a technology that was utterly absent in the world they lived in. Not for the first time, she realized that she didn’t understand this man at all.

“One more thing before I go.” James stated, preparing to leave the bewildered maid to herself. “I want to cast a spell on you.”

His words snapped the elven woman out of her musings, and she glared at him suspiciously.

James frowned, seeing her reaction. I really wish she trusted me more. “It’s not a bad spell, I promise. Honestly, it’s more of a blessing.” Reaching out, he placed his hand on her shoulder. The woman looked like she wanted to jerk away, but she remained motionless, accepting whatever he was going to do to her. With a thought, James cast Lucky Charm on Elora, boosting her luck by 15% for the day. “There you go. All done.” he said, letting his hand drop.

“What did you do to me?” she asked warily.

“I cast a spell called Lucky Charm on you.” he explained. “It’ll give you good luck for the rest of the day. I want to cast it on all of the household each morning, from now on, if I can remember to do so.”

The sound of Hrein and Acrasia descending the stairs turned his attention to them, leaving Elora temporarily forgotten as the Master of the house cheerily greeted his lovers. Elora watched him go and thought again, for the umpteenth time that day, what an odd man she’d become tangled up with.

The six tenants of the temple shared a breakfast of fresh fruit and dry cereal, causing James to lament the lack of milk, as well as note how quickly they’d burn through their stocks if he didn’t refill them regularly. Six people ate quite a bit, even if one was only a six inch fairy. The einherjar also took the opportunity to cast Lucky Charm on the two temple maidens, who accepted the spell as if it were his personal blessing.

Queen Titania arrived with a small entourage shortly after they had finished eating. “Good morning, Sir James!” the Queen called out cheerily.

“Good morning, Your Majesty.” James replied with a bow, causing the girls around him to curtsy to the monarch. “Do you require any further preparations before we head out?”

Titania shook her head. “I am ready when you are, Sir James.”

Hel’s Champion nodded to the Queen, then turned to the temple maidens, placing a hand on each of their shoulders. “I entrust the temple to you. Please take care of our home, and see to any visitors.”

“Yes, Sir!” Lāmina replied, her eyes bright with enthusiasm.

“We will!” Zahra shouted, pumping her fist in the air.

After smiling to the younger elves, he turned to face Elora. The new maid had a stern look on her face, and James was afraid it would freeze as a permanent frown. Such a pity on such a pretty girl. he thought idly. “Elora, please take care of our home while I’m gone, and keep an eye on the maidens, if you can. And good luck with your training.”

Elora merely curtsied with an expressionless face, while Lāmina pouted a little at his mention of the older elf keeping an eye on her. I’m not a child. she protested silently.

James missed the teenage girl’s expression entirely, turning to face the Queen once again. “I believe we are ready to go, then.” he said with a smile. “Hrein? If you will do the honours?”

The valkyrie nodded and stepped forward, raising her spear in the air. Thrusting the weapon upward, as if to pierce the very sky, she cast her spell, opening up a passage between worlds.

Without further ado, Hrein leapt into the air and beat her wings, gaining altitude very quickly. James was next to take off, followed by Titania, with Acrasia bringing up the rear. The four travellers winged their way towards the tunnel of light as those on the ground watched in awe. It wasn’t every day one got to see the living travel to the underworld, after all.

James and his party passed through the darkness, flying straight for the light. As always, he was vaguely aware of the danger the darkness around them posed, even if he wasn’t sure just what form that danger took. As such, he warned Titania and Acrasia to stay in line and not veer off course. Both fae nodded their assent and did as he bid them.

Only a few moments passed before the four travellers reached the light and passed into the skies over Niflheimr. A quick scan of the landscape revealed that they were right on target, and that Éljúðnir, her famous hall, was less than a mile to the east. Dipping his right wing, James’ flight path curved towards the castle, breaking him away from the rest of the party. Within a few beats of his wings, the three women had fallen in behind him, the entire group now headed for Hel’s fortress.

Not bothering with the gates, the four travellers flew over the walls in a small diamond formation, drawing the attention of all the guards on the walls, as well as numerous residents of the city below. Coming in for a landing just short of the stairs to the keep, James and his companions quickly found themselves surrounded by skeletal warriors brandishing rotten weapons.

“We really need to upgrade your equipment.” he quipped, looking over the long dead soldiers and their gear.

“Are these warriors… undead?” Titania gasped. “I was under the impression that Hel didn’t tolerate unnatural life.” she muttered with a frown.

“Not… really?” James gave a somewhat wishy-washy answer. “They’re dead, right and proper. If you look over there, you’ll see shades of dead soldiers marching in formation. Though they are warriors, they didn’t die in battle, and so reside in Hel’s realm.”

Titania nodded slowly, not taking her eyes off the skeletons for more than a split second. “And the skeletons?”

“Warriors who died in Niflheimr. Already being in the underworld, their souls hath nowhere to escape to.” Hel’s voice called out in answer to the Queen’s question. “Disperse!” the goddess commanded her warriors, who immediately fled back to their stations.

The ladies accompanying James all fell to a knee and bowed their heads when they realized they were in the presence of the divine. James, on the other hand, did no such thing. Remembering what she’d done when last he’d seen her, the einherjar strode forward with confidence and wrapped his arm around the Goddess of Death. With one hand firmly on the small of her back, and the other behind her head, he dipped her back and kissed her soundly on the lips.

Hel gasped in surprise, her wide eyes staring up at her Champion. Though her hands were pressed to his chest, she made no effort to push him away, however.

When at last James broke off the kiss, he still held her tight, refusing to release her. “I’ve missed you, Hel.” he growled in a deep voice.

Hrein frowned while Titania gasped, her hand covering her mouth in shock. He… he… with his goddess! The Fairy Queen’s mind spun, unable to form a sentence even in her head. Acrasia, unsurprisingly, jumped up and down on the spot, cheering her Master on.

“James…” Hel whispered, her countenance soft and downcast. “I thought thou hast made a promise to Hrein?”

“I have, and I am keeping it.” he replied in a smokey voice. “I’m just letting you know that I plan to add you to our family.”

Hel blushed deeply, or at least the fair skinned half of her face did. This time she did push him away and stood up on her own, brushing away imagined wrinkles from her dress. “I am a goddess, James. Thy goddess. Thou cannot expect me to become thy slave.” she chastised him with a scowl.

The einherjar took a step towards her, trapping her between his body and the wall. Placing his hand on the wall above her, he leaned in even closer. “Not yet. But some day… or wouldn’t you like that?” he growled.

Hel swallowed hard, a slightly pained look in her eyes as she looked up at him. Slowly, that look turned to irritation and she scowled as she spoke. “I think thou art developing delusions of grandeur, Champion.”

James grinned. “Maybe. But I happen to think you are worth working for, even if the task seems impossible.”

Hel’s steely look faltered under his confidence, and she was force to look away in order to hide the hope slowly blooming in her cold heart. “Thou art cruel, Sir James.” she whispered.

The knight took a half step back and let his hand fall to hers. Gently taking her hand in his, he lifted it to his lips and placed a light kiss there, an understanding expression on his face. “I won’t lead you on, My Lady. It may take centuries or even longer, but I wanted you to know my intentions.”

“Thou wouldst have to become a god… or something more.” she whispered.

James tried to give her a confident grin. “It’s been done before. You’ll just have to wait and see what I can do. It was you who gave me a chance at another life, after all, and I am going to make the very most of it.”

Hel glanced over at him, then sighed before standing up straight. “Then show me, my Champion. Rise in power until thou canst challenge the Æsir, and conquer the Nine Realms.”

“Now that sounds like a plan I can get behind.” James growled and gave his goddess a feral grin.

Taking a step forward, Hel closed the distance between them and gazed up into his eyes. Placing a single finger on his lips, she stood on her tiptoes until their lips were almost touching, with only her finger between them. “Do that…” she whispered in a sultry voice, “and I may wear thy collar.”

James was stunned. Never in a million years would he have expected Hel to possess the kind of sensual charm she had just hit him with.

Leaving her Champion frozen on the spot, the Goddess of Death sauntered over to the ladies who had accompanied him to her realm. Of the three, only the tiny fairy seemed to be acting normally, the other two seemingly awestruck by what they’d just seen and heard.

“I really hope you join us, Miss Goddess Ma’am!” Acrasia cheered.

Hel smiled softly at the fairy. “It would certainly be interesting, would it not?” Turning her gaze to Hrein, her expression became more solemn as she bowed her head slightly to the valkyrie. “I apologize if I have overstepped my bounds, Chooser. I hope that thou wilt welcome me should… should such a day ever come.”

Hrein blinked, breaking the spell she’d been under, and seeing a lonely yet hopeful woman before her, instead of an all powerful goddess. Swallowing, she slowly gained her feet and approached the Goddess of Death. “Thou… thy…” Hrein had a hard time articulating what she wanted to say. Finally, she took a deep breath and sighed. “It was thy will which hast allowed James and I to wed. Without thy benevolence and guidance, we could never have been together. For this, I could never deny thee a place at our side, My Lady.”

Hel gave Hrein a wan smile and gently took her hand in her own. “I thank thee, Chooser. It may never come to pass, but I am glad for thy words of welcome.” she said as she patted the back of the valkyrie’s hand.

At last turning her attention to Titania, the Goddess of Death released Hrein’s hand and stepped over to the Queen of the Fairies. “Ah. Thou art the Fae Queen, art thou not? I have seen thee many a time while watching over my Champion.”

“Indeed I am, Lady Hel.” Titania responded a little nervously, bowing her head.

“And art thou one of his wives? I could not tell from thy interactions.” Hel asked, her face the emotionless mask that was said to be typical of her.

“What!? N-no! I could n…! I am not…” Titania protested, her voice growing increasingly quiet as her response went on. By the end, her head hung low and she refused to meet anyone’s eyes.

“Ah. I see. Well, thou art welcome as a guest of my Champion, regardless.” Hel stated before turning and wandering away.

The four visitors were led to Hel’s audience chamber, where the Goddess of Death ascended her throne. Nowhere to be seen were her two servants, Ganglati and Ganglöt. Instead, a single fairy sat awaiting their arrival, worrying at his blue hat in his tiny hands.

“Cobweb!” The Fairy Queen shouted.

“Your Majesty!” A look of relief, quickly followed by one of pure joy flashed across the pixie’s face as he saw his former queen walk in through the door. The moment she cleared the threshold he took off like a bullet, flying straight for the fae woman, his arms flung wide and his blue cap forgotten.

“Cobweb! My dear, sweet Cobweb!” Titania sobbed as she held her friend tight to her breast. “I’ve missed you so!”

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty!” he cried, no fewer tears wetting his face.

James and the others stood silently by, trying not to disturb the tearful reunion between Titania and her friend. Even Hel had a soft smile creasing her lips as she looked on from her throne.

Eventually the two fairies calmed down and separated while trying to hide their embarrassment at having bawled their eyes out so publicly. At that point James felt it was okay for him to speak. “Cobweb,” he said with a bow “I am truly sorry for my part in your death.”

The little fairy frantically waved his hands in front of him. “No, no, no Sir James! It wasn’t your fault! I know you didn’t mean to!”

James looked up and gave the fae man a sad smile. “I am responsible, nonetheless. Is there aught I can do to repay you, even a little?”

Cobweb looked James in the eye and calmed himself before answering. He then gave the much larger man a soft and earnest smile. “Please take care of Her Majesty for me. Keep her safe and happy.”

The einherjar was touched by the kind little man’s care for the Queen. It was no secret that he had only died because he had been trying to help James after he’d been stabbed, but he didn’t bring it up. He didn’t ask for anything for himself, nor try to gain anything from his loss. Instead, he asked only that James continue his duty to the Queen in his place. A duty James himself was already oath bound to perform, as her knight. Then and there James renewed his vow to protect and care for Titania. “On my honour, I will do all that I can for Queen Titania.” he declared with a respectful bow.

Cobweb smiled and nodded. “That’s all that I can ask.”

After a few more moments of speaking with Cobweb about his new role as Hel’s assistant, the goddess suggested that he and Titania head to his chambers and get reacquainted there. It wasn’t that Hel didn’t want the two present, she was simply trying to be considerate of their needs and desires. Surely the two friends had a lot they wished to talk about, and it would be better if they could do so in private.

Titania curtsied and thanked Hel once again for allowing her to see her friend, before following Cobweb out of the room.

Once the two fairies had gone, James was alone with his goddess and his lovers. Looking up at Hel, he was unsure how to proceed, after the greeting they’d had outside the keep. It was true that he wanted her to join his growing family, but he realized how impossible that must seem to her. He would quite literally have to have the power to step in for her and rule the underworld, if he was going to relieve her of her throne. It’s just too unfair that she’s been treated like this for centuries… he lamented to himself. No friends, no family… nothing but fear from her subjects. And this cold and dark environment! She wasn’t born here, so she knows what it is like to feel the sun on her face. Someone has to break her free of this eternal prison. I have to break her free!

“I thank thee for thy consideration, James.” Hel’s voice broke the einherjar free from his thoughts.

Raising his gaze to meet Hel’s, James gave her a guilty grin. “You can read my thoughts, eh?”

The slightest ghost of a playful smile curved the goddess’ lips. “Only when thou art thinking of me.”

The Fae Knight chuckled and shook his head slightly. “That’s fair.”

“There is another matter we must address.” Hel stated with a hint of warmth to her voice.

“Oh?” James looked up at her with surprise. Judging by her voice and expression, I don’t think it’s something bad…

“The matter of my first temple on Terra.” Hel clarified.

“Oh.” James said again. “I hope it meets with your expectations, My Lady.”

Hel’s smile deepened. “It doth, my Champion. Moreover, thou might not be aware, but a deity’s first temple is a major event. One deserving of celebration and reward.”

James wanted to say it was nothing, but something inside told him that it would be insulting to the goddess to say so. He truly felt like he had simply been doing his duty. “I am glad you are pleased, My Lady.” the Champion said with a bow.

Hel nodded slowly and looked at him expectantly. “And?”

“And…?” James asked, not sure what she was getting at.

“What dost thou desire for a reward?” she asked, letting out a small sigh.

“Oh… hmm. I’ll have to think about that, My Lady.” he replied, scratching his beard.

Hel shook her head. “Thou truly built a temple for me with no thought to a reward.”

James shrugged. “I’m your Champion, My Lady. I built it because I think you deserve recognition and worship for all that you do, and have been doing for so long.”

Hel’s eyes softened slightly as she gazed upon her Champion. He truly doth care for me like no other hath in all my life. “Think well, my Champion, for I wish to reward thee as I can.”

The einherjar nodded. She’s already told me she doesn’t own any artifacts that I may find useful. I suppose she does seem to have access to gold, but I hate to waste a favour from a goddess on something as mundane as money. Hmm. Maybe I could ask for another blessing? But what kind?

“Master?” Hrein’s voice interrupted his thoughts.

“What is it, my love?” James asked, turning to look at his first wife.

“Dost thou still desire a mundr to gift Óðinn?” she asked, a slightly worried look in her eyes.

James turned to face her fully, placing his hands on her shoulders. “My love, that is still my top priority. I know it doesn’t seem like it, given how busy we’ve been of late, but I honestly believe each adventure is another opportunity to get our hands on a mundr worthy of you.”

Hrein blushed and looked to the side, slightly embarrassed by his wording. “I… see, Master.” Taking a breath, she returned her gaze to his. “In that case, mayhap we can use this opportunity to gain one from Lady Hel?”

Hel leaned on the arm of her throne, placing her chin in her hand. “While I would like to help thee in thy quest for a mundr, Chooser, I believe I have already made clear my lack of artifacts.”

“About that,” Hrein looked past James, addressing the goddess directly. “I have been thinking of late. Mayhap it is not an artifact we should seek, but simply something of value?”

Hel frowned. “I doubt the All-Father would release thee to James’ house for mere gold.”

Hrein shook her head. “Not gold. Something of value to him.”

“What have you come up with, darling?” James asked, wanting to get to the point. If she had a solution to this dilemma he would happily go with it.

“I have been thinking. What doth Óðinn desire? What doth he lust for? What doth he fear.” she stated, putting emphasis on the final word.

“I can’t think of much Odin would fear,” James stated with a frown. “other than perhaps Fenrir.”

The brilliant smile Hrein graced him with told the einherjar that he’d hit the mark. “Precisely so, Master. It is foretold that the Fenris Wolf will devour the All-Father at Ragnarök.”

“Which means… he’d want some sort of protection from that happening?” James guessed.

“Or a remedy for after, if it be unavoidable.” the valkyrie suggested.

“Thou art suggesting I release him after his death?” Hel interjected, her eyes narrowing. She held no love for the head of the Æsir, for it was he who cast her down to this gloomy prison.

Feeling Hel’s irritation at his back, and seeing Hrein shyly concede to the goddess, James turned to face the woman on the throne. “If that angers you, My Lady, we needn’t consider it. I believe I can understand but the smallest portion of the pain he has caused you. But…”

“But?” Hel asked, quirking a brow.

“Though I doubt it can serve as consolation for all the years that came before… I am grateful that you are here, now. It’s because he put you on that throne, that I was able to meet you.” James told her with a slightly pained smile.

Hel’s lips twisted and her nose flared slightly, as her eyes became moist. Finally, she let her gaze fall to the floor. “Thou art unfair, James.” she whispered.

James silently moved across the floor and placed a hand on top of Hel’s. “Perhaps. But I am yours, My Lady, and I am grateful for it.”

A long held sigh escaped Hel’s lips. “Very well, my Champion. I shall let go of my vengeance and rage. Instead, I will hold onto the hope that thou shalt one day free me from this place, and take comfort in thy presence in my life until then.” With that, Hel raised her eyes to meet his, and smiled back at him.

“I thank thee, Lady Hel.” Hrein said with a curtsy.

A little bit lost in the conversation, Acrasia looked about and then hurriedly curtsied next to her.

Taking a deep breath, Hel gave James’ hand a squeeze and announced her plan. “So be it. I shall carve a token and place within it a tiny portion of my divine power. That token shall be thy reward, my Champion.”

James bowed to the goddess. “Thank you, My Lady.”

Hel smiled slightly and shook her head. “Thou art the only one who could have convinced me to free that cur once I have him in my grasp. Nonetheless, I shall honour my promise. Whomsoever bears that token upon their death, shall be given free passage back to the land of the living.”

Hrein gave both James and the goddess a brilliant smile. “Mayhap we can deliver it before we return to Terra, Master?” she proposed hopefully.

“That sounds like an excellent plan, my love.” he replied with a broad grin.

“Then I shall set about my task.” Hel stated, standing up from her throne.

“Would you like some company while you work?” James offered with a warm smile.

“Thy company is always welcome, my Champion.” the goddess replied, smiling back at him.


CHAPTER 10


James and his wives spent the day chatting and exchanging stories with Hel while she worked on carving the token. One might think that a small disk, the size of a large coin, would be a quick thing to create, but given its requirement to be not only unique, but impossible to copy, it was actually quite an undertaking.

After hearing of their plans, Titania gratefully left the group to their quiet time, choosing instead to spend the time with her deceased friend, Cobweb. She didn’t know when she would get the chance to see him again, so she wanted to make the most of what time she did have.

The only time the two groups did interact was during supper, which was held in Hel’s dining room. There wasn’t a lot to eat, thanks to James having failed to properly plan for the expedition, but they did share bowls of Mr. Noodle, along with a small portion of fruit and nuts that Titania had brought along.

When night fell, such as it was in the eternal darkness of Niflheimr, the visitors retired to guest rooms in Hel’s hall. At first, James thought to suggest using his own mansion, but then he remembered that he had no furniture for them to sleep on, thanks to his placing it all in the temple.

Titania going to one room, James and his wives took the one across the hall. As soon as the door closed, Acrasia was on him, kissing him and clinging to his beard.

“Easy, my pet.” James laughed, gently stroking her naked body with his finger. “We’ll get to the fun part later, but for now there is more work to do.”

“Aww, Master!” the tiny fairy pouted.

“I understand, but I don’t want to waste this opportunity. I’m going to cultivate enough Qi to grant you a couple of spells.” he told her, lightly tapping her nose.

This news cheered her up a bit. “Spells? For me?” Acrasia asked, a little excited.

“Yup! I want to give you the two Potion recipes that Titania rewarded me with. I feel like you should receive a copy of any fae magic I acquire as we go.” he explained. “You may never use them, or you might, who knows? But you will benefit from the increase to your Qi Pool regardless.”

Acrasia frowned, not sure what to make of that. While it was always exciting to get new spells, especially without having to study hard to learn them, she had never been the type to put in the effort to brew a potion.

A quick glance to his side revealed that his valkyrie companion had a slight pout on her lips. “What’s wrong, my love?” he asked, turning to Hrein.

“It is nothing, Master.” she replied with a shake of her head.

“No, it’s something. Please talk to me, baby.” he asked, pulling her into a hug.

“Baby? It hath been a while since thou didst call me that.” she grumbled, allowing herself to act spoiled for a moment.

James chuckled. “Yeah, I suppose it has. Tell me what is on your mind, First Wife.”

Hrein sighed, then looked into her husband’s eyes. “I simply desire more of thine attention, Master. Thou didst say that thou wouldst grant me thy healing spell but…”

James nodded, understanding where she was coming from. “And I keep making you wait. I’m sorry, Hrein. I kept putting it off because I want to give you a more powerful version. I hope to empower that spell significantly, making it able to heal terrible wounds or even replace limbs, but that would require a massive investment of Refined Qi. 1200, to be exact.”

Hrein frowned in thought. “Mine own Qi Pool Total measures 400, doth it not, Master?”

“Yes, and mine is 428 when full, while Acrasia’s sits at 210.” he informed her.

“Why is mine so low, Master!?” Acrasia pouted and crossed her arms over her chest.

James chuckled. “I imagine that’s actually quite high compared to most people, my pet. But to answer your question, it will grow as you learn more spells.”

The fairy sighed. “Okay. Please teach me a bunch of spells, Master.”

“That’s the plan, my pet. Okay, now please be patient. I need to cultivate for a while before I can grant you the spells.” James sat on the bed in the lotus position and closed his eyes.

Hrein bit her lip in thought as she studied her Master. He could grow in power faster if he learned more spells from them and vice versa. Or if he takes on more slaves… she thought bitterly. She didn’t necessarily want more rivals for his attention, but she did want to empower her Master as much as possible, and grow their burgeoning house in both power and prestige.

It took just under two hours for James to refine the 230 Qi needed to copy the spells and grant them to Acrasia. Despite the mild discomfort in her head when she received them, she was happy with the results. After all, this little boost pushed her Qi Pool Total to 270.

While James didn’t want to waste the Qi in the ladies pools, he knew he didn’t have time to sleep and cultivate both. Not knowing what the next day would bring, he decided it was better to be well rested. Of course, that also meant that he was free to spend some intimate time with his young wives as well…

As always, Acrasia was even more beautiful the next morning. It’s amazing how she gets prettier every time we sleep together… James marvelled to himself, gazing down at the sleeping fairy. A quick check of her Status Screen revealed her new Beauty Total to be 118. I wonder what will happen when she caps the stat?

Slipping out of bed, James snuck out of the room to take care of his morning business. Mornings, like all other times of day, were definitely on the cool side in Niflheimr. By the time he got back, both girls were up and about, ready to take on the day. Taking a moment to give each of them a kiss, he cast Lucky Charm on them at the same time, not forgetting to give it to himself as well.

“Good morning, Sir James.” Titania greeted them as they left the room.

“Good morning, Your Majesty.” James replied with a bow.

“Oh hush!” she tittered, giving him a light slap on the arm. “This is your place of power, not mine. I am merely a guest here.”

“A royal guest.” he pointed out.

“Oh pish. You know how I feel about formality when we are alone.” Titania harrumphed, pouting and crossing her arms.

James smirked and momentarily considered giving the Fae Queen a hug, but decided that might be a bit too much for her. Instead he gently took her hand and lightly kissed it while bowing. “Do not be wroth with me, my queen. I much prefer your smile.” he said with a roguish grin and a wink.

“Oh, you!” she exclaimed and slapped his arm again, but this time with a smile.

“We will be heading to Valhalla after breakfast, and hopefully returning before the day is out. Will you be joining us, or would you like to spend the day with Cobweb?” James asked a more serious expression on his face.

Titania sighed. “I have not visited Odin’s halls since I was but a child. I would like to see if aught has changed in the centuries since, but it would be remiss of me to pass up on this opportunity to spend a few more hours with my friend.”

“Of course, Titania. I understand completely.” James gave her a soft smile. “Shall we, then?” he said offering his arms to the two human-sized ladies. Both graciously took his arms and allowed him to escort them to the dining room, while Acrasia took her usual perch on his shoulder.

Breakfast was a simple affair, consisting of oatmeal and fruit, the latter of which was shared by Hel, having received it as offerings from her temple maidens earlier that morning. This led to a discussion of how the goddess could place orders through James or the temple maidens in the future, should there be anything she desired in Elphyne. Titania was a tiny bit disappointed to learn that the offerings could only go one way, however. She’d thought there might be an opportunity there to tie together the economies of Hel and Elphyne. The underworld seemed to have no shortage of mineral wealth, which Titania’s merchants would have been happy to take off Hel’s hands in fair trade. The Fae Queen even went so far as to suggest that Hel seduce a valkyrie into her service, which could transport goods back and forth between worlds daily.

After breakfast, James and his crew said their farewells to the others, having received the token from Hel before they ate. Once again, it was up to Hrein to open the passage between worlds. Casting her spell, the valkyrie flew into the air and vanished into the tunnel, quickly followed by James and Acrasia, while Hel watched from below. “Come home soon, my Champion.” Hel whispered into the wind.

James landed with a thud in the gently swaying wheat fields surrounding Valhalla. Does anyone ever harvest this? the einherjar wondered idly as he looked around. The last time he’d been here, he’d been a powerless soul with no physical body. Now he was coming to demand a valkyrie’s hand in marriage, with Hel’s blessings behind him.

“Shall we head in, Master?” Hrein asked from his side.

“Let’s.” James stated with a firm nod. To be honest, he was feeling a little nervous. He’d had plenty of girlfriends before, but there was something about facing a ‘father’ and telling him that you were going to marry his daughter. Or already did… James corrected himself.

Setting off at a determined pace, James and his ladies closed the distance to the gates of Valhalla in short order. As before, the gates were closed and no one stood guard outside them. This time James took it upon himself to rap upon the door, and did so with a significant amount of force. Can’t afford to look weak here. he told himself.

Nearly a minute later, the door swung open, revealing a large man dressed in wolf skins. “Who…!?” he began before catching sight of James. Upon seeing the Champion’s beastly visage, Odin’s einherjar threw himself at the guest on their doorstep with a roar.

James had been expecting this, and responded a lightning fast snap punch to the man’s face, knocking him him flat in the blink of an eye.

The unknown einherjar lay motionless on the floor, groaning as as blood flowed freely from his nose. With a look of contempt, James stepped over the flattened warrior and strode into Odin’s hall. “All-Father! I, Sir James Fir, Champion of Hel, seek an audience with thee!” he roared.

The sound of weapons being drawn, and armour being hastily donned filled the room, but James ignored all of it. He was aware of Acrasia watching their surroundings, and Hrein following close on his heels, her bronze spear at the ready.

The einherjar filling the hall slowly closed in around them as they approached Odin’s throne. The one-eyed old man watched them curiously, while the two wolves at his feet stood and began to growl.

Undeterred by the animals’ threatening posture, James came to a halt at the foot of the dais under Odin’s throne. Unlike last time, he did not kneel. Instead, he bowed to the head of the Aesir; Hrein following his lead and bowing behind him.

“You no longer kneel before me, daughter?” Odin remarked, his focus on Hrein.

The valkyrie straightened up, once again taking her cue from James. Though more than a little nervous, the shield maiden attempted to put as much confidence in her voice as she could. “I no longer serve thee, All-father.” she paused, turning her gaze to her husband. “I serve my husband now.”

Her statement caused quite the ruckus among the einherjar surrounding them. Calls of challenge and for James’ punishment echoed throughout the hall. The adamantine collar around the valkyrie’s neck was clear for all to see, and so the general consensus was that she wasn’t serving him of her own free will. A few of the warriors had long watched over Hrein, seeing her grow from a small child into a beautiful young woman. Many of these men were enraged that their innocent little Hrein had been taken by raubehe, Marriage by Capture. They considered it an affront to Odin and his house, that this beast would steal one of his valkyries and take her maidenhood by force.

Odin slammed the butt of Gungnir into the floor, the thunderous crack silencing the din around them. “You would dare enslave one of my valkyries…” the old god began with a snarl “and then march her in here and demand to speak with me!?”

The mere presence of one of the gods was enough to make a mortal feel as if they were under a great weight, urging them to drop to their knees in worship and awe. The immense pressure of a god’s anger was something else entirely. Lesser men would outright wet themselves, or even faint straight away. But James was not a lesser man. He was Hel’s Champion, and he would kneel before no god but his own. Though his knees shook and his body trembled, James refused to submit, flaring his wings and raising his chin in defiance. “If you wish to protest Hrein’s enslavement,” the einherjar growled through clenched teeth, “I suggest you take it up with Yahweh’s angels.”

Odin’s eye narrowed, and his anger seemed subdued, if only slightly. “Speak plainly, Champion.” Though he was far from pleased with Hel’s whelp showing up in his hall and making demands, he did grant the man a modicum of respect. At least he is no coward. I’ll give him that. the god mused.

James forced himself to grin, even though his heart felt like it was being crushed. “It was Yahweh’s forces which ambushed Hrein, Lord Odin. It was they who enslaved her, and I who rescued her from their grasp.”

The High One snorted and waved a hand. “Fine. For returning her to me, you shall live to see tomorrow. Hand over her leash and begone with you.”

“That is NOT going to happen.” James growled, his own fury pushing away any fear he might have of the god or his men.

Odin glared at the insolent beast before him. The ravens on his shoulders cawed and flapped their wings in irritation, while the wolves howled and strained at their chains, snapping at the interloper with slavering jaws. “Tell me, Champion. Why should I not slay you where you stand?”

James shrugged, determined not to show the tension he felt. “In a word, mundr.”

A sly smile briefly appeared on Odin’s lips before disappearing under a mask of irritation. “Be warned. Mere gold will not placate me.” Odin’s eye narrowed as he leaned forward in his throne, one hand idly petting the black wolf on his left. “Speak on, Hel’s Champion.”

The einherjar took a deep breath, then summoned Hel’s token into his palm. “The bearer of this token may exchange it for passage through Hel’s gates, and back to the world of the living. This is the mundr I offer you, Lord Odin.”

Grunts and whispers passed through the crowd around them. All of the einherjar present were well aware of the prophesies regarding Ragnarök; it was what they trained for every day of their afterlives.

The grey bearded god carefully plucked the token from the Champion’s hand, and held it up to the light, inspecting it with his eye and magic. “It does possess her divine mark…” he muttered. Clasping the token in a tight fist, Odin turned his narrow eyed glare back to James. “Surely a small token such as this was easy for Hel’s Champion to obtain?”

James quirked a brow, seeing through the elder god’s acting. He knew… He’s been expecting this. Clueing into the old man’s game, the einherjar scoffed. “It was through my own efforts that I attained the rank of Knight in the Seelie Court. Rather than gain the lands due my rank, I pursued a path which would allow Lady Hel to reward me with that token. Thus, in essence, you could say I’ve traded a fiefdom for my lady’s hand in marriage.” James turned and gave Hrein a warm smile.

Hrein blushed, but smiled back at him.

“Why?” Odin asked simply.

Looking the head god in the eye, James gave him an equally simple answer. “Because I love her.”

The tension in the room seemed to melt, many of the warriors present sheathing their arms and relaxing their stances. It was clear to all but the most foolish that Odin held no real animosity towards this stranger, and that Hrein wasn’t unhappy with her marriage.

The High One nodded, and tucked the token away in his pocket. “Then let it be official. I grant thee Hrein, my youngest valkyrie, as thy wife by way of kaufehe.”

Hrein’s heart swelled, and despite her discipline, she couldn’t help but fling herself at her husband, embracing him tightly, while tears of joy slipped down her cheeks.

James hugged her back, bowing his head to whisper in her ear. “I love you, my wife.”

“As I love thee, husband.” she hiccuped and looked up at her Master’s face.

Unable to resist, James leaned in and kissed the valkyrie on the lips, renewing their marriage before the armies of Valhalla.

After the touching scene, many of the einherjar and valkyries in the hall closed in on the three visitors, clapping James on the back and congratulating the couple on their marriage. Hrein spent the next hour or more giving a detailed account of her adventures to her valkyrie sisters, while James engaged in contests of strength and skill at arms. While he didn’t fall short when it came to brute force, he was ashamed to admit that he lacked the experience and training with blades that his fellow einherjar possessed. After being soundly defeated more times than he could count, James begged off any further sparring matches and settled for regaling the other warriors with tales of his exploits. While most respected his strength, they teased him relentlessly about his lack of skill with a blade, and weren’t quite sure what to make of his use of magic. Some of the more hostile men likened it to Loki’s tricks, while the most generous pointed out Odin’s favour of the mystical arts.

During this time, Acrasia flitted about and sampled every bit of food and (non-alcoholic) drink to be found, while stealthily playing a few pranks here and there. More than a few small objects found their way into James’ pockets, while laces were tied together and drinks were salted among those who voiced the loudest disapproval of James or his women.

At some point during the festivities, Lady Sif arrived with a silver haired woman, who took the throne next to Odin. James recognized Sif by her long golden hair, as well as Hrein’s description of her, after the goddess had helped the valkyrie on the way to Hel. Taking a sip of milk from the tankard he’d been offered, the einherjar shifted his attention to the woman on the throne. She was taller than Hel or Sif, about the same height as Freyja, and the very picture of mature beauty. Her silver hair was immaculately coiffed, and she wore a long dress of lavender and blue. Must be Odin’s wife, Frigg. James guessed, before he was again distracted by an einherjar wanting to arm wrestle.

When at last the impromptu celebration seemed to be winding down, Odin called for everyone’s attention. “It would not do,” the old god called out over the crowd, “for us to send the happy couple away, without first granting them suitable wedding gifts.”

This was met with cheers from the valkyries, who started pushing Hrein back towards her husband, who was now heading back towards the throne.

“First, I would like to give my daughter hers.” Odin said with a grin. “It has come to my attention that your shield was sundered in the battle against the angels, and that your spear has also been recently lost. Is that not so?”

“It is true, All-Father.” Hrein replied, coming to a stop next to James and bowing her head.

Odin nodded as if in thought. “In that case, it would seem prudent to replace them, yes?” he asked, a playful smirk upon his lips. “Bring out the gifts!” he called out over his shoulder.

Two warriors entered from an adjoining room, each bearing an item of note. The first carried a spear, whose haft was cut from strong oak, and whose head was forged from red orichalcum. “Though I have not enchanted it, I do not believe this spear will fail you, my daughter.” Odin announced as the warrior presented Hrein with the weapon.

Taking the spear in hand, the valkyrie spun and thrust the weapon, going through a series of manoeuvres only an expert who had trained for years could accomplish with such flawless precision. Satisfied with the weapon’s balance and craftsmanship, Hrein held the spear perpendicular to the ground and bowed deeply to the god. “I thank thee for thy wonderful gift, All-Father.”

“Ohohoho! But we are not done yet, my dear Hrein.” the old god chuckled. “I have also taken it upon myself to replace your shield. Though it may be a little on the heavy side, I guarantee it will not shatter from any but the mightiest of blows.”

At this, the second warrior stepped forth, hefting the shield with a grunt, and setting it on the floor in front of the new bride. Its design was nearly identical to a Roman scutum, but instead of wood trimmed in metal, the entire thing was forged from the same rose coloured orichalcum as the head of her spear.

“That thing must weigh a ton…” James muttered under his breath.

“Only a hundred pounds or so.” Odin corrected him, proving that his hearing was perfectly fine, despite his advanced age.

Hrein looked like she didn’t know what to do with the item. Tentatively, she hefted the shield on her left arm and held it there. James watched as she fought to not make a face. It was clear she could lift it, but it was far too heavy to move about in battle effectively. If I recall correctly, Roman scutums weighed less than a quarter of that. he thought to himself.

“Do you like it?” Odin asked mischievously, clearly putting her on the spot.

“It… doth seem masterfully crafted, All-Father.” Hrein said hesitantly.

“But?” the god prodded her.

“But… it might be too heavy for one such as I. My apologies, Lord Odin.” Hrein admitted, lowering the shield to the floor and bowing to the god.

“Bah.” Odin snorted, waving his hand in dismissal. “Just have your Master help you get stronger.” he suggested with a devious twinkle in his eye.

The old bastard knows a lot more than he lets on… James confirmed to himself with a frown.

“I… er… yea, All-Father. I shall do as thou dost suggest.” she stated with another bow.

“Well, now that our lovely Hrein has her gifts, it falls to me to present one to Sir James.” Frigg spoke up, for the first time since her arrival.

“My Lady.” James addressed the Goddess of Prophecy with a deep bow.

Frigg gazed at Hel’s Champion for a long moment, then graced him with a warm smile. “I know it may not seem like much, but please accept it with our congratulations.” The goddess held her hand out to the einherjar, with a small leather pouch sitting in her palm. The simple pouch had a long leather thong attached, presumably so it could be worn around the neck like a pendant.

“My thanks, Lady Frigg.” James accepted the gift with another bow and hung it from his neck.

Frigg smirked as if she were playing some sort of joke on them all, and only she knew the punchline. “You may look inside, Sir James, but do try not to be too disappointed.”

Playing along, James drew the small pouch open and upended it over his hand. Out fell a single silver coin that looked worn with age. Turning it over, he saw that one side bore what resembled an eagle, while the other was engraved with a head wearing a laurel crown. “Hmm.” James hummed in thought as he inspected the coin, then dropped it back in the pouch. “I thank you again, my Lady.” he said, nodding his head to the goddess. His Analysis blessing told him that it was a Tyrian Shekel, and nothing else.

Frigg was impressed by the lack of disappointment on the Champion’s face. Either he is the least greedy man ever, or he suspects there is a hidden meaning to it… The goddess gave the einherjar a genuine smile before her countenance became deadly serious. “I would suggest wearing it at all times, Sir James. You never know when it might come in handy.”

James took her words to heart and nodded firmly. “I will abide by your suggestion, Lady Frigg.” It could be that the clairvoyant goddess wished him ill, and this was some sort of trap, but James doubted she would give him a cursed item as a wedding gift. The Frigg spoken of in mythology would never do something quite so crass.

Frigg’s serious expression gave way to an almost motherly smile as she nodded back to him. “I am glad to hear that. We wish you well, Sir James, Hrein.”

Hearing the note of dismissal in her words, James bowed again, followed by Hrein, then turned and strode out of the hall without further ado.

Once they were well outside, Acrasia appeared out of nowhere, landing on his shoulder. “I wonder what that was all about, Master?”

James shook his head. “Perhaps we’ll find out some day.” Glancing over at the fairy, he raised an eyebrow. “Should I even ask what you have been up to?”

The fairy just giggled and hugged his neck. “I love you, Master.”

“Uhuh. I love you too, my pet.” he sighed, trying not to shake his head. Looking over his shoulder at Hrein, he noted that she seemed to be struggling with the shield. “Do you want me to store that for you until we get home?”

Hrein shook her head. “Nay, Master. I should train with it as much as possible.”

James nodded, understanding her determination. “All right then. Want to open us a tunnel home?”

“Of course, Master.” she agreed, raising her new spear and casting Towards the Light.

“I want to learn that from you. Perhaps tonight.” James stated, spreading his wings and preparing to take off.

“As thou wishest, Master.” Hrein replied, leaping into the air and leading them back to Hel.

Their reunion with Hel was a relatively short one. Something in James’ gut was telling him that he had a lot to do, and little time to do it. Overall, they took about an hour to inform the Goddess of Death of what transpired in Valhalla, and to collect Titania from visiting Cobweb.

“I am sorry we don’t have more time to stay, my Lady.” James apologized to Hel. “I promise I’ll return soon, though.”

The goddess nodded, a stoic expression on her face. “I understand, my Champion. I too feel the Winds of Fate blowing. I also have a warning for thee.”

“A warning, my Lady?” James frowned. I don’t think I did anything to upset her…

“Yea. Another Champion has entered the region around the fae city. Beware, for I do not know which deity they serve.” Hel informed them.

James scowled. He was under the impression that Champions were rare, with each god or goddess limited to one. That being the case, he had hoped to have more time before he encountered another like him, and thus be able to build his strength before that happened. “I will take the utmost care, My Lady.” he replied with a bow. Giving her one more slightly pained smile, he turned and walked out of the chamber, followed by the rest of his party.

“Yea. Be safe, James…” Hel whispered sadly, alone in her throne room.

For the last time that day, Hrein cast her spell which allowed their group to traverse the barrier between realms. Landing a few miles from Elphyne, the party found themselves in the same clearing where James had arrived on his first trip to Terra. Guiding the others, James led the way back to the city, remembering well the path that Acrasia took to bring him to his new home for the first time. After piercing the veil, James and his ladies escorted Titania back to her palace, before excusing themselves and returning to the temple.

Announcing their arrival, they were welcomed home by the temple maidens, and a less enthusiastic Elora. The maid told them that supper was still several hours away, so they had plenty of time to tend to whatever tasks they had.

Taking Hrein by the hand, James led her and Acrasia back to their bedroom.

“Are we going to have some fun, Master?” Acrasia purred, landing in his lap.

James chuckled and shook his head. “Tonight, my pet. We can’t afford to while away our days in bed.”

“Why not?” she pouted.

“Because, my sweet, sexy fairy. I have a lot of cultivating to do, if we are going to grow in power.” he explained.

“Boooring.” the fairy sang and flopped onto her back.

“I know. But it must be done. Why not take a nap while Hrein and I work for a bit?” he suggested.

“Aren’t you going to check your pockets first?” the playful fae grinned up at him.

“I did feel you sticking something in them a few times, back in Valhalla. What have you been up to, you sneaky fairy?” James asked with a mock scowl.

“Hehe! You’ll have to look and see, Master!” she giggled.

Emptying his pockets, James found a wide variety of items. The most numerous of which were a collection of rough silver coins, approximately 10 in all. There were also two gold teeth, a glass marble, a pair of ivory dice, and a couple of small bundles of string. “Is all of this for me?” he asked with a barely contained grin.

“Of course, Master! And I only took from the mean ones, just so you know!” she attested.

James couldn’t help but chuckle. “That is good. Thank you for your restraint, Acrasia.”

“You’re welcome, Master!” she chirped happily.

Sending the loot to his inventory, James turned to Hrein. “I think the first thing we should do is follow Odin’s suggestion. What do you think, my love?”

Hrein smiled and nodded. “I would appreciate that, Master.”

“Then I’ll start by cultivating 100 Qi from your pool.” he told her, returning her smile. Just under an hour later, he used that Qi to enhance her Strength stat, boosting it by 100% and bringing the new Total to 600, which made it equal to his own.

Standing up from sitting on the bed, Hrein moved to the other side of the room, where she had placed her new shield. Lifting the heavy item was much easier for her now, as it was only one sixth of what she could lift over her head with maximum effort. Unfortunately, that meant it was still quite heavy, considering how long she would be expected to hold it up and swing it around, and not counting whatever force was brought against it. “I will require much training to use this effectively.” the valkyrie stated with a determined look in her eye.

James nodded. “Perhaps we can find a way to enchant it and make it lighter or something?”

“That would be most welcome, Master.” Hrein gave him a winning smile.

“We’ll see what we can do. In the mean time, I need to gain more power myself. I plan to copy your Towards the Light spell next. If you don’t mind, that is?” he asked.

Hrein sat the shield down and moved to sit next to her lover once again. “I belong to thee, Master, in my entirety. Take from me what thou wilt, for I give it all freely.”

James leaned in and kissed her tenderly before resting his forehead against hers and looking deep into her eyes. “I’m the luckiest man alive. Did you know that?”

“I know.” she replied with a playful smirk.

James laughed and grabbed hold of her, tickling her ribs. “Saucy devil.” he kissed her again. “I love you so much…”

“And I love thee, Master.” she laughed, attempting to catch her breath.

Pulling her up into a sitting position, James went back to his cultivation. It took him an hour and a quarter to refine the 150 Qi he needed from his own pool. When he was finished, he spent the Qi to copy Hrein’s spell and add it to his own spell list. Strangely, the name and a couple of details changed once it was in place.
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Perhaps the (V) stood for valkyrie? And I guess I don’t have permission to enter Valhalla on my own. James surmised. While he was glad to gain access to the spell, the increase of 50 Qi to his Qi Pool was the bigger benefit, in his opinion.

“Did it work, Master?” Hrein inquired, curiosity writ upon her face.

“It did.” James confirmed with a smile. “I can’t use it to get to Valhalla, like you can, but I can travel to Hel now.”

Hrein gave him a soft smile. “Lady Hel will be happy to hear that.”

“I think so.” James agreed. “Next I want to copy your Enslave spell, Acrasia.” he said, turning his attention to the dozing fairy.

“Okay, Master…” she replied in a sleepy voice.

James chuckled, and then began cultivating the required Qi from the fairy’s pool. This caused her to grimace in discomfort, but she didn’t complain aloud. Apparently it felt a little like a stomach ache when he cultivated from them, but they both understood how important it was for him to have access to their power. It took him a little over an hour to refine the 125 Qi he needed, which he immediately applied to copying the Enslave spell and adding it to his own repertoire.

“All done, Master?” Acrasia asked.

“For the moment…” James replied, deep in thought. The spell didn’t change at all when he’d gained it, which made it very risky to use in his opinion. I’ll have to see if I can get rid of that penalty for failure. he thought to himself. Once again, however, he felt the biggest boon was the boost to his Qi Pool. The additional 25 Qi to the base pushed his Qi Pool Total all the way up to 578. This realization immediately led to another. If I combine all three of our Qi Pools… that adds up to 1248 Qi. Just over the amount I need to enhance the Treatment spell! James was ecstatic that he might finally be able to have a truly effective healing spell.

Feeling the fairy snuggle against his leg, he announced his plans. “Tomorrow we will be spending much of the day cultivating.”

The prompted a groan from Acrasia, but Hrein simply nodded in understanding.

“Between us, our Qi Pools now exceed 1200. That means I can finally enhance the Treatment spell the way I’ve been meaning it. And that means…” he let his words trail off and gave a meaningful look to the valkyrie next to him.

“Thou wilt grant me the spell!” she finished his sentence, here eyes bright and a huge smile on her face.

“Exactly, my love.” he said, leaning in and stealing a kiss. “But before that, I want to work on the Enslave spell a bit. Give me another hour, and then we’ll likely go for supper.”

“Yes, Master.” Acrasia replied with a yawn.

“Yea, Master.” Hrein nodded with a smile on her face.

As planned, James spent the next hour refining another 100 Qi from his own pool. I really am grateful for the Energy Siphon technique, otherwise we wouldn’t be able to replenish our Qi so quickly. he thought to himself as he poked at the Enslave spell. He concentrated on removing the penalty, and pushed the Refined Qi into the spell description. As before, the outline turned green, and the text changed before his eyes.
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The main changes were the erasure of the penalty, which James was very grateful for, and the doubling of the cost. While it was expensive, James felt it was worth the investment if it meant that he couldn’t accidentally enslave himself to someone else.

Sighing in relief, James relaxed and looked over at his wives. “I’m done playing around with spells,” he said, “so let’s get something to eat.”


CHAPTER 11


James spent the remainder of the day relaxing and making love to his wives. All work and no play makes James a very growly beast. he’d joked to himself. The truth was, no man on Terra had the discipline to spend hours on end in close quarters with such beautiful women and not take advantage of them, if he could. Of course, the fact that Acrasia became even more beautiful every time he made love to her had nothing to do with his level of temptation at all…

Dragging himself out of bed, James silently hoped that breakfast was better than supper had been. How can a meal with so little cooking actually be prepared so poorly? As it turned out, Elora really didn’t know how to cook. Or sew. Or much of anything else that might be expected of a homemaker or maid. Acrasia’s declaration that she was useless wasn’t far off the mark. While she did display a head for numbers, when James had taken the time to test her, she had zero experience running a business or keeping ledgers. It seemed her father felt she didn’t require such skills. Instead, she had been taught the basics of math, as well as how to read and write, but that was it. Skills such as dancing, preparing tea, and etiquette had been the focus of her education. Since she had been expected to become the wife of a wealthy merchant, or perhaps a noble, those were the skills she would have required the most. Only her younger brother was being taught the necessary skills to take over the family business, with her sisters receiving an education nearly identical to her own.

Taking a moment to cast Lucky Charm on himself, and then his women, James considered what the day would bring. I need to cultivate for a good ten hours straight, if I want to gather the 1200 Qi necessary to enhance my Treatment spell. And I really want to do that before we head to Guayabo. I don’t know what is ailing the merchant’s daughter, but I’ll want a powerful healing spell if I am going to help.

A light knock at the door brought James back to the present. “Yes?” he asked in a near whisper, not wanting to wake the girls if he didn’t have to. Opening the door as quietly as he could, James was momentarily reminded of the masterful craftsmanship of the Dryads. Apparently, a few of them had arrived sometime after James and his party had left the day before. They were there by order of the Queen, ready to create doors and any other wooden fixtures that the temple required, other than furniture. When Lāmina had asked if the Dryads had cut down trees to provide the lumber, they had laughed and explained that they had spent the day before scouring the forest for fallen logs and other deadwood, which they could sculpt into the shapes needed. It had been a time consuming task, since only healthy wood could be used, and most of the deadfall in the forest was rotten.

“Good morning, Sir.” Elora whispered, taking her cue from James’ lowered voice. “Breakfast will be ready shortly.” Curtsying, the maid turned to leave.

“Wait! Hold a moment, please.” James hissed, in that odd way that people try to shout quietly.

Elora froze, feeling his hand lightly touch her arm. He hadn’t grabbed her, but he had made contact to get her attention. Taking a deep breath, the elf schooled her features and turned to face her owner. “What can I do for you, Sir?”

“I was wondering if you would help me with my spell work at some point in the near future.” James told her.

Elora frowned slightly at his statement. “I fear I know nothing of magic, Sir. I would not be of much help to you.”

James shook his head slightly. “No. I just want to experiment with my blessings a little, that’s all. I’d be granting you spells, and then tinkering with them.”

Her owner’s explanation did nothing to make her more comfortable with the idea. If anything, it now frightened her. She had no desire to be a lab rat, and would avoid it if she could.

Seeing the sudden fear in her eyes, James tried to reassure her. “It won’t be dangerous in the slightest, I promise. It’s just that, to my knowledge, you are something of a blank slate when it comes to knowledge of spells, correct?”

“If… if you mean by that, that I cannot cast any spells, then you are correct, Sir.” she replied hesitantly.

“Right. And you have no desire to join my combat team, even if your sister takes over as the maid, is that right?” he asked to confirm.

Elora slowly nodded. “That is also correct, Sir. Though I wish to speak of that, when you have time, Sir.”

“I have time now. Let’s just wrap up this conversation first, okay?” he said, stepping into the hall and closing the door behind him.

“Yes, Sir.” Elora fidgeted with her hands while she stood and looked up at Hel’s Champion. He was so tall that she had to crane her neck to speak face to face with him, especially at this distance.

“Okay, so, since you don’t want to fight alongside us, it’s okay if your spell repertoire is less than optimal. If your spells turn out to be less efficient or impractical, there will be no cause for concern. That is why I want to experiment with you. I swear in Hel’s name that no harm will come to you from the process.” he finished, placing a hand over his heart as he took the oath.

Though she had little inclination to trust the man in front of her, the truth was that she had little choice in the matter. I’m a slave, but he still took the time to ask me, and addressed my fears as well. At the very least, I’m sure I can trust an oath to his goddess. “Very well, Sir. I am at your disposal.” Elora replied with a curtsy.

James smiled and nodded. “Good. It’ll probably be a few days before I can get to it, but I appreciate your help. So, what did you want to talk about?”

Elora licked her lips nervously, and hesitated a moment to speak. “I… I want to discuss my duties here, Sir.”

James nodded, regarding her with a serious but open expression. He wanted to show that he was paying attention to her words, and was receptive to her ideas. “Go on.”

“When my sister arrives to work as your maid, I… I was wondering if she could do so as my assistant.” she explained.

James blinked and tilted his head. “So, you want to remain in your position as my maid, but essentially become the Head Maid for our house?”

“Yes, Sir. That’s precisely it, Sir.” she responded with an emphatic nod.

“May I ask why?” James inquired.

“It’s just that, my sister, Sir… she isn’t trained as a maid either. She’ll need help. And… not that I’m complaining, Sir, but… there is a lot of work to do for one maid.” despite being nervous, Elora managed to convey her thoughts to her owner. She hated having to ask the man for anything, but she wasn’t in a position to make these kinds of decisions on her own.

“I see.” James stated with a frown. I guess there is a lot of work to do. Will two people really be enough staff to take care of things? I was even thinking of expanding the temple another floor, once I can afford to pay the Gnomes and Dryads to do so.

Elora saw his frown and mistook it for a look of disapproval. “I’m sorry, Sir! I swear I will still take care of my duties as your… concubine. As promised.” she swallowed hard at the last, barely able to force the words out of her mouth. She loathed the idea of serving this man in that fashion, but that had been part of the deal they had struck. The deal that set her sister free of that very obligation.

Her pleas only deepened James’ frown, not because he was upset with her proposal, but simply because he felt awkward about the whole situation. If I weren’t such a bastard, I’d just keep her as a slave without using her in that way. Instead of telling her that though, he merely agreed to her request. “Very well. That is what we will do, then.”

Elora sighed slightly while nodding, her gaze dropping to the floor. “Thank you, Sir. If that will be all…?” Please… please don’t let him order me to serve him right this moment… she prayed silently.

“Of course. Thank you for your hard work, Elora.” James dismissed her with a gentle smile.

With a final curtsy, Elora turned and hurried back to the kitchen. He hasn’t touched me yet… his wives have kept him busy. How long do I have before… before…? Tears welled up in her eyes as she made her escape.

James watched her go, very aware of her distress. If I just tell her that I won’t touch her, will she believe me? Could I actually keep my word? I can’t lie to myself about the temptation, even if I hope to resist it. And what of the deal itself? Can we consider it valid if we never act upon it? Shaking his head, he decided that it was a problem for another time. He had plenty on his plate right now, in terms of lovers as well as problems.

A short time later, the temple’s residents were standing around the kitchen, eating breakfast and chatting amicably amongst themselves. James had cast Lucky Charm on the other three women before everyone had begun to eat, as he planned to do every morning, if he could. As usual, Elora seemed to accept the spell with reluctant stoicism. It seemed she didn’t quite trust that it was harmless, and so James decided to show the elf her own Status Screen.
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Ghost Chains: Set of spiritual shackles, manacles, collar and chains. These bonds prevent the wearer from escaping their Master. He can mentally tug on the bonds at any time, and the slave is dragged to him. He can also use them to restrict her movement, pinning her in any position he desires.

James immediately noticed that, despite not having access to any spells, Elora already had a Qi Pool of 5. I wonder if all elves have that, or if Elora is just special in some way?

Having never seen a Status Screen before, Elora was quite astounded by the intricate illusion which appeared before her. The other girls all crowded around to see the blessing at work, with the temple maidens being suitably impressed.

“May I see mine next, Sir?” Lāmina asked politely, despite her clear excitement at the prospect.

James frowned and shook his head. “Sorry, Lāmina. I can only use that blessing on people and objects that I own. It’s the same reason I can’t grant you spells like I can Elora and my wives.”

Lāmina grimaced slightly. “You’re going to grant Elora spells?”

James nodded slowly, knowing the young maiden was likely to get a little jealous. “I will be in the near future, yes. She’s going to help me develop new spells, to make us more powerful.”

The older temple maiden bit her lip and stared at the einherjar. “When… when I become your wife, you’ll grant me spells then, right, Sir?” she asked, boldly stating her intentions.

Hrein quirked a brow, while Acrasia did a loop in the air, silently cheering the blossoming woman on. Elora turned an icy glare on her owner, while Zahra simply looked on as if nothing strange had been said at all. James just stood there dumbfounded, not sure what to say.

“Sir?” Lāmina asked a little more forcefully, clearly not willing to let the question go unanswered.

“If… if that day were to come to pass, then yes, I would grant you spells.” James hedged.

“If? Sir, I believe I have already sworn myself to you. The night we dedicated the temple to our Lady Hel, I gave an oath. I pledged my body to you, Sir.” the elven maiden clarified.

“Yes, well… Lady Hel has instructed me to take your oaths,” he waved his hand to indicate each of the temple maidens, “as oaths to the church.”

Lāmina nodded firmly. “Yes, Sir. Lady Hel has already explained to us how all clergy must be married to the church, and all that entails. But it doesn’t negate the intent of my oath, or the meaning in my heart when I spoke it. I am devoted to you, Sir.” The poor young woman’s cheeks grew increasingly red as she spoke, making clear her confession in front of everyone present.

James took a deep breath. He couldn’t just dismiss the teen’s feelings, or her determination. He wouldn’t disrespect her like that. But she’s so young… he thought as he fought a frown. “When you are older, we’ll revisit this issue. Is that fair?” he offered.

Lāmina scowled. “I am old enough to marry, Sir.”

James was surprised by this. Elora looked young, and Lāmina looked even younger to his eyes. Maybe it’s just because I’m so old that everyone looks young to me? Turning to Hrein, he saw the valkyrie shrug, as if she had little to say on the subject. He didn’t bother looking at Acrasia, as he knew where she stood on anything regarding love or romance. “Elora…?” With nowhere else to look, he turned to the maid for help. Surely she’ll want to dissuade the girl from getting involved with me.

Elora’s face looked like she had bitten into a rotten lemon. “By elven and fae law, she is correct.”

The einherjar’s jaw dropped. That’s not helping! he screamed at the maid in his head. At last turning back to the temple maiden in question, he saw her standing there with a smug look on her face, hands planted on her slender hips. “All right…” James began, but hurried on when he saw her face brighten with hope. “but there are things you need to understand first.”

Lāmina opened her mouth to protest, but James held up a hand to cut her off.

“I’m not talking about the birds and the bees. I’m talking about my oath to Hrein.” he explained.

Lāmina blinked and frowned. “Oath, Sir?”

“Hrein isn’t just my slave. She is my First Wife. All others come after her. She leads and directs my harem, and her word is as mine among them.” Hel’s Champion began the same explanation that he felt he’d been giving far too often of late.

“I understand, Sir.” Lāmina nodded resolutely.

“There’s more to it.” he said with a mild scowl. “For all that, she is a slave. But as my First Wife, no other can be above her in station. That means all other wives and concubines must also be slaves. Their wills bound to mine for all eternity. That’s why even Elora had to submit to my collar.”

Lāmina’s eyes shot to the older elven woman, her brows dropping in resentment as she glared at her. “She is your concubine, Sir?” I thought she was merely a maid, forced to serve, as punishment for her crimes. Lāmina’s thoughts reeled at the revelation.

“Er… well… technically, yes. We haven’t…” James stammered, even less comfortable with the direction the conversation was going than before.

Lāmina turned her narrowed eyes on Hel’s Champion. “With all due respect, Sir, but shouldn’t you be a bit more selective about who you allow into your harem?”

Elora scoffed. “It’s not like I want to decorate his bed! I’m not throwing myself at him like some common harlot.” she sneered accusingly at the temple maiden.

Lāmina squared off with the older elf and glared up at her. “Watch your words, maid. Do not insult the Master of this temple. You, whose life he saved, should be begging his forgiveness and worshipping the very ground he walks on!”

James wanted to stop the argument before it got any further, but something in his gut told him to stay out of it. While leaders should always lead, sometimes the troops below them had to sort out their differences on their own, and he had a feeling this had been boiling under the surface for some time now. The women in his life wouldn’t be able to respect each other and work together if they couldn’t be honest with one another.

To his surprise, Hrein stepped in and put a stop to it. “This is neither the time, nor the place, ladies.” she scolded the two elves.

“But…” Lāmina started to protest.

“No buts!” Hrein stated sharply with a chop of her hand. “Thou wilt not trouble the Master by arguing in his presence. Is this understood!?”

Both elves looked a little shocked, but quickly recovered and bowed their heads to Hrein. “”Yes, Mistress.”” they said in unison.

Acrasia abandoned the grape she’d been eating on the counter, and stealthily slipped onto James’ shoulder. “It’s a good thing Hrein’s here, eh Master?”

James glanced to the fairy whispering in his ear, but didn’t say anything.

“More and more women will want to join your harem, as you get more powerful and famous. And they won’t all like each other, either.” she stated, shaking her head. “I don’t think you can accept every pretty girl that wants to join us, Master.” she advised him, showing an unusual level of wisdom for the lusty fairy.

The look in James’ eyes went distant. “I understand…” he suddenly muttered. “Hrein, my love.” Hel’s Champion turned to the valkyrie and cupped her face in his hands, gazing deep into her eyes. “I understand now.”

“Master?” Hrein looked up at her husband, who was starting to ramble like a mad man.

“I know why it felt so right when I called you my Chooser. For that is what you are. My First Wife. My Chooser. She who commands and selects the women of my harem.”

Hrein’s eyes went wide with surprise, as she felt something click into place deep in her soul. James, her Master, had named her his Chooser, and that was what she was. She would select only the most promising of harem candidates to join their family. Women who would serve James faithfully and with determination. Powerful women, who could protect or otherwise had something to add to their burgeoning house. Of course, any woman James could not love, for any reason, would never be allowed to join them, and his preferences were among her top priorities, but they would not be the only ones.

James watched in awe as a subtle light shone in Hrein’s eyes, her otherworldly nature making itself known to everyone present. Something was happening to his valkyrie, and though he couldn’t say for certain, his heart told him she was okay.

When at last the light dimmed, and her beautiful blue eyes returned to normal, Hrein found his gaze and smiled up at him. “Yea, Master. I am thy Chooser.” she stated with certainty. Slipping into his arms, Hrein embraced her husband as he held her tight and kissed the top of her head.

Several moments passed before the pair parted, and James looked around the room. Clearing his throat, he excused himself. “Thank you for breakfast, Elora. Lāmina, Zahra, please tend to the Temple as always. I appreciate all three of you, and the work you do for Hel, and for my home. Now I have to get to work. Hrein, Acrasia, join me out back, please.”

Lāmina watched as the man she longed for left the room. I won’t fail. she told herself, recommitting to the goals she held in her heart.

Elora watched in silence as the elder of the two temple maidens took her younger sister by the hand and left the kitchen. Her feelings were a jumbled mess, a tangled knot of anger, sorrow, guilt, and envy. Deep down she knew that James deserved none of her ire, but she didn’t know how to let go of it, it having been rooted so deep in her heart. Though she didn’t want to admit it, she also felt a great deal of resentment towards her sister. She had sacrificed her freedom, as well as any chance at love, and eventually even her chastity, all for a woman who wouldn’t thank her. Who had stood with her father when he’d abandoned her. Who condemned her that day in court, and said she was glad she was to be punished. “But what else could I do? I had to protect her. My sister. My twin.” she whispered to the empty room.

James stretched thoroughly before taking a seat on the mossy ground behind the temple. As usual for the city of Elphyne, it was a beautiful sunny day, and the air was just the right temperature, despite the more oppressive heat outside the veil. I wonder how she does that? Controls the weather and such? James wondered idly, thinking of Titania and her control of the veil over Elphyne.

“Are you going to meditate again, Master?” Acrasia asked, lying on her stomach with her chin cupped in her hands, and kicking her feet.

“Yea. He spoke of it last night, Acrasia. So please be patient.” Hrein answered for him.

Nodding and giving the valkyrie a smile in thanks, James set about cultivating the 1200 Qi he needed. It was a long, boring, and above all, mind numbing task. Maintaining the required level of concentration for over 10 hours pushed the einherjar’s discipline to the very limit. By the time he was finished, the effort had taken him closer to 12 hours, because he had found it impossible to stay focussed for more than a couple of hours at a time. Taking small breaks in between had been the only way to maintain his sanity while pushing through the gruelling work. I have no idea how monks can do it… he thought as he flopped onto his back, having finally finished with the cultivation.

He had begun by refining 550 Qi from his own pool, since he would recover it faster than either of the others. Not wanting to drain Hrein dry, he only cultivated 390 Qi from her. Last, he cultivated 260 Qi from Acrasia. At long last, he’d acquired the 1200 Refined Qi he’d wanted since his first steps on Terra.

The sky had grown dark, and James was exhausted, both in mind and body. Despite the sorry state he was in, he knew his work wasn’t done. Calling up his Status Screen, he found the entry for his Treatment spell, and sought to enhance it. Pouring the massive quantity of Refined Qi into the spell, he focussed on changing a single word in the description. He wanted to change ‘inches’ to ‘feet’. As always, the familiar green outline appeared around the spell’s text block and his will forced the change.
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A feeling of satisfaction swelled in James’ chest. He’d longed for a truly effective healing spell since the moment Hel had told him he could learn magic. “I can finally call myself a Healer.” James laughed quietly to himself.

“Congratulations, Master.” Hrein offered in a soft voice, and a warm smile on her lips.

James smiled back at the valkyrie, who had knelt at his side the entire time. Suddenly realizing that she must be in an incredible amount of discomfort by now, he quickly reached out and cast a quintuple strength Advanced Treatment spell on her, easing the pain and tension in her legs and back.

Hrein smiled shyly and dipped her head slightly. “I thank thee, Master.” she said softly. She had pushed through the entire day on her discipline alone. Though she was certain her Master wouldn’t mind her getting up to stretch her legs, she had considered it training and forced herself to remain kneeling as long as he worked. He doth work so hard for us. It is the very least I can do, to be at his side and support him. she insisted to herself. While the time passed, she had truly wished she could have done more to help him. She had even considered asking him to teach her the arts of cultivation at one point, but wound up dismissing the idea. While it would allow her to use her Qi Pool to enhance herself without the need for his assistance, using it in that way would make her Qi unavailable to him, should he desire it. He will choose how to enhance me and when. she told herself.

Elora had been waiting out of sight for over two hours when she finally heard her owner speak. Trying to perform her duties to the best of her abilities, she had prepared a meal for when they were finished, and didn’t interrupt before they were ready.

During that time she had watched the fairy roll on the ground, holding her stomach as if she were in pain. Despite her obvious discomfort, the leannán sídhe didn’t give voice to a single whimper or complaint, which impressed the elf a great deal. Fae, and especially the leannán sídhe, were not known for their discipline. Perhaps less shocking, though no less impressive, was the valkyrie’s actions, or more specifically, her lack thereof. The dutiful woman hadn’t strayed an inch from her Master’s side during the entire time. It was a wonder to the elf that the strange man could inspire such loyalty in his lovers, and it made her think that perhaps there was more to him than she’d imagined.

Now that it appeared that they were done with whatever task they had been working on, Elora approached from the shadows. “Sir. Supper is ready whenever you should desire it.”

James looked up and smiled at the elf. “Thank you, Elora. We’ll be in right away.” The great beast of a man stood and stretched his back, groaning slightly as he did. Even Elora, several feet away, heard the loud pop of something snapping back into place when he did.

Grimacing, Elora turned and headed back to the kitchen. What on Terra could he have been doing all this time? she wondered, shaking her head. To her it just looked like meditation, but there were no immediately obvious fruits from his labour. Clearly he hadn’t been just being lazy, she told herself, or he would have taken a more comfortable position. Deciding that she didn’t actually care, or at least that was what she told herself, the elf pushed the thoughts away and focussed on reheating supper.

While it was clear that Elora had tried, the meal was barely edible. Having been taught as a child that real men ate what was put in front of them, James finished his plate without complaint, and thanked the elven maid for supper. Seeing the Master of the household force his way through the meal, Hrein and Lāmina dug deep and followed his example, being unwilling to shame him with their behaviour. The two younger (at least mentally in Acrasia’s case) members of the family refused to continue after a single bite. When James warned them that there would be no dessert unless they tried, both girls groaned and made another earnest attempt… only to fail after another few mouthfuls. Rather than watch them suffer in abject misery, James excused them from the table (which he’d plopped down in the middle of the kitchen for meals), and told them to eat some berries from the nearby bushes if they were hungry. As for Elora, she had begged off joining the others for supper, insisting that she had eaten as she’d cooked, and would remain on standby in case they needed to be served. This caused Hrein to give the elf a narrow eyed glare, clearly suspicious of the elf’s honesty, but she didn’t say anything aloud. Once again, the valkyrie was thankful for her Master’s training the other morning.

It was after supper, and James had retired for the evening. He was lying on his back, stretched out on the bed, resting his eyes. He knew there was one more task to take care of before he slept, but he was so tired, and the very thought of more cultivation made him cringe with a headache. Nonetheless, he had a promise to keep. He had told Hrein he would grant her the healing spell once it was enhanced to his satisfaction, and now it was. It didn’t feel right to make her wait another day, and he wanted to conserve his Qi the next day, as he planned to set out for Guayabo in the morning.

Sitting up with a groan, James pulled his legs into the lotus position and prepared to meditate.

“Master?” came Hrein’s worried voice. “Art thou not finished with thy cultivation for the day?” The lovely valkyrie placed a gentle hand on his arm as she spoke.

“Just one more hour, my Chooser. Then I can rest.” he told her.

Hrein frowned but nodded, accepting his decision. “Very well, Master. We will be right here waiting for thee when thou art finished.”

James pushed to clear his mind and enter a meditative state. Unsurprisingly, it was harder than it had ever been before. He couldn’t focus, and his mind felt worn at the edges. A dull headache pulsed in his temples, and his brain seemed filled with static. Despite all of this, the einherjar pushed forward, determined to grab the Qi in his Dantian and force it through his channels, refining it in the process. He pushed and pulled with all of his mental might, feeling like he was dragging leaden blocks through tunnels that were too small, rather than the easily flowing life force he’d become accustomed to.

An hour passed, and then another half, and Hrein was starting to become worried. He had told her it would only take an hour, but still he focussed on his task, sweat beading on his brow. She was just about to shake him out of it when he opened his eyes. It was clear from the look in his green orbs that he was in pain, but the smile on his lips told her he’d been successful.

It had taken everything he’d had in him, but he’d done it. There must be some sort of limit to how much Qi a person can process… James thought to himself as he rubbed his temples. But I have the Qi I need. Now I just need to dump this 105 Qi into…

A sharp pain erupted in the middle of James’ forehead and his eyes began to lose focus. “Shit.” he cursed and closed his eyes.

“Master!?” Acrasia flew up and clung to his snout.

“I’m okay. I’m okay.” he assured her. “I just need to…” his head swam and the world went black around him.

Hrein watched as her Master passed out and fell back onto the bed. Fighting down her panic, she quickly checked his pulse and breathing. Both were fine, but his forehead was much hotter than usual. Not sure what else to do, she ordered Acrasia to get Elora. “Tell her to bring a basin of cold water and a cloth!” she shouted after the disappearing fairy.


CHAPTER 12


James awoke surrounded by… nothing. Just empty darkness in every direction. When he thought about it, he couldn’t feel his body, nor hear the girls who should be nearby. “Hrein? Acrasia?” he tried to call out, but found his own voice muffled and indistinct. He tried to think of what he’d been doing last, and though his memory seemed sluggish somehow, he did recall that he had been cultivating. Thinking it over, his current state vaguely reminded him of when he was a disembodied soul, adrift on Earth before Hrein had come for him. Am I dead? he wondered.

No, my Champion. Thou hast not passed away. Hel’s gentle voice soothed his fears and wrapped around his mind, like a comforting blanket.

My Lady. Are my loves okay? Where am I? James asked the goddess in his mind.

Hel laughed softly. Even lost, my Champion thinks first of his women. Everything is fine, James. But thou hast pushed thyself too far, too quickly.

“What do you mean?” he asked, relieved to hear that no one was in danger.

In thy rush to gain more power, thou hast forced open thy third eye before thou wert ready. Thou hast not prepared thy Crimson Palace to process the Spirit, what thou dost call ‘Refined Qi’, into Emptiness. Ergo, thy Muddy Pellet cannot guide thee to Enlightenment. the Goddess of Death explained.

“That’s… a lot to take in.” James grumbled, hoping he hadn’t broken anything irreparable.

Thou art fine. the goddess sighed, alleviating his worries. It is only that my Blessing has given thee a much faster path to Enlightenment than thou wert prepared for. Thou dost possess the means, but not the knowledge of how to get there.

“Ah.” James nodded in understanding. “Like having a bike on a highway, but no map to guide you.”

Precisely, my dear Champion. But worry not, for I will grant thee the knowledge of the next steps thou must take, on thy path to true immortality. Hel assured him.

“Thanks, Hel. I get the feeling most people would never have access to such instruction.” James stated.

Thou wouldst be correct in thine assumption. The secrets of Cultivation and Enlightenment are closely guarded by the gods. Now listen carefully, my dearest warrior. Before thou dost try to push thy Crimson Palace any further, let alone thy Muddy Pellet, thou must first prepare thy body to survive the transition. Hel warned him.

“Hmm. Would that be by Enhancing my Stats?” James guessed.

Confirming his guess, Hel laid out the things he had to focus on first. Exactly so. It is essential that thou dost improve most of the aspects of thyself to a state beyond the limits of ordinary mortals. Most especially important are the ‘Stats’ of Intelligence, Charisma, Agility, and Endurance, as thou dost call them.

“Charisma?” James was surprised that what many would consider a ‘dump stat’ would turn out to be so important.

Most assuredly Charisma. This Stat encompasses not only thy ability to guide others, but also thy confidence, as well as thy sense of self. If thou wert to attempt ascending to the next stage without a sufficient level of Charisma, thou wouldst lose thyself in the attempt. she explained.

James gulped. He really had been playing with powers beyond his ken. “Thanks for the warning, My Lady.”

It is always my pleasure to guide thee, my Champion. Now go. It is time for thee to return to thy loved ones. They worry for thee. she whispered in his mind, a faint hint of pain in her ethereal voice.

Before he could respond, James felt his soul leaving the darkness and falling back into his body. His senses returning, he became aware of the world around him once more.

“… call the Queen!” Lāmina’s voice was shouting.

“No need to bother Her Majesty…” James groaned, sitting up in the bed. A wet cloth slipped off his forehead and dropped into his lap.

“”Master!”” both Hrein and Acrasia cried.

“Sir!” Lāmina shouted at the same time.

“No shouting, please…” James groaned again, his headache fading slowly, but still present.

Hrein wrapped him in a tight hug, burying her face in his back. Her discipline was slipping and she didn’t want the others to see the tears welling up in her eyes. “Master…” her voice trembled as she spoke his name.

“I’m fine.” he assured them, patting Hrein’s hand. “Just had a little chat with Hel, that’s all.”

Lāmina frowned. “You died?”

James shook his pounding head. “No, no… nothing like that.”

“What happened, Master?” Acrasia cut to the chase, landing in her favourite spot on his shoulder.

“Basically I cultivated too much Qi. Hel told me that I had to be careful when pushing myself like that, at least until after I’d trained my mind and body more.” he explained.

Lāmina sighed. She thought the world of this man, but apparently even he could be a fool at times. “Please be more careful, Sir.” she gently reprimanded him.

“Of course.” he replied, giving her a slightly pained smile. “I appreciate everyone’s concern…” he stated, looking around at the group gathered. Zahra sat sniffling in the corner, while Elora stood near the door, looking on with an unreadable expression. “but everything is okay. Zahra, won’t you come give me a hug?”

The little girl looked up and seemed surprised for a moment, then smiled and ran over to him, embracing him tightly about the waist.

James patted her head and looked over to Lāmina. “Make sure you and your sister get a good night’s sleep tonight. I plan to leave with the others in the morning.”

“Where are you going, Sir?” Lāmina asked.

“Well, I’m heading to house Dáinn first, to see if Elina wants to join our excursion to Guayabo. I’m supposedly going on her behalf, after all.” he told the young elf. “After that, whether she joins us or not, we need to head there. I want to save that little girl.” he said with a slight growl.

“Very well, Sir. We’ll get some sleep, and be ready to see you off in the morning.” Lāmina replied with a curtsy. “Goodnight, Sir.”

“G’nite Sir!” Zahra echoed, dashing off to take her sister’s hand.

“Goodnight, ladies.” James told them, giving them the warmest smile he could.

Elora slipped out of the doorway with a silent curtsy, and the temple maidens followed her out. Once the others were gone, James lightly tugged on Hrein’s arm, who was still clinging to his back.

Understanding what he wanted, the valkyrie shifted on the bed until she was kneeling next to him. Gently wiping the tears from her eyes, James leaned in and kissed his wife. “Sorry I worried you, darling.” he whispered, resting his forehead against hers.

The Chooser gently shook her head. “Nay, Master. I am sure thou hast learned thy limits with this?” she answered, giving him a meaningful look.

“I have.” he assured her. “Now, let’s grant you this spell and…”

“Master!” Acrasia cut him off and Hrein glared at him. Both women were obviously peeved at his behaviour.

“It’s fine!” he protested, raising his hands in defence. “I’ve already cultivated the Qi for it! No more cultivating for me tonight. I promise!”

Hrein’s eyes narrowed. “Is that what thou wert doing when thou didst pass out?”

“Well, yeah…” James confirmed, slightly abashed. “I promised you. I want to make good on that promise.”

The valkyrie sighed. “I would not desire a promise kept at the expense of thy health, Master.” she scolded him. “I would have been fine waiting until the morrow.” she sighed, secretly glad that he had pushed himself so hard to keep a promise to her.

“Well, I’ll chalk it up to a lesson learned.” he offered. “But now it’s time for you to gain the spell you’ve been waiting for.” Calling up her Status Screen, as well as his own, he spent the 105 Refined Qi he’d paid for so dearly, and copied the spell into her list. As expected, she not only gained access to the spell, but also saw her Qi Pool increased by 5, bringing her new Total to 410 Qi.

Sighing in relief, James slumped on his shoulders and let himself collapse on the bed. “I’m sorry, ladies. I won’t be much good to you tonight, I’m afraid.” he apologized, knowing Acrasia would be disappointed.

“Worry not, Master.” Hrein assured him with a playful smile on her lips. “For tonight, let us show thee how grateful we are for thy efforts.”

James watched as Acrasia cast her Growth spell, seemingly on the same page as the valkyrie. His brows slowly rose as Hrein gently cupped the fairy’s cheek and turned her head to face her. Not resisting in the slightest, Acrasia kept one eye on her Master as she closed the distance between her and his other wife, bringing their lips together in sensual kiss. As the two women expressed their affection in such a mesmerizing way, each reached up with a single hand and began to fumble with James’ belt buckle.

“It’s going to be one hell of a night.” James breathed. He had no idea how right he was.

A little less than an hour after the ladies had decided to show James their appreciation, something was happening in an inn room on the other side of the city. Elina of House Dáinn had rented a room at her father’s suggestion. She hadn’t understood his insistence that she do so, especially with such a weak explanation. “You need to be prepared to join Sir James’ house.” he’d said. “To that end, you need to start distancing yourself from Laoise and your mother.”

She knew he wasn’t happy that she’d failed to seduce the knight into a marriage contract, but he’d claimed contentment with her convincing James to cancel their debt, in exchange for her service as his slave and concubine.

A knock at the door brought her out of her ruminations. Who could it be at this time of night? she wondered irritably as she crossed the floor. Who even knows I am here? Her unspoken questions were answered a moment later when she drew the door open and revealed lieutenant Brann standing there, in the hall.

“Good evening, Ms. Elina.” the handsome elf said with a bow.

“Brann?” The elven maiden stared at her visitor in confusion. What business could he have with me? she wondered. Unlike her sister, who was head over heels for the man, she was well aware of his true nature. After all, she had overheard him suggest to her father that they sell her into slavery in Guayabo. No matter how dashing a figure he cut in his uniform, she could never be seduced by a snake like him. “I’m sorry, lieutenant. It is late, and I’m in no mood for visitors.” she stated coldly, and attempted to close the door.

The guard’s hand moved faster than the lady could follow, stopping the door and pushing it back open. “Now, now, Elina. No need to be so unfriendly.” His greasy smile sent a chill down her spine.

The elven maiden did her best to push back against his intrusion into her room, but she simply didn’t have the strength or weight to keep him from entering. Before she could even shout, he had the door shoved back enough that he could step into her space and not so gently push her back into the room. “Leave. Now.” she demanded. “Before I call the innkeeper.”

“Oh, he won’t be coming.” the guardsman replied taking his cap off and tossing it on the bed, while kicking the door closed behind him. “I gave him enough of a tip to ensure that he spent at least the next hour down in the bar, joining his guests.”

Elina tried to swallow, but found that her mouth had run dry. “You won’t get away with this.” she hissed, backing away from the dangerous man.

“With what?” he smirked, slowly unbuttoning his jacket.

“My father will see you hanged!” she shouted, hoping one of the other guests would hear her.

Brann snorted and couldn’t contain his laughter. “Your father? Who do you think gave him the money for the room?”

Her father’s insistence at her leaving the house was starting to make more sense, and the realization was causing her to feel like she had a lead weight in the pit of her stomach. “He… he wouldn’t…” she stammered, bumping into the wall behind her.

The lieutenant shrugged and doffed his jacket, tossing it too on the bed, before working at his tie. “He agreed that it was a waste for you to give your maidenhood to that beast. You won’t be needing it to be a mere concubine, after all. It’s not like a real marriage.”

Elina felt the bile rise in her throat, and fought down the urge to vomit. Only the cool evening air from the open window behind her helped the maiden keep her wits about her.

The vile man’s tie joined the growing pile of clothing on the bed, and he started popping the buttons on his shirt. “All I had to do was promise the old fool that I would wait until after the wedding to pop Laoise’s cherry. Not that I will.” he chuckled darkly.

The thought of her tender young sister’s fate as this monster’s wife nearly caused Elina’s knees to buckle. Despair and horror tried their damnedest to drown her, to make her give up without a fight. She’s only 14… her mind reeled, hoping that they’d set the wedding for when she’d turned 20 at least. That would give her time to escape…

“Your mother suggested that we make sure to send you an invitation, but I told the stupid bitch that slaves had no need to attend such affairs. I’m sure that animal will have you chained to his bed by that time anyway, even if it’s only two weeks away.” he sneered, casting his shirt on the pile.

“Nooo…” Elina cried in despair.

Before she could say anything else, Brann was on her, one hand around her throat and the other groping her small breast through her shirt.

“No!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, clawing at him with her hands and scratching his face.

Her attack gave him pause, making him pull back half a step. Lightly touching his cheek and coming away with blood on his fingers, Brann’s eyes filled with rage. “You stupid bitch!” he yelled, backhanding her across the face, and sending her tumbling back, out of the window.

Elina didn’t even scream, so distraught was she at what her life had become. She had only the vaguest sense that she was falling, and no capacity to care. When her head impacted with the cobblestone street below, it cracked her skull, and with it, her mind. Her soft brown hair slowly became matted with blood, and the sound of shouts nearby never reached her ears. As the darkness closed in around her, all she could think of was vengeance against the evil man who’d hurt her and her sisters.

“Shit!” Brann cursed, pulling back from the window before anyone could spot him. She had only fallen a single storey, but the landing was bad. “Dumb bitch had better die from that.” he snarled, rushing to put his clothes back on.

Down below, a chorus of voices gathered in calling for help. “Someone call a healer!” one man shouted.

“Gaia’s priest died in the attack!” another replied.

“What about the knight!? Someone call Sir James!” a woman cried.

And so, a young pixie who had been playing nearby zipped off into the night, heading for the newly built Temple of Hel.

It seemed to James that he had just fallen asleep, when he was suddenly jerked awake by a high pitched voice screaming in his ear.

“Come quick, Champion! Please hurry!” the voice cried.

The einherjar was beyond exhausted at this point, his wives having drained every last ounce of energy, and something else, out of him only moments before. He was so tired that he wanted to cry, but the urgency in the voice propelled him to action. Sitting up with a loud groan, the sleepy einherjar blinked as he tried to focus on the fairy in front of him. “Do I know you?” he grunted, wiping the sleep from his eyes.

“No sir! Hurry! A lady is dying!” the pixie begged.

The fae’s words wiped away the fog in James’ brain like a winter gale. “Lead the way.” he ordered, summoning his pants directly onto his waist, and leaping from the bed. Rather than bother with the stairs, James strode towards the open window and yelled over his shoulder. “Catch up when you can!”

“Wait for me, Master!” Acrasia flung herself from the bed and cancelled her Growth spell, reaching for her husband’s back. Her tiny fist clutched a belt loop on his pants and was dragged along as James leapt out of the window.

Hrein struggled out of the bed and glanced at her clothing strewn about the floor. All she had on was a silky pair of panties that one of her sisters had slipped into her pocket back in Valhalla, calling it a wedding present. The valkyrie bit her lip in hesitation, wanting to get dressed and armoured before rushing after her Master, but knowing that he was putting more distance between them with each passing moment. Her wings made it difficult to dress quickly, and dismissing her wings, then summoning them again could be a waste of vital Qi. Not wanting to wait another moment, Hrein steeled herself for embarrassment, grabbed her spear, and jumped out of the window after her Master.

James was quickly outpacing the pixie stranger, which wasn’t helping things any. “Come on.” he growled, grabbing the tiny fellow about the waist, while being careful not to crush his wings. “Direct me as we fly.” A glance over his shoulder informed him that a nearly nude Hrein was gaining on him, for which he was grateful.

Before long, the valkyrie was keeping pace with her husband, actually having to hold herself back slightly so as not to pull ahead. The pair flew through the night at the pixie’s direction, heading for the western end of the elven quarter.

In less than ten minutes, they had eyes on the target. James could see a crowd gathered around someone, presumably the lady the pixie had spoken of, lying on the ground. None seemed willing to approach her, except one man who was pushing his way through the gawkers and shouting orders.

James’ first response was relief, glad someone was taking the initiative to help the poor woman, but then something raised his hackles. A low growl emitted from his throat, as he realized the man was wearing something that resembled a uniform. He had only heard of one surviving member of the guard, and he wasn’t a man he trusted. “Halt! Keep back!” he shouted.

The man made it through the crowd and was quickly striding towards the fallen lady. A sense of danger pricked at James’ instincts, but he knew they wouldn’t make it in time. They were still nearly a hundred yards out, and the seconds counted. “Hrein!” he roared, trusting in his wife to do something.

Understanding just what her husband wanted, the valkyrie drew back her spear and hurled it at the street below. Like a bolt of lightning it flew, striking the stone and planting itself upright, barely a foot in front of the uniformed elf.

The elf jerked back with a hiss, staring at the spear imbedded in the street. His hesitation bought James and his warrior wife time to land, the einherjar shouting orders while the valkyrie stood protectively between the guard and the victim.

“Keep back, lieutenant!” James growled as he turned and knelt beside the injured woman.

“You have no authority here, beast.” Brann snarled without thinking.

“He hath all the authority he needeth. By the Queen’s order, Sir James hath taken command of Elphyne’s Guard.” the valkyrie declared, loud enough for the entire crowd to hear, while wrapping her hand around the shaft of her spear and tugging it free of the earth. A quick glance told her the masterfully forged orichalcum head was undamaged.

James had no time to waste listening to the fool spout nonsense behind him. He dedicated all of his attention to the wounded woman on the ground, whom he quickly recognized as Elina. “What happened to you?” he muttered to himself as he cast Diagnosis. The illusory overlay popped up over the victim, displaying an array of injuries and conditions, mostly to her head and shoulder. Reading through the Negative Status section revealed several things he could handle, and one that he had no idea how to address. “Do what you can first, worry about the rest later.” he grumbled under his breath and cast Advanced Treatment on Elina’s head. James watched as the text in the box went from red to black, before fading out entirely. The Cracked Skull, Concussion, Broken Jaw, Broken Teeth (2), Fractured Cheek Bone, Bleeding Out, and Road Rash conditions were all healed by a single cast of his spell. Already paying dividends. James noted in satisfaction, thinking of how he’d worked so hard to upgrade the spell. Next he had to physically reset her dislocated shoulder, before casting another Advanced Treatment on her. This cleared up the Broken Clavicle and Dislocated Shoulder conditions, restoring her to more or less perfect physical health.

“I don’t take orders from half naked slaves.” a now familiar voice hissed, pulling James’ attention back to the crowd around him.

Summoning a blanket and draping it over Elina to help deal with shock, James stood up and moved to Hrein’s side. He was confident that the woman would make a full recovery… except for that one condition. he thought to himself. Glaring at the insolent guardsman, James was quick to notice a bandage hastily bound to his cheek. That wasn’t done by a professional. the einherjar noted, seeing the poorly tied strings barely keeping the bandage in place. Tilting his head in thought, James turned his attention back to Elina. Curiosity got the better of him as he crouched down and lifted the blanket slightly, exposing the woman’s hands. The lieutenant must have moved pretty quickly to get here before us. Unless… The einherjar’s sharp eyes picked out the small detail he had been looking for. Blood under Elina’s fingernails confirmed his suspicions, causing the Champion to growl in anger.

“Thou wilt step back, or thou wilt meet the business end of my spear.” Hrein threatened, the anger in her voice making clear that she was nearing the limits of her patience.

James stepped up beside his wife again, placing a supportive hand on the small of her back. “Where did you get that injury, lieutenant?” the knight asked sternly, nodding to indicate the bandage on Brann’s face.

“None of your business, animal. I don’t answer to you.” the elf snapped.

While James did his best to remain patient and question the man, Elina slowly regained consciousness. At first she just lay there, unable to remember what had happened, or figure out what was going on. The angry voices around her scared her, and she just wanted to curl up in a ball and disappear. Closing her eyes caused horrifying images to come to her mind unbidden. Memories of things she had heard, things she had felt, and the pain of her near fatal fall all meshed together. Then there were memories of a soothing, yet bestial voice talking to her, making her pain go away. She hadn’t been awake, but she distinctly remembered the feel of his large, rough hands gently touching her skin, and filling her with warmth. That voice was with her now, but loud and deep with anger. Then there was the other voice. The one that caused pain and fear. And despair. He was here too. He too was shouting and hurling obscenities.

“Look, she’s awake!” someone shouted, but no one paid attention, as all were focussed on the vicious argument happening nearby. It sounded like blood might be spilt.

Elina slowly drew herself up to a sitting position. Her vision swam, but slowly cleared to reveal a slender woman in a silver cloak standing in front of her, bent over and offering her a hand up. Taking the woman’s hand, Elina let the mystery woman pull her to her feet. Once she was stable, the woman withdrew her hand, leaving something in the elf’s palm. Looking down at the shiny object, she saw that it was a small dagger with a thin, dark blade.

The cloaked woman leaned in close to Elina as she passed by. “Do it.” she whispered, then disappeared into the crowd.

Silence descended on the elven woman as her eyes drifted to the man who’d hurt her. His handsome face was twisted into a sneer as he argued something with the beast of a man who’d saved her. That man’s face was also sharp with anger, but somehow his features seemed… cleaner. More honest. With light steps, Elina drifted along the edge of the crowd, somehow avoiding everyone’s attention. When at last she was standing directly behind Brann, James’ eyes seemed to find her. A look of confusion briefly passed over his face, but before he could speak, she slipped the slender blade between her attacker’s ribs, plunging it into his heart from behind.

James watched as the waifish elf viciously twisted her dagger and ripped it free, while throwing her head back and cackling madly. Lieutenant Brann collapsed to the ground, screaming as his life blood spurted from the wound in his back. The gathered crowd looked on in horror, but made no move to help the fallen man, for doing so would bring them near the wildly laughing woman.

“Red!” she cried, as if in ecstasy. “Red! Dead!” she repeated as her victim twitched on the ground, gasping and coughing up blood. “Revenge.” she finally hissed, her lips curled back in a vicious snarl as she watched Brann grow still.

James slowly approached Elina as she sank to her knees, alternating between wracking sobs and maniacal laughter, wary of the bloody knife tightly gripped in her pale fist. He didn’t even bother trying to heal Brann, for he suspected he knew why Elina had killed him, and to be honest, he had been close to killing the man himself, if only for the insults he’d been hurling at Hrein. “Elina.” he said softly, hold his hand out to her, like one would a dog they wished to calm.

The elf screamed and lashed out with the dagger, trying to cut James with a wild swing. The attack was slow and uncoordinated, so the einherjar had no trouble catching her by the wrist and holding her firm. Instead of struggling and trying to pull free, the woman threw herself at his legs, clutching to them as if they were a life preserver, and she were a drowning woman at sea. Tears streamed down her cheeks as the woman bawled and babbled incoherently.

Carefully prying the blade from her hand, James sent it to his Inventory. He then knelt down beside her, hugging her to him and gently stroking her hair. Not sure what else to do, he looked up at Hrein, who had a sympathetic look on her face.

It was then that Acrasia dropped down in front of Elina and cast some golden dust into her eyes. “Sleep.” she said softly. “Rest and feel better when you wake up.”

Elina collapsed, slipping into a deep, dreamless slumber. Gently scooping her up in his arms, James shouted to the crowd. “Send for someone in the Dáinn household. They may collect Lieutenant Brann’s body, if he has no family to do so. Inform them that I am taking Elina into custody, until tonight’s events can be thoroughly investigated.” Looking down at the woman in his arms, he couldn’t help but recall the last condition his Diagnosis spell had revealed.

Current Status (Negative): Madness.


CHAPTER 13


James arrived back at the temple, carrying Elina in his arms. Moving to the kitchen, he stood there and considered his options. “Hrein, my love. Please go and wake Elora. I can’t imagine this will go smoothly, but… there is a lot we need to tell her.”

The loyal valkyrie nodded, then walked off towards the stairs.

“Acrasia?” James called out to his fairy wife.

“Master?” she replied, appearing beside him.

“Do me a favour, would you? Go to Queen Titania. If she is still awake, give her a brief explanation of what happened, and ask her if she wishes for me to come to the court with Elina tonight, or if she would prefer to wait until morning.” he directed her.

“And if she sleeps, Master?” Acrasia asked.

“Then ask Ms. Peaseblossom what the protocol is for something like this.” he replied.

“Okay, Master!” the fairy chirped and zoomed off into the night.

A few moments later, Elora came rushing into the room, with Hrein hot on her heels. “What did you do!?” she demanded. “What’s wrong with my sister!?”

“She’s physically fine, just asleep.” James stated in a calm voice. “Do you want her in your room for the night?”

Elora frowned and wrung her hands, clearly only a slight push from panic setting in. “My room?”

“Yes. I think that’s the safest place for her, isn’t it?” he asked in a gentle voice. “I’ll put down a Z-Rest, er, a type of mattress, for her to lie on.”

“O-okay.” Elora stammered, shifting from foot to foot nervously.

“Lead the way then, please.” James nodded to the maid, not wanting to enter a lady’s room without her present.

Elora practically ran up the stairs and threw open her door before standing aside so James could enter. Closing his eyes, he summoned the Z-Rest from his Inventory, having it appear on the floor. “Hrein, could you please spread it out for me?”

“Of course, Master.” the valkyrie replied, before doing as she was asked.

When Hrein had stepped aside, James carefully lay Elina down, then summoned a warm blanket to put over her.

“Why doesn’t she wake up?” Elora asked, nearly in tears.

James took a deep breath. This is going to be hard to explain. “Elina attacked someone…” he began, watching Elora’s eyes grow even wider in worry. “So Acrasia put her to sleep, rather than risk her being hurt.”

“Why!?” the elven maid cried. “She must have had a reason! Elina would never just attack somebody!”

James glanced at Hrein, meeting her eyes for a split second before looking back to Elora. “I’m going to tell you everything that we know, Elora, but some of it may be hard to take. Will you take a seat, please?”

Hrein moved to stand beside Elora and gently guided her back until she was sitting on the bed, all while whispering comforting words to her.

“Please, Sir. Tell me what happened.” Elora begged, seemingly in a little more control than she had been a moment before.

“Yes, please tell us, Sir James.” Titania’s voice called from just outside the door.

“Titania?” James asked in surprise. “How did you get here so quickly, Your Majesty?”

“The Banshees warned me of a death in the city tonight. As such, I awaited your arrival.” she explained as she entered the room.

If she knew, why didn’t she try to prevent it? Was the warning not specific? Or did she not want to prevent it…? “I see.” James said slowly. “I am glad you are here, Your Majesty. I would like to make my report.”

“Of course. Please do so.” she replied, leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed.

James decided to start at the beginning. “Not long ago, less than an hour I’d say, I was awoken by an unknown pixie and informed that a lady had been badly injured.”

“Who…?” Elora asked, interrupting his retelling.

“It turned out to be Elina.” James admitted, giving the sister a look of sympathy. “We flew to the scene as quickly as we could, and found Ms. Elina unconscious in the street. Lieutenant Brann was there, and behaving in a… confrontational manner.”

Titania frowned, but nodded slowly. “Go on.”

“Why? Why would he act that way?” Elora interrupted again. James was sure the woman wouldn’t ordinarily act this way in front of the Queen, but she was clearly quite distraught over the state of her sister, as well as the presence of her former fiancé in the story.

“I can’t be certain…” James said a bit hesitantly, “but the lieutenant did have a poorly applied bandage on his face, and Elina had blood under her nails. There is also the fact that he arrived at the scene even before we did.”

Elora glared at her owner. “You insinuate that he had something to do with my sister’s injuries.” she accused him.

“Please continue your report, Sir James.” Titania interrupted, not allowing Elora to derail the conversation.

The elven maid reluctantly closed her mouth and waited for James to speak.

“Elina’s injuries were severe when we found her.” the einherjar explained. “Several wounds to the head and face, as well as her shoulder. To be frank, she was dying.”

Titania’s mood visibly worsened. “Was there a weapon nearby? Any sign of how she was attacked?”

“Nay, my Queen.” Hrein interrupted. “It appeared she did fall from a window at the inn.”

James nodded. “That makes sense, given the types of injuries, and the extent of the damage… somewhat. The way she landed could not have damaged her skull and her jaw in the manner that both were broken. It’s my opinion that she was struck in the face and then fell out the window as a result.”

“What was she doing at the inn!?” Elora interrupted yet again.

Though Titania scowled at the elf’s continued outbursts, she didn’t reprimand the woman. Instead, she supported her. “That is a good question.”

James nodded. “I’ll be sure to look into it as part of my investigation.”

Titania nodded back. “Good. What happened then?”

“I healed her, Your Majesty.” James stated matter-of-factly.

The Fae Queen quirked a brow. “You healed extensive and near-lethal head wounds in time to save her?”

“I have recently increased the power of my healing magic, Your Majesty.” James responded.

Turning her gaze to the sleeping woman, Titania asked the next obvious question. “Then why hasn’t she awoken?”

James took a deep breath and nodded before continuing. “I was getting to that, Your Majesty. As I said, lieutenant Brann was acting aggressively. Once I finished with Elina’s treatment, I had turned my attention to dealing with him. As such, I didn’t notice Ms. Elina come to.”

Titania’s brow furrowed in confusion, but she didn’t interrupt.

“By the time I had notice, Elina had already slipped behind the lieutenant… and stabbed him.” James finished with a grimace.

Elora gasped and covered her mouth with her hands.

Sighing, James finished the story. “She was raving… going back and forth between laughter and tears… rambling about revenge. After the deed was done, I managed to subdue Ms. Elina and take the blade from her. Acrasia put her to sleep to prevent her from hurting herself or anyone else.”

“What… what happened to my… to… to Brann…?” Elora stammered, tears welling up in her eyes.

“He has passed.” Titania said softly, making it clear that she had indeed been forewarned of his impending death. Turning her attention back to James, she asked her next question. “When will she wake? I should like to hear her version of events before passing judgement.”

Elora sobbed. She knew how harshly the Queen could deal with murderers, since she had suffered such a sentence herself. The loss of her former fiancé, combined with the potential loss of her sister once again plunged her into despair. How many times must I lose them?

James spoke in a gentle voice, trying not to upset Elora further if he could avoid it. “She will sleep until we wake her, Your Majesty. But there is more that you must know.”

“Oh?” Titania asked, raising a brow.

“Her mind… it’s broken, Your Majesty. My Diagnosis spell claims she has succumbed to… madness.” he said at last.

Elora wailed, her heart broken all over again. All that she had suffered… and now, not only was she suffering it again, but her sacrifices had all been in vain.

The Queen of the Fairies frowned deeply. “Madness, is it?” she sighed. “Diseases of the mind are notoriously hard to heal. Unless you can perform another miracle, Sir James…?”

James shook his head sadly. “I know of no way to cure this, Your Majesty. But I do swear that I shall not rest until I find a solution.”

Titania smiled softly. “Very well, Sir James.” Her expression then turned grim as she considered the sleeping woman. “But what shall we do in the mean time?”

“That… is what I wanted to ask Elora.” James stated.

The Queen looked at him curiously, so he continued. “For various reasons, I do not trust Ms. Elina’s father. As such, I wish to keep her ‘in custody’ until the investigation can be concluded, which might require that her madness be cured first. By that, I mean to surrender her into Elora’s care, as I think that is the safest place for her.”

Titania nodded slowly. “As always, you are most compassionate, my knight. But do you not worry for the safety of your people?”

“That… depends on how she acts when she wakes up.” he admitted. “I will abide by Elora’s judgement as to whether she is safe to stay with us, if she must be put to sleep until a cure can be found, or if some other solution need be sought.”

“Very well.” Titania stated, standing up straight and smoothing out her dress. “I shall leave the prisoner, her treatment, and this case in your capable hands, Sir James.” The Fairy Queen gave him an apologetic smile. “I do hope I am not piling too much on your shoulders?”

James shook his head. “Not at all, Your Majesty. I am honoured by your faith in me, and would have things no other way. That said, I would appreciate it if you could run interference with her father for the time being?”

Titania nodded firmly. “I shall take care of it. You are already the commander of our military, but I will add you to the rolls as the Royal Healer as well. That way he cannot complain that we haven’t taken her medical condition into account.”

“Thank you.” James said with a sigh, before realizing what he’d said.

Titania simply smiled before showing herself out. “You are welcome, James.”

James allowed himself a brief smile, and then remembered something. “Oh! I’d like to join you for breakfast tomorrow!” he called after her.

“I’ll be expecting you, then.” she hollered back.

Hel’s Champion sighed. I really do have a lot on my plate… he lamented silently as his eyes drifted over to the grieving elf in his care.

In the end, they decided to leave Elina asleep for the night, and see what happened in the morning. As James and his women trudged back to their room, the Champion was struck by a sudden thought. “Hey, Acrasia? What did you set as the waking condition when you cast the spell?”

“Master?” The fairy gave him a puzzled look.

“How do we wake her up?” he put it more simply, starting to get a little worried.

Acrasia frowned, as if she didn’t understand the question. “What do you mean, Master?”

“Huh?” James came to a stop just outside his door.

“Huh?” she replied back.

“You… don’t know how to wake her up?” he asked, swallowing hard.

“Isn’t it always the same, Master?” Acrasia asked, clearly baffled.

“The same? What do you mean?” James asked, now growing confused.

The fairy tilted her head and regarded her Master. “Maidens are woken by a kiss from the hero.” she stated, as if it were obvious.

James closed his eyes and groaned. Elora was not going to like that.

Morning came bright and early, and just as he’d predicted, Elora protested loudly upon learning the method by which he would wake her sister. He’d wanted to explain that it wasn’t his fault, that Acrasia had chosen the method, but he wouldn’t throw his wife under the bus like that. Instead, he simply weathered the maid’s ire, and accepted the guilt of stealing the maiden’s first kiss.

Elina felt something soft and warm pressed against her lips. It was the first thing she’d felt in… she didn’t know how long. As she drifted up out of the silent darkness, she came to realize that she was being kissed. A jumble of emotions bubbled up inside her, from excitement to fear, as she opened her eyes. A familiar leonine face was drawing back from her, his eyes soft with concern.

Watching the pretty elf blink from up close made James’ heart thump harder for a moment. The truth was, he found her odd coloured eyes captivating, much prettier than her twin’s bog-standard brown eyes. Of course I wouldn’t tell her that… he immediately thought, silently apologizing to Elora for his unspoken opinion.

The moment James stepped out of the way, Elora was at her sister’s side, calling her name and clutching her hand. Despite this, Elina didn’t appear to pay any attention to her sister at all; intently following James’ every movement with her eyes, instead. Her expression was unreadable, however. Neither angry, happy, nor afraid. Occasionally she would squint slightly, as if scrutinizing something about the einherjar, but that was the extent of her emotional displays.

“Elina, Elina! Are you all right!? What happened? Talk to me, sister!” Elora begged, overcome with worry for her twin.

More worrying to James than her constant stare, was Elina’s utter refusal to speak, even when he spoke to her directly. She didn’t so much as acknowledge anyone else in the room, looking only at him when he was present, and curling up into a ball when he was not. She would, at least, eat any food that Elora put to her mouth, but made no effort to move or take care of herself on her own. Incidentally, she wouldn’t eat from anyone else’s hand, even James’.

Eventually James had to leave Elina in Elora’s care, as he had breakfast with the Queen to attend. Deciding it would be safest for everyone if he went alone (and thus left Hrein and Acrasia to keep an eye on things), James went around and cast Lucky Charm on everyone in the temple before he left.

“So that’s how things stand right now.” James finished explaining the situation to Titania as she sipped her tea.

“So, she is basically catatonic?” the Queen asked to confirm.

“Pretty much. It’s going to be hard on Elora to take care of her sister like this, but I still think she’s the right one for the job.” James asserted.

Titania nodded in agreement. “Just so. I am glad that she can rest in your temple while she recovers.” she stated with a soft smile. “So what will you do next?”

“I’m torn on that front, Your Majesty.” James sighed, accidentally slipping into formal speech.

Rather than reprimand him for it, Titania just let it slide. He has a lot on his mind right now. I shouldn’t tease him too much. “Talk to me, James. Perhaps I can help you decide?”

“Well, there is this case, but right now the only open avenues I see are questioning the Innkeeper and patrons who were there that night, as well as Ms. Elina’s father.” James stated with a frown.

“And? What else concerns you at the moment?” the fae pried just a little.

“The merchant’s daughter.” the einherjar admitted with a sigh.

“The youngest sister? Laoise?” Titania asked, tilting her head.

“Hm? No. The merchant in Guayabo. A Mr. Geoffrey Eaton. His daughter is dying, apparently, and he is desperate to hire a healer to save her.” James went on to explain his circumstances with Elina, including the incident with the contract of concubinage. Though he had mentioned the contract to Titania before, she hadn’t been privy to all of the details.

“I see…” the Fae Queen muttered with a look of consternation on her brow.

“Thus I fear delaying my trip to Guayabo by any amount, lest the poor girl die before I get there.” he explained with a grimace.

Returning her gaze to her breakfast partner, the Queen shook her head and gave him a tired smile. “There always seem to be so many fates pulling you in different directions, my friend.”

James chuckled sardonically. “You can say that again. But what do you think, Titania? What should I do?”

“Well first, I must agree that you are right not to trust the head of the Dáinn household. A lot of this stinks, and I feel there is much more to uncover, just below the surface.” she stated with a bit of anger in her voice. “I’ll help you out by having one of the nymphs I keep on retainer do a little digging around the inn.”

James quirked a brow and noted the sly smile she gave him when mentioning the nymph. It seems the Queen isn’t without her own resources after all. “Then…”

Titania nodded firmly. “I would not be able to sleep if that poor girl died because I delayed your departure. Please, go and help her with my blessing. I’ll have my people keep an eye on House Dáinn in the mean time.”

James really wanted to thank the Queen, and it took him a moment to formulate what he wanted to say. In the end, all he could come up with was a simple “I’m really glad you’re my Queen.”

The beautiful fae woman tittered softly. “As I am so very proud that you are my knight, Sir James.” Gracing him with a truly warm smile, she asked if there was anything more she could help him with.

James shook his head. “I’ll need to look for the Temple of Hermes in town before I leave. I’m desperately strapped for cash, and I believe you said they were the place to exchange coins and such?”

Titania gave a small frown. “Ah. Yes, well…”

“Is something wrong, Titania?” James asked, surprised by her behaviour.

The fairy’s cheeks dusted lightly with embarrassment. “Actually… the temple was never built here in Elphyne… I kind of… chased the priest out.”

James quirked a brow. “Well… I’m sure you had your reasons.”

Titania nodded emphatically. “He was a lecher! Kept making passes at me and Effie. Did not know his place, the dirty old man.” she said with a pout.

“Well, that is just inexcusable…” James agreed with a smirk. “…if understandable.”

Titania gasped in mock surprise and slapped the einherjar lightly on the arm before joining him in a round of laughter. “You are terrible, James. But I will help you nonetheless. Let us see what you would have exchanged, and perhaps I can take care of it for you.”

“Well, it’s mainly just a few items Acrasia… picked up… while in Valhalla.” he told her.

Titania quirked a brow, then broke into another fit of giggles before waving for him to hand the items over. In the end, he traded her the 10 silver coins for an equal number of standard drachma, and she gave him a single gold talent in exchange for the two gold teeth. He was completely certain that she’d over paid for the items, likely by quite a bit, but he kept quiet and just accepted her generosity.

“Before I go, what can you tell me about Guayabo?” he asked. Having a little knowledge of the town before arriving would definitely be useful.

Again the Queen frowned. “You are not likely to find a warm welcome there, my friend. That is almost certain.”

“Because of my appearance?” James asked, having already guessed that might be the case.

“Indeed. The vast majority of the town’s residents are human, and the prevailing belief among them is that all others are… lesser, if not outright monsters. This is not surprising, given the influence of the church of Yahweh there.” she sighed, leaning back in her chair.

“Yahweh doesn’t like the other races?” James asked with a frown to match the Queen’s.

“That is still in debate. What is certain is that the church teaches that only man was made in his image, and that all others are abominations. Other than the angels that serve him, of course.” she informed him.

“I see…” James grumbled. “That’s going to make things difficult.”

Titania nodded, but patted his hand. “But not impossible, my friend. The church is influential, but it does not run the town. Many are still willing to trade with, or especially in, their neighbours.”

“In?” James found the wording of her statement odd. “They trade their neighbours? Ah…”

“You understand, I see.” the fairy gave him a troubled smile. “But that could be to your advantage.”

“Slaves. But you’re right, that would actually give me access to more of them.” James scratched his chin in thought.

“Just so. Slavery is the single largest trade in Guayabo, though they also trade in various fruits and beans native to the region. You are likely to see a number of other races being kept and sold as slaves, although they also traffic in their own species as well.” Titania went on to tell him. “If you travel with women that you obviously keep as slaves, as you are wont to do, you might be able to convince them that you are there for business.”

James nodded as he put a plan together in his head. “This is all very helpful information. Is there anything else you’d care to add?”

“Only to be careful, and to know that you have my support, no matter what you might do down there.” The Fairy Queen told him with a soft smile.

James bowed his head and moved to stand up from the table, but stopped himself short. “Wait. I just realized something. Will Acrasia be able to translate for me? Or do I need to hire an interpreter to take with us?”

Titania frowned slightly, then tapped her lips in thought. “It is true that outside my veil, you will have more trouble understanding our neighbours.”

“So your magic is responsible for my ability to understand everyone here?” James asked, truly amazed at the scope and power of her veil. Not only did it hide the city from view, and control the weather in the city, but it also allowed the residents to understand each other.

Titania simply nodded without diverting her thoughts. Clearly she wasn’t egotistical, or she would have gloated over such a feat. “I can cast a glamour on you, which will translate all you hear for one day.” she offered. “I suggest that you purchase a Tower Medallion from the Temple of Hermes when you get there, however.”

“That would be great.” he accepted with a smile. “But what’s a Tower Medallion?”

“Tower Medallions are just what they sound like. Small gold medallions bearing the image of the Tower of Babel. The Temples of Hermes produce them. Any merchant worth his salt purchases one, as they make business so much easier to conduct. I believe they cost two gold Talents each.” she explained.

James cringed at the price. He’d have to earn another 40 drachma somehow, just to afford one. “So, I take it they provide some sort of translation effect?” James hazarded a guess.

“Just so. They are also something of a symbol of standing. No merchant without one would be taken seriously by his peers.” Titania confirmed.

“I see.” James sighed. “Sounds like a necessary expense, then.”

The Fairy Queen nodded and gave him a hopeful smile. “Before you go,” the Queen began, standing and nodding to a maid by the door, “I have something for you.”

Tilting his head, James regarded the approaching maid, and the small bundle of cloth in her hands.

Accepting the bundle from the maid, Titania turned and held it out to her knight. “I present you with your coat of arms, Sir James.”

“Oh.” James uttered, his eyebrows climbing his forehead. “I… happily accept, Your Majesty.” he replied a bit awkwardly, receiving the cloth from his liege. Carefully unfolding the cloth, he found it to be a masterfully woven sash of black spider silk. A field of green in the shape of a shield formed the background of the crest, with a black skull prominent at the bottom. Above the skull, pointed down, was the image of a silver rapier, flanked on either side by the black and orange wings of a monarch butterfly.

Titania graced her knight with a brilliant smile. “Well? Try it on.”

Chuckling at the Queen’s excitement, James donned the sash, glad that it was designed with buttons, allowing him to easily slip it between his wings. She had also been thoughtful enough to have it designed in such a way that it would function as a baldric, should he decide to wear his rapier on his hip. “It fits perfectly, Your Majesty.”

“Good. I am most pleased to hear that.” the beautiful fae nodded with a smile. “Now, I will not keep you any longer, my knight.”

“I’ll be off then, Your Majesty.” he said with a bow.

“I wish you godspeed, Sir James.” she replied.

James returned to the Temple of Hel and collected both Hrein and Acrasia. This time the valkyrie agreed to allow James to stow her shield for her, since the trip wasn’t going to be a short one.

Before heading out, the Champion made one final check in with the temple maidens and the maid. Both of the girls wished him well, and bade him hurry back, but the maid was even more sullen than usual. She had exchanged Elina’s outfit for a simple white shift (James had no clue where she had acquired it from) because it was easier to clean up after. Apparently the mentally unstable woman gave no warning before releasing her bladder, or worse. James worried about the pressure the young woman must be under, having to care for her twin while she was in such a state, but all he could do was ask Lāmina and Zahra to help the older woman out, when and where they could.

With everything taken care of that he could think of, James and his party took wing, and set off for the southern town of Guayabo.


CHAPTER 14


The flight from Elphyne to Guayabo was an easy and relaxed two hour trip. As usual, Acrasia hitched a ride on James’ shoulder the entire way, her own flight speed a fair bit slower than that of her companions. Not wanting to spook the residents, James decided to land on the road well outside the town. With that in mind, the trio put down on a section of road a short distance before the trees gave way to the farmers’ fields which surrounded the settlement. Once again James was impressed with the quality of the road’s construction, and recalled being told by Huáng that it had been built by Legionnaires. I’ll have to ask Titania for more of the world’s history at some point.

James summoned Hrein’s shield and handed it off to her, just in case the residents were hostile right off the bat. It was a good thing he did too, since less than ten steps later they were ambushed.

Acrasia cried out as a spear went sailing over James’ shoulder, missing his head by mere inches, and hers by even less. This was followed by a hail of stones, far too many finding their marks and bruising the einherjar’s thick hide.

James roared in response, quickly casting two Advanced Treatment spells on himself back to back, and healing the injuries he’d just sustained. In the same moment, Hrein rushed forward and covered them with her shield, while Acrasia vanished from sight with an Illusion spell.

The enemy did not waste the distraction of the opening barrage either. Several hidden figures charged out of the forest around them, levelling spears at their intended victims. One and all, the attackers appeared to be humans with animalistic features. Some had faces like James, which were entirely cat like, while others only sported the tails and ears of felines. The ethnicity of the human parts were a bit hard to distinguish as well. Some looked downright Asian, perhaps Japanese, with straight hair, almond eyes, and slightly tanned skin, while others looked more Hispanic to James’ eyes, having darker skin than their comrades, wavy hair and more robust features and builds.

“I’ve caught you now, Yaotl! Stand and fight like a Champion should. I, Ocelotl of the Beast Tribe challenge you!” A large man, almost James’ equal in height and build, strode forth from the enemy’s ranks, thumping his chest and roaring to the crowd.

“What the hell is this!?” James roared, unsheathing his claws. Something primal within him was refusing to back down from this challenge, even though he knew in the back of his mind that a peaceful solution would be preferable.

The heavily built challenger sported the head of a spotted great cat, likely a jaguar, and had the fur and claws to match, along with a tail that was rapidly whipping back and forth behind him. The dozen warriors accompanying him had formed a tight circle around the two big men, trapping them in the centre along with Hrein. “Move to the side, slave. Do not interfere, and we will free you when this is over.” Ocelotl hissed, not taking his eyes off his quarry.

Knowing that he was addressing her, Hrein replied by levelling her spear at the werejaguar. “I shall not abandon my Master.”

James smirked, appreciating her loyalty and bravery in equal measure. Giving the other bestial man a feral grin, James growled. “It’s all right, my love. I feel like teaching this cub a lesson.”

Hrein sighed and rolled her eyes, then lifted her spear and took a step back, turning to face the wall of enemy warriors. “Then I shall watch thy back, Master.”

“Yes! This is how it should be, Yaotl! No more skulking in the shadows. No more tricks. We shall face each other as warriors should! Champion to Champion!” Ocelotl roared and attempted to pounce on James, his jaws wide and claws extended.

Rather than dodge or leap back, James stepped into the attack and slammed a forward thrust kick into the challenger’s gut, send him sprawling to the dirt ten feet away.

Before the einherjar could follow up, the werejaguar spun onto his feet and was in a low crouch, ready to receive him. With a little distance between them, James took the opportunity to study the warrior. He was stark naked except for a necklace of animal teeth with a weird pendant hanging from it, and some sort of orange and yellow armband over his left bicep. A quick glance to the side revealed that all of the warriors around him were similarly naked, both men and women. Only those with fully bestial heads wore the fang necklaces, though. He couldn’t help but wonder if it distinguished them by some sort of social rank, or if it was some other cultural custom.

The ex-soldier’s inattention cost him, as Ocelotl caught him in a perfect shoot, followed by a double leg takedown. “Never take your eyes off the enemy, Atlikauitl!” he laughed, driving James to the ground.

“Fuck!” James growled. His opponent had him in a full mount before he could blink. The Beast Tribe warrior definitely had him beat in technical skill, but James knew he still had a few tricks up his sleeve. Throwing a snap punch in a circular fashion, he managed to get past his enemy’s guard.

The impact to his nose stunned the werejaguar for a split second, allowing the golden sand of James’ Sleeping Beauty spell to fly into his eyes. Despite being hit by the powerful spell, the only effect was a slight glow emanating from his pendant for a moment. “Ha! Your evil magic won’t work on me, Champion of Set!” he laughed, wrapping his hands around James’ throat and digging in with his claws.

The spell’s failure irritated James more than it should. It had felt a little like cheating to use it in the first place, but to use it and have his enemy mock him after it failed… James growled and grabbed the other man’s wrists. Pushing with all of his considerable might, the einherjar tore the enemy’s claws free and slowly pushed the deadly hands back, while simultaneously healing his throat with Advanced Treatment. “I… am… Hel’s Champion!” he roared, tossing Ocelotl to the side and freeing himself with brute strength alone.

The werejaguar rolled to his feet and prepared to pounce, while James rolled to his hands and knees with far less grace. “Bah. Devil’s Champion, Hell’s Champion. Same damn thing. But you’re strong, I’ll give you that. Maybe it’s time to use my blessing.”

“What!?” James snarled, regaining his feet and entering a fighting stance.

Ocelotl extended his long, cat-like tongue and licked James’ blood from his claws. The moment his enemy’s blood hit his taste buds, something powerful sparked inside him. Ephemeral flames wreathed his entire body while he threw his head back and roared. When at last he lowered his head and again met James’ gaze, the einherjar no longer saw the intelligent, technical fighter who had nearly bested him. In his place was nothing more than a beast, berserk with rage.

Before James could really process the transition, he was blasted off his feet and slammed into the ground at over fifty miles per hour. The whiplash alone rang James’ bell, his large body bouncing off the mossy ground and sending dirt spraying into the air. Pain filled his world as both of his wings shattered beneath him, and an endless barrage of claws tore at his arms and chest. It was only instinct that made him cover up, guarding his head and face from the relentless blows.

Hrein looked on in horror as her Master was being mauled by his savage opponent. She desperately wanted to interfere, to do something… but she feared the consequences of dishonouring a challenge between divine Champions, as it was now clear that this was.

A new, deeper pain erupted in James’ forearm, as Ocelotl’s wicked teeth clamped down on him, piercing and crushing the bones therein. Luckily, this pain helped clear the stunned daze he’d been knocked into by the initial attack. Dumping 100 Qi into the biggest Advanced Treatment spell he’d ever cast, James tried to heal all of his wounds simultaneously. In seconds he felt his wings shift and snap back into place beneath him, and the wounds on his chest and arms close up. Try as he might though, he couldn’t dislodge the werejaguar from its vicious grip on his arm, nor could he wrestle him off like he had before. Prior to the change, James had possessed a significant advantage in strength over his opponent. Now though, he felt like a teenager wrestling his father. Whatever the werejaguar had done, it had easily doubled his strength and speed.

Acrasia watched the battle from dangerously close by. She was invisible, hiding just out of reach of the combatants, in case a wild swing should happen to come her way. The little fairy had been planning on secretly healing her Master, even if it meant risking her tiny body being squashed in the process. Thankfully her courage wasn’t needed, and she breathed a sigh of relief upon seeing James’ wounds close on their own. Hmm. How else can I help him, then? she thought to herself.

Flexing his wings, James flipped the grappling pair over, so that he was on top. This didn’t free him from his opponent’s grip at all, but it did allow him to make one unexpected move. With a powerful thrust from his wings, Hel’s Champion yanked both of them from the ground and began to fight Terra’s gravity.

Though lost in his Blood Rage, Ocelotl wasn’t entirely stupid. He still had his fighting instincts, as well as his years of training as a warrior of the Beast Tribe. Wrapping his legs around his opponent’s waist, he clung to the tiger-man and reached for his wings. Unfortunately for him, James gave upon on attacking with his claws entirely, and focused only on defence.

Higher and higher the pair of Champions awkwardly rose into the sky, their followers watching the battle from below with growing trepidation. Now… how wilt thou shake him off, Master? Hrein wondered, gazing up into the sky while shielding her eyes from the sun with her hand.

James struggled mightily to free his left arm from Ocelotl’s jaws, and to keep his razor sharp claws at bay, but found no success with the first, and only limited success with the second. As the seconds ticked by, the einherjar wracked his brain, trying to figure out how to throw off his opponent. He briefly considered summoning a pistol or a blade to try and attack the other Champion, but felt that wouldn’t be right somehow. This was a contest of power versus power. His might and magic against his enemy’s. Besides… doubt I could get a clear shot off anyway… need my free hand to defend.

Much to his surprise, a familiar voice shouted into his ear. “Take away his sight, Master!” Acrasia advised, like an invisible coach in his corner.

With that, James knew what to do. Calling up the first spell he had learned from the brave little fairy, James cast a quad-sized Illusion spell, covering his entire body with invisibility, even his extended wings.

Ocelotl’s eyes went wide as his mortal enemy disappeared from sight. He knew his foe was still there, for his lifeblood continued to flow into his mouth; his flesh and bones grinding between his teeth. But he couldn’t see the attack coming, so he couldn’t defend against it. He only understood when sharp claws left bloody furrows across his throat, taking away his breath. A heartbeat later, the pain caught up to him and was redoubled when those same claws raked across his eyes, plunging his world into darkness.

Over and over James relentlessly clawed and slashed at the werejaguar’s weak points and vital areas, easily dodging the beast’s blind counter attacks. Even considering the decreased difficulty of the fight, Hel’s Champion found that he couldn’t maintain concentration on the Illusion spell for more than a few seconds. Thus, his invisibility dropped, having served its purpose and gained him the upper hand when it counted.

Unsurprisingly, the airborne battle didn’t last much longer after that. Losing too much blood, and unable to breathe, Ocelotl’s consciousness faded. The werejaguar’s form instinctively shifted back to that of an ordinary, if muscular human, thereby healing his most grievous wounds. But by then it was too late. His loss of consciousness had loosened his grip with his legs, and his transformation retracted the beast-like muzzle, and cost him his grip on the einherjar’s arm.

James let him fall. The man had dropped over twenty feet by the time the einherjar saw his eyes flutter open. Hel’s Champion watched as the naked man flailed in free fall, using cat-like reflexes to try and land on his feet. Impressively, he did manage to get his feet under him in time, but it did him no good. The man plummeted the hundreds of feet back to Terra at breakneck speed, and smashed into the stone highway below like a bowl of eggs.

Concerned for Hrein’s welfare now that the attackers’ Champion had fallen, James dropped into a dive and descended as quickly as he could, without repeating Ocelotl’s performance. Cries and cat-like yowls of disbelief and despair greeted the ex-soldier as he flared his wings and came in for a landing.

“Congratulations on thy victory, Master.” Hrein called out to her husband, backing up to him and keeping her spear levelled at their ambushers.

One of the female werejaguars stepped forward, a look of anger and disgust on her feline face. “I hope you are happy, Traitor. Victory is yours this day, but the Beast Tribe will have its revenge!” she hissed.

“Who are you calling a traitor?” James growled, stooping over to snatch the strange pendant from his opponent’s mangled corpse.

“You, who would kneel to Set, and prey on your own people!” she spit, shaking her spear in rage.

James glanced at her out of the corner of his eye and snarled while grabbing the twisted armband off his fallen foe, sending both it and the necklace to his Inventory. “Lady Hel is my goddess. No other!”

“Lady… Hel…?” a look of confusion mixed with the fury and grief in her eyes.

“That is correct. My husband serves the Norse Goddess of Death as Champion, not the vile God of Chaos.” Hrein stated sharply, glaring at the bestial woman.

“Hus…band…?” the tribeswoman stammered. Could it be… he is not the enemy? Her mind reeled at the implications.

“Hrein.” James called to his wife while taking a seat next to his defeated foe. “Do me a favour, would you? Keep an eye open for me, please?”

Hrein nodded sternly. “Yea, Master.”

“What… what is he doing?” the female werejaguar asked. Is he… praying? she wondered, absolutely baffled by what she was seeing.

“My Master is cultivating his foe’s Qi.” the valkyrie answered honestly.

“Doing… what? What is Qi?” the woman scowled. “Is he stealing my husband’s soul!?”

James dropped into a meditative state. Hrein can deal with the woman and her questions. Acrasia will warn me should anything happen. I need to cultivate this Champion’s Qi and quickly… it’s too large a bounty to pass up.

“Nay.” Hrein stated flatly, her lips a thin line of irritation.

The woman looked like she was going to say something more, but then gasped and clutched her chest as if in pain. Taking several quick steps back, the werejaguar threw her head back released a long, low growl before going perfectly still.

The valkyrie watched the odd performance with a great deal of caution. Her eyes narrowed, and she kept her spear pointed directly at the woman’s heart.

The strange female slowly lowered her gaze and locked eyes with the shield maiden. Those eyes now shone with a bright white light, and a spinning disk of flame was slowly forming over her head.

A wave of hot divine power washed over the valkyrie, causing her to squint as her hair fluttered, as if blown by a desert wind. Slowly, it dawned on her just what was happening. “She is…channeling a goddess..!”

“That is correct, Chooser of the Slain.” the possessed woman confirmed, her voice heavy and echoing with power.

“Master! Masterrrr!” Acrasia panicked, tugging on James’ ear as hard as she could.

James was jerked from his meditation, losing the flow of Qi that had only begun to take shape. Knowing well that the fairy would never disturb his cultivation for anything less than an emergency, the einherjar didn’t complain or hesitate in the slightest. Jumping to his feet, James quickly surveyed his surroundings, and immediately recognized the source of Acrasia’s concern.

“Greetings, Champion. I am Sekhmet, the Eye of Ra.” the Egyptian goddess introduced herself.

James quirked a brow. While he was becoming accustomed to running into the divine, this was the first time he’d met one on the mortal plane. But… she’s not here completely, is she? he surmised. “That doesn’t seem healthy for your follower.” he observed, pointing with his chin.

A feral grin creased the woman’s lips. “Ome is my priestess. She would gladly give her life to serve me.”

James scowled. “Can’t say I approve of a deity that treats her subjects as disposable tools.” he growled, crossing his arms over his chest.

Sekhmet’s eyes flashed red and she snarled in response. “You dare reproach me?”

“I do.” he snarled back, taking a step forward. Why do I feel so aggressive towards her? a distant part of the einherjar’s mind wondered. “Your Champion fought with honour. Your people deserve better than to be treated as…”

Sekhmet moved faster than James’ eyes could follow, her hand closing around his throat and cutting off his speech. “I am a goddess!” she hissed. “You should quake on your knees before me!”

The einherjar’s hand shot out, grabbing the possessed priestess by the throat in return. “You are not my goddess.” he growled, tightening his grip.

“I am Sekhmet!” she screamed. “Goddess of War and Fire! I will burn you to nothing and scatter your ashes on the wind, insolent mortal!”

Hel’s Champion sneered in the face of the goddess’ threat. “I dare you to come here in your real body, goddess. Then we’ll see whose flames burn hotter.” he snarled, pressing his muzzle against hers and glaring into the woman’s burning eyes.

The divine being actually seemed taken aback by the einherjar’s threat. “What…?” her gaze slowly fell to focus on the middle of James’ chest, as if she were peering directly into his soul. “That flame… how!?” she cried. The Flames of Rebirth… how is this possible!? As the Goddess of Fire, it was a simple matter for her to see another being’s connection to the Primordial Flame, as well as what form it took.

“Hard work and fair trade.” He growled in response, lightening his grip on the priestess’ neck. “I earned it.”

“Impossible…” she breathed, likewise releasing her grip, and even taking a step back, while still staring deep into James’ soul.

James took a deep breath and relaxed his aggressive stance slightly. “I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot, Lady Sekhmet.” he stated, his voice deep but not quite a growl.

Ome, or rather, the goddess she was channeling, slowly raised her gaze to meet James’. “Perhaps.” she agreed, her mouth twisting as if the word was distasteful to her. “Tell me why the Champion of Hel has come to this place, if you are not in league with Set’s minion.”

James frowned at the implication that he would have anything to do with such a malignant god. “There is a young girl in that town,” he said, nodding towards Guayabo. “who is dying. I’ve come to see if I can heal her.”

“Heal her?” Sekhmet nearly choked in disbelief. “Do you plan to to use your flames on her?” she said, her expression somewhere between shock and a scowl.

James shook his head, relaxing a bit more as well. I need to calm down. Why am I feeling so confrontational? His logical mind pushed back against his instincts. “No. I have other magic which can heal the wounded. I consider myself as much a healer as I do a warrior.”

“As much… a healer…?” Sekhmet repeated his words back at him. The lion headed goddess Sekhmet was known as the Eye of Ra. She was the daughter of the Sun God, a vengeful Goddess of War and Fire… and Medicine. To her, looking at the man before her felt like she was staring at a twisted, masculine reflection of herself, if a much lesser one. He represented everything she wanted in a follower, except perhaps his arrogant lack of respect for his betters. The fact that he had defeated her own Champion only rankled her even more. “Do you… perchance… command plagues?” Despite being known as a Goddess of Medicine, she was also known to punish those who angered her by the reverse - spreading plagues.

James frowned again, a little confused, and hoping she wasn’t accusing him of something. “Only the undead kind. Zombies, to be precise.”

The goddess’ breath caught in her throat, and she fought to school her features. Turning her back to Hel’s Champion, she took a few steps towards her people. “Seek us out in three days.” she said simply, before releasing her priestess and returning to the heavens.

Ome instantly collapsed to the ground, coughing and choking, while grimacing at the mild burns covering her body. Ever since she had been a child, she’d had the ability to channel the goddess Sekhmet, but it always came at a price. The Eye of Ra’s fiery power always burned her as a result. The wounds could easily take weeks to heal, assuming they didn’t get infected, but that time could be cut in half with the precious ointments and unguents Sekhmet had taught her to make. She made to stand despite her suffering, when a large hand gently touched her shoulder. A gentle warmth flooded her body from that hand, soothing her pain and healing the burned and blistered skin, as well as the damage to her lungs. When the magic ceased to flow, every pain in her body had been washed away. Looking up, she saw Hel’s Champion standing over her, a gentle smile on his lips and a concerned light in his eyes.

James spent 50 Qi casting Advanced Treatment on Ome. Thankfully, the vast majority of the damage to her body was only skin deep, aside from the searing of her airways and lungs. He was truly disgusted with Sekhmet’s careless use of her priestess, but knew better than to criticize the goddess openly. The werejaguar clearly served the goddess faithfully, and she wouldn’t take such words kindly, no matter how he meant them.

“Master.” Hrein spoke softly from nearby. “If thou art planning to cultivate, perhaps thou shouldst leave any further healing to me. These people will likely desire to take their comrade’s remains with them.”

“You will allow that?” Ome asked, looking up at James with a hopeful expression.

“Of course.” he agreed with a nod. “If you’ll be patient, I can likely be done in a little over an hour.”

The werejaguar priestess frowned and looked towards the town. “Please hurry, then.”

Without another word, James moved to his former position by the corpse. In moments he’d re-entered his meditative state and began to cultivate.

“Is this really necessary?” Ome whispered to Hrein, trying not to disturb the foreign Champion.

“Yea. It is the source of his power.” the valkyrie replied, perhaps a little too loose with sensitive information.

The priestess frowned. “Does he not get his blessings from Hel?” she asked.

“Of course. But that is a separate matter.” Giving Ome a sideways glance, she elaborated a little. “My Master is a powerful individual, as thou hast likely surmised. His power doth come from numerous sources, but this is one of them.”

“I see.” the werejaguar replied, studying the ritualistic meditation from afar, but being unable to discern any benefit from it.

The remaining tribe members left the highway, returning to the forest around them, and leaving only Ome by Hrein’s side. Whether they were just in hiding, or actually abandoning the priestess and their deceased Champion, Hrein couldn’t tell, as only one was still visible in the treeline.

Trying not to stare, the valkyrie took note of the watcher in the trees. She appeared to be a young woman with cat ears, as opposed to a fully bestial visage like the priestess. At this distance, the only other animalistic details Hrein could pick out, were the twin tails lashing nervously behind her. Like her long, straight hair and ears, the tails were pitch black and looked absolutely silky in texture. I kind of wish to pet her… Hrein mused to herself.

As if sensing the valkyrie’s disrespectful thoughts, the cat-girl curled her lips and hissed in displeasure.

“Do not be concerned with Nyakuro.” Ome said, noting the direction of the valkyrie’s gaze. “She is young, and likely upset with the death of her promised mate.”

Hrein frowned. “She was to wed your Champion?”

The werejaguar nodded. “This was her first hunt with the tribe. He would have claimed her and added her to his pride when she had her first heat.”

Hrein tilted her head in thought. “Thy people form prides?”

Ome shrugged. “As a race or culture, no. But as followers of the Lion Headed Sekhmet, we seek to emulate her animal form, so yes.”

Hrein nodded. She’d found herself in a similar situation, after all. I wonder if Master doth prefer the term Harem or Pride? she thought idly as she continued to watch the cat-girl out of the corner of her eye. She doth truly behave like a cat. Hrein noted, as the target of her observation squatted down and began to lick her curled hands as if they were paws. Once again, the strange girl stopped and glared at the valkyrie, somehow sensing her attention.

And so the hour passed, with James cultivating and Hrein keeping an eye on things, but mostly trying to catch the one called Nyakuro unaware. Ome asked and answered questions periodically, but seemed more eager to leave than anything else.

When all was said and done, James had cultivated 130 Qi from the fallen Champion. A quick check of the armband showed that it was non-magical, but acted like a bundle for storing small items. This particular one contained two gold nuggets, neither of which being overly big, but the smaller of the two being only half the size of the larger. The necklace was a different matter, though. Or rather, the pendant was. Being a good sized medallion seemingly made of gold, James imagined it would be worth quite a bit, even if it weren’t magical, which it was. One face was engraved with the image of an open hand, featuring an eye in the centre of the palm. The flip side bore what looked like an Egyptian style drawing of an eye. Using his Analysis blessing, James identified the medallion and its properties.

Amulet of Protection: Artifact. Bearing a Hamsa on one side, and the Eye of Horus on the other, the wearer of this amulet is protected from all curses.

“Interesting.” James muttered, separating the medallion from the rest of the tooth necklace, and storing it in his inventory. Finished with collecting his spoils, the einherjar approached the werejaguar priestess. “Lady Ome?” he asked in a respectful tone.

The woman turned and regarded James with a somewhat skeptical look on her face. “Is something amiss, Champion? Or are you finished with your… meditations?”

“I am finished, yes, but I also wanted to return these, if you want them.” he said, holding out the necklace and the armband.

Ome slowly reached out to accept the items, her eyes moistening a little when the necklace came to rest in her hand. I’m glad I will be able to pass this on to our son. she thought to herself. She did note that the gold was gone, as well as the artifact Sekhmet had granted Ocelotl when she’d made him her Champion, but that was to be expected as they were the other Champion’s rightful spoils. But still… he thought to return these, rather than keep them or dispose of them himself. Taking a deep breath, the Priestess of Sekhmet bowed to the einherjar. “Thank you, Champion. I appreciate your thoughtfulness.”

“Of course.” James bowed in return. “I’m only sorry that… well… things turned out like this.”

“No.” Ome replied, perhaps a little too forcefully. “Ocelotl died in combat against another Champion. I will not dishonour his memory by wishing otherwise.” Taking a heavy shuddering breath, she continued in a quieter voice. “And better that he fall to one… like us… rather than the minions of Set.”

“I’m honoured that you consider me such, even though I’m not a werejaguar or a…. nekomata?” he guessed, glancing at Nyakuro for a second.

Ome half nodded. “Yes. The nekomata and bakeneko of the Neko Clan joined the Jaguar Tribe a little over a year ago, to form the Beast Tribe. Nyakuro over there is a second generation nekomata, meaning she was born one, instead of ascending like her parents had to.” The priestess had let her gaze drift to the nekomata while explaining a bit about her origins, but then looked back at James with a somewhat puzzled expression. “But… what are you?”

James frowned and rubbed the back of his head. He hadn’t expected to run into actual cat people when he’d designed his body. Now it was slightly embarrassing, as if he’d been caught out as a fake. “I’m… an einherjar. This isn’t my original body. It was made for me.” he admitted.

To his relief, rather than look at him with scorn, the priestess simply nodded. “Your creator has good sense.” she said, giving him a slight smile.

Their conversation was interrupted when Ome’s ears twitched, having detected the faint sound of someone approaching. “We must go.” she said abruptly. “Thank you once again for letting us take his body with us. We shall see you in three days.”

The moment the words left her mouth, three male werejaguars sped out of the treeline, holding some sort of hide tarp between them. They quickly wrapped Ocelotl’s remains in the covering, then raced off, back into the woods.

Distracted by their approach, James didn’t notice Ome’s departure, and only caught a flash of her tail as she disappeared into the treeline on the other side of the road. Oddly, Nyakuro was the last to leave, lingering behind for a span of seconds with her eyes fixed intently on the einherjar, before she too disappeared into the bush.


CHAPTER 15


The sound of hooves striking the stone-paved road caught James’ attention. A small group of riders were approaching from Guayabo at high speed, so the einherjar stepped forward and held his hands out to show that he was unarmed.

Unfortunately, the lead rider didn’t seem to get the message. As soon as he was close enough to get a good look at James, he reared back and turned his horse, bolting away through a farmer’s field while shouting something indistinguishable at the top of his lungs. His two companions likewise fled at the sight of the beastly Champion, given that they could see no locals presently in danger; only the monstrous creature, some sort of angelic woman, and a large bloodstain on the ground next to them. Nothing whatsoever that they needed to risk their lives to get involved in.

“Well… that could have gone worse, I suppose.” James grumbled as he watched the three riders tear through a farmer’s field, making a big circuit before curving back to the road and racing for the gates of Guayabo. With a sigh, the einherjar started to trudge towards the town. When he reached the spot where the riders had left the road, he noticed an odd shape on the ground out of the corner of his eye. Moving to see what it was, James found a horseshoe stuck upright in the mud, likely having been knocked off when the horse’s hoof struck the edge-stone upon leaving the highway in such a hurry. “He’s lucky if his horse isn’t injured from that.” James muttered, picking up the horseshoe and inspecting it with Analysis.

Found Horseshoe: Personal Artifact. Grants finder a 5% boost to Luck Stat when carried or placed over the threshold to his home.

“Interesting.” James commented to himself. “First time I’ve seen the term Personal Artifact. Guess that means it will only work for me, because I’m the finder?”

“That makes sense, Master.” Acrasia agreed, nodding while looking at the screen from his shoulder.

“So… should I cultivate from it, or hang it over the door of the temple?” James asked, looking at each of his wives.

“I recommend cultivation, Master.” Hrein replied. “We should focus primarily on thy personal power when we can. If one of us were to find another at some point in the future, that could be hung over the door.”

James nodded and scratched his chin. “Okay. What do you think, Acrasia?” he asked the fairy, wanting her opinion as well.

The tiny fae frowned and looked back at her Master as if he were missing a few marbles. “I think it’s bad to hang iron over the temple door, Master.”

“Ah.” James started. “Yeah… that was a really dumb question, wasn’t it?” he cringed. That one should have been obvious. “Thanks for reminding me, though.”

Acrasia gave him a playful grin and kissed him on the cheek, before whispering in his ear. “You can thank me later, Master.”

Her hot breath on his ear, in addition to the seductive way she said ‘Master’ hit all of the right notes for James, sending a shiver of anticipation down his spine, and causing an immediate reaction in certain parts of his anatomy.

The naughty fairy giggled, knowing just how she’d affected her husband, and flittered off to whisper something in the valkyries ear, causing that woman to blush.

James did his best to put the fae’s antics out of his mind and took a seat on the side of the road. “Might as well take a moment to cultivate from this, then. Never hurts to have a bit more luck.”

“I shall keep an eye out for any who approach, Master.” Hrein informed him.

“Thanks, my love.” James replied, settling into the lotus position and starting his meditation. Given the fact that there was so little Qi in the Horseshoe, it didn’t take Hel’s Champion long to draw it into his Dantian. Less than 10 minutes later, a new spell registered in his mind, and his Qi Pool was increased by 1.
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“It’s basically identical to the Rabbit’s Foot spell I learned when I first got here, other than the name.” James noted aloud. “I guess that means different spells can have the same effects? If that’s the case, I wonder if it stacks?”

“Stacks, Master?” Acrasia asked, not understanding what it meant.

“Can the affects be applied together, in other words.” he answered absentmindedly as he focussed on trying to drag his new spell over Lucky Charm in his spell list. Like when he’d tried to combine Rabbit’s Foot with Four Leaf Clover, the spells gained a green double outline. Also like last time, combining the spells in such a way caused a small stab of pain in his mind. There was one difference from the previous attempt, however. This time the cost of the spell didn’t just increase by 1, the cost of the Found Horseshoe spell, but by 2 instead.

Noticing James’ frown Acrasia patted his hand lightly. “Is everything okay, Master?”

“Yeah…” he said while thinking over what had happened. “Combining the spells didn’t produce an equally efficient result this time.” he explained, puzzling over why that might be. Could there be an automatic loss in efficiency when combining more than two spells? he wondered.

“How so, Master?” the fairy asked.

“Rather than costing 4 Qi to cast Great Fortune, it costs 5 Qi.” he replied, showing her the spell on his Status Screen.
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“Maybe that’s because it’s a lucky spell, and four is an unlucky number?” the fairy posited.

James blinked, thinking she might just be right. “That’s… very insightful.” he agreed, giving his fairy wife a smile. “Would you two mind waiting while I cultivate from this pendant I got from Sekhmet’s Champion?” he asked, summoning the artifact from his Inventory.

“Of course not, Master. Take what time thou dost need.” Hrein replied with a soft smile.

Nodding, he set about cultivating from the Amulet of Protection. This time it took less than half an hour to complete the project, gaining a new spell and 20 Qi in the process, and reducing the amulet to gold coloured dust, which promptly blew away in the wind. Looking over the spell, the einherjar nodded in appreciation.
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“We haven’t run into any enemies that use curses yet, but I definitely want this in effect every day.” he stated, showing the Status Screen to Hrein.

The valkyrie nodded while reading the spell description. “Verily. If thou canst afford it, it would be best to place it upon thy entire party each morn, Master.”

Agreeing with her, James decided he might as well combine it with the other spell he cast each morning. They fit thematically, and he really wouldn’t want to be without either one. Dragging Great Fortune over Protection from Evil, he waited until he saw the expected green double outline, and let go. The pain in his head was more intense this time, but not enough so that he was dissuaded from doing so again in the future. The resulting spell was exactly as he’d hoped it would be.
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“Blessing, eh? Sounds like a spell I should give Hrein. I could use the Refined Qi I got from Ocelotl… but I think I’d better wait and see what the day has in store for us.” James thought aloud, standing up from his seat on the side of the road. “Speaking of the day… do you think Set’s Champion might be in Guayabo, Hrein? The Beast Tribe seemed convinced he was in the area.”

“I would think it a highly likely possibility, Master.” the valkyrie answered.

“Right…” James agreed. “Then we should take what actions we can to protect ourselves.” he stated, sighing. 25 Qi per cast was not cheap by any means, and his battle with Ocelotl had already drained a significant amount of his Qi. Still, he’d rather see himself and his wives protected than take an unnecessary risk. Burning 75 Qi, he cast his new Blessing spell on each of his slaves, and then himself. This brought his current Pool down to 292 Qi. I really hope Energy Siphon will bring that back up before I need it. he worried to himself.

With their preparations complete, James and company made their way towards Guayabo on foot. Due to the great number of farms surrounding the town, it took over an hour for the trio to pass them by and approach the gate. He did notice a number of workers out in the fields, but none approached or even waved from afar. When it looked like they might get near one, they moved farther afield, away from the road, as soon as they spotted James approaching.

The einherjar didn’t bother making an effort to approach the people who were clearly avoiding him. His concern was entering Guayabo and helping the merchant’s daughter, if he could.

When they were finally within a couple hundred yards of the gate, they were greeted by a rain of arrows. James and Hrein were forced to retreat, with the valkyrie covering them with her upheld shield, while Acrasia hid herself under James’ wings. The arrows stopped coming once they were out of range, and the valkyrie turned her head to regard her husband.

“What now, Master?” she asked.

“Good question. We need to get close enough to at least speak to them.” James replied with a frown.

“What about a white flag, Master?” Acrasia suggested, popping out from her hiding place.

James regarded her for a second before giving her a big smile. “That’s a really good idea, my pet.” Summoning a white pillow case, a broom, and some clothes pins, James fashioned the best ‘flag’ that he could on short notice.

Allowing Hrein to lead, with her shield raised to protect them, James et al slowly moved forward as the einherjar waved his white flag overhead. Thankfully, the archers atop Guayabo’s palisade seemed to understand the white flag for what it was - a universal symbol for the desire to parlay. As such, they held their fire until James was within shouting distance.

“Halt!” one of the guards demanded.

James and his wives did as asked, and came to a stop roughly 150 yards from the gate, so the archers weren’t in any obvious danger, but it seemed they weren’t taking any chances. From where he stood, James noticed that the palisade that surrounded Guayabo had taken some serious damage on the northwestern side of town, a few hundred yards from the northern gate, which he was now facing. By the look of it, something very large had smashed into the wooden wall with a great deal of force, but had failed to make it all the way through.

“What are you!?” came the guard’s voice once again, his pitch high with nerves.

“I am Sir James, Knight of the Seelie Court. I have come to…” James began his introduction, but was cut off.

“What the Hell is a Seelie Court!?” the guard cried, his anxiety seemingly on the rise.

“Have you heard of Titania, Queen of the Fairies, and her kingdom to the north?” James tried.

“That’s a myth!” the guard shouted. “Stop lying to us, or we’ll shoot!”

James sighed. He didn’t want to put his dear Acrasia in danger, but he couldn’t think of any other way to prove his words. He doubted they would take his coat of arms as proof, since it wasn’t a known piece of heraldry to them. “My pet, would you, on my signal, adopt your larger size?”

“Yes, Master.” the fairy replied, though she sounded a little nervous.

“I have a fairy here with me.” James shouted to the guards. “She is willing to show herself on my behalf. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t shoot her, as she is my wife.”

The einherjar’s superior hearing could hear the guards debating back and forth whether there was any danger in allowing his demonstration. Finally they agreed that it shouldn’t be a problem. “Very well! Tell your Fairy Wife to show herself!”

“My pet,” James whispered. “that would be your cue.”

Flitting out from behind her Master, Acrasia landed on the road a little off to his right. Taking a deep breath, she cast her Growth spell and adopted her ‘human’ size.

Her sudden appearance caused quite a stir among the guards along the wall. Not only did a fabled fairy appear out of nowhere, she was also incredibly beautiful… and very naked. “Is… is that… the Queen of the Fairies?” the original guard shouted.

James couldn’t help but chuckle. Acrasia was definitely beautiful enough to be mistaken for a queen. “No. She is my wife, Acrasia.” he shouted back.

Pleased with her Master’s introduction, Acrasia performed an elegant curtsy.

“What… what do the fairies want with Guayabo?” the guard asked.

Finally, we’re getting somewhere. James thought with a grin. “I have heard of merchant Eaton’s troubles and have come to offer my services as a healer.”

“You… you’re a healer?” the guard shouted in obvious disbelief.

“That I am. I will prove it, if you like.” James offered the doubting soldier.

“How?” came back the expected response.

“Send out your bravest warrior. I will have him cause himself an injury, and I will heal it.” James explained.

This caused a considerable amount of muttering and debate behind the walls. Unsurprisingly, the soldiers of Guayabo seemed very hesitant to participate in this plan. “Why not just injure yourself and heal it?” another guard suggested.

“Would you trust me that it wasn’t a trick?” James asked with a shrug. “I can’t fake healing a wound that one of you inflict and feel upon your own skin.”

The guards seemed to be unable to reach a decision for several minutes. Eventually, however, it seemed that someone important ordered one of the men forward. Very slowly, the northern gate opened, and only wide enough to allow a single soldier to pass through, before slamming shut behind him. As the man approached, James was able to get a better look at him. The man had the same swarthy skin and dark hair as the werejaguars of the Beast Tribe, making him look Hispanic in James’ opinion. He was dressed in some sort of cloth armour, with diamond shaped stitching and considerable padding. On his head was a wooden helmet, carved in the likeness of a screaming monkey’s face. In his right hand he carried a primitive looking spear with a head of obsidian, while in his left was a highly decorated wooden shield; the tool painted in bright colours and adorned with numerous feathers and beads.

“Hello, brave warrior.” James greeted the man when he came to a stop. Lightly placing a hand on Hrein’s shoulder, he indicated to the valkyrie that he wanted her to step aside.

Seeing the white winged woman cautiously move out from in front of the beast-man, the nervous warrior became unsure where to look. Naturally he was wary of the seven foot tall monster who claimed to be a medicine man of some kind, but he instinctively felt that the angelic looking woman was no less dangerous, should he make some kind of mistake. Of course the beautiful and extremely naked woman on the other side of the beast was also very distracting. “You… you look like one of them Jaguar Warriors. How… how can I trust you?” he stammered.

James could tell by the voice that this man was not the one he’d been speaking to earlier. Sighing, the einherjar tried pointing out the obvious. “Do you see spots on my fur?” he asked. “For that matter, have you ever seen one of them with wings?” he pointed out, indicating the leathery wings behind him with his thumb.

“Er… no. But! But you look like a cat!” the guard protested, pointing his spear at James.

Hrein immediately levelled her spear at the soldier’s face, ready to strike him down should he attack her Master.

Very cautiously, James reached out and pressed down on Hrein’s spear. “There’s no need for concern, my love. This man was brave enough to come and help us prove my words. He will not attack us without due cause.” the einherjar stated in a low and calm voice, keeping his eyes locked on the soldier’s.

The warrior swallowed hard, his hand beginning to shake, but he very slowly raised the tip of his spear and let the butt rest on the ground.

“See?” James said with a gentle smile. “We’re all friends here. He’s just being rightfully cautious. Any man would want to be sure before allowing a stranger into his home. Right, friend?”

The soldier hesitantly nodded before replying. “R-right.”

Letting out a long breath, James continued to smile. “To answer your question, I may look similar to the werejaguars, but I assure you that we are quite different.” Before the man could make a rebuttal, James continued. “Tell me, are there not humans that your people consider enemies, despite looking somewhat similar?”

The guardsman opened his mouth, intending to argue, but found he didn’t have the words. Quite simply, the strange beast-man was right. There were humans that they called enemies. A lot of them, in fact. Maybe he’s from a different tribe, then? That would make sense. He does have different fur, after all. “Yes.” the man said after a moment of reflection. “That is true.”

Seeing the man calm down a little, James decided on a slightly more personal approach. “Once again, please allow me to introduce myself. I am Sir James Fir, of the Seelie Court.” he said with a slow bow. Ordinarily he would introduce himself as Hel’s Champion as well, but he didn’t want them to fear him due to the power Champions were often thought to have. Better they think me a simple healer for now.

The soldier took a deep, steadying breath before giving a quick and shallow bow of his own. “I am Eztli, of Guayabo.” he said in response.

“I am pleased to meet you, Eztli.” James said, offering the man an earnest smile. “Were you told how we plan to prove that I am a healer?”

Eztli gulped again, but nodded nervously. “I… I am going to… to cut myself. You’ll… you’ll heal it.”

“That is correct.” James confirmed, nodding back. “Please proceed when you feel ready.”

Taking a deep breath, the man slowly set his shield on the ground without taking his eyes off the strange people in front of him. Standing up straight, he brought the tip of his spear down to his shield hand, and quickly cut his palm.

James was impressed. Both with how easily the sharp blade had split the flesh, and also with the stoicism of the warrior before him. The man hadn’t even flinched when he’d cut himself. “I need to touch the wound to heal it. Are you prepared?” he asked the warrior, maintaining eye contact the entire time.

Eztli nodded, his eyes tracking the einherjar’s large hand as he reached out and placed his palm against his own. An instant after they made contact, a strange itching sensation began to spread through the cut, but the pain subsided at the same time. Two heartbeats later, the beast-man withdrew his hand and the itching stopped. Looking down at his palm, the only sign that there had once been a wound there, was the bloody smear which covered it. Not even the faintest scar remained.

While the Guayabo soldier stared at his own hand in shock, James used his Inventory Trick to clean the blood off his hand. “I do hope you are satisfied that I am telling the truth, now.”

Eztli blinked, then looked up at the softly smiling healer. Not quite sure what to make of things, he merely nodded to the large man. I… I had honestly thought I was going to die out here…

“Perhaps you would be willing to go back and tell your friends about your experiences?” James suggested, nodding towards the gate.

Again the soldier nodded silently, then began to carefully withdraw. Once he was (what he considered) a safe distance away, Eztli turned and ran full tilt for the gate. The large wooden door was open and ready to let him pass before he reached it, and slammed closed behind him once more.

Sighing in relief, James bent over and picked up the guard’s shield. I’ll have to return this if they let me in. he chuckled to himself. The poor bugger was so scared, he completely forgot it.

Hrein glanced at the shield and noted its strange design. She had been taking silent note of the arms and armaments of the Guayabo soldier the entire time he’d been standing before them. In the end, she decided that they were technologically inferior to the fae, which would bode well for her side, should it come to war.

Once again James could hear a loud debate going on just beyond the gate. Someone who seemed to have considerable influence was demanding that he be let in, while a number of other voices seemed staunchly against it. In the end, the influential man got his way, and the town gates were slowly opened. “You may enter, but you must surrender any weapons!” a guard shouted.

Hrein frowned at this. Her spear was a gift from Odin, and not one that could easily be replaced.

Understanding her reluctance, James shouted back a counter offer. “I carry no weapons. Nor does my fairy wife. Only my lovely guardian wife does. Perhaps she could be allowed to keep it?”

It didn’t take long for a decision to be reached on a reply for that. “No.” The answer was simple and straightforward, if not the one they wanted.

“No offence, but it is a valuable family heirloom.” James called back. “We’ll take our chances and hide it out here, instead.” Walking off to the side of the road, James made a show of bending over and messing around in the dirt with his back to the town.

Hrein caught on immediately, and placed the shield and spear on the ground next to his hands, letting him touch them and send them to his Inventory, rather than actually burying them.

Finally standing up, James turned around and completed the charade by clapping his hands together, ostensibly to brush off the dirt. “We are unarmed.” he shouted, holding his hands out wide.

A moment passed and then the guard on the wall shouted back to them once again. “Advance!”

James and his two women slowly approached the gate, keeping their eyes peeled for any sort of danger or trickery. When they got closer, James started to get concerned about the way the guards were leering at Acrasia. It wasn’t that he was jealous of them getting a look, he was simply concerned that they might try something. When they were still 10 feet out, James came to a stop.

“What?” One of the guards seemed irritated by his sudden stop. “You can approach.”

“Before we do, my fairy wife will be returning to her normal form.” James stated frankly.

Understanding her Master’s intent, Acrasia did a quick pirouette in the air, then returned to her normal size in a shower of sparkles. “Hehe.” she giggled, waving at the guards.

Several of the guards scowled at this, making it clear in James’ mind that they had indeed planned to do something. Perhaps not right away, but at some point. Can’t trust these guys…

“Why did she do that?” One of the angrier men asked.

“So we don’t cause a ruckus in town.” James answered in a stern voice, staring the guard down. Which is true. James thought to himself. It would cause quite a stir if I had to kill a bunch of guards because they touched one of my women.

“How come she’s naked, but the other one ain’t?” another asked, looking Hrein up and down with an obvious leer.

“Acrasia is a performer. She entertains me, and thus I prefer her… unclothed. My dear Hrein, on the other hand is a valkyrie. A powerful warrior of the heavens, who can contend with terrible demons on equal footing. She feels most comfortable in her armour.” James answered, figuring it was close enough to the truth.

Hrein stood up straight at her Master’s words, taking a certain amount of pride in his answer. Locking her steely gaze on the guard who’d asked such a disrespectful question, she glared down at him until he was forced to look away. “Hmph.” she huffed, crossing her arms.

The news that the woman really was a being from the heavens made several of the guards uncomfortable. At 6 feet tall, she had several inches on the tallest of them, so even though she was a woman, they found her rather imposing. And that was to say nothing of the seven foot monster at her side.

“Why do they wear collars?” another asked, his curiosity about the women clearly outweighing his fear.

“They are my slaves.” James said simply.

“You said they was your wives.” the first one stated in an accusing tone.

“Both are true.” James stated with a shrug. “I always enslave my wives.” He didn’t really feel like talking about his love life, but he hoped the fact that he had slaves would make him more welcome. Titania had told him that slavery was the backbone of their economy, after all. And it’s a clear bone of contention with the Beast Tribe, which further separates me from the werejaguars in their minds.

“That’s… odd.” came a voice from off to the side. The speaker was a short and stocky man wearing nicer clothes than the rest. In fact, he wasn’t wearing any armour or carrying a weapon at all. What he did have though, was a small gold medallion hanging around his neck. One with the image of a tower on it.

James faced the man with a smile. “Foreign cultures often seem odd to us upon first impression. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr…?” He couldn’t be sure, but he thought this man might be a merchant. Titania had told him Tower Medallions were prevalent among them, and this man did seem to be set apart from his peers in regards to wealth.

“Eaton. Geoffrey Eaton.” the man said, introducing himself and offering the einherjar his hand.

“Sir James Fir.” James stated again, shaking the man’s hand with a smile. “I’m very pleased to meet you, sir. In fact, I’ve come all the way from Elphyne for that very reason.”

“Elphyne ain’t real.” one of the guards sneered and muttered under his breath.

“It’s that lack of knowledge and manners that will keep you forever poor, Coatl.” Mr. Eaton scolded the guard. “Sir James. If you would follow me to my home, we can speak of business there.”

James nodded and fell in behind the wealthy merchant, intending to follow him to his place of residence, as he’d just been invited to do. His progress was brought to a sudden halt however, when a spear was lowered in front of him, barring his path.

“What is the meaning of this!?” Geoffrey shouted, clearly angered by the guard’s actions.

“They gots to pay the toll.” Coatl sneered, taking pleasure in delaying the merchant’s business. “Taxes have to be paid.”

“How much?” James asked, not showing any emotional reaction on his face. Despite the guard’s attitude, entry taxes into cities were a pretty standard way for rulers to raise funds.

“Let’s see… ain’t had one of your kind ‘round here before. The fee should be…” the snarky guard began, only to be cut off by the powerful merchant.

“The standard fee, for everyone, is 25 Obols per person, 50 Obols per axle for carts and wagons, and 25 Obols per head for beasts of burden.” Geoffrey snapped, pointing at a plaque affixed to the wall next to the gate.

“So, 75 copper Obols, then.” James stated, making a show of fishing around in his pockets before summoning the coins bit by bit. “Here you go.” he said, handing the asshole guard the fistful of copper.

Coatl frowned in distaste, having hoped to be paid in silver, so he could claim they didn’t have any change.

“Anything else?” James asked raising a brow.

“Move along.” another guard said in a rough voice, clearly irritated by all the trouble they’d caused.


CHAPTER 16


James and Hrein walked into Guayabo, following close behind Geoffrey. Acrasia, wanting to stay out of sight, hid under her Master’s wings. He was really glad she hadn’t wandered off, wanting to explore, since he didn’t trust these people not to try and capture her.

The merchant remained silent as he led them through the streets, which gave James the perfect opportunity to take in the sights, as it were. Virtually all of the buildings were of similar design, being round conical structures made from thatch, resting on stone foundations. James wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but this wasn’t it. The only exception was a single rectangular building to the left of the main road, which was entirely built from stone. The Grecian pillars surrounding the outer edge of the building looked completely out of place in the otherwise tribal society. The caduceus carved under the roof’s peak clearly marked it as a Temple of Hermes; a place he would definitely want to visit later.

After turning down a side street, James found that he had been wrong. There was one other building that stood out from the others. This was one was more western European in design, with wooden walls and shuttered windows. Only the pitched roof was thatched, making it easily the second most sturdy (and likely expensive) building in the entire town, after the temple itself.

Mr. Eaton walked directly into the house, opening the door without knocking, and making it abundantly clear that he was the owner. Stepping in behind the man, James immediately saw two women, obviously slaves, tending to the merchant. What made their status so clear were the bronze collars around their necks, as well as the fact that their only clothing was a loincloth tied about their waists. The women both had dark, wavy hair, and deeply tanned complexions, marking them as locals. Neither spoke as one helped him remove his jacket, while the other offered him a cup of water.

Accepting the water, Geoffrey moved to a table in the centre of the room, taking a seat at its head. As he waved for James to join him, one of the slaves brought another glass of water and placed it on the table where he was expected to sit.

With a nod of his head, James sat at the other end of the table, while Hrein gracefully knelt beside him. Folding his large hands, the einherjar placed them on the table and observed the merchant, waiting for him to start the conversation. Almost everything about Mr. Eaton separated him from the other residents of the town. His complexion was slightly lighter, his hair dark but straight and combed neatly. His short beard and moustache were trimmed and well kept, while his clothing had a finer weave and seemed to be made from more expensive materials. He even wore leather shoes, that looked to be the same style he’d seen on the elves of Elphyne.

“What makes you think that you can cure my daughter, where so many others have failed?” the man said without preamble, a mix of hope and anger in his eyes.

“I don’t know who else has tried, but let me level with you.” James began. “I am Hel’s Champion. The Goddess of Death has blessed me with the ability to accurately discern what ails a person, as well as healing magic to help them.”

Geoffrey scowled. “Why in God’s name would a Goddess of Death want to heal someone?”

James nodded, having expected exactly that question. “It makes sense that you ask, since you are not her follower. Hel does not desire anyone’s death. She views her job as taking care of those whose time has come, and have already passed through her gates. She does not expedite anyone’s passing, contrary to some people’s beliefs. She is a caring and compassionate goddess, providing for all the needs of those in her realm, and only punishing those who are unworthy to remain there.”

Geoffrey raised a brow in surprise. “Such as?”

“Murderers and oath breakers.” James said flatly, his mouth a straight line.

Mr. Eaton slowly nodded. Most people could understand condemning such individuals. “That certainly sounds nice, but how do I know it’s true? How can I be sure you won’t hurt my daughter?” he said, his deep scowl returning.

James sighed and held his hands wide, palms up. “Why would I need to, Mr. Eaton? From what I hear, your daughter is in need of a healer. If one wished her ill, then simple inaction would suffice.”

Anger and pain were clear on Geoffrey’s features. James’ words were an unkind reminder of the fate that awaited his daughter, should he fail to find someone who could help her. “And what would you want for your help?” he asked finally.

“There is an elven merchant who belongs to House Dáinn in Elphyne. It is my belief that you hold some significant debt of his.” James replied.

Mr. Eaton’s eyes narrowed. “You work for him, do you?”

James slowly shook his head, his expression one of distaste. “No. I simply wish to acquire his debt. I intend to punish the head of House Dáinn.”

Again Geoffrey’s expression was one of surprise. That’s… unexpected. he thought to himself. I wonder what that old fool did to cross this monster of a man? “If you can heal my daughter, his debt is yours.” he stated simply.

James gave the man a feral grin. “I look forward to meeting your expectations, good sir.”

Geoffrey shivered at the light in the other man’s eyes. Something told him that he wouldn’t want to be in his debtor’s shoes. “Come this way.” he said, placing his hands on the table and standing up.

James nodded and stood to follow. The house wasn’t small by the standards of Guayabo, but it wasn’t large either. It didn’t take long to reach a small bedroom, where a pale young girl, of perhaps five years of age, lay still upon a soft bed. Her small chest was rising and falling quickly, but it was clear that her breathing was shallow. The skinny little thing looked like she was wasting away just lying there, and the sight of it nearly broke James’s heart. “How long has she been like this?” James asked in a business-like manner, not letting his emotions get the better of him.

“She’s always been sickly, but things really got worse a couple of months ago. I’ve hired every healer I can find, but none have been able to help her for more than a few days.” Geoffrey explained, wringing his hands in worry. “Can you save her or not?”

James turned and gave the man a confident smile. “I will save your daughter.” Turning back to the girl, the einherjar knelt by her bedside and reached out to touch her hand.

“What is the meaning of this!?” a new and arrogant voice entered the room.

James sighed, not wanting to deal with idiots, and contemplated just pushing ahead with his treatments while ignoring the newcomer.

“Father Cannon.” Mr. Eaton greeted the speaker. “Sir James here is attempting to help my daughter. He claims to be a healer of some skill.”

James turned to regard the arrogant priest, for that was clearly what he was. Dressed in the traditional black horsehair shirt with a white collar, the tall, pale man glared at James as if he were the Devil himself. The lean man was sweating profusely, and the top of his balding head was badly sunburned. No wonder he looks and sounds so miserable… James thought to himself. He must be broiling, wearing that stupid getup in this heat.

“You should know better than to traffic with demons, Geoffrey!” the priest snarled, his clean shaven face pinched with derision. “Especially one that travels with false Angels!”

“I am no Angel, nor have I ever claimed to be, priest.” Hrein corrected him as she moved to stand beside her Master.

Father Cannon spit on floor. “Do not address me, slave! I will not converse with the Devil or his minions!”

James rolled his eyes and stood up. This guy’s a real piece of work. “Look, Mr. Eaton, if you want us to come back later, I can…”

“Leave! And never darken his door again, Hell-spawn!” the priest commanded, clutching the silver cross hanging from his neck.

“Don’t order my guests about, Lewis!” Geoffrey shouted.

“Mr. Eaton…” Father Cannon began, his tone set as if he were about to give a lecture.

“Father..?” a soft, feminine voice called out, followed by a terrible cough.

“Leave.” the merchant said in a tired voice.

“Yes, leave or I…” Lewis demanded, pointing at James.

“Not him. You, Lewis.” Geoffrey clarified, kneeling down and taking his daughter’s hand.

“Geoffrey,” Father Cannon started again in a slightly more civil tone. “You can’t trust these… these heathens or their gods to heal your daughter. You have to trust in the Lord to…”

“Not now, Father.” the merchant sighed, hanging his head. “You’ve been trying to heal her for a month now, ever since I welcomed you into my home. I’ve prayed to your God, and any other that will listen, but still she…” the man’s words dropped off, overcome with emotion.

“Then it is God’s will, Geoffrey.” Lewis said a little more softly. “You must accept that, as all moves according to the Lord’s plan. There are none who can…”

“Leave!” Geoffrey shouted again, this time his voice filled with anger. “I will not serve any God whose plans hurt my daughter!”

Father Cannon’s face twisted with anger at being rebuffed. I was finally making some inroads with these ungrateful heathens; bringing them the word of the Lord and leading them to salvation, but… “You will regret this, Eaton! Mark my words! God will curse you and your family for siding with the Devil!” he raged, turning and storming out of the house.

“Father…” the little girl rasped again and tried to squeeze his hand, her weak grip barely even noticeable to the man.

Tears slipped down the merchant’s cheeks as he took a long shuddering breath. “They’ve tried everything, you know. Healing magic to mend wounds. Purifying magic to drive out disease. Even blessings to break curses. Nothing has worked. Nothing. At least, not for more than a few days.” The man closed his eyes and a sob escaped his lips. “Please save my daughter. I’ll give you anything. Everything.”

“I don’t want everything.” James said softly, gently placing a hand on the man’s back as he knelt next to him. “I just want to save your daughter.” I don’t even give a damn about the stupid debt. he admitted to himself. Reaching over with his right hand, he gently touched the girl’s forearm. Casting Diagnosis, he willed the spell to be visible to others. An extra 5 Qi was burnt in the process, but it was worth it to help calm his patient’s father, or so he thought.

“What… what is that!?” Geoffrey gasped as the illusion appeared above his daughter.

“That, is the effect of my Diagnosis spell. It’s a special spell that my goddess, Hel, created for me.” he explained. “It shows me what is going on inside a patient, and lists all of the maladies affecting them down here.” he stated, pointing to the text box near the bottom.

“I… I can read it, but what does it mean?” Mr. Eaton asked in astonishment.

Current Status (Negative): Congenital Heart Disease - Ventricular Septal Defect.

James frowned. He understood part of it. The ‘Heart Disease’ part. The rest of it was Greek to him. Of course I can’t admit that to Mr. Eaton, or the man will likely lose faith in my ability to heal his daughter. “It means… there is a problem with her heart.” He felt stupid stating the obvious, but that really was all he knew.

“Can you fix it?” Geoffrey asked with a frown.

“Yes.” James stated with far more confidence than he actually had.

Mr. Eaton took a steadying breath. “What do you need? Some sort of rare ingredients for a potion? Expensive sacrifices for your goddess?”

James glanced at the man out of the corner of his eye and scowled. “What kind of snake oil salesmen have you been dealing with?” he grumbled.

“Any and all who claimed to be able to heal my daughter.” the merchant stated sternly. “I’ll do anything I need to, to save her. Buy anything.”

“Yeah well, I don’t need any of that.” James stated, shaking his head. What I need is… Hmm. What do I need? Let’s see. What exactly is the problem anyway? James mulled over the problem in his head, and tugged at the illusion, enlarging the section displaying the little girl’s rapidly beating heart.

“What are you doing?” the father asked, watching in hope and fascination.

“Just making the display… the image larger, so I can see the problem better.” James explained. Looking closely at the illusion, the would-be healer saw a hole in the heart that passed from one chamber to another, and it was outlined in red. If it hadn’t been outlined like that, I probably wouldn’t have even noticed it… Thank you Hel for this amazing spell!

Thou art welcome, my Champion. came Hel’s voice in his head.

He hadn’t meant it as an actual prayer, but he really was grateful to the goddess. “Okay, so, there’s a hole inside your daughter’s heart that isn’t supposed to be there. If we close it up, she should be as good as new…” Again James faked a confidence in his statement that he really didn’t possess. He really was just guessing here, but he knew that his guesses were the girl’s best chance at survival, as crappy a situation as that was.

“A hole? How did it get there?” the man asked.

“You said she’s always been sickly? Ever since birth?” James tried to confirm with the distraught father.

“Yes.” he replied, nodding his head rapidly.

“Then… it’s likely she’s always had it, but it got worse, larger, recently. Probably due to her growth, or the increased pressure on the heart from having a greater volume of blood pumping through it.” He really was pulling things out of his arse at this point, but it sounded good to him. Doesn’t really matter why it got worse, only that we can fix it. he told himself.

“Probably?” the merchant asked, sounding like he was beginning to doubt what James was telling him.

“Heart disease can result from numerous different causes.” James informed him. I know that’s true, at least. the einherjar consoled himself for his lack of knowledge. ‘K. Why didn’t the healing spells heal the hole, then? he wondered.

“Why didn’t the healers fix the hole, then?” the man asked at the same time.

James scowled. He was trying to puzzle that out at that very moment, and he was growing tired of feeding the man bullshit answers. Use your brain, James! Bringing up his Status Screen, James read over his Advanced Treatment spell.
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Something about this spell won’t fix the problem. Why? … DNA. That’s it! “If the hole is in the target’s DNA, the spell wouldn’t heal it! It’s got to be genetic!” James declared excitedly.

“What? What does that mean?” Geoffrey asked, totally lost.

“It means a standard healing spell won’t save your daughter, Mr. Eaton.” James replied, his mind racing to figure out the next steps he had to take.

“Wilt thou be required to use Rebirth to heal her, Master?” Hrein asked, a troubled look on her face.

James shook his head. “Rebirth wouldn’t work in this case. She’d just have the same problem after being reborn.”

“Reborn?” the merchant asked, an incredulous look on his face.

“We’re not going that route.” James stated simply.

“Then what shalt thou do, Master?” the valkyrie asked.

“I need to reconfigure Advanced Treatment.” James replied in a quiet voice, his eyes moving back and forth as if he were reading from something in front of him, as he often did when in deep thought. “The spell clearly reads a target’s DNA, but we need to change it from Read Only to Read / Write. Can we do that?” James pondered, poking at the spell. “I want the spell to correct genetic defects… or rather, defects in the genetic code. Undesirable mutations.” As he rambled, the spell description’s outline changed to green, bringing a smile to the einherjar’s face. Dumping 105 of the 130 Refined Qi he’d cultivated from Ocelotl into Advanced Treatment, he watched the spell description change before his eyes.
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“There! That should do it!” James declared happily. It had doubled the cost of the spell, but it was worth the additional cost to be able to deal with problems like this, he decided.

“Really? She’s healed?” Geoffrey asked, with far more doubt than hope in his voice.

“Hmm? No. Not yet. I just modified the spell. Now I need to cast it.” James replied, closing his eyes and casting Genetic Treatment on the young girl.

Geoffrey watched, his hands balled into fists as he hoped for the best. Too many times he’d been disappointed by false healers, or inadequate ones at the very least.

Sighing with relief, James opened his eyes and read the Diagnosis display, just to confirm his success. His relief quickly turned to horror as he read the display. It hadn’t changed. Why!? he screamed in his head. Surely that should have fixed it!?

“What is wrong, Master?” Hrein asked, seeing the distress on James’ face.

“It didn’t work.” James muttered.

Anger flared on the merchant’s face. “I knew it! Lewis was right! You’re just a charlatan here to trick me out of my money!” he shouted.

“I’m on the right track, I know it!” James shouted back.

“Get out!” the man screamed. “Get out of my house!” Anger and despair fought for dominance in the man’s eyes.

“I’m not giving up!” James growled, locking eyes with the man. “I don’t give a damn about the debt. I don’t give a damn about anything! But I am damn well going to save that girl!” he snarled.

Geoffrey glared back at the angry beast of a man, not understanding his emotional outburst.

“I just need time…” James mumbled, staring off into the distance again.

“She doesn’t have time.” the heart broken father hissed.

“Not long. Minutes. Hours at most. I will not fail.” the einherjar insisted. Why the hell didn’t the spell work!? he raged in his head as he sat on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. What am I missing?

“Master…” Acrasia whispered softly, crawling out onto his shoulder and caressing his cheek.

“Walk me through it, Master.” Hrein said in a gentle voice, kneeling in front of her husband.

James lowered his gaze to meet Hrein’s eyes. “The spell should be scanning the target’s genetic code… her DNA.”

Hrein nodded. “And then?”

“Then it should correct any flaws in the code, restoring it to racial norms.” he went on.

Hrein bit her lip, not really understanding what he was talking about, but knowing it was important for him to think it through step by step. That was the only way a puzzle could be solved, after all. One step at a time. “And then?”

“Then it should heal the target based on that new, healthy code.” James said with a frown.

Geoffrey watched the two work through their discussion, not understanding the subject any more than the valkyrie did. But one thing he could tell, without a doubt, was that they were taking this issue seriously. I… have to give them a chance. For Clarissa’s sake. he told himself with a sigh, covering his face with his hands.

“But… Master.” Hrein began hesitantly. “If I understand correctly… she is not injured. That is why the hole in her heart could not be healed, is it not?”

James blinked, staring back at his beautiful wife. “Not… injured…?” The hole… it’s not an injury. It is… healed over? The edges of the hole have already been healed! the einherjar slowly began to understand the problem. “It’s like a leg that’s been amputated, but healed over.” he muttered in sudden realization. “The scar tissue has to be removed before the the hole can be healed correctly! Hrein, my love, you’re a genius!” he shouted, grabbing his darling wife by the face and kissing her.

Geoffrey frowned, but allowed himself the smallest glimmer of hope. It seems they’ve made some sort of breakthrough?

“Mr. Eaton!” James called to the merchant with real confidence in his voice for a change. “I will heal your daughter. I just have to alter my spell again. That will required some mediation on my part. An hour, tops!”

The merchant’s eyes narrowed skeptically. “And what will you need for this mediation?”

“Nothing.” James replied, shaking his head. “Just a quiet place to contemplate. That’s all. I assure you I will fix this.”

“Do not give me false hope, Sir James.” Geoffrey warned.

“I wouldn’t do such a thing.” James stated firmly.

After a long moment of the men staring at each other, Mr. Eaton finally sighed and shook his head. “Use the room next door.”

James nodded and got to his feet, about to leave the room.

“I pray for your success, Sir James.” Geoffrey called out in a quiet voice, once again kneeling at his daughter’s bedside.

James just nodded in response and exited the room. A quick look revealed another door immediately to his left, which James rapped upon, then entered. The room was small, with only two straw mats on the floor for furnishings. No other personal belongings or decorations were present.

“Most likely the sleeping quarters for the slaves.” Hrein guessed aloud.

Nodding once again, James declined to comment. He was focussed solely on the task at hand, and didn’t have time to wonder about the living conditions of slaves in Guayabo. Adopting the lotus position, James prepared to cultivate. “Hrein, my love. I plan to cultivate from your Qi Pool, as mine is getting a bit low.” he warned her.

“Of course, Master.” she replied, kneeling at his side.

Closing his eyes, James entered a meditative state, and spent the next fifty minutes cultivating 100 Qi from Hrein’s pool, just as he’d intended. As soon as he was finished, the einherjar called up his Status Screen and tried to alter his Genetic Treatment spell. I want to remove scar tissue… no. Any tissue that doesn’t match the corrected code, before healing. That should take care of issues like cancer and other tumours as well. Focussing on the changes he desired, James attempted to force the spell to change. For some reason, the spell seemed resistant to the change, taking far more effort than usual to push the system to do what he wanted. Finally, however, the framework relented, and the spell description changed, drawing 110 Refined Qi from his Crimson Palace.
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James was shocked after reading over the new spell description. It now cost him four times as much Qi as it did to heal someone with Advanced Treatment. I guess that’s the price of having such a versatile spell… James thought to himself. A person would be much better off developing individual spells that did very specific things at that rate. The problem was, he didn’t have a clue how to develop or research spells outside of what he already had. I guess I’ve finally found the flaw in my system. The ex-soldier sighed. He was glad he’d be able to help the little girl, as well as others in the future, but that ability had come at quite a cost.

“Did it work, Master?” Acrasia’s voice brought James back to the present.

“I believe it did.” James replied, deeply wanting it to be true.

“Then let us see to the merchant’s daughter.” Hrein suggested, standing and offering her Master a hand up.

James smiled up at the valkyrie and accepted her hand, climbing to his feet. “Let’s.”

The pair walked back into the girl’s bedroom, while Acrasia slipped back under James’ wings. Seeing the man still kneeling by her bedside, James felt the merchant looked older and more tired than he had earlier that day. Maybe he’s had more disappointments than his heart could bear? James thought sadly.

Taking his spot next to the worn out father, James noticed that the girl’s breathing had slowed almost to a stop, despite being just as shallow as before.

“She’s out of time.” the man stated, his voice hoarse and a defeated look on his face.

“No.” James stated softly. “She isn’t.” Reaching out and placing his hand on the girl’s chest, James silently prayed to his patron goddess. Please Hel, let me be right this time. Let this work. Closing his eyes, Hel’s Champion cast his new spell, choosing the second and third steps only, and letting the healing energies sink into the girl’s heart.

To an eye that could see such things, it would appear as if a green mist seeped through the cardiac muscle and settled around the small hole between the two pumping chambers of the heart, before beginning to dissolve the flesh around the edge of said hole.

Clarissa moaned in pain as the spell ate away at a tiny portion of her, her whimpering quiet only due to how weak she’d become.

“Clarissa!?” her father cried in concern. “What are you doing to her!?” he demanded, rounding on James.

“Almost done…” James stated through a clenched jaw, opening his eyes and glaring at his own hand, as if he could force the spell to work as he wished by determination alone.

The burning pain in her chest changed to an odd itch as the spell moved on from breaking down the cells to growing new ones. In a matter of seconds, the healing was complete; the hole covered over as if it had never been there. With each healthy heartbeat, the pressure on her lungs reduced, making it easier to breathe, and normalizing the pressure within the heart itself. For the first time in what seemed like her whole life, the raven haired girl drew in a deep breath and felt relaxed. “Father…” she sighed, and slipped into a restful sleep.

Casting another Diagnosis spell and reading the text on the overlay, James fought the moisture growing in his eyes. “It’s going to take time for her to make a full recovery. She’ll need good food and exercise to gain the strength she should have. But she’s going to be okay. You have my word on it.” he promised, his voice rough with emotion.

“She’s… really cured?” Geoffrey whispered, his hope warring with his fear of disappointment.

“Yes.” James replied, calling up the Diagnosis spell and making it visible.

Current Status (Negative): Tired. Malnourished.


CHAPTER 17


James followed Geoffrey out of the room and back to the dining room table. Taking a seat after the merchant had tiredly plopped himself into a chair, the einherjar waited for the other man to speak.

“I’m not fully convinced it’s over but… thank you.” the merchant sighed. He didn’t want to allow himself to believe that his precious daughter had finally been cured, only to lose her shortly thereafter. He knew his heart couldn’t take it. Over and over again, priests, shamans, and alchemists of all kinds had promised the impossible, only to disappear with their payment, and for his darling Clarissa to slip back to illness within a few days.

James nodded in understanding. “I intend to spend a day or so here in town, before I leave to tend to other matters. Might I suggest deferring any talk of payments until a significant time has passed? Perhaps a month or more? I’m in no rush, and I want you to focus on the joy of helping your daughter recover, rather than matters of wealth.”

Geoffrey studied the man across from him carefully. He’d been a successful merchant for many long years, so he was more than accustomed to tricky customers, but for the life of him he couldn’t understand what game the foreigner was playing. “Why?” he asked finally.

James shrugged. “I’m sure you’ve noticed how I resemble the werejaguars of the Beast Tribe. And I’m equally certain you can imagine how warm a welcome that will earn me here in Guayabo. Even so, I wish to be able to do business here, in this town. In that regard, the legitimacy I would gain from your testimony is worth even more to me than the debt of the Dáinn Household, even if it costs you nothing.”

“Ah.” Mr. Eaton muttered, finally understanding what the other man wanted. “But that only holds if you really have cured my daughter.”

“Precisely.” James replied. “Thus my willingness to wait until my skills have been proven.”

The merchant nodded. He’s playing the long game. This isn’t a sale; it’s an investment for him. He had made his fortune thanks to taking such a long view on many of his dealings, so he could only respect the man across from him for using such a tactic. And it gives me hope that he really has cured her, just as he said he would. Try as he might to remain skeptical, Geoffrey had to admit that the strange man’s play only made sense if he was being honest. “I’ll agree not to call in House Dáinn’s debt, nor to add any further interest, until I am certain of my daughter’s recovery. If it becomes clear that she truly is healed, then their debt is yours, to do with as you please.”

“That is most fair, Merchant Eaton.” James replied with a smile.

“What other business do you have in town, if you don’t mind my asking?” the business man in Geoffrey couldn’t help but be curious about this potential customer.

“Well, my second order of business, after visiting you, was to head to the Temple of Hermes and purchase one of those medallions.” the einherjar replied, nodding to the pendant hanging from Geoffrey’s neck.

“Ah. Yes. I was surprised that you could speak and understand the local language, even though I saw no medallion on you. Not quite as surprised as when I realized that you were speaking English, though.” the merchant stated, fingering his own necklace.

James quirked a brow as he suddenly realized that Geoffrey was also speaking English, without the aid of magic. If he watched closely, he could see that the movement of his lips matched the sound of his words. “As do you…”

Geoffrey nodded. “My native tongue. My father was born in Camelot, his great grandfather having fled the Emerald Isle when the Unseelie Court conquered it.”

“Camelot?” James was surprised to hear that King Arthur’s legendary city existed on Terra. But Titania did say that the gods rebuilt many of the temples and fortresses of their people when they settled the new world…

“Aye.” Geoffrey replied, affecting a slight Irish brogue. “My family’s been merchants for as long as anyone can remember. So when my father heard that El Dorado was opening its borders for trade, he rushed to be among the first to make contacts there.”

“That’s… quite the story.” James blinked as the man named one mythical place after another, as if it were a given that they actually existed.

“Ha! It was quite the adventure, to hear me pa tell of it.” The man’s accent became thicker the more he seemed to relax and get into the tale. “Crossed over the ocean, he did, with a fleet of 20 ships. Always said he was fortunate to even make it, with over half the vessels being taken by the kraken.”

“I see.” Being an einherjar himself, he could hardly deny the existence of mythical creatures, but James couldn’t help but doubt the veracity of the story at least a little.

“Of course, once he reached the fabled City of Gold and had been introduced to the Zipa, their ruler, he had occasion to meet the flower of his court - his lovely daughter. Me pa, well, he just had to fall in love and elope with the stunning princess, forcing them to flee to the north and remain in hiding for the remainder of their days. And that’s how I was born in this backwater shite-hole of a town.” the merchant finished his tale with a hearty laugh.

James had heard some wild backstories in his day, but that one took the cake. If even half of it was true, the man had one hell of a heritage.

“Ah.” Geoffrey sighed. “That felt good. It’s been so long since I’ve been able to laugh like that.” The merchant regarded James with a steady gaze, his demeanour more relaxed than the einherjar had seen him previously. “She’s really going to be okay, right?” he asked, his lower lip trembling slightly.

“Yes, Geoffrey. She’s going to be just fine. You have my word.” James confirmed in a gentle voice.

Mr. Eaton groaned and slumped in his chair, covering his eyes. The man’s relief was obvious to any who looked, and James truly felt glad he’d been able to help this family.

After a few minutes, the middle aged merchant collected himself and slowly sat up in his chair. “Tell me more about your business plans.” he said finally, turning his attention back to his guest.

“Well, I have a few carcasses to sell, and I imagine I’ll gather more as time goes on, but primarily I would like to peddle my services as a healer here in town.”

Geoffrey nodded. “That makes sense. And you’ll have quite the glowing endorsement from me, once my daughter is better.”

James appreciated that the man seemed to be gaining faith in his daughter’s chances of recovery, and by extension, James’ skill as a healer.

“As to the carcasses, I can take them off your hands for a fair price.” he offered, planting his hands on the table and standing up. “Come on around back. I’ve got my warehouse set up back there.”

James followed the merchant back outside and around to the back of the house. It turned out that the building was split into three separate units. The front, facing the pathway they’d arrived by, was Geoffrey’s home. Perpendicular to that was the storefront, which faced another, larger pathway. As he had mentioned, the back of the building was setup as a decent sized warehouse, complete with work benches for butchering animals, and numerous crates and barrels for storage.

“Do you do the butchering yourself?” James asked, curious what skills the merchant possessed.

“Oh, goodness no.” Geoffrey shook his head. “I have a contract with the best butcher in town. He’ll clean, skin and butcher the animals for me, for a standard fare. After that, I sell the hides to the tanners, as I don’t mess with that wretched business either. The meat, as well as any other usable parts like claws, teeth, and so on, go on sale in my shop.”

“Fair enough.” James said with a nod. “What other goods do you trade in?”

“Anything and everything, my good man! What are you looking for?” the merchant asked with a gleam in his eye.

“Primarily magic, such as books, scrolls, potions, and artifacts of all kinds. Beyond that, slaves are my biggest priority.” Hel’s Champion answered.

“Hmm.” Mr. Eaton frowned and scratched his chin. “You’re not looking for anything cheap, that’s for sure. As for magic, you won’t find anything like that in this town, except perhaps the odd scroll or tome from Father Cannon… and I doubt he would do business with you.”

James grimaced and shook his head. “I can’t imagine he will. I’m sure he sees me as competition at best… a monster to be slain at worst.”

“You’ve got that right.” Geoffrey agreed with a nod. “Though when it comes to competition, Father Cannon can only deal with so many minor injuries a day, and only one major affliction at most.”

“Good to know. Thanks for the info.” James said with a grin.

Geoffrey chuckled. “Now, about the slaves. I don’t have any for sale right now, but I do get some occasionally. The slavers usually sell them directly, down at the slave market. I’m sure they have a few in stock that haven’t sold yet, since they are quite expensive, as I mentioned.”

“I take it the market isn’t hard to find?” James asked.

The merchant shook his head. “You can’t miss it. It’s a stone’s throw from the south gate, along the main road. It also doubles as a brothel, for those that want to rent a slave girl for a short time.” he said with a wink.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” the einherjar replied, intentionally ignoring the scowl he was getting from the valkyrie at his side.

“So. Is your other slave bringing the carcasses along?” Mr. Eaton asked, looking around for the fairy he’d seen earlier.

“Uh, no.” James replied, realizing he was going to have to reveal one of his blessings.

Acrasia popped out from where she had been hiding under her owner’s wings. “Do you need something, Master?” she asked sweetly.

James shook his head. “No, my pet. You can stay out of sight, if you like.”

“I think I’m okay now, Master. I just didn’t like how those guards were looking at me.” she told him, resuming her usual seat on his shoulder.

Geoffrey looked confused. “Then… may I ask where your goods are? You did say you had them with you. Surely you didn’t leave them outside the town unattended?”

Taking a deep breath, James decided to trust the man. “As I mentioned before, I am Hel’s Champion. As such, I am the beneficiary of her blessings. One of those blessings allows me to do this…” The einherjar held his hand out over the counter top and summoned one of the raptor corpses.

Mr. Eaton gasped and took a step back in surprise. “How… where were you hiding it?” he asked, warily approaching the dead dinosaur.

Giving the man a conspiratorial grin, James spelled out the nature of his blessing. “As I was just explaining, Hel’s blessing allows me to summon objects from a building in her demesne. The primary purpose of this gift is to allow me to store items without having to carry them on my person.”

“That… is an incredibly useful blessing. Why is it so cold?” the merchant asked, placing his hand on the raptor’s head.

“Hel’s domain is naturally cold to start with.” James explained. “I use that to my advantage and store items that are perishable in the basement, thereby slowing decomposition.”

“Ah. Smart.” Geoffrey nodded. “I don’t suggest you let the guards know about your gift.” he advised after some thought.

“I won’t. I hadn’t planned on telling anyone, but… I felt I could trust you to keep my secret.” the einherjar confided in his new friend.

Geoffrey chuckled. “A merchant who spills his client’s secrets doesn’t remain in business long.” he assured the Champion. “Now, let’s see what I can give you for this. I can give you 378 obols for the meat.” he stated, picking up an abacus. “How many do you have?”

“Five.” stated the hunter, dropping the other four carcasses on the counter, next to the first.

“Okay. It’ll take the butcher the better part of the day to deal with that many. His wages have to come out of the profits, and I pay him 1 drachma a day. I’ll give you 20 obols per hide as well. That just leaves the bones, teeth and claws. Hmm. How about 10 obols per beast for the rest?” he offered.

“That would be 408 obols per raptor?” James asked to confirm.

“Yes. So… 2040 obols for the five, minus 1 drachma for the butcher.” Geoffrey answered after doing the calculations. “You walk away with 19 drachma and 40 obols.”

“I also have this rabbit skin.” James offered, summoning the item in question and dropping it on the counter.

“Less impressive than the raptors, certainly.” Geoffrey chuckled. “I can give you 5 obols for it.”

“Deal.” James agreed, extending his hand to the shorter man.

“Deal.” Geoffrey repeated, shaking the einherjar’s hand with a smile. “Come on in and I’ll get you your coin.”

James followed the merchant back to the main house and sat down at the table. Hrein knelt at his side and whispered when the merchant went off into another room. “Dost thou thinkest that was a fair deal, Master?”

James shrugged. “He has to make a profit off everything he sells. You won’t ever get the same prices from a merchant that you’d get if you sold an item directly to a customer. Maybe half.”

Hrein nodded. “But it dost save thee the trouble of finding said customers.”

“Precisely.” James agreed, leaning down to steal a kiss from her before the merchant came back.

Sure enough, James was just sitting upright in his seat when Geoffrey returned, carrying a small sack of coins.

“Here you go. 19 drachma, 45 obols. As we agreed.” he stated, setting the bag on the table. “Feel free to count them.”

“Thank you.” James replied, simply slipping the money into his Inventory without counting it. “I believe I can trust you. I hope to continue doing business with you, after all.”

“Certainly something I would welcome.” Mr. Eaton replied. “At the very least, I hope you’ll stop by tomorrow. I’d like to talk to you after we see how quickly my daughter recovers.”

James nodded. “It will take quite a while before she is as strong and healthy as she should be, but I imagine you will see significant improvement rather quickly.” Standing up from the table, James gave the merchant a slight bow. “Until tomorrow, then.”

“Until tomorrow.” Geoffrey stood and saw them out.

After leaving Mr. Eaton’s home, James slipped his hand into Hrein’s as he walked down the path. I don’t get enough time just being with her. he realized. I’m going to have to make more effort to show each of them how I feel.

Reaching the main road, the trio crossed the street and took in the Temple of Hermes as they approached. “It really does remind me of a bank.” James muttered under his breath. The entire building was constructed of white stone, most likely marble, and was far and away to most advanced structure in the town.

James reached the door first and held it open for Hrein. The valkyrie gave him a soft smile and a nod before passing into the building before him.

“Welcome.” came a friendly, if businesslike, voice.

James looked past his wife to see a man dressed in a white chiton standing behind a counter. The trim of his clothing, and accompanying belt, both appeared to be made from golden silk, while a familiar gold medallion hung around his neck.

“How may I help you today?” the man asked, not showing any surprise or distaste at James’ appearance.

“I have a couple of items of business that I’d like to take care of, if I can.” James replied with a smile as he stepped up to the counter. “The first is to have these assessed and exchanged.” The ex-soldier reached into his pocket and summoned the two gold nuggets that he’d claimed from Ocelotl’s corpse. Placing them on the counter, he continued to smile at the person he presumed was a priest of Hermes.

“Of course.” the priest nodded, picking up the nuggets. The man began by placing the gold on a scale which was sitting prominently on the counter between them. After noting something on a slate tablet, he then dropped the nuggets into a glass container. The container, which James was calling a beaker in his head, due to it being clearly marked for measuring, was roughly half full of water. The priest made another note on his tablet, then pulled a small notebook from under the counter and seemed to reference it. “Pure gold.” the man announced. Making a few more marks on his tablet and moving a few beads on an abacus, the banker / priest smiled up at his customer. “Combined, the nuggets are worth 1 gold Talent and 27 silver Drachma. Would you like to exchange them?”

“May I ask what the assessment fees and exchange rates are?” James asked politely.

The man gave the einherjar a genuine smile. “You’re not from around here, and by ‘here’ I mean Terra, are you?”

James chuckled and shook his head. “That obvious, eh?”

The priest nodded. “All who live here know that the Temples of Hermes do not charge for exchanging currencies, precious metals, or gems. Nor do we charge any fees for assessments.”

James’ eyebrows raised at this statement. “Truly? Then how do you stay in the black, as it were?”

The priest laughed. “We make our profits by delivering mail, as well as selling these.” he claimed, fingering the Tower Medallion on his neck. “Of course we also give loans to those we deem able to pay them back.”

“I see.” said James, scratching his beard. “And you provide the other services, which really don’t cost you much of anything, as a means of building trust and reputation.”

The priest gave Hel’s Champion a shark like grin. “It’s always good to speak with a fellow businessman.” Nodding, the man went on. “You’re exactly right. And we do have an excellent reputation, by the way. Everyone knows that a letter or parcel given to the Temple of Hermes is one that will be delivered, without fail.”

The einherjar chuckled. “Good to know. And yes, I would like to exchange the gold nuggets, please.”

“Of course.” the priest replied, continuing to smile as he slipped the items beneath the counter and began counting out coins. Once he’d double checked his count, he neatly piled the coins in a wooden tray on the counter. “1 Talent and 27 drachma. And what was your other item of business, sir?”

Scooping up the silver, James pretended to put it in his pocket, while sending it to his Inventory. Immediately after, he summoned his lone gold Talent and placed it in the tray next to the one he’d received for the nuggets. “I’d like to buy one of your Tower Medallions, please.”

“Ah. A wise decision for a businessman new to the region. Of course. I’ll be right back with your medallion.” Plucking the two gold coins from the tray, he deposited them somewhere below the counter, before turning end entering a door at the back of the room.

It was only at that point that James had occasion to look around, and immediately spotted a short man standing in the corner, next to an expensive looking vase. The einherjar was immediately stricken with the idea that the man was a dwarf, given his robust build and short height, in conjunction with the bright red and very full beard hanging halfway down his chest. Not only did the man’s stature resemble the stereotypical dwarf from fantasy, but he was also decked out in some serious looking armour; full plate, if James wasn’t mistaken. Either way, he was covered from head to toe in what looked like highly polished steel, and had a wicked looking double bitted axe in one hand, resting over his shoulder. He also had a short sword of some kind strapped to his hip, so it looked like he was ready for anything that might come his way.

The dwarf didn’t say a word, but merely stared at James and his wife, not taking his eyes off them for a second. Noticing his icy glare, James gave the stout man a nod and turned his attention back to the counter. Smart of them to hire impressive guards. James thought to himself. I bet it’s standard procedure for the Temples of Hermes.

A few seconds later, the priest reemerged from the back room. “Sorry for the wait.” he apologized. “Your Tower Medallion, sir.” he stated, placing a gold pendant in the wooden tray. It came with a functional leather thong, allowing it to be placed around one’s neck, without having to buy a separate necklace for it.

“Thank you.” James replied with a smile. Picking it up, the einherjar hung it around his neck, and noticed the slight tingle of magic entering his mind.

“Will that be all, sir?” the priest asked.

“Yes, thank you… unless…” James had a thoughtful look on his face.

“Unless?” the priest looked curious what other business the einherjar might have with him.

“You said you exchange currencies, and didn’t assume I’m from this… realm.” James asked hesitantly.

“Ah.” the priest replied in understanding. “You’re wondering if we’ll exchange currencies from off world?”

James chuckled and shook his head, hardly believing he was having such a conversation. “Yeah. That’s what I was wondering.”

The priest joined him in mild laughter. “We do get the occasional request. It might surprise you, but yes, we accept all legal tender. For coins, we base the value on their precious metal content. With paper money, it’s a bit more complicated. We have to exchange it for its current value in silver.”

James was a bit taken aback. “How on Earth do you know the day’s market value of silver… on Earth?” he asked awkwardly.

The priest’s shark like smile returned. “It’s simple, really. With a quick prayer to Hermes, any of his priests or priestesses can know such a thing. He’s the god of Trade and Wealth, after all.”

For the first time since James had entered, the dwarf made a noise. Snorting, the dwarf let the cat out of the bag. “Bah. Hermes just turns around and asks one o’ his followers on Earth what the day’s value be. Nothing too special about it.”

The priest glowered at the guard, unhappy that his little ‘miracle’ had been revealed. “It’s still Lord Hermes’ power that allows the information to be gleaned.”

James gave a good natured chuckle at the two’s bickering. “In that case, I’d like to exchange a few Canadian Dollars, if I can.”

“Of course.” the priest replied, back to his business smile. “One moment, please.”

James waited a minute or two while the priest withdrew to the back room once more. Must like to pray in privacy. he guessed.

“Today’s exchange rate is $30.56 Canadian for 1 ounce of silver.” the priest announced as he returned to the main area.

“I have…” James summoned his wallet in his pocket, then drew it out and counted the bills therein. “$130 in cash on me.” he stated, pulling out 6 twenties and 2 fives and placing them in the wooden tray. I wish I had access to my bank accounts… the einherjar lamented. “Oh, wait. I also have…” James slipped his wallet into his pocket and sent it back to his Inventory. He then summoned the change he’d had in his jacket pocket, which he rarely ever used, thus his forgetting about it. “One loonie, seven quarters and two dimes, so another $2.70.” he stated, piling those into the tray as well.

“I’ve been advised that your Canadian coins have no precious metals in them whatsoever, so I am to treat them as paper currency. Is that acceptable?” the priest informed him.

“Yeah.” James replied, slightly embarrassed. “Canada stopped putting anything valuable in our money a long time ago.”

“Then how be it worth anything?” the dwarf suddenly asked, seemingly affronted by the very notion of ‘worthless’ money.

“Uh… it’s complicated.” James tried to explain. “It’s not the value of the money itself, but the promise of its value in trade… or something like that?”

“That’s stupid.” the dwarf snorted and looked away.

“Yeah… yeah it is.” James agreed. “We never should have abandoned the gold standard.” Screw modern monetary theory. Inflation blows.

“So, $132.70 Canadian, then?” the priest asked, getting the conversation back on track.

“Yes, please.” James confirmed with a nod.

Hermes’ priest started doing a quick calculation on his abacus as he spoke out loud. “That would buy you 4.34 ounces of silver. Each drachma is ¼ ounce of silver, so 17.36 drachma or 17 drachma, 36 obols.”

“Sounds good.” James said, nodding along. Actually, that sounds great. he realized. I was told a skilled worker here only makes a drachma a day, so $132 dollars is 17 days pay? That makes what… a bit more than $7 a day. Ouch. But I guess that doesn’t matter, since they are using the buying power of the drachma here, not the dollar. Works out for me, though.

The priest took the tray and recounted the money before placing it somewhere beneath the counter. He then drew out and double counted the local currency, before stacking it in the tray for the customer.

James accepted the coins and secretly added them to his Inventory in the usual manner. A quick glance at his Status Screen (which he kept invisible to everyone else, of course), told him that he now had 75 drachma and 149 obols. Summoning 50 of the silver coins, and 100 of the copper, James re-stacked them on the tray. “Could I please exchange these for 1 talent and 1 drachma? That’d be a lot lighter in my pockets.”

“Of course.” the priest’s smile was starting to wear thin. They weren’t really earning anything off this exchange, other than for the sale of the medallion, so he wanted to finish up and have this customer move on. Double checking the count before and after the exchange, the man placed the requested coins in the tray.

James took the coins, sending them to his Inventory as usual, and noted his new total: 1 Talent, 26 Drachma, 49 Obols. Nodding happily, James returned his attention to the priest and gave slight bow. “Thank you. Have a good day, gentlemen.”

“You too.” the priest replied.

The dwarven guard watched the customer and his slaves leave - yes, he had noticed the fairy skulking about the beast’s wings. Once they were finally out the door, he relaxed slightly and glanced to the priest behind the counter. “Interesting how he could count those coins without even looking at ‘em, eh?” he stated, remarking on James’ final exchange.

“Huh?” the priest replied, having failed to notice anything unusual at all.


CHAPTER 18


Hrein looked up and down the street, wondering where they would be heading next. Before she could ask however, Acrasia beat her to it.

“Master? What do we do now?” the fairy asked in her typical saccharine voice.

“Well,” James began, taking care to keep his voice low so as not to be overheard. “I wouldn’t mind making more money by healing a few people, but I think I’ll wait until Mr. Eaton spreads my reputation a bit before I do any of that.”

“If you want money, Master, I can get you some.” the fairy offered with a wicked grin on her face.

James chuckled and shook his head. “Not right now, but I’ll keep that in mind. Best you not play any ‘tricks’ so soon after we arrive, or people will automatically suspect us of being the culprits.”

“Ah.” Acrasia agreed with a nod. “That makes sense, Master.”

“What shall we do then, Master?” Hrein inquired.

“I think we should get out of town for a bit. Maybe do some cultivating.” the ex-soldier replied.

“Boo.” Acrasia pouted, clearly not taking a shine to the idea. In her opinion, there was little in the world more boring than her Master’s version of cultivation. Even naps are more exciting… she grumbled to herself.

“Come on. Let’s head back towards Mr. Eaton’s.” James suggested, ushering the other two across the street. He was of two minds about how much attention they were getting. While he did want to build a reputation in Guayabo, he also needed privacy for some matters, like his cultivation, for example. Once they had passed down an alley and were out of sight, James whispered to his girls. “Okay. Acrasia, I want you to stick with Hrein. I need you to cover her with an Illusion spell, and keep her invisible. I’ll do the same for myself. Once that is done, we’ll fly out of town, over the western wall. I want to set up camp in the woods beyond the fields in that direction.”

“Why don’t we just go out the gate, Master?” the leannán sídhe asked, tilting her head.

“Because I have no intention of ever paying the entry taxes ever again.” he replied with a smirk. “If they don’t see us leave, they can’t accuse us of sneaking back in, now can they?”

The idea of the little trick made the fairy smile. “Okay, Master!” she replied in an exaggerated whisper.

With that plan in mind, the two set about casting quad-sized Illusion spells over themselves, with Acrasia targeting Hrein for hers. Immediately thereafter, Hrein took off, into the air. They couldn’t see each other, so there as a slight risk of them running into each other, unless James delayed his departure by a few seconds. Knowing that he had the lower flight speed, it made sense not to get in the valkyrie’s way.

Giving her a ten count before he took off, James headed directly west of the town, towards the forest at the edge of the farmers’ fields. He didn’t want to risk being spotted by any of the townsfolk, so he kept flying until he was well beyond the treeline. Spotting a very small clearing, the einherjar made a careful landing and looked about before dismissing his Illusion spell. Not seeing hide nor hair of his companions, James briefly lamented not making better plans before they left. Well, it’s not really a problem. he told himself. I’m very familiar with Hrein and Acrasia’s scents, so it shouldn’t be hard for me to track them down.

As it turned out, he was right. Being the intelligent and military minded woman she was, Hrein had immediately recognized the problem once she’d landed, and figured out that her best play was to stay put and wait for the einherjar to find her. Less than twenty minutes later, he’d successfully followed their scent to the clearing she’d chosen to land in.

“Hi, Master!” Acrasia called to him cheerfully, flitting about in the air and waving her hand above her head.

James chuckled at her antics and greeted her back. “Hello, my pet.” Allowing her to land in his palm, he brought her up to his face and kissed her face. Holding his other arm out, he looked over to Hrein with a smile. “I’m glad I have such an easy time finding you two.”

Hrein slipped into his arm, and wrapped one of hers around his back before leaning in for a kiss as well. “As am I, Master. I… do not like to be apart from thee.” she admitted with a slight blush.

The einherjar gave the valkyrie a squeeze, and then just held her for a few minutes, enjoying the moment. When Acrasia grew tired of the silence, she asked the obvious question.

“What now, Master? If you want to cultivate, couldn’t we have gone home?” As boring as she found his cultivation, she would have preferred to do it in the comfort of their own room.

James shook his head slightly. “We could have, but I didn’t want to waste four hours travelling there and back again tomorrow. I’d rather put that time to good use.”

The fairy sighed, but nodded in understanding. “Okay, Master.”

James smirked and scratched her head before releasing the girls and settling into the lotus position on the mossy ground. Taking off the Tower Medallion and setting it in his lap, James prepared to cultivate from it.

“Why did you buy that, Master?” Acrasia interrupted right away.

“So that I could learn magic that will allow us to understand other languages.” he replied, surprised she hadn’t known.

“But… we already understand everybody.” she pointed out.

“That’s only because of Queen Titania’s magic. She promised to cast a spell on me before I left that…” James paused in the middle of his answer. When did she cast the spell? Now that I think about it, I left before she did anything like that.

“Hmm. It is passing strange, Master, but I too felt magic translating the locals’ words for me.” Hrein confirmed.

James blinked and sat there, pondering the question. “She must have cast it on each of us, then? And from afar, no less…” The fact that Titania could cast such spells on them without being present, or without them even knowing, was a tad disturbing; illustrating once again just how powerful the Fae Queen really was.

“Hmm? Okay. If you say so, Master.” Acrasia agreed with a shrug.

Knowing he would be busy, Hrein requested permission to do some training. “Whilst thou dost work on thy cultivation, might I perform my drills, Master? I am wary that my skills shall lose their edge, as I have not been training as I should.”

“Oh! Of course, my love. Here.” James held his hands out to the valkyrie and summoned her spear and shield. “Damn. That thing really is heavy.” he muttered, noting the heft of the shield. “I’ll have to see if I can do something about that later.”

“It would be most appreciated, Master.” Hrein replied, giving him a brilliant smile. Gear in hand, the valkyrie walked a short distance away and began working through her various battle stances and techniques.

James watched the lovely woman work out for a few minutes, then turned his attention back to the medallion in his lap. As it was, it was just an expensive object to tempt someone into stealing it, or for a forgetful einherjar to lose. They would all be much better off if he could strip the magic from it, and add it to his own repertoire.

“I’m going to look for some tasty fruit, Master.” Acrasia announced before flitting off into the forest.

“Okay. Be careful!” James called after her. Taking a deep breath, Hel’s Champion called up his Analysis blessing and examined the medallion. As he’d been told, one face held the image of the Tower of Babel, while the opposite was engraved with Hermes’ Caduceus.

Tower Medallion: Artifact. Allows wearer to speak and comprehend the spoken languages of any intelligent being.

“Ah.” James muttered. “So it only works for spoken languages, not writing, eh? Interesting.” Closing his eyes, he began to cultivate. Ten minutes later, the customary flood of knowledge entered his brain, and his Qi Pool expanded by 20. Opening his eyes, he called up his Status Screen, and briefly noted that his total capacity had risen to 660 Qi. That’s always nice to see. he commented to himself, before checking out his new spell.

[image: Tongues]


“Good, but it could be better.” the einherjar noted. I really want it to be able to translate written text as well. Or sign language, if it exists in this world. James pondered how much he wanted to invest in this spell, given that he hadn’t really needed it up until this point. “Still, language can be one hell of a barrier. I think it’s best if we cover all the bases we can.” he said to no one in particular.

“All done, Master?” Acrasia asked, popping out of nowhere, munching on a grape.

“The first step.” James confirmed. “Mind sticking by so I can cultivate from you?” he asked.

The tiny fairy sighed, but plopped down on the ground next to her owner. “Yes, Master.”

James chuckled. “Thanks, my pet. You really are amazing, you know that?”

Acrasia smiled happily at his compliment. “Thank you, Master! You’re really amazing too!”

After returning the girl’s smile, Hel’s Champion got back to work. To save time, he cultivated 153 Qi from Acrasia’s pool, leaving her with exactly 98 Qi in her Dantian. That will let Acrasia fill her pool completely overnight. the einherjar calculated in his head. Doing so took about an hour and twenty minutes, so it was mid afternoon by the time he was finished.

“Master, might I suggest a break?” Hrein asked, sitting down next to the man.

James nodded. A quick glance at his Status Screen told him that he’d saved up 168 Refined Qi in his Crimson Palace, so he spent 125 of it to copy his Blessing spell and add it to Hrein’s spell list. “Sure thing, my love.” he said with a grin.

The valkyrie couldn’t help but notice the feeling of his magic entering her mind and trickling into her Qi Pool. “What didst thou do, Master?” she frowned in confusion.

“Check your spell list.” he laughed, bringing up her Status Screen so she could see it.

“My Qi Pool hath risen to 230… with a new Total of 460.” she noted before moving on to the spell list at the bottom of her page. “Ah! Thou hast granted me thy ability to grant Blessings!”

“Haha! It’s true the name of the spell is Blessing, so I suppose that’s accurate. Either way, I thought it a fitting spell for you to learn.” he said, grinning broadly.

“I thank thee, Master.” the serious valkyrie stated, bowing her head to him.

“Don’t worry about it, my love.” he replied, lifting her chin and stealing a kiss. A few heartbeats into the tender moment, James was distracted by the sound of a fairy munching on his shoulder. Glancing at her out of the corner of his eye, he saw Acrasia stuffing her face with a grape as big as her head, while watching the two of them kiss as if it were a TV drama.

“Acrasia…” James sighed.

“Master?” the tiny fairy tilted her head, wondering what he wanted.

“I suppose it’s time to eat, eh?” he asked aloud. Summoning some jerky and the barrel of water from his Inventory, along with a couple of cups, James grunted. “I guess we should have bought some better food in Guayabo while we were there. Perhaps tomorrow, if I remember.”

Hrein accepted her portion of the rations without complaint, but the fae was as brutally honest as always. “Yeah. Your food sucks, Master.”

Trying not to laugh, James summoned a couple of pieces of the not-so-delectable bread and handed each of the girls their share before eating his own. “Definitely buy some food.” he quietly reminded himself.

Once their quick meal was over, Hrein went back to practicing her katas, and James informed her that he would be cultivating from her Qi Pool next.

“Of course, Master.” she replied, without interrupting her movements.

To make life easier, James summoned the old calculator that he’d kept from work. A few presses of buttons later, and he’d calculated that Hrein would recover 294 Qi overnight. “So I have to leave her with 166 Qi.” he muttered, figuring out how much he could take from her and leave her ready for battle the next day. “I can cultivate 208 Qi from her pool, and in that time she’d recover 36 Qi in the first hour, so I can take that too, and by the time I cultivate that, the second hour will have passed, so that means another 36 but… ugh. Enough. I’ll stop at 2 hours of cultivation. That’ll be enough. I don’t have to squeeze every damn drop out of this that I can.”

Hrein watched her Master poke away at some small, strange device, then send it back to Hel’s domain. He doth work so hard to improve himself… nay, all of us. She couldn’t help but admire the man’s drive and determination to make the best life possible for all of them. I truly do love him… she thought with a smile.

James spent the next two hours cultivating from Hrein’s Qi Pool. This work carried them into late afternoon, and netted the einherjar another 240 Refined Qi, which meant he had 283 Refined Qi to work with. I really should just call it Spirit, shouldn’t I? he thought absently. Now the question is, how do I want to spend it? I could try enhancing the Tongues spell, or I could enhance more of my stats, like Hel warned that I should. And the truth is, I don’t want to be overmatched again like I was by Ocelotl. He came uncomfortably close to beating me. Tossing the ideas back and forth in his own head, he finally arrived at a decision. Splitting the difference, James put 100 Spirit into his Agility Enhancement, bringing the new Total to 120. Hating uneven numbers, he finished off enhancing his Flight Speed, bringing it up to a Total of 70 by investing 63 Spirit. Finally, he burned 100 Spirit in an attempt to improve the Tongues spell. The result wasn’t everything he wanted, but it was better than he’d started with.
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I have 20 Spirit left, and I have yet to cultivate my own Qi. I’ll decide what to do with it after I have it refined. Summoning his calculator again, he determined how much he wanted to leave himself. I can recover 422 Qi with a night’s sleep, so I want to go to sleep with at least 238 Qi in my Pool. Of course, I’m willing to bet that Acrasia will be feeling randy again, as she is every night, so I’d better save at least 10 or 20 Qi for that, just to be safe. James chuckled to himself, thinking back to how Acrasia had told him that her method of cultivation was much better than his. Of course I’ll recover that before it’s time to sleep regardless, so long as I don’t cultivate too much before then. Hmm. I have 432 Qi right now… you know what? Screw it. I’ll just cultivate for 2 hours again, and call it a day.

Hrein finished up with her katas and knelt beside her lover. To be honest, she was exhausted and covered with sweat, but she refused to complain or act in any way that would bring shame to herself or her Master. Speaking of, he is still hard at work. she noted with a smile. Settling in, she watched the man she loved, as he spent the remainder of the daylight hours in meditation.

Shortly after the sun had set, Hel’s Champion opened his eyes. He now had 260 Spirit to spend, and he was bone tired. Standing up to stretch, James took a deep breath and surveyed the area. Night had fallen on the forest, and he was mildly surprised that no predators had come calling. Making a quick decision, he used 200 Spirit to fully enhance his Strength and Endurance, bringing their totals up to 1200 and 20 respectively. What a monster! he exclaimed in his head. 1200 in Strength means I can lift 1200 pounds over my head, or deadlift 2400! And with a 20 Endurance, I can keep that up for 20 seconds. Not bad at all. That should keep me from getting my ass kicked by the next Ocelotl I meet.

Acrasia watched her Master smiling to himself, and wondered what he was so happy about. I hope he finishes with his stuff soon. It’s already dark outside, and I want to have some fun! The fairy silently awaited the ‘end of day events’ with great anticipation.

Impressed with his new Stats, James desperately wanted to test them out, but couldn’t think of a way to do it. 1200 pounds… that’s got to be stronger than the strongest man on record, but it’s nowhere near comic book hero strength. Like, I could pick up a cow, or a horse and put them over my head, but not a car. I could lift a small car off the ground, maybe, if I could find a way to grip it, but I couldn’t hold it over my head or throw it. I wonder if I could fly with one? Well, for 20 seconds, anyway. Sighing, he resigned himself to testing his new strength later, if the opportunity presented itself.
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Sekhmet stood proudly at the bow of her solar barque while her servants tended the oars. Surveying the dark and icy land around her, she was reminded for the thousandth time why she disliked the underworld so. There is no sun here. thought the Eye of Ra. The sun is the source of my power, and that makes me weaker in this place. The very thought of any weakness within her made the Goddess of Warfare cringe with disgust.

“Mistress. I believe that is Gjallarbrú bridge up ahead.” one of the servants shouted over the noise of the rapids. Despite being an exceptional warrior, the man was an ordinary mortal, and so the cold of Niflheim was taking its toll on him. The icy wind raked he bronzed skin, and the maddening howl of the waters played hell with his mind.

“Good. We will dock there, and you two shall await my return.” the lion-headed goddess commanded.

“”Yes, Mistress.”” came the expected replies.

It had taken the goddess the better part of the day to reach this place by boat, after having entered the Underworld near her homeland. Of course, any ordinary boat would have taken months to cover the distance, if not longer, but her solar barque was modelled after her father’s, making it capable of crossing the world in a single day and night. Even up a hellish river like this damnable Gjöll. the goddess snarled to herself.

When the boat was finally tied off under the bridge, Sekhmet stepped out and into Hel’s domain. “Who goes there?” a strong but feminine voice challenged.

Sekhmet looked up to see a tall woman, whose features were hidden beneath a black robe and deep hood. “You must be Móðguðr.” the war goddess addressed the bridge’s guardian. “I am Sekhmet. Goddess of Warfare and Medicine.”

The cloaked figure appeared to nod, and wrote something down on a slate tablet. “And what business do you have in Lady Hel’s domain?”

“I will speak with your Goddess of Death.” the Goddess of Wrath stated sharply. Though she understood and respected that this being was only performing the duties she had been given by the gods, Sekhmet’s hotblooded nature made her detest delays of any kind; especially those caused by beings below her station.

Móðguðr bowed deeply and drifted away without saying another word.

Sekhmet frowned, still in a foul mood from spending hours in a realm so antithetical to her own nature. I do not know how father endures his travels each night… The goddess shuddered at the thought of such a duty, let alone being trapped here for eternity. Climbing the embankment, the Eye of Ra resigned herself to making the rest of the journey on foot.

Sometime later, Sekhmet arrived at Hel’s Gates. Looking up at the eternally black sky, she lamented the lack of any way to track the passage of time. How gloomy must one’s existence be to reside here for all time? Some small part of her pitied Hel, for even she had heard the tale of how Odin had cast the goddess down to Niflheim when she was still but a girl.

Approaching the gates, once more the goddess found her progress challenged. This time it was a large hound, or perhaps a wolf, which stood in her way. The growling beast was tethered by a heavy iron chain, though it was clear his leash hadn’t prevented him from reaching a good number of other victims; the stains of their blood clearly matting the grey fur of his chest, dyeing it nearly as dark as the midnight coat on his back.

Garmr snarled as he pulled tight against his chain. The woman before him reeked of blood and death, much like himself, despite her much cleaner appearance. Her very soul is seeped in it. the beast thought to itself. At last, worthy prey presents itself…

“Garmr! Down boy! Down!” came a high pitched, if masculine voice.

The oversized dog whined, as if being denied a delectable treat, but obediently sat back on his haunches.

The Goddess of Wrath couldn’t believe her eyes. The legendary guardian to the Gates of Hel, the terrible wolf Garmr, was acting like a trained dog. Even more surprising than that, was who he was taking orders from. A tiny fairy, a pixie perhaps, flitted about in the air before her, dropping a small morsel of meat into the mouth of the much large animal.

“Sorry about that. Garmr’s a good boy. Who’s a good boy? Garmr is! Yes he is!” the male fae said in a cutesy voice as he ruffled the canine’s fur, and dropping a second treat from who knew where onto the ground. “But he gets a bit grumpy when he’s hungry. And he’s always hungry. Hehe.” he giggled.

Stupid fairy. I should eat him. Bet he’d taste delicious. But… he does know how to scratch that one spot behind my ear… oh… oh yeah… that’s the spot… The fearsome beast closed his eyes and forgot his threatening inner monologue.

“Who… what are you?” Sekhmet asked, completely baffled by what she was seeing.

“Hmm? Me?” the fairy asked, pointing at his own chest. “I’m just a pixie. Cobweb’s my name! What’s yours!?” he shouted cheerily.

“Pixie…?” The Goddess of Wrath’s expression slowly shifted from confusion to a stern glower. “What in Ra’s name is going on here!? What is a pixie doing in Hel?”

Cobweb blinked. “Ra is your name? That’s a funny name.” he giggled.

The Eye of Ra seethed, correcting the foolish fairy through clenched teeth. “I am Sekhmet, Goddess of Warfare. Ra is my father, you insolent insect!” she hissed, unsheathing her claws.

“Ohhh. Okay.” he replied nonchalantly, as if completely unbothered by her threatening aura.

Yeah. I get it. He treats me like that too. the great wolf chuffed, opening one eye and sympathizing with the fierce goddess.

Unfortunately, speaking with canines wasn’t Sekhmet’s purview, so she had no clue what the animal was thinking. “What. Are. You. Doing. Here?” the angry goddess repeated her question.

“Hmm? Oh. I serve Lady Hel now. I’m her messenger and umm… dog whimperer? No, that’s not right. Dog whoosher? Wait is whoosher even a word?” he innocently asked the increasingly furious goddess. “Whoosh! It is now! Hahaha!” he laughed, zooming around in circles above the goddess’ head.

Quick as thought she seized the sprite, her hand snapping out to catch him mid-flight. Bringing the annoying little fae up to her face, she debated whether or not to let the tiny being live to see the next day. “How,” she asked in a low growl, “did a pixie come to be here?”

Cobweb blinked at her question, completely nonplussed by her angry expression. “I died.” he stated simply.

Sekhmet’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Fae don’t go to the underworld when they die. They don’t have souls.” she stated with certainty.

“We do now!” Cobweb sang cheerfully. “Did you know you have really big teeth? They’re pretty! I bet the Tooth Fairies would love to get some of those!”

The Goddess of Wrath desperately wanted to crush the infuriating little being. In truth, it took every ounce of her rather non-existent discipline not to do so. He claims to serve Hel. Even Garmr seems to put up with his presence. I should wait. Then there’s the mystery of his being here in the first place. she told herself. Something very strange is going on here.

Cobweb kept giggling to himself and began to hum a merry tune, seemingly oblivious to the mortal danger he was in.

Calming herself as best she could, the goddess asked a more precise question. “How did you wind up in Hel’s realm after your death?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” the fairy asked, tilting his head as if it were a silly question. “Doesn’t everyone go to their goddess when they die?”

Sekhmet blinked. “Goddess? Why would a fairy worship Hel?” The lion-headed goddess’ brows furrowed. This makes no sense. Fae don’t have souls. Their energy returns to the world when they die. Unless… unless they pledge themselves to a specific god or goddess… I suppose then the being in question could pull them to their realm and resurrect them… but that… her thoughts were interrupted by the pixie answering her question.

“All of us do now.” he replied, trying to shrug, but unable to do so due to the goddess’ tight grip.

“All… of you? All of the fae?” the Eye of Ra inquired, aghast at the implications of such a thing. If the fae join Hel upon death, her power will grow by leaps and bounds, but the world will suffer. Much of Terra’s magic resides in the fae, so if that energy leaves the realm when they die…

“Um. Don’t know.” Cobweb replied, working his way out of her grasp, thanks to her being distracted by his previous answer. “All of us at the Seelie Court, at least.”

“Why?” she asked, still shocked by the sudden turn of events.

“‘Cause she’s a good goddess who takes care of us, just like her Champion.” Cobweb answered, zipping over to land next to Garmr.

“Champion!?” Sekhmet started. Him! He’s in league with the Seelie Court..? “I would speak with your mistress.” she declared, scowling at the poor fairy.

“Okay.” he answered in a singsong voice, flying up to eye level with her. “Follow me! Hehehe!” he giggled, zipping off towards the gates.

After being admitted and led to the throne room by Cobweb, Hel received Sekhmet as she would any other guest. Her demeanour could have been called aloof at the very least, or downright cold if one were less charitable. Nonetheless, she did invite the other goddess to sit at her table and share tea with her.

“Tea?” Sekhmet stared at the hot drink in front of her with a strange expression.

“Is tea not to thy liking?” Hel asked, her expression flat.

“I’m sure it’s fine tea…” Sekhmet replied with a polite smile. “I’m just surprised. I would have expected something more… divine? A fine wine, or perhaps the mead you Norse are so famous for?”

“James would not approve.” Hel stated simply, taking a sip of her tea.

“James?” the Goddess of Fire asked, quirking a brow.

“My Champion.” Hel responded.

Several seconds passed, and it seemed that the Goddess of Death wasn’t going to elaborate. She cares what he thinks? How… unusual for the divine. Sekhmet thought, carefully studying the goddess before her. “I’ve met your Champion. James Fir.” the Egyptian goddess stated carefully.

“Yea. He defeated thine own Champion in single combat.” Hel stated, showing only the slightest hint of pride.

“Yes. That is… correct.” Sekhmet’s eyes narrowed. “As laid out in the rules of The Game, I have come to pay my penalty, so that I may place another piece on the board.”

“One hundred souls.” Hel stated dispassionately.

The Goddess of Wrath held her right hand over the table; a crystalline sphere appearing in her palm. “They are yours.”

Hel nodded briefly and accepted the orb, before tucking it away in her snowy white gown. “Is that all?” she inquired, believing their business to be concluded.

“Not quite.” Sekhmet chose her next words carefully. “I was wondering about the fae who led me here. It’s quite unusual to see one of their kind in the Underworld, is it not?”

Hel’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “The fae are free to worship whomever they please.”

“Of course! Of course.” the Eye of Ra said quickly, lowering her hands in a placating manner. “I would never say otherwise. It’s just that… traditionally, the fae have avoided worshipping the gods… until now.”

“Until now.” Hel repeated Sekhmet’s words back at her.

The lion-headed goddess tried not to grimace, as several moments passed and she realized that Hel wasn’t going to be volunteering any information. She’s not as dull as people have claimed. she admitted to herself. Deciding it was worth angering the other goddess a bit, she pushed the issue. “Is this your Champion’s doing?”

Hel shrugged and leaned back in her chair, taking another sip of her tea before answering. “James doth what he will. The fact that he hath become Titania’s knight is no concern of mine.”

“Titania? Queen of the Seelie Court?” Sekhmet asked and waited for Hel to nod in confirmation before continuing. “How does it not concern you? A man can not serve two mistresses.”

Hel’s lips curved in the slightest of smiles. “Titania and I have agreed that our goals do not conflict. She is concerned with her own, living realm, while I am concerned only with the dead.”

“Two sides of the same coin…” Sekhmet breathed. She’s formed an alliance with the fae! The Goddess of Fire struggled to keep her face from showing just how alarmed she was at the revelation. She may only be a minor goddess right now, but in a few years or decades…

“Yea. James doth work hard to elevate me.” Hel smirked, speaking as if she’d read the other goddess’ mind. “Didst thou know that he hath already built me a temple in Elphyne? Soon the lesser Álfar will come to worship me as well.”

Sekhmet stared hard at the woman before her. Gone was the unfeeling, uncaring Goddess of Death that had been dismissed by the other gods for centuries. In her place was a new woman, one with goals and ambitions… and no one is the wiser. she realized. Seeing the hidden flame in the bicoloured goddess’ eyes, she could easily imagine her achieving a meteoric rise in power before anyone else even had time to react.

“Ah. I see thou dost understand.” Hel stated, returning the other goddess’ unflinching gaze.

This… this is all his doing. Her Champion! He’s awoken a sleeping dragon, and is stoking the fires within! Sekhmet’s mind raced. “Perhaps… you should keep a closer eye on your Champion. Did you know that he is healing people? Delaying their arrival to your realm?”

Hel’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I would warn thee that it is unwise to try and drive a wedge between he and I. I trust my Champion implicitly.”

She’s smart… and she’s normally hard to read. She really only shows emotion when he is involved. “But a Champion of Death…” she began.

“I will not warn thee again.” Hel stated, a trace of anger in her voice. “But to satisfy thy curiosity, I shall tell thee why.” Leaning forward in her chair, Hel wrapped her hands around her teacup and stared into the other goddess’ eyes. “All die. All will be subject to my will. That is an inevitability. I must only be patient. In the mean time, James doth good work in improving mine image among the mortals.”

Sekhmet swallowed hard. She and the other deities had vastly underestimated this woman. This Goddess of Death. She was right, after all. If the prophecies of Ragnarök were true, then everyone, even the mighty gods themselves would one day die, and become subjects in her realm. But… if we can separate them… get this Champion of hers away from her, then… No. I will not make that mistake. I can see it in her eyes. Hear it in her voice when she speaks of him. She doesn’t just favour him, she values his thoughts and opinions. She won’t part with him. Not for 500 souls. Not for 1000. Sekhmet silently cursed. In James she had found a mortal who reflected her very ideal of a Champion, except for his attitude. Which I would beat out of him. she consoled herself. He’s perfect for me! To serve me, not her! The lion-headed goddess grit her teeth in frustration as she railed against the situation in her mind. A warrior-healer in that form! It isn’t fair! It’s like she made him to mock me! I… the goddess’ thoughts came to a sudden stop.

“Thou art scheming.” Hel accused the Egyptian goddess.

“How rude.” Sekhmet scoffed.

“My father is Loki. I can tell when someone is scheming.” Hel said flatly.

Sekhmet frowned. She wasn’t going to be able to get what she wanted by trickery or bribes. At least… not on this end. A false smile slowly spread across Sekhmet’s lips. “I’ll admit it. I want your Champion.” the Goddess of Fire declared.

Hel blinked, surprised the other woman actually came right out and said it. “I refuse.” she stated flatly, once she’d recovered from her shock.

Sekhmet chuckled throatily. “Of course. I didn’t expect otherwise. But… I have an offer, nonetheless.”

“I do not require it.” Hel replied, moving to stand up.

“Why don’t we share him.” Sekhmet offered quickly, knowing she was almost out of time.

“What?” Hel couldn’t believe what the other goddess had proposed. No one shared their Champion. “Why would I ever do that?” Unable to resist, the Goddess of Death gave into her curiosity and sat back down.

Got you. Sekhmet thought with a purr. “Our goals aren’t too different. I want to bring War and Fire to the world, to punish those deserving of Wrath, and to Heal those who deserve succour. As you said earlier, those are mortal affairs, and you will eventually reign over all in time, regardless.”

Hel actually snorted. “And thou wouldst have me believe that thou wouldst direct thy followers to enter my realm of the Underworld, as opposed to that of thine own pantheon?”

Sekhmet opened her mouth as if to reply, but found she had no immediate comeback to this. There was no use lying about it. Everyone knew that she was loyal to her father and his pantheon, and would never truly betray them.

“Hmph. I thought not.” Hel sighed and shook her head. “I will not share James.”

Sekhmet frowned. She’d hoped that she could use what she’d thought of as the ‘Titania angle’ to get a claw into James. “An alliance, then.” she proposed. It wasn’t ideal, but if she could at least find an excuse to spend time around James, she might be able to lure him into serving her instead.

Hel frowned back. “To what end?”

Damn. Of course she wants to know what she gets out of it. The lion goddess bit her nail in thought. Looking up at the ceiling, she was again struck by how cold and gloomy this realm was. If only there was a sun here… she thought idly, but suddenly taking it for inspiration. “What… what if… I helped you.” she offered cautiously. “Helped you make this realm more… hospitable. A place of warmth and growth…”

Hel considered this. Long had she lamented her imprisonment in the icy realm of Niflheimr. It had always seemed an impossible fantasy, but oh how she longed to give her people the kind of peaceful afterlife that other gods did. One they deserved.

Seeing Hel contemplate her offer, Sekhmet pushed a little further. “I am the Eye of Ra. A portion of the sun’s power is mine to command. If I were to build you a sun, here, it wouldn’t be as powerful as the one the reigns over Terra, but it would be enough. You’d never have glorious deserts, or even tropical rainforests, but you could easily have a warmer clime than the Norse ever knew on Midgard.”

“Why?” Hel asked the other goddess skeptically.

Taking a deep breath, the Goddess of Fire prepared to close the deal. “James is special. Anyone can see that. And any will, once they discover that he has the Fire of Rebirth within him.”

Hel scowled, seeing the veiled threat for exactly what it was.

“It is far less suspicious if he is known to have my favour as well.” Sekhmet added with a purr. “I won’t ask how he came into knowledge of cultivation, as we both know how jealously we gods guard those secrets, but I want access to him. I want him to train my warriors. To raise another to be worthy of being my Champion.” It was a partial lie, but a believable one, she hoped.

Hel sighed, knowing instantly that she couldn’t give Sekhmet what she wanted. “He cannot.”

“Why not!?” Sekhmet screeched, slamming her hand on the table. She’d thought she had the deal in the bag. Why is this skinny cadaver fighting me so hard on this!?

“James knew of cultivation before he became my einherjar. My blessing only makes him more efficient at it.” Hel explained.

“Your… blessing?” Sekhmet calmed instantly. She gave him a blessing to enhance cultivation techniques? The Goddess of Fire couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Sure, she hadn’t broken the rules by teaching a mortal to cultivate, but she was splitting hairs here. Surely she knew how dangerous such a blessing would be? What it could let him become? The lion-headed goddess slumped in her chair, astounded. Now, even more than before, she couldn’t allow James and his patron goddess to become her enemies. Unless I work with the other gods to kill him quickly… shaking her head, she dismissed the thought as quickly as it came. James was something special. Some confluence of the stars created him and brought him into her path, she was sure of it. She would not destroy such a work of art. And it is almost certain that he will bring War and Fire to Terra, as the other gods will eventually become aware of him and what he can do. Biting her lip, she realized she had to get on this runaway train or out of its way. Because disaster was coming. And it was going to be glorious.


CHAPTER 19


James woke to the sound of mosquitoes buzzing in his ear. Of all the things… why did they bring mosquitoes to a new world? he silently cursed the foolish god who’d made that decision.

The night before had been… fun. Acrasia had ‘cultivated’ in her usual fashion, and was actually content with only doing so once, much to James’ surprise. I guess she got enough out of Hrein to keep her happy. he grinned to himself.

Thinking of the serious valkyrie must have tripped her women’s instincts, because the sleeping valkyrie rolled over and slapped him in the head in the process. It was only after silently apologizing for his mental teasing that he realized that the buzzing had stopped. Damn. Woman’s a killer even in her sleep. James chuckled as he gazed at the beautiful woman. I wouldn’t trade her for the world.

A sleepy fairy yawned and tugged on a private part of his anatomy, distracting the man from his silent admiration of his first wife. “Master?” she said in a drowsy voice.

“Good morning, my pet.” James greeted his second wife.

“Mmm. Good morning, Master.” she snuggled against him and placed a light kiss on his sensitive skin.

Hrein yawned and stretched before rolling over to face James, and planting a kiss on his cheek. “Good morning, Master.”

“Good morning, my love.” James replied. Having received a good morning kiss from both of his wives, albeit in very different places, the einherjar felt ready for the day. I really am blessed. he thought to himself. With that as a reminder, James cast his Blessing spell on each of them, immediately followed by a Polyglot spell, before he forgot to do so. It was then that he realized that he’d burned through 135 Qi before he’d even taken a leak. That’s too expensive for a morning routine… I need to reduce that cost.

Thanking him for the spells, or blessings as Hrein referred to them, the girls moved off to take care of their own morning ablutions. James, of course, supplied them with their kit before they left.

After taking care of his own needs, James considered his plans for the day. I want to check up on Mr. Eaton’s daughter. And buy food. Other than that, I think I’ll…

James’ pondering was cut short by a distant scream. That sounded like a woman! Taking off in the direction he thought the shout came from, the einherjar did his best to to move silently while pushing through the trees. I need a spell to make me quiet… he began to think, before realizing that he did indeed have such a spell. His realization became all the more significant when he heard Hrein come crashing through the brush behind him.

Waiting for the not-so-stealthy valkyrie to catch up, James put a finger to his lips, then whispered to his loves. “Acrasia. Cast a double sized Illusion to silence Hrein’s movements. I’m going to do the same for myself.”

The tiny fairy nodded with a serious expression and planted herself on Hrein’s shoulder before casting her spell. When she was finished, she made eye contact with her Master and gave him a thumbs up.

Returning the cute little gesture, James cast a double sized Illusion spell on himself, as planned. I really need to make this spell cheaper too. he noted silently. And make it bigger, so we don’t have to keep casting it multiple times. With these thoughts in mind, the ex-solider returned to stalking through the forest; his wives following close behind him.

After moving over 200 yards through the overgrowth, they heard another scream, this time somewhere off to their left. Glancing over his shoulder, James caught Hrein’s attention, then tilted his head in the direction of the second scream. Receiving a nod in return, the einherjar changed direction and pushed forward. It wasn’t until they put another 300 yards behind them, that they finally came upon a clearing and discovered the source of the noise. Kneeling there in the open, was a naked woman with a set of bronze shackles about her ankles, and a matching collar around her neck. Her hands were bound behind her back with some manner of leather strap, and her body had several bleeding cuts and bruises in seemingly random places. Not far from her was a young girl, also in chains, though she was wearing a primitive dress of some kind.

Shifting his position ever so slightly, James was able to count five men standing around the clearing. Two hovered over the captives, their primitive spears at their throats, while the other three stood farther apart, keeping an eye on the trees around them. Thankfully we haven’t been spotted yet, but we can’t count on that being true for long. James thought quickly to himself. Turning back to face Hrein, he lightly tapped her on the chest, then pointed at the man closest to them - the man standing over the bound woman. He then tapped himself on the chest and pointed to the man guarding the child.

Hrein nodded in understanding, then held her hands out for her spear and shield. Knowing just what she wanted, James summoned her equipment and handed it off to her before summoning his bow and an arrow for himself. I really have to be careful, he reminded himself, or I’ll snap this bow like a twig. The truth was, the 60 pound recurve had felt like a toy in his hands, once he’d gained his new einherjar body. Thanks to doubling his strength the day before, he was going to have to be extra careful with everything.

Nocking the arrow and drawing back the bowstring, James took aim at the guard’s head. Exhaling slowly, he released the string, hurtling the arrow across the space and into the man’s skull with a quiet whoosh and a thump. Not surprisingly, the man went down in a heap, never to move again.

Hrein likewise attacked her quarry, launching her spear through the air and catching the unsuspecting guard in the chest, just as he’d started to turn in her direction. The force of the blow sent the man sprawling backwards, dead before he’d even hit the dirt.

The pair’s attacks had not gone unnoticed, however. The remaining three slavers moved quickly in response, with one heading straight for the child, while his two companions charged their attackers.

Now weaponless, Hrein hefted her shield and prepared to block her opponent’s strike. The spear came fast, striking the surface of the shield, and seeking a path beyond it. Thinking he could overwhelm the valkyrie with a series of rapid strikes, the slaver pressed his attack, lashing out over and over in a simple pattern.

Though she had no weapon in hand, the Chooser was far from helpless. Angling her shield, she guided he foe’s spear past her body, snapping out with her free hand and catching hold of the enemy’s weapon. Then, with a strength far surpassing that of any mortal woman, Hrein tugged on the spear and pulled the man off balance, causing him to fall to his hands and knees before her.

The slaver knew he’d made a fatal mistake the moment he found himself staring at the ground, rather than the beautiful woman he’d hoped to capture. Unfortunately for him, he had no time to lament his foolishness.

The valkyrie knew she had the enemy right where she wanted him. Slipping her hand further up the shaft, the shield maiden whipped the spear around and brought it down on her foe’s back, driving the point clean through his spine.

While Hrein was busy taking care of her opponent, James focussed on his. Sending the bow back to his Inventory with a thought, the ex-solider replaced it with his rapier. Before he could blink, the enemy was before him, thrusting his spear at the centre of James’ chest. Years of training took over, his sword parrying the strike, and his feet shifting into the proper stance. Parry turned to riposte as the blade flashed in the sunlight, and plunged into the enemy’s heart; the force of a powerful lunge driving it through, all the way to the hilt.

Acrasia was not one to be outdone. Dropping one Illusion spell and quickly casting another, the fairy flew from her wife’s shoulder completely unseen by the enemy. Before Hrein had even engaged her foe, the leannán sídhe was zipping through the air, straight for the coward who clearly hoped to use the child as a shield.

The last of the slavers watched his friends fall to the beast and his angelic looking wife. He’d seen them in town, and his good friend Coatl had been spreading word of a significant prize to anyone who could capture the valkyrie or fairy alive. Not that he could see the fairy with them at the moment. Likewise, he didn’t notice the ceremonial dagger slip free from its sheath on his belt. After that same dagger plunged into his throat from the side, he never saw anything ever again.

Unable to maintain her Illusion spell while doing something as complicated as grabbing someone by the face and driving a knife through their neck, Acrasia let her magic fail. The slaver crumpled to a heap on the ground, while the fairy studied the blood on her hand. She’d stolen many things in her life, small items here and there that caught her attention, but she’d never stolen a person’s life before. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it.

James whipped his blade out to the side, flinging the dead man away like so much refuse. There was one more enemy to defeat, and he couldn’t hesitate or the young girl might pay the price. Spinning his head in the direction of the final foe, the einherjar was surprised to find he’d already been dealt with. In his place was a human-sized Acrasia, standing there in all her naked glory. The fairy had a curious expression on her face as she held a blood soaked hand up to the sunlight. Realizing she might be having an emotional reaction to killing someone for the first time, James called out to her. “Good work, my pet! I’m proud of you!” He really hoped some positive reinforcement right then might help prevent troubles down the road for her. Turning to his other wife, he gave Hrein a bright smile, trying to keep the feeling upbeat and not let the crash that came at the end of battle drag them down. “You as well, my love!”

Hrein smiled back, clearly not disturbed in the least bit by taking the lives of mortals.

I guess she is a Chooser of the Slain, after all. James reminded himself. So that makes Acrasia the one to keep an eye on. The fairy looked his way when he called out to her, and gave him a confused smile.

Hrein moved to recover her spear, cleaning the weapon on her fallen enemy’s clothes. Unsurprisingly, the men were dressed in the same manner as the townsfolk of Guayabo, so it wasn’t hard to guess that was where they’d come from.

While his first wife moved from body to body, looting the corpses, James made his way to the bound woman. The stranger looked up at him with a mixture of apprehension and hope. “Be at ease, madam. My wives and I are not here to hurt you.” James told her, in the most calming voice he could muster.

Though the majority of his attention was on the captive, the einherjar was secretly keeping an eye on his lovely fairy. The fae woman slowly brought her bloody hand near her own face and tentatively extended her tongue, taking an experimental lick. Before James could react to the odd behaviour, he saw the leannán sídhe make a disgusted face and begin to spit and sputter.

“Eew! Master!” she cried, returning to her normal form in a burst of sparkling light. “Get it off!” she shouted, shaking her bloody hand furiously in the air, while zipping towards him.

James let out a short chuckle. That was more what he’d expected from the Acrasia he knew, so he couldn’t help but be a little relieved. Maybe I don’t have to worry about her too much, after all.

Coming to a stop and hovering in mid air before her Master, the fairy held her blood stained hand out to him. “Please make it clean, Master!”

The einherjar gave her a warm smile and touched her tiny hand with the tip of his finger, using his Inventory Trick to clean her up, and then doing the same to himself and his rapier, before sending the weapon away. “There. All better now, right?”

Acrasia checked her hand and then nodded, beaming at him with her usual smile. “Thank you, Master!” Flying in and giving him a peck on the cheek, she took her customary spot on his shoulder.

Turning back to the naked woman kneeling on the ground, James did his best to give her a disarming smile. “Give me a moment and I’ll have you free of those bonds.” he told the woman, moving around to crouch behind her. Extending his claws, Hel’s Champion carefully severed the leather bindings, freeing the woman’s hands. Raising a brow, he was impressed with how easily his claws had cut through the leather.

“I have found a key, Master.” Hrein announced, approaching with a small object pinched between her fingers.

Accepting the key from his wife, James smiled up at her before moving to unlock the shackles. “Thanks, my love.”

Hrein graced him with a soft smile, before returning to her work of collecting the enemy’s belongings.

“There you go. Let’s go free the young one next, shall we?” James suggested as he freed the woman’s ankles.

“Please, Champion. She is my daughter.” the woman stated, bowing her head deeply, her voice slightly tinged with fear.

The einherjar’s brows rose slightly at her form of address. “You know who I am?”

“Yes.” she replied quickly. “All of the Beast Tribe know of you, Champion.”

James frowned. “If you are of the Beast Tribe, how did the slavers capture you so easily?” If she had shifted into her hybrid form, it should have been a simple matter for her to drive off or kill five humans. he wondered, moving to the girl and releasing her in the same manner.

“The slavers of Guayabo have figured out our weakness, Champion.” the woman replied, her head hung in shame as she followed along behind him. “My daughter, Atzi, and I were out picking berries for the tribe. I told her not to wander too far but… she did not listen.”

“Sorry mom!” the little girl sobbed, breaking down in tears, and running to her mother’s embrace the moment she was free.

“By the time I noticed she was missing, she had already left the safety of the tribe. It was an easy task to track her with my sense of smell, but by the time I’d found her, she had already been caught by the slavers.” the woman explained, kneeling on the ground and hugging her daughter tight.

“And they used her as a hostage.” James guessed, snarling in distaste.

“Yes, Champion.” the woman confirmed. “They threatened to end her life if I did not surrender, or if I made any attempt to shift.”

James shook his head and growled slightly. “You make it sound like this is a common occurrence.”

“All too common, Champion. The slavers of Guayabo have been hunting our people for months now. It has led to many battles between our peoples.” the mother informed him.

“I do believe the skirmish which allowed me to come to Terra was between their two tribes, Master.” Hrein added. “It took place outside of Guayabo, as thou dost recall, and I did see werejaguars participating in the fight.”

James turned to regard the valkyrie with a troubled frown. Though he couldn’t admit it out loud, he was grateful for the conflict between the two tribes then, as it had led to him finally being able to be with his wife.

“Champion..?” the woman asked hesitantly, still kneeling and holding her child close.

James looked back at the woman, who was still quite obviously nervous. “What’s the matter? I already told you that we weren’t here to harm you, right?” he said in slight irritation. I would have thought the werejaguars, at least, wouldn’t see me as a monster… he grumbled to himself.

“No Champion! I mean, yes Champion!” the woman replied, bowing so low her forehead touched the ground. “I… I simply wish to know what you… plan to do with us.”

The einherjar blinked, momentarily confused by her question. Slowly, understanding dawned on him. They’re slaves, captured by an enemy I have defeated. That makes them spoils, doesn’t it? “I have no intention of holding you. You are free to go.” he told her, holding the key out to the frightened woman.

“Thank you, Champion!” the woman shouted, hurriedly snatching the key from his hand and using it to undo the collar around her daughter’s neck, before removing her own.

As the collars hit the ground, James noticed that both had very large loops in the back, much larger than one would need for a simple D Ring, to attach a chain to. Picking them up, James examined them more closely. They were somewhat roughly made, cast from bronze, and matched the shackles he’d seen on the woman and child earlier.

The tribeswoman slowly got to her feet, still clutching her daughter tightly to her. “If… if we are free, may we go, Champion?”

James nodded, still examining the collars. Glancing over at the woman he spoke in a gentle voice. “Go. Be careful on your trip back to your tribe.”

Just as the woman turned to go, the einherjar called out to her once more. “Oh. Before you go, I do have a question.”

“Yes, Champion?” the woman asked hesitantly, hoping this wasn’t some elaborate trick. She knew more than one jaguar warrior who preferred to hunt and chase his women before claiming them.

“Ome told me to meet with your tribe in three days. Two days now. Where shall I find your people?” he asked.

The woman gave the einherjar a puzzled look. “Wherever we happen to be then, Champion? We are nomadic, always moving to keep us safe from the predators in the forest and to evade the slavers. Can you not find us by scent?”

“Ah.” James said, understanding. “That is what I will do then. Thanks.”

The woman bowed once more, then took off running, carrying her small daughter in her arms.

“I have gathered the arms and coins of the slavers, Master.” Hrein informed him, as he watched the woman disappear into the treeline.

“Excellent. Thank you, my love.” James replied, turning to the valkyrie with a smile.

“There are five spears, all with obsidian heads, and likewise five obsidian knives. A total of 288 copper obols and 1 silver drachma were present on their persons, Master.” she stated, holding the bag of coins out to him with one hand, and indicating the small pile of weapons on the ground with her other.

James accepted the coins gratefully, and sent them to his Inventory. “Thanks again, darling.” he said with a smile. “Not a huge haul, but not bad either.” Sending the collars to his Inventory, he collected the weapons next, and then the two sets of shackles. Moving to a spot roughly central to all of the corpses, the einherjar dropped into a lotus position on the ground and began to meditate. He knew he could trust his women to keep an eye out for any danger, and they knew well by now what he was going to do.

Twenty five minutes later, he had cultivated all of the Qi from the slavers, netting him another 50 Spirit, which he tucked away in his Crimson Palace. This brought him up to a total of 110 Spirit, which meant he had enough to do something with. Considering his options, James opened his Status Screen and began to flick through it. My Aim, Running Speed, Intelligence, Charisma and Beauty are all still un-enhanced, so I could increase one of those.

He was pondering what to do, when he noticed that there had been some small changes to a few items on his Status Screen. First of all, his Qi Pool entry had been changed to Dantian. Clicking on it revealed a change in the stat’s description as well.

Dantian: This Stat measures the capacity of the user’s Dantian. The Qi stored within can be used to cast spells, or refined into Spirit through the arts of Cultivation. Without effort (such as meditation), the user’s Dantian 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 Dantian at twice the normal rate, or three times the normal rate when in a Qi dense area.

That’s interesting. he noted to himself. The Status Screen must update as I gain more insight into the secrets of cultivation, to reflect my greater understanding. Looking a little further, he noticed that the section for Refined Qi had been changed to Spirit as well. A quick check of both Hrein and Acrasia’s Status Screens revealed that they had also been updated. He also noted that the description of Dantian hadn’t included the increased efficiency he’d gained from the Energy Siphon technique.

Lastly, he noticed that there was a new entry as well. Right below his Dantian in the list, was Crimson Palace. Do I need to build that up somehow? he wondered. That would make sense, if I plan to proceed to the next level of Enlightenment. He continued to look over his Status Screen.
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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, Elora.
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Seeing that the numbers in the Crimson Palace entry were red, James doubted he could enhance it. Nonetheless, he attempted to dump 100 Spirit into the Enhancement section as an experiment, and found that it simply wouldn’t go. Clicking on the Crimson Palace text, he tried calling up the Stat Description, but found that it also refused to respond. That’s weird. James thought to himself. Perhaps this has something to do with Hel’s warning? That I should enhance my critical stats beyond mortal levels before attempting to push further? Thinking that might be the reason why he couldn’t access the Crimson Palace entry, he decided to use the 100 Spirit to enhance his Aim, bringing its new total up to 170. As expected, the numbers associated with Crimson Palace remained red. I don’t even remember if Aim was one of the critical stats she suggested. Oh well. Can’t hurt to raise them all, right? I wonder if I should be raising the girls’ stats as well, before I get too far ahead of them?

Deciding to set aside such matters for the moment, James tackled Hrein and drove her to the ground, kissing her passionately.

Momentarily stunned by her lover’s sudden ‘attack’, Hrein froze for a few seconds before returning his affections. When he finally broke the kiss, she gazed up at him with soft eyes. “What brought that on, Master?”

“Your beauty.” he replied, giving her a roguish grin. Getting off the shield maiden, he held his hand out to help her up.

Accepting his hand, the valkyrie shook her head and scolded him. “Thou art insane, Master.” she said, but the smile on her lips betrayed her true feelings. Taking a deep breath, looked him in the eye and attempted to school her features. “What shall we do next, Master?”

“I can think of a few things…” he replied with a grin. “But I suppose those can wait until tonight.” he finished, seeing her brow quirk in joking disapproval. “Actually, though I know Acrasia will hate it, I was thinking of cultivating a little. We need to cast Illusion on ourselves again before we head into town, and to be frank, I am getting tired of having to triple cast it, just to hide ourselves. So, I’ve decided to cultivate the 600 Spirit needed to improve the spell for each of us before we head in.” Glancing over to the fairy sitting on his shoulder, he caught the tiny sigh that escaped her lips, but was surprised when she didn’t say anything.

Hrein too was surprised at the lack of protest from her sister wife. “Art thou all right, Acrasia?” she asked, concern evident in her voice and on her face.

“I’m fine.” the fairy said with a sullen tone.

James and Hrein exchanged glances, then James addressed the little woman. “Anything you want to talk about, my pet?”

Acrasia shook her head. “I’m just going to nap on your shoulder while you do your stuff. Okay, Master?”

“All right.” James replied, but glanced again at Hrein. The valkyrie nodded back, knowing that he wanted her to keep an eye on the fairy while he meditated. “Let’s move back to where we camped last night before we start. I don’t want anyone seeing us here with these corpses, if I can avoid it.”

Once again, Hrein nodded in agreement, and the two took wing, flying back to their small clearing in the forest.

After landing, James spent the next five hours cultivating from himself and Hrein, taking 300 Qi from each and refining it into Spirit. By the time he was finished, thanks to Energy Siphon, he was sitting at 469 Qi in his Dantian, while Hrein was down to 252. Acrasia, on the other hand, was at full capacity, with 270 Qi. As promised, he used the Spirit to enhance his Illusion spell, and then Acrasia’s, changing the word ‘foot’ to ‘yard’ for each. This meant that their spells would fill a cube 5 yards (or 15 feet) on a side, finally allowing the casters to cover James or Hrein completely with a single cast, even with their wings spread.

Glad to be finished with meditating for a while, since it wasn’t exactly exciting for him either, the three had a brief meal of dried bread, jerky and water before preparing to head into town. This served as a good reminder for them to pick up food while they were there.

Casting his newly improved Illusion spell on himself, James became invisible and asked Acrasia to do the same for Hrein, as usual. “Let’s meet up at Mr. Eaton’s place.” he told the others, once he could no longer see them.

“Yea, Master.” came Hrein’s reply, a second before James heard the flutter of her wings as she took off.

Knowing that he was faster in the air than she was now, he decided to take a slightly different course, so as not to run into her blindly. I really should try to find a spell that lets me see invisible objects. he told himself as he took to the air.


CHAPTER 20


James landed just outside Mr. Eaton’s front door. First looking around to make sure no one was present to spot his sudden appearance, James let his invisibility go. A heartbeat later, Hrein and Acrasia appeared a few feet away. Walking up to the two lovely ladies, James whispered a statement for their ears only. “I want to see if we can find a way to keep track of one another, and also communicate while we are travelling like that.”

Hrein frowned in thought. “I have heard tales of magic which might allow thee to see the invisible, or to speak directly to another’s mind, but I cannot think of where thou might acquire such powers, Master.”

James looked to Acrasia next, but she simply shook her head. “I don’t know either, Master.”

The einherjar was still a little concerned for the fairy, since she showed none of her usual energy or enthusiasm when speaking, seeming more withdrawn than he’d ever seen her before. His thoughts were interrupted before he could say anything, however. The door to the shop opened, and Mr. Eaton himself stepped out. “Ah! Sir James! It’s good to see you!” the merchant greeted them with a wide smile.

“And you as well, Mr. Eaton. Tell me, how is your daughter doing?” James asked, a look of mild concern on his face. He was pretty certain that he had helped the girl, but there was always a chance that he’d missed something.

“Better! Much better! Why, she has such an appetite, I can hardly believe it!” Geoffrey informed them, clasping James’ hand and shaking it vigorously.

“Good. Very good.” the Champion smiled and exhaled in relief.

“Please, come inside.” Geoffrey insisted, inviting them into his shop.

“Weren’t you on your way out to do something?” James asked.

“Nothing that can’t wait, I assure you.” Mr. Eaton replied with a smile, holding the door for them to enter.

Hrein led the way, giving the merchant a nod as she stepped through the threshold. Once the ladies were inside, James followed behind and allowed Geoffrey to bring up the rear, closing the door behind him.

“What can I do for you today? Or were you solely here to check on my daughter?” the merchant asked, leaning against the counter.

James looked around the shop while he replied. It would be a decent size for what he considered a corner store, with a wide variety of goods on display. A few local weapons, like the spears he had collected from the slavers, were joined by bit of armour, food, clothing, and other necessities. “Your daughter was my primary concern, but I do have a few items to sell, and some supplies that I would like to pick up.”

Mr. Eaton nodded. “I’m grateful for your concern, but she honestly seems healthier than she’s ever been. What do you have to sell?”

James smiled at the merchant. “I’ll check back in another few days then, to ensure she continues to have a smooth recovery. As to what I want to sell, I have some old bread and jerky that I wish to replace. While they are still fit for consumption, they are only barely, in my opinion.”

Geoffrey nodded, and opened the crate, once James summoned it onto his floor. After inspecting the goods inside, he looked up at James and frowned. “You’re right that they are at the limit. I could really only sell these for slave feed, or perhaps for livestock. I really couldn’t give you much for them.”

“That’s fine. I wasn’t so much looking to make a profit off them, as to unload them and not see them go to waste. As I mentioned, I’d like to replace them with a new, fresh crate of jerky, and fresh bread. I’d also like to hear if you have any other… more palatable options for travel food.” James inquired.

Geoffrey nodded again and indicated that they should follow him. He led them to the aisle of the store closes to the window at the front of the shop. “Most of my foodstuffs are displayed here. I have plenty of chicken jerky, and can do up a crate for you. I also have fresh bread, that was brought in this morning.” he offered, pointing to a basket of what looked like large flatbreads of some kind. “Other than that, we have a variety of fruits and vegetables.”

James picked out four loaves of bread. “I’ll take these and the chicken jerky, please.” He didn’t bother buying any fruit, since there was no shortage of it back in Elphyne. “You don’t sell any sweets or the like?”

“I have honey to put on bread or fruit.” Geoffrey suggested, as he packed some jerky into a crate.

James shook his head. He already had a bit of honey, as well as other sweeteners. He was probably going to have to bake his own desserts if he wanted any. That would make me popular among the fae, no doubt about it. he chuckled to himself. “No thanks. How much for the bread and jerky?”

The merchant did a bit of quick math in his head. “200 obols for the bread. There’s eight pounds of jerky there, so that would be another 72 obols.”

James found it interesting that the bread was so much more expensive than the meat; it was completely opposite of what he would have had to spend back on Earth. “I’ll take it. Thanks.” James summoned the correct amount of copper coins in the small pouch he’d gotten from the slavers, and set it on the counter.

“That power of yours is so convenient. Any merchant would kill to have it.” Geoffrey chuckled, picking up the bag of coins and counting them. “It’s all here, so they’re yours. And you can have 10 obols back for the crate of feed.”

James accepted the coins back, sending them to his Inventory, along with the fresh supplies. It’s going to be expensive to feed everyone at the temple. I’m really glad we can get the fruit and vegetables for free. He also made a mental note that he’d have to go hunting soon. “I also have some spears and knives from… attackers.” he stated carefully, watching Geoffrey’s expression.

The merchant frowned but nodded. “I’m not surprised a few of them tried their luck with you. You have beautiful slaves, and to be frank, there are many in town who still see you as a threat. I doubt anyone will attack you out in the open, here in town, but I wouldn’t be surprised if a few hunting parties are keeping an eye out for you while they patrol the wilderness.”

James made a show of frowning at that, but was secretly glad things had turned out that way. While he did want to keep doing business in town, hostile slavers would be a good source of income and Qi for him. “Would it be a problem for you to buy their spoils from me? Or should I seek to sell them elsewhere?”

Geoffrey shook his head. “I wouldn’t want any personal items that could easily be traced back to an individual, but I can take common items off your hands. If it matches what I have in stock, none will be the wiser.”

James was glad for the man’s cooperation, and was actually a tad surprised that he didn’t seem upset that he’d killed the merchant’s countrymen. “I hope this doesn’t sour business between us.”

Geoffrey looked up at the bestial man and gave a wry smile. “The tribes in this part of the world are always raiding one another, whether it be for supplies or slaves. Obviously I don’t want my friends or family caught up in it, but well… business is business.” he stated with a shrug.

The einherjar nodded, appreciating the man’s outlook. “I have 5 obsidian knives, as well as a like number of spears.” he said, summoning the weapons in a pile on the counter.

Mr. Eaton looked the goods over, then nodded. “I can give you 50 obols each for the spears, and half of that for the knives.” he offered, counting out the coins and placing them on the counter.

“In that case, I’ll take another two loaves of bread.” James stated, putting the change away. All told, after balancing the cost of supplies with the profits he’d made from selling the weapons and feed, he’d come away with 13 obols to add to his sad pile of coins. This is definitely not the path to riches. he silently scoffed.

“Here you are.” The merchant handed him the two extra loaves with a smile. “It’s always a pleasure doing business with you.”

James and his women left the store after spending a few more minutes chatting and exchanging pleasantries with Mr. Eaton. It seemed his daughter was well on the road to recovery, and it would only take time for her to gain the strength she should have had all along.

“What is next on our agenda, Master?” Hrein inquired.

“I’m… not sure.” James felt like there was a lot to do, but was unsure what his next steps should be. His primary goal at the moment was to help the Elven quarter of Elphyne recover, and for that, they needed people. Lots of people. He’d thought that perhaps he could purchase slaves here in Guayabo, and free them as citizens of Elphyne to help boost the population; but that would require money, and a lot of it. He didn’t even want to go and look at the slave market without having the coin to spend there. He was certain it would only upset him. But how do I make money? I had thought to ply my trade as a healer, but I don’t have a reputation among these people yet, and I have nowhere to set up shop.

“Mayhap we should head back to Elphyne, Master? Until we need to meet with… the people in two days.” Hrein carefully chose her words, just in case someone was listening to their conversation.

Unable to come up with any better ideas, James agreed with her proposition and took to the air; after ensuring that there were no witnesses, and casting their Illusion spells, of course. Thanks to his enhanced flight speed, he was able to match Hrein’s 50 miles per hour, which allowed them to make the trip in well under two hours. That meant that it was mid afternoon by the time they reached Elphyne, though still a few hours before supper time.

Landing in front of the Temple of Hel, the trio were greeted by the senior temple maiden, Lāmina. “Sir. I am glad you are here.” she called out to him with a curtsy.

“What is it, Lāmina? Is something wrong?” James asked, suddenly concerned.

“It seems my father has been troubling the Queen.” Elora stated, coming out of the temple behind the younger maiden. “Welcome back, Sir.” she added, also dropping into a curtsy.

James frowned at the news. Titania had told him that she would deal with the head of the Dáinn household, but he couldn’t help but want to ease the burden on her shoulders. It was largely his fault that she was involved in this mess, as it was. “He’s complaining about Elina, I take it?”

“Yes, Sir. He claims to want his daughter back.” Elora replied, a hint of worry in her eyes.

James closed the distance between them and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I won’t let him hurt you or your sister ever again.” he promised her. “I managed to save Geoffrey’s little girl, and he’s agreed to transfer your family’s debt to me, once it’s clear that she won’t relapse.”

Elora took a deep breath, her lower lip trembling slightly. “Thank you, Sir.” she fought valiantly to keep her eyes from misting up, and was mostly successful. Ever we grow deeper in this man’s debt… but better that than to be left to the whims of our father. she lamented to herself, clutching her hands together over her heart. I’m going to have to make good on my side of the bargain soon…

James searched the woman’s eyes, hoping to see something other than pain and fear in them, but failing to find aught else. “Do you want to accompany me to the palace, Elora?” he asked softly.

The woman’s eyes briefly met his, but then she shook her head. “I should stay here and look after my sister. She hasn’t moved since you left.”

James went to nod in understanding, but he suddenly caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Looking over, he saw Elina standing there, in the temple doorway. She was still wearing the plain white shift, but she no longer appeared to be catatonic.

Noticing that his attention had been drawn away from her, Elora turned to see what he was looking at. “What…?” Her eyes went wide when she saw her sister standing there, staring at the einherjar. “Elina!” she shouted, turning and running back to her sister.

For the first time since she’d been carried into the temple after that terrible night, Elina looked at her sister. Up until that point she had refused to acknowledge anyone’s presence, other than James. When her twin practically tackled her in a hug, Elina remained stiff, but gently patted the other woman on the back, as if to reassure her.

“Elina! Elina! Are you okay!?” Elora cried, taking her twin’s face in her hands and staring into her eyes.

Elina gazed back into her sister’s eyes and nodded slowly, but didn’t say a word.

“Tell me, what’s wrong, sister!?” Elora was so relieved to see her sister up and about that tears were flowing freely down her cheeks, but still she was in a near panic, since her sister seemed unable or unwilling to speak.

Elina’s mouth opened slightly, as if she were going to respond, but then she closed it again and shook her head softly. Rather than answer the question, she peered over her sister’s shoulder and locked eyes with the Champion standing a few feet away.

James gave the woman a gentle smile and spoke in a soft voice. “It’s good to see you up and about, Elina. Are you feeling better?”

The elven woman’s face was an unreadable mask, but she did nod silently in response to his question. At no point though, did she take her eyes from his. She didn’t even blink.

The einherjar’s smile became slightly troubled, but he did his best to hide it. “Well, that’s great. I still want you to take it easy for a while, though. A few days at least. Can you do that for me?”

Again the elven maiden nodded, seemingly understanding his request.

“Elina! Elina?” Elora tried desperately to get her sister’s attention, physically turning her head to face her again.

Elina finally blinked and gazed at her sister for a moment, then patted her back again, before returning her full attention to the einherjar.

Elina’s seeming disinterest in anything but their employer grew increasingly frustrating for Elora. Why is she staring at him like that? she hissed in her mind. If she gives him the wrong idea, he might… unwilling to finish that thought, the elven maid turned and glared at her owner. “Please deal with my father, Sir. I will take Elina to the baths.”

“Of course. Please be safe, all of you.” he stated, smiling and nodding at Lāmina before he turned to leave.

The temple maiden smiled back and curtsied as her Champion took to the air, quickly followed by his wives. I hope I get to spend more time with him soon. she thought idly as she watched him fly away.

Mere minutes later, James and his entourage landed outside the palace. The doors were open, and he could hear raised voices from within. With a glance at his first wife, who acknowledged it with a nod, James strode towards the Queen’s audience chamber and prepared to summon his rapier. In less than a minute he covered the distance between the outer doors of the palace, and the inner doors leading to the throne room. It appeared that the large oaken fixtures had been replaced, but the decorative carvings were still a work in progress. The familiar spriggan guards stood by, holding the doors wide open, and seemingly uninterested in slowing the knight down.

Not bothering to appear polite, James stormed into the throne room, his eyes locked on the back of the small man standing before the Queen’s dais. Murmurs spread through the crowd at the knight’s arrival, but hardly compared to the level of noise coming from the whiny man’s mouth.

“We will not repeat ourselves again, Ingálvur.” Queen Titania stated in a stern voice, her eyes briefly flicking up to meet James’, which caused a very brief smile to crease her lips.

“She is my daughter, Your Majesty…” the elven merchant began again, with an arrogant tone of voice.

“Shall I crush him, Your Majesty?” James asked loudly enough that the whole court could hear him clearly. He was now standing less than five feet behind the whinging elf, his arms crossed over his chest as he glared down at the little man.

A much louder murmur passed through the court, as the head of the Dáinn household shrank in on himself and turned to look behind him. Upon seeing the seven foot monster glaring down at him, his already pale skin turned a shade whiter.

Titania fought to hide a smirk of amusement. I can’t really have him crush anyone who annoys me… but there’s no reason not to play along. she thought to herself. “Perhaps, my knight.” she said with a dramatic sigh.

Ingálvur’s eyes went as wide as saucers as he took a step away from the beast staring down at him, and nearly tripped over the bottom step of the dais. “Y-Your Majesty!” he squealed.

“Do NOT approach the Queen.” James growled, warning the craven little man not to climb the dais.

“Eep!” the merchant let out a frightened noise, and James detected a particularly pungent scent wafting from the man, as a spot on his pants took on a darker hue.

“Disgusting.” James sneered.

Lacking James’ enhanced sense of smell, and unable to see the front of the merchant’s pants from her current angle, Titania was a tiny bit confused by her knight’s statement, but let it slide. “Sir James. Welcome home. We hope your trip was a success?” she stated in a pleasant voice and graced him with a genuinely warm smile.

“Indeed, Your Majesty.” James replied with a deep bow. “Mr. Eaton’s daughter has been healed, and I shall receive payment in full once it is clear she will not relapse.”

“P-payment?” Ingálvur asked, the conversation taking a very interesting, if somewhat concerning, turn to him.

Hel’s Champion glowered at the little man, and answered with a snarl, his voice deep and intimidating. “Mr. Eaton has agreed to transfer House Dáinn’s debt, your debt, to me in full.”

“But! But that wasn’t the deal!” the elven merchant squealed. “The debt was supposed to be cancelled!”

“And perhaps it will be. I suppose that depends on how I view our relationship from here on out.” James gave the elf a fierce grin. “And for the record, I have a very dim view of anyone who displeases my Queen.” he growled.

Titania was touched. She didn’t need him to protect her in this manner, as she had plenty of ways to punish those who displeased her. But it is nice that he makes it so clear to the court where his allegiances lie.

Ingálvur swallowed hard and did his best to stand up straight. “Elina told me that you signed the contract…”

“Elina. Interesting that you should bring her up. I do recall signing a contract with her, but it will be my decision whether I wish to act on it. In the mean time, I have many questions for you in regards to your daughter. Such as when the last time you saw her was, and why she was in that inn.” James glared at the elf and took a step towards him.

“James…” Titania said softly.

The einherjar blinked and looked up at his queen. “Your Majesty?”

The Faerie Queen slowly shook her head, with a slightly sad look in her eyes. “If a contract was signed, it must be upheld. That is the law of the fae.”

“But… what of…?” James stammered a little. Shouldn’t it be my choice if I cash in, so to speak? he wondered.

Titania truly felt bad siding against her loyal knight like this, and especially in this matter. She knew that he’d been doing everything he could to protect the girls, and she had been willing to let things slide regardless of the contract… until he’d admitted to signing it in court. Now she had no choice but to enforce it. “You may do as you wish with the maiden, as she is your concubine, but the debt must be cancelled, as laid out in your contract.” the Queen told her knight, her tone clearly sympathetic.

The head of House Dáinn straightened his jacket and attempted to peer down his nose at James, his attitude changing completely now that he felt safe from the knight’s wrath. “I’ll have the girl’s dowry sent to your temple, Sir James.” he said with derision. He had initially hoped to be on good terms with the knight and use him to gain more prestige for himself and his family, but it was clear the Champion held no love for him. Best to let him have the girls and wash my hands of the beast. he told himself.

James felt disgusted with himself. To be defeated by a snivelling worm like him… Hel’s Champion refused to wallow in self pity, and instead silently vowed to make the disgusting little prick pay in the future. The fire in James’ eyes when he glared over at the elf made the merchant break out in a sweat.

“If it pleases Your Majesty, I have business to attend to.” Ingálvur gave the Queen a shallow bow.

“You may leave.” she stated, frowning as she dismissed the rotten merchant.

“And be sure to wash your pants before you return to court.” James growled, loud enough for everyone to hear; taking one final stab at his new enemy.

Ingálvur’s face turned bright red, first with embarrassment and then rage, as he stormed out of the audience chamber.

Queen Titania bit her lip to keep from laughing. She hadn’t realized that he’d wet himself, but judging by his reaction, there could be no doubt as to the truth of the situation. Which was good, because if James had falsely accused the man, she would have had to punish him publicly for honour to be satisfied.

Unfortunately for the head of House Dáinn, the rest of the fae in court possessed no such discipline, and after they recovered from the initial shock of the einherjar’s statement, they began to roar in laughter at the merchant’s expense.
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As much as she would have liked to keep James and enjoy his company, Queen Titania dismissed him along with the rest of her court. Her agents had yet to uncover anything truly damning in Elina’s case, and she wanted to focus her attentions on cornering Ingálvur, while her trusted allies took care of other matters of state. The weaselly merchant was well aware of her investigations however, which was why he had been pressing so hard to get his daughter back - he didn’t want her to act as a witness against him, should she have the chance to recover.

Descending from her throne with a sigh, Titania glanced over at her closest friend and Herald, Effie. The white haired sylph was a few inches taller than she was, and had a more slender build. “Do I have any personal business that needs tending?” she asked. Effie wasn’t just her close friend, but also her confidante. While Peaseblossom was the head of her staff, and also a good friend, the pudgy fairy had always kept a slight distance between the two of them, as if reminding herself of her status as a servant.

“Another letter from your husband.” the sylph replied, holding out an envelope with a broken seal.

“Ugh. Another demand for me to return to his court?” she asked, already guessing the contents of the letter.

Effie nodded. “It seems he tires of waiting for your return. He mentions that he will be sending a retainer next, to personally escort you back to the Emerald Isle.”

Titania scowled. “He wouldn’t dare.” Perhaps he wouldn’t send a warrior to force her to return, but it was quite possible he would send someone who would disrupt her court and call into question her authority to rule.

Effie shrugged. “I’m sure Sir James will send them packing, should they annoy you too much.” she said with a smirk and a mischievous glint in her eye.

Titania shot her best friend a mock glare, but then burst into a fit of giggles. “I have no doubt that he would, if I but ask.” she admitted, a slight rosy hue appearing on her cheeks.

“I’ll file this with the rest, then?” Effie asked with a giggle of her own.

“Yes. Burn it.” Titania replied with a dismissive wave of her hand. As far as she was concerned, she and Oberon were through.
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Ingálvur slammed the door as he entered his study. Things were bad enough with him losing so many customers to the damned undead, and now this public embarrassment at court… If they ever find out I was the one who told that damn Bokor about the fae and how to reach Elphyne… the older merchant shook his head, dismissing the thought. The promise of riches that the spice trade could bring had been too much of a temptation for the greedy elf. The dark skinned human had promised him an exclusive contract for their sale, just as soon as he confirmed the presence of a viable market. When Ingálvur had told him of the ten thousand elves living in Elphyne, the human merchant seemed a little interested, but not overly so. It was only when the elf had spilled the beans about thousands of potential fae customers that the Bokor had become eager to visit.

A knock at the door pulled the pensive elf from his thoughts. “Husband?” a mature, feminine voice called through the door.

“Not now, Síofra. I’m busy.” he snapped, walking towards his liquor cabinet. Despite his age, his keen elven ears picked up the sound of his much younger wife quietly walking away from the door. Pouring himself a drink from an expensive looking crystal decanter, Ingálvur considered his options. I can’t stay here. There’s no profit to be made, now that the city has fallen. I can’t go south, because those damn humans can’t be trusted. The merchant flopped into an overstuffed chair and took a sip of the amber coloured liquor.

It never occurred to him to use his wealth to help the other citizens recover, or to use his merchant connections to try and bring help from afar. No, there was only one person on the planet that Ingálvur of House Dáinn truly cared about, and he was right there in that study, sipping bourbon. “My only choices are to head north to Elphen, or try to cross the sea.” he mumbled over his drink. Sinking into the plush cushions, the merchant began to plan his next move.


CHAPTER 21


James landed behind the temple, his misstep at the palace still bothering him. The deep scowl on his face was enough to tell his valkyrie wife that something was bothering him.

“What troubles thee, Master?” the lovely blonde inquired.

“I just… I’m pissed at myself for stepping in it, back there in court.” he grumbled.

A small smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth. “We all make mistakes, Master. This is not a particularly troublesome one.”

The einherjar sighed and looked up at the canopy of trees encircling their serene little piece of property. “I promised Elora that I’d free her sister, but by the Queen’s decree, she is my concubine, regardless. Of course I have the ability to disregard that, but I’m almost certain that title will limit her options outside of our house.”

A gentle breeze caused the leaves to rustle, barely carrying a soft yet angry voice to the einherjar’s ears. “What do you mean, my sister is your concubine?”

James turned to look behind him, and saw Elora standing there glaring at him, her fists clenched in fury. Clearly the maid had come out the back door of the temple to greet them, and overheard his answer to Hrein. Hel’s Champion sighed again and went on to explain to the angry maid just what had transpired at court. He didn’t leave anything out, nor did he try to hide his own mistakes, which he promptly apologized for.

When her master finally finished his explanation, the irritated maid closed her eyes and let out an exasperated sigh while shaking her head. “It is fine, Sir. This outcome was expected. I thought perhaps you had reneged on our deal.”

James shook his head emphatically. “No. I will keep to my word. I won’t press your sister to act as my concubine.” he promised again.

Elora opened her pretty brown eyes and gazed upon her employer with a frown. “I have come to inform you that supper will be served in a little over two hours, Sir.” she stated with a curtsy, before turning to leave.

It mildly irritated James that the woman didn’t wait to be dismissed, but he let her go without scolding her. She’s having a hard time adapting, and is under a lot of stress. Just… be patient with her for a while. he told himself. Letting out another sigh, he went to address his wives when he noticed someone watching them. Elina, judging by the mismatched colour of the eyes, was staring down at him from a window on the second floor. She was only visible from the nose up, apparently trying to hide herself in the bottom corner of the window. Unsure whether he should acknowledge her or not, since she hadn’t flinched when their eyes made contact, James ultimately settled on giving her a small wave. The elven woman gave a hesitant wave in return, then just continued to watch him from her not-so-hidden spot.

Deciding that he could only deal with so much crazy at the moment, he turned to look at Hrein. “I’m going to spend the time before supper cultivating. I’d like you two to remain nearby, if you don’t mind.”

“Yea, Master.” the valkyrie replied, while the fairy on his shoulder simply muttered a quiet “Yes, Master.”

Glancing at Acrasia, he once again grew concerned at her apparent lack of energy. She wasn’t even complaining that he was going to spend time cultivating, instead of paying attention to her. “Are you all right, my pet?”

The fairy gazed back at him with somewhat dull eyes. “I’m fine, Master.” she replied with a shrug.

“You really don’t seem fine, darling. Want to tell me what you’re thinking about?” he pressed.

Acrasia frowned. “Just… stuff. Nothing important, Master. I’ll just take a nap on the moss while you do your thing. Is that okay, Master?”

Despite his worries not really being dispelled, James decided to give her a little more time. “Okay.” he replied. “But Acrasia…” he called out to her as she lifted off from his shoulder.

“Master?” she turned back to look at him, a blank expression on her face.

“I really, truly love you, and that will never change. I hope you know that.” he told her.

A shadow of a smile graced her pretty pink lips and she nodded softly. “I’ll always love you too, Master.” she replied before flitting off to land on the moss nearby.

James and Hrein exchanged knowing glances, and then the einherjar sat down to meditate.

Two hours of cultivation from his own Dantian gleaned a total of 240 Spirit for the Champion. When added to the 10 already in his Crimson Palace, that gave him 250 Spirit to work with. Having recently realized that they were likely to do a lot more travelling in the near future, James wanted to reduce travel times as much as possible. He also wanted the women he loved to be able to escape dangerous situations a little faster, so that was a good second reason to allot his Spirit the way he’d chosen. Spending 200 of the cached Spirit, he enhanced the Flight Speed of both women by 100%. This brought Acrasia up to 70 miles per hour, to match his own speed, and gave Hrein the edge once more, with a Flight Speed of 100 miles per hour.

Standing up with a groan, James stretched and let his gaze drift up to the window he’d spotted Elina in earlier. He was only half surprised to see that she hadn’t moved an inch, and was still watching him intently. Shaking his head slightly, he turned to his ladies. “I used the Spirit I cultivated to enhance your Flight Speed for both of you.” he informed them. “You can now fly twice as fast as you could before.”

Hrein graced him with a warm smile. “I thank thee, Master. I look forward to testing my limits once more.”

“Thanks, Master.” Acrasia said with about as much enthusiasm as if he’d asked her to march ten miles in the desert.

Her reaction made him frown again. His normally energetic fairy should be practically chomping at the bit to zip around so much faster than her peers. “I’ll enhance your Agility soon too, just in case it will be useful in performing aerial manoeuvres.” he told the women. “Shall we head in for supper?”

The two women nodded in response and got up from their relaxed positions on the ground. Well, Acrasia’s position had been relaxed. Hrein had been kneeling at his side the entire time, as usual. James had to admit that he admired her discipline and devotion a great deal.

Supper was a bit of an odd affair. Elora spent most of the meal alternating between watching her sister with worry, and glaring at their employer. Elina, who sat at the opposite end of the table from James, didn’t take her eyes off him for a single second. He would swear she didn’t blink that whole time, even while she was eating.

James, on the other hand, ate heartily. He had donated three of the loaves of bread he bought in Guayabo to the temple’s pantry, but was more concerned with the lack of meat in his meals. I really need to get hunting soon. I don’t think I can keep putting it off. He was beginning to become worried that the lack of protein in his diet might lead to a loss of muscle mass, and, if he was honest, he hadn’t been eating nearly enough to keep him from getting hungry. Not a single day had passed in his new life that he hadn’t felt famished going to bed, let alone the next morning. He figured he’d been eating a bit more than half of what he had been in his previous life, and he probably needed close to twice what he did before, given his 300 pound muscular frame.

While the elf twins were being their usual weird selves, and James was contemplating his diet, Lāmina did her best to remain cheery and engage the einherjar in conversation. She found herself to be increasingly desperate for his attention, and asked him any question she could think of, just to get him to look her way.

Conversely, Acrasia hardly ate a bite, poking at the half eaten almond and quarter of a grape on her tiny plate with little interest. Normally the life of the party, the gloomy fairy was mostly silent, causing her sister wife Hrein to keep glancing at her in worry. The valkyrie was concerned about the sudden change in attitude of her little friend, but found herself unsure how to address it.

Lastly, since the adults at the table weren’t paying any attention, little Zahra happily hid the vegetables that she didn’t like under the table, while making a pyramid out of her fruit and bread in the middle of her plate.

Eventually James called an end to the meal, and thanked Elora for making it. She had the grace to apologize for the lack of variety, and he promised to try and get a greater supply of ingredients for the pantry soon. Saying goodnight to the temple maidens and maids, the Champion excused himself from the table and led his wives to their chambers.

James held the door for his lovers, and then closed it behind him as he stepped into the room. To be honest, he wasn’t really in the mood to fool around… until his eyes fell on the gorgeous figure of his first wife.

Knowing what to expect, Hrein began to silently disrobe the moment she entered the room. With her back to her husband and facing the bed, she slowly undid the ties of her bodice and let it slip from her shoulders. Her creamy white skin almost glowed in the moonlight, which was streaming in through their open window.

James felt himself harden at the sight of her, and his heart began to beat faster as the clothing fell to the floor, exposing her back beneath her wings. Her solution to the additional appendages was to have a very low cut back, and a collar that buttoned in the front, but wrapped around her neck for support.

The valkyrie’s fingers deftly undid her own belt, which allowed her skirt to drop to the floor unimpeded. Off came her boots next, and then she turned and knelt before her Master, awaiting his command.

Already being naked, Acrasia likewise knelt next to her sister wife, and gazed up at her Master, casting her Growth spell with a thought.

The sight of the two blonde women naked and kneeling at his feet did wonders for the einherjar’s mood. He couldn’t help but grin as he gazed down at them, his eyes raking over their pert breasts and hidden valleys, as he debated how he wanted to have them. Despite his excitement, he was still concerned about Acrasia’s lack of enthusiasm. On any other night, she’d be beaming up at him as if she couldn’t wait to give him pleasure, so the dispassionate look in her eyes tonight worried him greatly. Maybe some sex will cheer her up? he hoped. She is a leannán sídhe after all.

Crouching down in front of the ladies, he took each by the chin and lifted their faces so that he could kiss them deeply. Both women were responsive, lavishing his tongue with their own as he invaded their mouths, but again Acrasia lacked her usual passionate hunger. Hrein, as always, performed the act with dedication, but no aggression. Her tongue submitted to his, just as the rest of her body did.

Unable to keep his hands to himself, James caressed the women’s bare skin, fondling their breasts and tweaking their nipples, delighting in the feel of their different builds. Each woman was absolutely perfect in her own way, though those ways were very different from one another. Acrasia’s tiny A-Cups suited her delicate frame beautifully, just as Hrein’s somewhat larger B-Cups looked and felt fantastic on her athletic body. While the fairy was definitely softer than the toned valkyrie, neither woman had any excess fat on them at all. Completely absent were the bubble butts and thick thighs that the men back on Earth seemed so fascinated with lately, which suited James just fine. If he had to pick a word to describe each, the einherjar would say Acrasia was ‘delicate’ like a flower, while Hrein was ‘sleek’, like a panther.

The sound of their bedroom door being opened slightly drew James’ attention, though it was too soft for the valkyrie to hear. If Acrasia noticed, she didn’t react at all, likely not caring who saw her in such an intimate state. Glancing behind him, James saw what he expected. A pair of heterochromatic eyes peered into the room near the floor, the brown and green orbs watching him just as intently as they had whenever he’d been around the temple.

Deciding to ignore the strange girl, the Champion devoted all of his attention to the beautiful women before him. Even then, he couldn’t help but hear a strained whisper and the shuffle of fabric of someone clearly trying to pull the curious elf away.

Elora crouched down with her back against the wall, trying desperately to tug her sister away from the door. “Come on, Elina!” she hissed, “Stop that!”. Try as she might however, her twin persisted in ignoring her pleas.

Lying on the floor in the hall, Elina had pushed James’ door open but a few inches; just enough to see into the room and continue watching the einherjar.

The somewhat saner twin gave up for a moment and let herself slip to the floor, her head in her hands. What do I do with her? If he thinks she interested in… in… she shook her head viciously, refusing to entertain the thought. Redoubling her determination a few minutes later, Elora stood up again and moved to grip her sister by the shoulders. In attempting to pry her sister away, she only succeeded in accidentally pushing the door open wider, giving herself a view she’d never desired.

The beautiful valkyrie was on her hands and knees, facing the headboard, while her Master knelt behind her, his large cock gliding smoothly in and out of her tight pussy. With each thrust, the woman’s pure white wings fluttered, as if she couldn’t control the spasms passing through her body.

Quite against her will, Elora’s gaze was drawn to the Champion’s hard shaft, the veiny skin wet with the valkyrie’s juices and glistening in the moonlight each time he pulled back before plunging into her once again.

She also couldn’t help but notice the fairy’s participation. The shorter blonde had crawled under the arching shield maiden, and was suckling her breasts while reaching between the other woman’s legs to caress her clit with her fingers.

Hrein’s moans were slowly growing louder as her partners’ combined efforts inexorably drove her towards an orgasm. With a few more pumps of her husband’s manhood into her sensitive depths, the valkyrie lost control and shuddered with pleasure.

His slave’s pussy clenched and squeezed as she climaxed, pushing James over the edge as well. The einherjar threw his head back in a quiet roar as he spilled his seed deep inside her womb.

Acrasia dutifully circled her small hand around her Master’s cock, and cupped it beneath her sister slave’s pussy as he slowly withdrew from her. Even in her current state of mind, she didn’t want her Master’s seed to go to waste, and so she caught any that escaped as he pulled out. Slipping further beneath the other woman, she wiggled around until her head was between Hrein’s legs, and opened her mouth in anticipation.

Looking down at his fairy slave, James understood what she wanted, and crouched lower so that he could slip his cock into her mouth.

Acrasia moaned in appreciation, her funk temporarily lifted a bit by the taste of semen on her tongue. The fairy licked and sucked at her Master’s penis, carefully cleaning up every drop of cum before he pulled away. Thoughtfully (in her mind at least) saving the jism in her hand for the other woman to eat, she craned her neck and began to plumb Hrein’s depths with her tongue.

Wanting to make things easier for her friend, Hrein sighed and sat up, allowing her husband’s seed to slowly leak out of her, and into Acrasia’s waiting mouth. She knew it would take a while, so she just closed her eyes and patiently waited, enjoying the fairy’s hungry lapping at her sex.

Elora couldn’t believe the debauchery she was witnessing. She’d heard stories of the perversion of the leannán sídhe, but this was beyond the pale. Worse, it absolutely shocked her that the straight-laced valkyrie willingly participated in such acts. Not wanting to get pulled into her owner’s depravity, she made another desperate attempt to pull Elina away from the door.

Elina, on the other hand, had absolutely no interest in moving whatsoever. She resisted her twin’s pulling and ignored her whispered threats and pleas. Finally, with a grunt of frustration, the other elf stormed off down the hallway and left her alone.

The trio on the bed seemed to be settling in for the night, their lovemaking having come to an end. As James pulled the sheets over his lovers and cuddled them in his arms, his eyes met hers for a brief moment, before he closed them and let himself drift off to sleep. Content that he wasn’t going anywhere, nor doing anything interesting, Elina closed her own eyes and allowed herself to doze off as well.
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The room, or wherever she was, was dark. Her hand felt sticky, as if it were covered in spruce sap or something. Looking down, she was shocked to see a face she recognized. There, lying in the grass face up, was the Guayabo slaver she’d killed; his throat torn wide open and a growing pool of blood spreading near her feet. She tried to step back, to get away from the gruesome puddle, but no matter how fast she moved, she couldn’t get away. Slowly, the ichor seeped between her toes and began to lap over her feet and ankles, like waves on a beach.

Screaming, Acrasia beat her wings furiously, but found that they couldn’t carry her weight. The crimson pool seemed to latch onto her, pulling her down as she desperately tried to flee. As she slowly sank into the horrifying liquid, the terrified fairy called out for her one true love, her Master. Whipping her head back and forth, she finally spotted him. He was only a few feet away, but his back was to her. The fae woman strained against the pull of the thick blood, which was now up to her waist, reaching out as she called his name. “Master!” she cried, but when he looked back over his shoulder, she could see nothing but disappointment on his face. Shaking his head, the einherjar turned away, unwilling to stay and love a tainted woman like her. Tears welled up in her eyes as her fragile heart broke, but that pain turned to horror when her gaze landed on her outstretched hand. No wonder he won’t touch me… I’m filthy… stained… The sticky substance on her hand wasn’t spruce sap, or something sweet like honey. No, it was blood. The blood from the knife she’d used to kill someone.

Frantically, the sweet fairy rubbed the bloody hand on her dress, staining it and ruining the fabric, but the blood wouldn’t come off her palm and fingers. Instead, it spread like a disease, slowly seeping into her skin and defiling her wrist, then her forearm…

Acrasia screamed from the depths of her soul, sitting up in bed, and covered in sweat. James was there instantly, embracing her from behind and wrapping her up in his strong arms. Her sister wife Hrein joined the hug, saying something, and looking at her with genuine concern.

“I love you.” James’ words broke through her terror and brought her mind back to reality. “It’s okay. I love you.” His continued words of affection and comfort slowly calmed her racing heart, and the fairy began to cry.


CHAPTER 22


James slowly opened his eyes. It had been a long night; it having taken over an hour for his fairy lover to calm down completely and get back to sleep. Her scream had roused everyone in the temple, the maids and maidens rushing into the room to see what was wrong. When James had explained that Acrasia had simply had a nightmare, the other girls were relieved, if concerned for the sobbing fairy.

Breathing deep and letting his eyes focus on the ceiling above, he was met with an unexpected sight. There, in the rafters above his bed, was Elina. The elven woman lie half hidden behind the beam, with her upper body hanging over, as if she were trying to watch him from just a few feet closer. That woman’s nuttier than a bag of trail mix… James thought to himself as he exhaled and tried to calm his racing heart, after being startled half to death by the creepy woman. “Good morning, Elina.” he managed to say, after a few more seconds.

The odd elf slowly nodded, without breaking eye contact with him.

The sound of Acrasia mumbling in her sleep drew the einherjar’s attention away from his creepy-but-cute stalker. Not wanting her to suffer from through another nightmare, James scooped the tiny fairy up into his hands and cuddled her to his chest, lightly kissing the top of her head. “Wake up, my pet. It’s nearly breakfast time.” he whispered in a gentle voice, noting that the morning sun was shining in through the window.

“Master?” the sleepy fairy mumbled, rubbing her eyes before looking up at him.

The slightly downcast expression on her face tore at the Champion’s heart. She had told them the details of her horrible dream the night before, after she had finally calmed down. He and Hrein had tried to console her and assure the little fae that everything was all right, but he knew she was far from over the ordeal. The figurative blood on her hands was tormenting the innocent minded woman far more than he would have expected.

“Acrasia? Is everything all - Ah!” Hrein shouted with a start. She had woken due to James’ shifting about on the bed, and heard him whispering to her sister slave. Concerned, the valkyrie had rolled over to check on the troubled fairy, and was shocked to find Elina hanging above her, like a snake preparing to drop on its prey.

Elora paced back and forth in the kitchen, arguing with herself over what to do. Breakfast was ready, and so it was her duty to go and wake the master of the house. Unfortunately, that meant the risk of seeing something she was desperate not to see. Despite her best efforts the night before, she had been unable to pull her twin sister back to their shared room after everyone had run in to check on Acrasia. The best she had managed to accomplish was to drag Elina back to the door, where she had lain down in the hall to continue watching that beastly einherjar.

“What if he…” she muttered under her breath, biting her nails. She could tell that her twin sister had an unhealthy fascination with their employer, and she was deathly afraid he would take advantage of that and pull her into his bed. “I need to do something before that happens.”

Mustering her courage and determination, Elora stomped up the stairs and entered the hall leading to the bedrooms. It was immediately obvious that Elina was no longer lying outside the door, and that said door was wide open. Fearing that the worst (in her mind) had occurred, the elven maid rushed to the door and peered in, prepared to call out her owner for breaking their agreement.

Instead of seeing her twin being defiled in myriad unspeakable ways, she spotted the woman creeping about in the trusses above the bed, slowly working her way through the early morning shadows, until she was suspended over the sleeping forms of her employer and his wives.

What is she doing!? Elora wanted to scream. There was absolutely no way she could get her sister down from there without waking the others. Taking a step back, she peered around the corner and wracked her brain in an attempt to find a solution. Unfortunately, she heard the Champion speak before she could come up with something.

“Good morning, Elina.” he said in a somewhat bewildered voice.

Elora watched over the next few moments, as James tended to Acrasia in a caring manner, then Hrein woke with a start, having been surprised by her seemingly insane twin. The einherjar whispered something softly to the fairy, then handed her off to the valkyrie, before standing up on the bed.

“Can you get down from there?” he asked in a concerned voice, looking up at Elina.

Elora’s sister slowly looked around, then shook her head, admitting that she had become stuck.

James sighed, then held his hands up to her. “All right. Jump down, then. I’ll catch you.”

The words were no sooner out of his mouth than the elven woman pushed off, and dropped into his arms without the slightest bit of hesitation.

Deftly catching the falling maiden, the einherjar gently set her down and frowned while gazing into her eyes. Unexpectedly, he pulled her into a tight hug and patted her head. “You don’t have to go sneaking about up there. If you want my attention for something, just say so.”

Seeing her sister in the man’s embrace, seemed to confirm all of Elora’s fears. He was treating her with such care and affection that it was almost certain he was going to claim her as a concubine after all. He treats you the same way, you know. a tiny voice whispered in her head, which she proceeded to ignore completely.

Strutting into the room and clearing her throat loudly, she drew her owner’s attention. “Good morning, Sir. Breakfast is ready.” she snapped, glaring at the man.

James blinked, and opened his mouth to reply, but the angry maid grabbed her sister by the bicep and physically hauled her out of his arms, before storming out of the room with her twin in tow.

Hrein looked up at her husband with an expression that was equal parts amusement and compassion. “Thou shalt have a hard time with those ones, Master.”

“Hmm. So it would seem.” he grumbled, a frown forming on his face. I feel like I’m working in an asylum… he sighed to himself. Between Acrasia and the twins, there didn’t seem to be any shortage of crazy in the house. At least Hrein is sweet and stable. And the younger elves are pleasant to be around too, if a bit energetic.

Taking a seat on the bed, James looked over at Acrasia, who was sitting quietly in Hrein’s arms. Her gloomy expression bothered him deeply, since her normally bubbly nature was a light in his life that he’d come to depend on. This… isn’t something small that we can just brush off. He ruminated on the nightmare she’d had the night before, and considered what it likely meant. I’m not psychologist, but… I’d say she feels like she’s dirty somehow? Stained? In her subconscious at least. So… she needs to feel beautiful, then? In her dream I rejected her, so that must mean that she’s afraid I no longer accept her. So how do I show her just how much I desire and treasure her? Sex or words clearly aren’t enough. Hmm…

Hrein gently hugged the tiny woman to her breast. She had heard of mortals not dealing well with death, so she could understand that the fairy was having troubles regarding that, on an intellectual level at least.

James’ frown deepened. At the very least he wanted to kiss her and hold her tight. Only the fact that her face and mouth were still soiled with his cum from the previous night kept him from doing so. Gah! This is so stupid and frustrating! I want to be able to kiss my wives in the morning without having to worry about this. His mind racing a mile a minute, he wracked his brain for solutions. Ugh. Not that they’d want to kiss me, though. My morning breath is horrible. James sighed. Why can’t I just use my Inventory Trick to clean my mouth like I can the rest of my body and my clothes? With a thought, James cleaned himself as he usually did, but continued to grit his teeth in frustration as his terrible morning breath persisted.

“Master?” Acrasia’s melancholy voice called out to him.

James turned and opened his mouth to reply, which caused him to be struck with sudden inspiration. Keeping his mouth open, he focussed his mind on using his Inventory Trick again. To his delight, his mouth suddenly felt clean, and his breath was instantly fresher. Oddly, it was also as dry as a desert. Must have sent all of my spit with it… he concluded, closing his mouth and sucking on his tongue, trying to salivate. So I can send stuff to my inventory that is ‘outside’ the body, at least partially, but not something that I can’t touch? Or something like that? Perhaps, if I could touch it with my finger, it can be sent? So, since I can’t touch the inside of my mouth when it is closed… James sighed again. What kind of ridiculous conversation am I having with myself this morning?

“Master?” Hrein asked hesitantly, after the einherjar hadn’t responded to the fairy in her arms.

“Sorry.” he apologized. “Open your mouths for me.”

Hrein and Acrasia exchanged a glance, both women thinking that he was going to do something sexual to them, but obediently opened their mouths wide.

James had to admit, seeing the two of them sitting there with their mouths open like a pair of hungry chicks definitely stirred something within him. Not right now. he told himself, and reached out to touch their arms. While he had the chance, he cast his Blessing spell on each of them, himself included. After that, he used his Inventory Trick to clean both of them in an instant. Somehow knowing that he’d been successful, he couldn’t help but give them a big grin and lunge forward to kiss Hrein passionately.

The valkyrie was surprised by his sudden and fierce act of affection, but did her best to respond in kind, without crushing the fairy between them.

After several long minutes of making out with his first wife, James drew back with a sigh. Turning his gaze to his second wife, he gave her a slightly nervous grin. “Cast your Growth spell for me, my pet.” he commanded. Having devoted at least one track of his brain to solving the fairy’s emotional issues, James felt that he had arrived at an answer. Perhaps not the answer, but a good step in the right direction, at least. Now I just need to have the courage to go through with it…

Acrasia did as asked, and cast her Growth spell, gaining over four feet in height in the span of a heartbeat. Still thinking that her lover had something sexual planned, she looked to him with mild anticipation. When he took her hand and carefully slid off the bed, dropping to one knee, she became somewhat confused. “Master?” she asked, wondering what he was up to.

“Acrasia, daughter of Amoretta, my pet. I love you more than you can possibly know.” he began, staring deep into her eyes. “Will you make me the happiest man on Terra and marry me?” Deep down, James truly felt bad that he’d never proposed like this to Hrein, and truth be told, he wanted to. But if he had proposed to her first, now that he’d finally thought about it, Acrasia’s proposal might have come across as an afterthought. And right now, it was Acrasia that he had to reassure, to show just how loved she was.

The fae woman frowned while gazing back into her lover’s eyes. Why is he asking this now? she worried. “Don’t you already consider me your wife?” she asked, tears welling up in her eyes.

“Of course I do, sweetheart!” James insisted, kissing her hands. “But I want to celebrate our marriage. I want to show the whole world just how much I treasure you!”

Acrasia blinked away her tears and stared at the man before her. “You… treasure me?” she sniffled.

“You bet I do.” he told her with a confident grin. “I would never part with you. Not for the whole world.”

A tiny smile creased the fae girl’s lips. “You… don’t think I’m… dirty? That I’m… bad?” she asked with a tiny bit of hope in her eyes.

“Not in the slightest, darling. I could never think that.” he assured her.

“But… I… the blood. It…” she stammered, tears coming to her eyes once more.

“Shh.” he hushed the woman and leaned forward to kiss her on the forehead, before resting his own against it and gazing into her eyes. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I promise you.”

Acrasia swallowed hard and tried to look away.

“Nope. Look at me, sweetheart.” James whispered, softly kissing her lips. “Do you think Hrein or I are dirty? We’ve done that a lot more than you have.”

The fairy shook her head in denial. “Of course not, Master!”

“Then why is it wrong for you to fight? You defended that little girl, and us too with your bravery.” the einherjar pointed out.

“But…” Images of the dead man on the ground, his throat slit and blood flowing flashed in her mind. “Isn’t life… precious?” she whispered.

“No.” James replied firmly.

“No?” Acrasia repeated his answer in surprise.

“Not at all.” he shook his head and stated simply. “That’s a common mistake that people make, thinking that.”

Acrasia blinked. “Mistake?”

James wondered whether she was in the right frame of mind for a deep philosophical discussion, or if there was some shorter version he should give her. “Tell me, did you cry when you heard about the people who died in the battle near Guayabo the other day?”

The fairy shook her head. “No, Master.”

“Of course you didn’t. Nor did I, or anyone else here in Elphyne, I’d wager. The fact is, their lives weren’t precious. To US.” James explained. “Sure, most ‘good’ people will say ‘oh, that’s a shame’ and ‘war is bad’, but at the end of the day, they don’t really care. We only care about the people we love.”

“We do?” she asked, her silver eyes regaining a bit of the life they’d been lacking for the past day or so.

“Yup. It’s true that people outside our circle are useful, in that they provide goods and services, and allow us to live in a civilization we find comfortable, but they aren’t important on an individual level. Only as a whole. There are always lots more to replace them.” he went on.

Acrasia frowned. She understood what he was saying on some level, but it didn’t really match up with anything she’d been told by anyone else. “Really?” she asked, wondering if he was just saying these things to make her feel better.

“Really. People only fall into two categories. Our loved ones, and prey.” he told her.

“Prey?” she asked, blinking.

“Prey.” he confirmed confidently.

Acrasia worried at her lip and thought about his words. “But Master… you don’t hunt everyone else.” she pointed out.

James laughed, her statement amusing him greatly. “Oh my sweet Acrasia. Prey isn’t just for eating. Prey has many uses. Sometimes they make things you need or want. Other times they perform some service or duty that you find useful or entertaining. That doesn’t mean they aren’t completely disposable.”

“Then… why are you nice to strangers?” she asked, knowing full well how kind he was to others.

“Because you get bees with honey, not blood.” he said with a feral grin. “It’s simply easier to herd prey when they aren’t frightened of you.” he added with a shrug.

Acrasia sat back on her feet and contemplated what he’d told her. Looking to Hrein, who was sitting a little behind and to her right, she asked the valkyrie the obvious question. “Is that what you think, too?”

Hrein shrugged. “Mortals die. It is inevitable. The only thing that matters is how they die. Did they shine bright with glory at the end, dying in battle? Or were they merely one of the multitudes, soon to be forgotten?”

Acrasia didn’t think the valkyrie’s opinions quite matched up with her Master’s, but they weren’t really opposed either. “Aren’t there lots of important people who are famous, but not warriors?” she asked.

“Certainly.” the valkyrie confirmed with a nod. “But they are not my concern, are they?” In other words, she didn’t really care about them. They simply didn’t interest her.

The fairy sat in quiet contemplation for a moment. Maybe a battle nut and an apex predator aren’t the ones I should ask about this… she thought with a frown. But… whatever. They’re the ones I love, so their opinions are the only ones I really care about. she decided, a soft smile finally gracing her lips. “Do you really want to marry me, Master?”

“Yes!” James nodded emphatically. “Think your mother would be interested in helping you plan the wedding? I want everything to be just the way you want it.”

Acrasia giggled, and her Master felt a great deal of relief hearing that musical sound once again. “I’m going to go tell her, okay Master?”

“Of course. I plan to go hunting today, but I’ll be back at the temple when I’m finished.” he informed her.

“Hehe. Okay, Master. Go get us some prey! Rawr!” she laughed, miming his roar, and then zipped out the window in a flash.

James stood and stretched, feeling good about his talk with Acrasia, and somewhat looking forward to their wedding. It’s bound to be crazy, knowing her. But at least it seems to have cheered her up.

Hrein got out of bed and moved to his side. “I must admit, I am a little surprised by thy philosophy, Master.”

The einherjar gave her a soft smile. “It’s called nihilism. When you realize that the universe is infinite, and that nothing is truly unique or has any real value, only then can you accept your place in the cosmos.”

Hrein tilted her head in thought as the two started walking towards the door. “I believe I understand.” she stated. “Like how gold is worth less than water to a man dying of thirst.”

James nodded. “Precisely. Value is entirely subjective, and can change completely moment to moment. The only relevant constant is the existence of emotion. Ergo, logically, value must be emotion based, beyond a basic necessity for survival. That is assuming one wishes to survive in the first place. Of course, that fact in itself is entirely emotion based so…”

“And nothing survives eternally, so even that cannot be considered a constant.” Hrein pointed out.

“True.” James agreed. “And the conclusion one must reach, then?”

“That…” Hrein took a moment to put her thoughts into words. “All that truly matters is how we feel?”

Hel’s Champion grinned. “Except that we will cease to exist eventually, so what we felt will one day be forgotten.”

Hrein squinted. “Then… nothing matters?”

“Exactly! And if nothing matters, if nothing has any real value then…” James attempted to lead her to his conclusion.

“Then… what, Master?” the valkyrie asked, unable to see the next logical step.

“Then everything matters.” he explained.

“What!?” Hrein shouted in total confusion.

James laughed heartily. “The universe doesn’t care! But I do. I don’t want to live in a shit-hole world where everyone is miserable!”

Hrein’s eyes widened. It was the ultimate in selfish philosophies. To care about the world, only because of how it affected his life… but yet, it also made sense, and struck her as incredibly honest in a way. “But… then… why didst thou not explain the rest to Acrasia?”

Hel’s Champion shrugged. “Acrasia is much more valuable to me than anything in the world but you, my love. That she is happy is all the truth that the universe needs.”

The Chooser came to a stop, and watched her Master walk down the hall and descend the steps. At that moment, she truly felt that he would build an entire world, just for her and Acrasia. Or he would burn one. And if that valkyrie had access to the truths of the universe, she would have understood just how right she was.


CHAPTER 23


Breakfast was a quiet affair with Acrasia absent, off visiting her mother. The twins didn’t say much, though Elina continued to stare at James, as always. Lāmina was unusually quiet however, not making her usual effort to get the Champion’s attention. James did notice this, and put in a little extra effort on his part to engage the girl, just to be sure she was doing okay.

“Well, unless anyone has need of me, I’m going hunting.” James announced, standing up from the table. “Thank you once again for the meal, Elora. Do me a favour and give this to Ms. Peaseblossom, and ask her for another set of clothing and shoes for your sister. I’d like them to match your own. That is, if you still wish for her to work with you..?” the einherjar asked, holding out a pouch with 27 drachma and 300 obols in it.

The elven maid took the pouch with a strange look on her face. “Thank you, Sir. I shall do so.”

“Great. Thanks.” James gave her his best smile, knowing that she was a long way from happy with him. Well, that nearly broke the bank again, but it was necessary. he silently lamented. Down to 1 talent and 50 obols now… Hopefully I get something with a valuable hide when I go hunting today.

“Wouldst thou desirest my company on thy hunt, Master?” Hrein asked.

There was nothing forced about the einherjar’s smile when he turned to face his wife. “Your company is always welcome, my love. That said, give me a moment to give each of the ladies a Blessing before we go.” Moving from woman to woman, he placed a hand on their shoulder and cast his spell.

Lāmina was the last to receive the Blessing, and she held her hands in front of her as if in prayer as the Champion placed it upon her. The moment he finished, she opened her eyes and reached up to grab James by the shoulders, pulling down on him as she jumped; surprising him with a light kiss on the lips.

Before James could say a word, the young maiden ran from the room, while her younger sister shouted in shock, then ran after her.

“On second thought, Master, mayhap I should stay behind and speak with the young maiden?” Hrein suggested, a look of mild amusement on her face.

James sighed. “Yeah. That… take care of that for me, please.” he nodded. “Can’t say we didn’t know how she felt, I just…”

“I understand, Master. I will make sure all is in order, as it should be.” Hrein promised.

“Thanks, my love. I’ll see you again soon.” James leaned in and gave her a tender kiss, before turning and leaving the temple.

James flew low over the canopy of trees that made up the rainforest around Elphyne. He had hoped having a bird’s eye view would make hunting easier, and perhaps it would on the plains, but it was of no use whatsoever in such a lush forest. Deciding his best bet would be to look for a watering hole and camp it for a bit, James circled the area in an ever widening spiral until he spotted something he thought he could work with.

It was nearly lunch hour by the time he landed, so he plopped himself behind a large rock and summoned some rations to nibble on. Elora’s breakfasts really weren’t enough for him, which only served to highlight just how important it was for him to be successful in this hunt.

Finished eating, or rather, deciding not to eat more, regardless of whether he was full or not, the hunter turned his attention back to the watering hole behind him. It wasn’t a large body of water by any means, just a small muddy pond where a stream had widened out to fill a depression in the land.

If this were back on Earth, he might spend all day at such a place, and still not see any sign of wildlife. So far though, Terra seemed to have far more abundant flora and fauna, albeit with a much smaller human population. For the time being, James decided to wait and see if anything turned up.

Perhaps it was the significant boost to his Luck stat, but he didn’t have to wait long before he caught an unfamiliar scent on the air. Damn. I hadn’t even thought about that… he berated himself. I really need to take wind direction into account when hunting. Again, luck seemed to be on his side though, since it appeared that he was downwind of whatever was coming.

The quiet snap of small branches and twigs being broken underfoot, accompanied by the telltale sound of something pushing through the brush, told the einherjar that his prey was close at hand. A few heartbeats later, the mysterious creature left the treeline and shuffled towards the water.

James observed the animal from his hiding spot behind the rock. It was only about three feet tall at the shoulder, and maybe six feet long overall. It was a heavy looking beast though, having a body shape and colour similar to an elephant, and even had a short trunk of some kind. Its grey hide looked thick and durable, but it lacked any obvious weapons such as horns or tusks. What the hell am I looking at? James wondered. The animal looked vaguely familiar, like something he’d seen in a book perhaps, but it definitely wasn’t something he’d ever encountered in person.

The creature didn’t seem content to merely drink from the watering hole, and ponderously worked its way into the muddy water, until only its snout and the ridge of its back were visible.

Well shit! James silently cursed. That makes it a lot harder to hunt. Frowning, he began to wonder if it was some kind of relative to the hippopotamus. I should have shot it before it had a chance to get into the water. But what with? I’m not sure my bow would drop that thing. I guess my .308 should do the job…

The Champion’s internal debate was cut short when the grey beast let out a startled cry and began thrashing in the water, attempting to exit the other side.

Not wanting to miss his opportunity, James summoned his .308 Mauser and a single round to go with it. With practiced ease, he loaded the rifle and sighted the scope on his target, while bracing himself on the rock for extra stability. The plan was to wait until the animal was mostly out of the water, to reduce the risk of losing his prey under the surface. That plan went to shit however, when he spotted the reason for the animal’s panic.

Latched onto the struggling beast’s neck was a pair of jaws that were unmistakable to any wildlife enthusiast. Even a grade schooler would recognize the large crocodile which was trying its damnedest to drag the poor beast back into the pool.

Now that’s a hide worth taking! the einherjar nearly shouted in excitement. Remembering advice from one of his father’s old hunting magazines, he quickly lined up his shot just past the end of the crocodile’s ‘smile’. The pair of beasts were thrashing about and moving erratically, making it difficult to lead. Exhaling slowly, James began squeezing the trigger. As luck would have it, the rifle went off, and the heavy bullet was right on target, piercing the thickly scaled flesh and shattering the croc’s spine.

Quickly cycling the action by drawing back the bolt, James summoned a second round, loaded and took aim. The original animal was just pulling free of the now dead predator’s jaws, when the hunter’s second round caught it in the skull. Down the heavy beasts went, splashing into the pond.

James took a deep breath and calmed himself before sending his rifle back to his Inventory. Bagging two hefty kills like those was both a thrill and a big relief. He had no idea what either one would taste like, but they shouldn’t be short on meat for a little while, at least. Now I just have to get them out of the water… he hummed to himself.

Figuring the easiest way to do it would be by using his Inventory blessing, Hel’s Champion took wing and swooped over the muddy waters, slapping a hand against the slowly sinking carcass of the crocodile. The second he made contact, he sent the dead animal to his Inventory, and prepared to make another pass to pick up the other beast.

Banking hard after he crossed the pond, James reversed course and dove towards his second prize. It was only by sheer luck that he saw the disturbance in the water half a heartbeat before a second crocodile breached, launching itself into the air and snapping its jaws at him from below. Wrenching his body to the left, he attempted to barrel roll, as the beast’s teeth snagged his baggy shorts and tore them away.

Of course, the sudden downwards jerking of his body prevented him from pulling off the manoeuvre with any level of grace, causing him to lose control and nose dive into the sinking grey carcass. A tiny part of his brain managed to function just enough to send the dead animal to his Inventory, while he flapped his wings furiously trying to take off again.

Unfortunately for James, he had no experience trying to take off from water, and did nothing more than flail about helplessly and waste precious seconds. To add to his misfortune, the second crocodile was both determined, and an experienced hunter.

Pain lanced through the einherjar’s leg as the beast’s powerful jaws clamped down on him, tearing through skin and muscle with ease, and locking on like a vice. A split second later, James was dragged under the water, and the cunning reptile taught the foolish man what barrel rolling was all about.

After being tossed about in the murky depths, the hunter-turned-prey had lost all sense of direction and had no clue which way was up. Fighting down the panic, and trying to think through the agony in his leg, all while holding his breath so that he didn’t drown, put James in the worst position he’d ever been in, hands down. Even being shot at and shelled in Afghanistan wasn’t as terror inducing.

Think damn it! he silently raged at himself as he tried to pull it together. He couldn’t see. He couldn’t hear. He couldn’t even smell anything underwater like this. The only sense he still had working was his sense of touch. If only I wasn’t in this fucking water! he screamed in his head. And then, inspiration struck like a lightning bolt. It was going to make a mess, but he just might make it out alive…

Summoning his will, Hel’s Champion ‘touched’ the water… and sent the whole damn pond to his Inventory. The next thing he knew, he and the croc flopped onto the muddy bottom and James gasped for air. Knowing he had very little time before the stream refilled the hole, the einherjar lunged into a sitting position and latched onto the croc’s jaws, holding them shut on his leg.

Startled by suddenly being out of the water, the vicious animal thrashed side to side, trying to whip the much lighter man around.

Sliding his hands up the reptile’s snout, the ex-soldier jammed his clawed thumbs into the beast’s eyes and cast Sleeping Beauty. “Say goodnight, bitch!” James growled as he unleashed the spell. He hadn’t been sure if the ‘sand’ from the spell would work on the crocodile, since such animals had a special protective lens over their eyes; thus his ruining of said membrane with his thumbs.

As expected, the heavy monster passed out. This didn’t mean James was in the clear, though. The water had already risen several inches, and he was still stuck in the beast’s death grip. Trying to remain calm, the Champion flapped and shook his wings, attempting to clear them of mud and catch the air. After several attempts, he was finally able to angle his body correctly and generate enough lift to drag himself off the ground, and pull the monstrous animal to the shore.

By the time he was ‘safe’, relatively speaking, the einherjar was exhausted. Catching movement out of the corner of his eye, he almost panicked again, but quickly realized it was just a number of fish flopping on the muddy ground. If I can get free of his jaws, I could snag those fish too… he thought, wanting to make the absolute most of this trip.

Looking down at the oversized lizard’s jaws clamped on his leg, James knew he didn’t have long to get free, before the pond filled up again and he lost out on the river fish. Of course, I need to stop the bleeding too. he reminded himself. To be frank, his leg had been absolutely savaged. Let’s do this the easy way. he decided. Summoning his .44 Magnum, he placed the revolver against the reptile’s sweet spot - just behind his ‘smile’, and pulled the trigger. As with the previous aquatic predator, this shot shattered the animal’s spine, killing it in seconds. Sending the pistol back to his Inventory, he promised himself that he’d properly clean and reload his guns at some point soon. Immediately after, he sent the dead animal to his Inventory too.

The sight of his mangled calf almost made the man sick before he could heal it. Very little was left of the muscle there, and the bone was cracked and scored by the crocodile’s teeth. Wanting nothing more than to pass out from the pain, the ex-soldier pushed himself forward. I can rest when I get home. he told himself. Don’t need to pass out here and get eaten by the next hungry critter with a bad attitude. Focussing his Qi, he quickly cast two Medical Treatment spells back to back, repairing the bone and regrowing the missing flesh in a matter of seconds; all while itching like a son of a bitch.

Forcing himself to stand, James limped over to the edge of the pond; the pain in his leg gone, but still feeling weak. He wouldn’t get many fish before the stream completely refilled the depression, but he’d get a few. Summoning a laundry basket in his left hand, James flew as slowly and carefully as he could, trying to grab the fish as he passed. In the end, he missed more than he caught, but he did manage to scoop up three of them.

Setting the basket far back on the shore, he summoned the water from his Inventory in stages - a quarter at a time. It was a good thing he did too, because the banks were instantly flooded with the first summoning, and took several minutes to drain away, back to normal levels. As a result, it took him nearly half an hour just to empty the water from his Inventory. While he was at it, he also took the opportunity to purge his Inventory of the ‘grime’ he’d been sending there with his Inventory Trick, as well as any carbon build up on his firearms. The small ball of nastiness that appeared below his hand and plopped into the water smelled absolutely foul, and nearly caused the man to lose his lunch right then and there. By the gods… I need to plug my nose and close my eyes the next time I do that. The einherjar shuddered, trying to get the image out of his mind.

“So, was there anything else I had to take care of before I start cleaning the game?” he asked himself aloud. Looking around, he was reminded of the casing he’d ejected from his rifle, and went in search of it. Unsurprisingly, it was nowhere to be found.

With that taken care of, or at least attempted, James summoned the two crocs and the other animal, such that their heads were lower on the bank than the rest of their bodies. When he checked his Inventory listing, it told him that the grey beast was called a Tapir. He thought he’d heard that term before, but he couldn’t be sure. Summoning his Buck knife, he slit the animals’ throats, bleeding them while he went to tend to the fish.

Sending one to his Inventory to see what it was called, he was informed that they were Rainbow Bass. Having never seen their like before, they seemed to be a decent size in his opinion, being over a foot and a half long. Noting that the little buggers also had sharp teeth, he slit their throats and let them bleed next to the larger game.

“Guess I should cultivate their Qi while I wait for them to bleed out.” he muttered to himself. “Never waste a resource, right?” Sitting down amidst the carcasses, James adopted the lotus position and began to meditate. I really hope the smell of the dead animals doesn’t draw more predators… he almost prayed, before he started cultivating in earnest. As it turned out, the crocodiles were worth 20 Qi each, while the tapir netted him another 10. He even managed to draw a single point of Qi from each of the bass, for a total of 53 Qi, which he took nearly half an hour to cultivate into Spirit.

While he was happy to have 103 Spirit in his Crimson Palace again, he lamented the fact that he’d taken so long to do it. By now, the animals had been dead for over an hour, and he should have dressed them long ago. I just don’t have enough hands to do everything that needs to get done in a timely fashion. I really should have brought Hrein along with me. he admitted to himself.

He started by cleaning the fish, since that was the quickest and easiest, and then gutted the tapir, sending them all to his Inventory as he went. Next he gutted the crocodiles, and packed them away before deciding it was time to head home. While he did that though, he did take the time to inspect the wounds of each animal. His shots had been clean and on the mark. Honestly, he was amazed that he had been able to make the first two shots at all, given how much the tapir and the first croc had been thrashing around. I never would have been able to make those shots in my past life. That’s way more than just a lucky shot. I wonder if my insanely high Aim stat has something to do with it? Maybe with the huge luck bonus I have… shrugging his shoulders, James decided it was best not to question it too much, and just accept his good fortune.

Realizing that he was all but naked, and still covered in mud and dirt, James used his Inventory Trick to clean himself off, disposing of the ‘grime’ right away. He then pulled out a pair of shorts and put them on. I only have three of these left… I have to stop losing them. he muttered to himself.

Spreading his wings, James took one last look around to make sure he wasn’t forgetting anything, before taking to the air. Once airborne, the hunter briefly considered heading to Guayabo. It would definitely be easier to let a more experienced butcher deal with the remaining work on the carcasses, but in the end he decided that it was best to do it himself, and save the money.

James returned home after a successful, if somewhat life threatening, hunt. He was feeling good about his accomplishment, despite being quite tired. Upon landing behind the temple, the hunter considered his options. He wanted to hang the game he’d bagged for a few days, to let them bleed fully, like he would a deer. Unfortunately, these beasts were far heavier than deer, and he wasn’t sure it was wise to do so anyway, given the warm climate he was in. Deciding it would be best to skin and butcher the animals right away, James summoned the tapir, along with his Buck knife and a whetstone, and got to work.

Taking his time, so as not to damage the hide any more than necessary, the hunter took the better part of an hour just to skin the tapir. At some point during his work, Hrein had noticed that he’d returned home, and came out to watch and keep him company.

“It is good to see that thy hunt was successful, Master.” she commented, nodding in approval when she examined the tapir.

“Thanks, my love.” he replied, smiling back at her over his shoulder. Summoning a bone saw from his Inventory, he went to work butchering the beast. “If you’ll do me a favour and have Elora come out, I have a task for her.”

“Of course, Master.” she replied with a slight bow of her head, before returning to the temple.

A few minutes later, Hrein returned with both Elora and Elina in tow. As soon as the latter spotted James working away on the carcass, she quickly moved off to the other side, so that she could get a better view of him and what he was doing.

Smirking to herself, the Chooser moved to the obsessed woman’s side and knelt down beside her. With one eye on her Master, she leaned in and whispered in the elven woman’s ear. “A slave doth not crouch before her Master. She kneels. Thou wouldst be well advised to keep this in mind, shouldst thou wish to serve him in that manner.”

It wasn’t that the valkyrie particularly wanted Elora’s crazy twin to ‘serve’ her Master in that way, but she felt that there would be no getting rid of the woman at this point, and it would be safer for the family if she were to be bound in the same way as the others. Of course, she was well aware how determined Elora was that her sister not be bound, and be able to live freely, so she made sure to advise Elina in such ways only when the other woman couldn’t hear.

For the first time since the tragedy that had shattered her mind, Elina turned her gaze to someone other than James. The silent woman carefully studied the valkyrie beside her, then slowly slipped into a kneeling position, mimicking the other woman’s posture. When Hrein gave her a warm smile of approval, the elf nodded back in a halting manner, before turning her attention back to the Champion and his work.

Elora wasn’t so oblivious that she missed the valkyrie whispering in her sister’s ear, nor did she fail to notice her sister’s change in pose. Frowning in distaste, the elf bit her tongue and silently vowed to speak to her sister later, and warn her against following the valkyrie’s advice. Turning her glare to James’ back, she cleared her throat loudly before addressing him. “I have come as commanded, Sir. You should know, however, that lunch has already been served, and I was on my way to my afternoon lessons with Ms. Peaseblossom, which I will now be late for.”

James stopped what he was doing, and turned to smile at Elora, despite the obvious derision in her voice. “Oh, good. Thanks for your hard work, Elora.”

His pleasant demeanour caused the elven woman’s glare to soften somewhat, though she still frowned, as if his words caused conflicting feelings within her.

“Please take these fish with you when you go.” he told her, summoning the laundry basket containing the three bass. “I’d like you to offer one to Ms. Peaseblossom as thanks for her efforts, and also ask her to teach you how best to cook them. I’m not really a fish fan, but I felt they might make a nice meal for those of you who are.”

“I… I will do as you suggest, Sir.” she replied with a hesitant curtsy, before picking up the basket. The truth was, both she and her sister were big fans of seafood of all kinds, and she was very much looking forward to having a meal of rainbow bass. “Come along, sister. You should be attending the lessons as well, and we need to get you your new uniform besides.” she called out to Elina.

To her dismay, Elora’s twin didn’t move a muscle, nor did she acknowledge her statement in any way, shape, or form. Hrein tried whispering in the other woman’s ear again, but this time Elina’s only reaction was to scowl slightly as she continued to watch James work.

Realizing that the girls were at a loss as to what to do with Elina, James paused what he was doing and moved to crouch down in front of the woman. As he neared her, Elina stopped scowling and simply gazed into his eyes with a blank expression. Giving her the warmest smile he could muster, the einherjar spoke to her. “Hi Elina.”

Elina’s lips parted, as if she were going to say something in return, but no sound came out.

Using his Inventory Trick to clean the blood off his hands, James gently took her hands in his own and returned her gaze, albeit with less intensity. “I’m really glad you’re here with us.” he said honestly. “I’m glad you’re safe now, and that you can be with your sister. I know she loves you very much, and worries about you constantly.”

Elora scowled at the familiarity he was treating her sister with, as well as his presumption to speak for her, but secretly she hoped he could reach her with his words.

“The truth is, the people living in this temple, my family, need your help. There is simply too much work to go around. I want you to be part of this family, Elina, and I want you to assist your sister in her duties. Can you do that for me, please?” he asked in a soft and gentle voice.

The mute elf slowly nodded, without taking her eyes off his.

“Thank you, Elina. I really appreciate that.” he said with a smile. “I need to get back to work, so that I can feed all of us. Please go with your sister and learn the skills you need, okay?”

Again the elven woman nodded, and seemingly with great effort, finally turned her attention away from him. Slowly she stood, and then made her way over to her twin’s side, but not without turning and glancing back at James several times in the process. Eventually the sisters left the clearing, Elora speaking in hushed tones to Elina as they walked.

Once they were out of sight, James sighed with relief. Elina seemed to be making progress, even if it was slow. I hope Acrasia is feeling better, too. I haven’t seen her since she dashed off to see her mother.

Hrein placed her hand on James’ shoulder. “Thou art doing well by those sisters, despite their difficulties.” she encouraged him.

“Thanks.” he replied, glancing at her and giving her a tired smile. “I just want them to be safe and happy. Though I will readily admit that we need the extra help.”

Hrein smirked. “I do believe thou wilt get all the help that thou desirest.”

James quirked a brow at her statement. “Oh? What makes you say that?”

The valkyrie shook her head, then smiled up at her husband. “Thou wilt not be free of those girls in this life, I think. And besides, it would seem young Lāmina has made her decision.”

“Eh? Really? I know you spoke to her while I was gone.” James replied.

Hrein nodded. “All has been made clear to her, especially thy requirements for any who wish to marry into thy house. She hath reasons of her own, besides matters of the heart, for wanting thine attentions. That said, she hath promised to wait until after thy marriage to Acrasia before approaching thee. I warn thee, however, not to dally in that matter, lest thou find that the temple maiden’s patience hath runneth out.”

“Er. Right. Thanks for the warning.” James thanked her with a sheepish grin. “I guess that means you’ve approved her then, my Chooser?”

Hrein smirked again. “She hath my blessing to join our family, when the time is right.” she confirmed with a nod. “I do believe that thou wilt find her dedication to thee more than sufficient, and her planned position within thy house shall meet our needs well.”

“If you say so, my love.” the einherjar agreed with chuckle, before leaning in to kiss her softly on the lips.

“Now, Master, I suggest you finish with thy task, so that thou wilt have time to cultivate this evening.” the valkyrie advised her husband.

James shook his head and briefly summoned the two crocodile carcasses. “I won’t be having any time to cultivate this evening, at all.” he corrected her, before sending the carcasses back. He didn’t want the corpses lying out in the sun and going bad, thus his keeping them in the cold section of his Inventory until he was ready for them.

“By the gods!” Hrein exclaimed. “Why didst thou hunt so much game at once?” At around nine feet long, she guessed the crocodiles must weigh about 800 pounds each, while the tapir weighed 600 pounds easily.

“Well… I really only wanted the tapir, but a croc tried to steal it from me. Then, when I was trying to recover the tapir and the first crocodile from the pond… I kind of got in a tangle with the second one.” he admitted.

Hrein scowled at her Master, while she imagined him trying to wrestle the beast. Sighing and shaking her head, she figured it must have turned out all right, since he was here with her now. “At least thou shouldst be well supplied with meat for a while now, I suppose.”

James nodded and grinned at her. “We will be well supplied.” he corrected her. “I look forward to trying this tapir, actually.”

Hrein eyed the meat and nodded. “As do I, Master.”

After that, the conversation slowed a bit between them, as James turned most of his attention to finishing his work. It took him the better part of two hours to finish butchering the tapir, and his work was far from expertly done. Nevertheless, he figured he’d salvaged a good 300 pounds of meat from the heavy beast, which would supply them for a while.

While James worked hard at dismembering the tapir into usable cuts of meat, Hrein kept him company and performed her katas nearby. Before coming to Terra, she had trained daily with her spear and shield, and she didn’t want those skills to rust.

Moving on to the crocodiles, he dealt with them one at a time, as he had the tapir. Unlike the tapir, however, he found the work significantly more difficult. While he could treat the tapir as an over sized and extremely heavy deer, given its body shape, the crocodiles were beasts of a different sort entirely. It took him over an hour and a half just to skin the first reptile; having to stop constantly to resharpen his knife, thanks to the thick hide and hard scales, as well as the careful experimentation he did in removing the hide. In the end, it was a learning experience for him; a task not quite like any he’d performed before, but just similar enough that he could figure it out as he went.

Then came the butchering, and butcher it he did. He might have retained 400 pounds of meat from the carcass, but it was clear that he’d ruined quite a bit in his first attempt. Still, he felt the three hours work was well spent, because once again he’d learned a lot.

The work on the second crocodile went much more smoothly than the first, the hunter putting into practice all that he had learned from his previous attempt. It only took him a little over an hour to remove the hide from the beast this time, and another two hours to reduce the animal to 440 pounds of meat.

By the time he was finished storing it all away in his inventory, and had cleaned up the mess he’d made in the glade, it was well into the evening. Thankfully Elora had the foresight to interrupt his work shortly after returning from her lessons, and asked him for a few pounds of the tapir meat to prepare for supper, so they would have meat with the night’s meal.

As he cleaned up, James had the distinct feeling that someone was watching him. At first he figured it was just Elina being creepy again, but just to be safe, he stopped and looked around. There, in the treeline… and again over by the spring. he silently noted as he spotted hidden faces peering at him in the dim moonlight. It appeared that the Dryads who lived in the wood that surrounded the temple had taken an interest in him, along with the Naiad, but the shy creatures refused to approach.

“Um. Hello there.” he called out to the fae women in a soft voice and gave them a little wave.

Though it would be difficult to misconstrue his words or actions as hostile, the reclusive fae didn’t reply, and instead withdrew as one, disappearing into the night.

“Well. Not the reaction I’d hoped for, but perhaps another time then.” he sighed. He really did want to get to know his neighbours in the oaken grove, as well as the reputedly mischievous resident of the pool.

Heading into the temple after cleaning himself off, James was surprised to find supper waiting for him. Not only that, but all of the temple’s residents had waited for him to eat. Of course Zahra had been placated with a small treat during the wait, but that wasn’t surprising given her age.

Further surprising the man was the fact that the food was warm, but not dried out. It being so late in the evening, he would have expected it to be long past its freshest, but apparently Elora had taken it upon herself to ask Hrein to keep her informed as to their master’s progress, so that she could time the cooking of the meal to be ready when he was.

She had even gone so far as to prepare the tapir for him, Zahra, and Acrasia, while the other four enjoyed their meal of bass. The standoffish elven maid would never admit it, but she had done so solely because he had mentioned that he wasn’t fond of seafood. If asked, she would have insisted that she simply didn’t want to waste such delicious fish on people who wouldn’t appreciate it, though.

Once the meal was finished, James offered to help with the dishes, only to be shooed out of the kitchen by his surly maid. Chuckling, he thanked her for the delicious meal, honestly stating that it was the best he’d had since coming to Terra. The slight blush on the maid’s cheeks warmed the einherjar’s heart, before she promptly kicked him out of her domain.

With only a couple of hours left before he turned in for the night, Hel’s Champion did as he’d promised himself earlier that day, and spent an hour oiling his guns and unloading the magazines to ease the springs. I’ll reload them again in the morning, before leaving to track down the Beast Tribe. he told himself.

Rejoicing at how easy his Inventory Trick made cleaning the firearms, James reserved the last hour of the night to enjoy the company of his wives. As always, all three participants were well sated before they slept, and Acrasia grew just slightly more beautiful yet again.


CHAPTER 24


The morning sun rose, once again revealing a beautiful day in Elphyne. As he woke and noticed this, James strongly suspected that Titania purposely kept the rain for the very early morning hours, thereby making each day as bright and cheery as possible, while still giving the plants the water they needed.

Rolling over to look at his women, he let his gaze wander over their naked bodies. Once again he was reminded just how lucky he was. And to keep that luck from failing, he reached out and cast Blessing on each of them, including himself. While he was at it, he cleaned all three of them with his Inventory Trick, before slipping out of bed.

He was planning on letting them sleep while he reloaded his magazines, but his startled yelp woke them from their peaceful slumber.

Hrein bolted awake, fists raised and ready for battle, her eyes scanning the room for the danger which had surprised her Master. When her gaze fell on the cause of the ruckus, she sighed and let herself relax.

Attempting to keep quiet, so as not to disturb his lovely wives, James had tried to slip out of bed without looking where he was going. Sliding his feet out from under the covers, and stepping down onto something… or someone, whom he wasn’t expecting to be there, would have been surprising for anyone.

The culprit which Hrein had spotted so quickly was none other than Elina. Clutching the edge of the mattress and peeking over it, with her legs hidden under the bed, the quiet elf had been watching them sleep from very close by.

“Elina…” James groaned, then sighed as he lifted the young woman out from under the bed, as if she were a child. Setting her on her feet as he stood, the einherjar gazed into her unblinking eyes. “Good morning, Elina.” he said, trying not to let any irritation slip into his voice.

The elven woman parted her lips, as if she were going to reply. James watched and waited, giving her ample time to say whatever was on her mind, without pressuring her. After a few moments, she slowly extended her tongue and gradually licked her upper lip, and then her lower, before slowly closing her mouth again without making a sound; never breaking eye contact throughout the odd action.

James was mildly confused. Was that supposed to be some kind of gesture, or… were her lips just dry? Was it even a conscious act? The elf made took no further action, and thus gave him absolutely no hint as to what she was thinking.

A loud rapping drew everyone’s attention (except Elina, who continued to stare at James) to the open door to their bedroom, and the angry elf standing on the threshold. “Breakfast is served, Sir.” she informed them brusquely, before spinning on her heel and stomping down the hall.

James sighed again, then cast Blessing on Elina, and gently nudged her forward. Turning to the ladies in his bed, the einherjar gave them an apologetic smile. “Good morning, my love. My pet. How did you two sleep last night?”

Acrasia shrugged and gave him a warm smile. It wasn’t her usual hyper-bubbly energetic grin, but she was far from the depressed woman she was the morning before. “I slept okay, Master.”

“I slept fine as well, Master.” Hrein replied, also giving him a relaxed smile.

“Good. Good.” Turning back to Elina, who hadn’t really moved from his side, despite his gentle prodding, he asked her the same question. “And you, Elina? How did you sleep?”

Once again she opened her mouth as if to speak, only to extend her tongue and curl it a few times before closing her mouth again.

Yeah, no. There’s no meaning to that. That was just… weird. James confirmed in his head. “Okay. Well, make sure you get enough sleep. I want you to be healthy and happy, after all.” he said with an encouraging smile.

Not getting any further response from the woman, the einherjar gave up and led the girls out of the room, and down to the kitchen.

Lāmina and Zahra were already seated, while Elora was plating their meals. “There is no meat this morning, Sir. If you had thought to leave some with me last night, I could have prepared it for breakfast.” she snapped at him as he seated Hrein.

The valkyrie glared across the table at the rude maid, and was about to speak her mind when James placed a calming hand on her shoulder.

“Sorry about that.” he apologized. “We don’t have any preserved yet, so I was worried it might spoil overnight. I’ll see if I can come up with a way to make an icebox, so that we can have fresh meat every day.”

Elora grit her teeth and scowled at her employer. She wasn’t truly angry about the meat, and what he’d said made perfect sense. No, she was angry that her sister wouldn’t stop stalking the man. Worse, it irritated her that he was treating her so nicely, despite her poor behaviour towards him. Unable to bring herself to apologize, despite knowing that she should, she instead asked a question in a more civil tone. “I see. What is an icebox, Sir?”

James smiled, appreciating her effort for what it was, and explained. “An icebox is an insulated chest, which we can put blocks of ice in to keep our food cold.”

Elora’s eyes narrowed. Such a device sounded very useful indeed, but there was one obvious problem with his plan. “And where would we get the ice, Sir?”

James grinned, having anticipated that question. “That’s actually the easy part, Ms. Elora. I can create it by placing containers of water in the cold section of my Inventory.”

The elven woman had seen him summon objects out of thin air many times during her tenure as his maid, and she had heard him speak of his so called ‘Inventory’, but she lacked any real understanding of how his powers worked. “I see.” she said simply, taking his word for it.

“Ah. Just so you know, the items I summon are stored in Hel’s realm, in Niflheimr. I have a house there, and the basement is cold. Very cold. Thus my ability to keep meat there without it rotting.” he explained.

Elora nodded. Though she had been born on Terra, and had never travelled to any of the other realms, she was educated enough to have heard of a few of them, and understood that Niflheimr was a realm of perpetual cold and darkness. “Very well. Thank you for explaining, Sir.”

James gave her a smile and seated himself at the table. “Any time. If there is ever anything on your mind, you always have my ear, Elora.”

The senior maid finished plating the meals and placed her own on the table last. Sitting down to eat, she was once again reminded how lucky she was. It was unusual in the extreme that the hired help would eat at the same table as the master of the house, let alone a slave. And they definitely don’t eat the same meals… she reminded herself. Letting out a soft sigh, Elora bit her lip and closed her eyes before looking up at her owner and addressing him. “Sir…” she began, hesitantly.

“Hmm? Yes?” James set his cutlery down and gave the maid his full attention.

Elora took a deep breath and offered the man some advice. “It occurred to me, Sir… if you are successful in making this ‘icebox’, you could sell them for a hefty profit. Selling the ice itself could make for an easy and reliable income, which the Temple could surely use.”

James blinked as he realized just how brilliant her suggestion was. “Elora… you’re a genius!” he nearly shouted, beaming at the woman. He could easily make the ice, and it would cost him nothing. Furthermore, he was certain he could even sell it in Guayabo. Using his Inventory Trick, he might even be able to purify water, now that he thought about it. Selling pure ice that could be used to keep food cold, or even to put in drinks was a wonderful idea.

Elora scowled and began eating her breakfast. She told herself repeatedly that she didn’t want his attention or thanks, and that she’d only suggested it to make her own life easier. Thanks to her internal insistence, she was almost successful in preventing the blush that crept onto her cheeks. Almost.

James finished his breakfast and prepared for the day ahead. He started by casting his Blessing spell on the ladies who hadn’t received it yet, then loaded his magazines. After that, he handed 20 pounds of crocodile meat off to Elora, asking her to offer Ms. Peaseblossom 5 pounds of it, in return for teaching her the best methods to prepare it. The rest was meant to feed the temple’s residents for the day.

Deciding that he wanted to visit Guayabo and sell the animal hides before searching for the Beast Tribe, James said goodbye to the maids and temple maidens as he prepared to leave. Before he left, Elora informed him that they had finished the bread that he had bought the other day, so if he wanted more, he’d have to purchase it. This served as a subtle reminder of how important it was for him to get the Elven Quarter back in business, as it would make the purchase of things liked baked goods so much easier for them, as well as providing more security. He didn’t like having to give all of his business to Guayabo, if he could be supporting his new home instead.

With Acrasia perched on his shoulder James spread his wings, ready to take off. It was then that Hrein chose to remind him that they would each need the benefit of his Polyglot spell, if he intended for them to be able to speak to and understand the locals. It’s a damn good thing I have all of these ladies around to remind me of everything, or I’d forget half of what I need to do. he chided himself as he cast the spell on each of them.

It was only after he cast the spells and lamented the cost, that he remembered that he had 103 Spirit banked. Sighing at his own lack of foresight, James spent 100 Spirit to permanently reduce the cost of Polyglot by half. If I’m going to be casting this often, it only makes sense that I should make it more efficient. he thought to himself.

An hour and fifteen minutes later, James and company were standing outside Mr. Eaton’s shop in Guayabo. As was standard procedure for them now, James had cast Illusion on himself, while Acrasia had cast it on Hrein, thereby allowing them to sneak into the town without paying the entry tax.

Knocking on the door, James waited for a reply before he stepped inside.

“Sir James! It’s good to see you.” Geoffrey called out to him from behind the counter. “This is a shop, you know. You don’t have to knock before you enter.”

James shrugged and held out his hand to shake, as he walked up to the counter. “I try not to assume anything, with this being a new culture to me.”

Mr. Eaton nodded as he shook the einherjar’s hand. “Wise. What can I do for you today?”

“I have some more hides and such to sell, if you’re interested. Also, how is your daughter doing?” James asked with a serious look on his face.

“Good! She’s doing great. Better by the day. Honestly, her recovery has been so remarkable, that I can’t really justify making you wait for your payment. She’s never been this healthy since she was born.” the happy father said with a huge smile.

“Good stuff. I’m really glad to hear that.” James gave the merchant a genuine smile. “As to the payment, whenever you are comfortable signing the contract. There’s no rush at this point.”

Geoffrey frowned. “Not looking forward to the leverage over Ingálvur? I got the impression that you weren’t fond of the man.”

The Champion’s expression soured. “I can’t stand the man. He’s utterly detestable. Despite that fact, I can’t use the contract against him. Queen Titania has ruled that the debt must be voided, rather than held.”

The merchant’s eyes went wide. “What? Why would she do that?”

“Suffice it to say that she feels Ingálvur has paid me enough for my services.” James grumbled.

“Well. That’s unfortunate.” Geoffrey frowned. “I was looking forward to seeing you make that worm sweat a little.”

The einherjar let out a hearty laugh at that. “I see there’s no love lost between the two of you.”

“None at all.” Mr. Eaton chuckled, shaking his head. “Wait here a moment, and I’ll go get the contract.” Geoffrey turned to leave, and the door behind the counter opened up a crack.

“Father?” a hesitant voice called from behind the door.

“Clarissa?” the merchant responded to his daughter’s voice with a warm smile. “Are you done playing with your dolls?” Part of him had wanted the girl to stay in bed and rest, but Sir James, the man who had healed her, had prescribed exercise to regain her strength, and so he encouraged her to move about and play whenever she felt up to it.

The little girl pushed the door open a little more and peeked into the room. Her eyes went wide with wonder when she spotted the big furry man on the other side of the counter. He’s like a giant teddy bear! she thought, as she pushed past the door.

Geoffrey chuckled and picked his daughter up, hugging her tight while she stared at his customer. “Clarissa, the is Sir James. He’s the one that made you better.”

“Hello.” she said shyly, then turned her face away and leaned into her father.

James chuckled too, and even Hrein and Acrasia were grinning at how cute the little girl was. “Hello Clarissa. It’s nice to meet you.” the einherjar replied.

Clarissa turned to look at him again, before hiding her face in her father’s chest once more, peeking at him out of the corner of her eye.

“She is precious.” Hrein whispered softly.

“That she is. She’s my greatest treasure. Aren’t you sweetheart?” Geoffrey proudly stated, bouncing her in his arms a little. Turning his head to face James again, he reiterated his statement from a few moments before. “Just give me a moment. I’ll be right back with the contract.”

Acrasia watched as the doting father carried his daughter through the door and into their home. Seeing someone care so deeply about their child made her doubt the wisdom of her Master’s words, in regards to the value of life. While it was true that if she’d never met the girl, her death wouldn’t have meant much to her, but now that she had met Clarissa, she couldn’t deny that she would want to protect her. Maybe he’s half right, then? Maybe just meeting someone is enough to have the little bit of ‘love’ necessary to care? To make them valuable? The fairy thought carefully about what she’d been told and how she felt.

A few minutes later, Geoffrey returned with a rolled up piece of parchment, bound in a piece of string. “This is it. The contract for House Dáinn’s debt.” he said, handing the item over to James.

Unrolling the page and reading the contents, James cursed his inability to squeeze the bastard elf for the coin he owed. Just the monthly interest would have been a big help. he silently griped. It turned out that Ingálvur had borrowed 2000 drachma from Geoffrey, with a monthly interest rate of 1%. Since it appeared that there had been no payments towards the original debt, and no interest had accrued, it seemed the head of House Dáinn had only been paying the 20 drachma a month necessary to keep the debt from growing. That’s still a significant amount of cash to be losing each month, though. James noted with a sigh. No wonder Ingálvur wanted this debt erased.

“A pity you can’t get anything more out of him for that.” Geoffrey stated, nodding at the contract. “I just hope whatever you did get was worth it.”

“I’d say so, but I guess that depends on how much you think a couple of servants are worth.” James grumbled, sending the contract to his Inventory.

The middle aged merchant scratched his chin. “An average slave goes for about 120 drachma, so I’d say you got ripped off, my friend.” he said with an apologetic smile. “I’m surprised he had slaves to sell you, though. His friend the lieutenant usually sells any they acquire directly to the slave market on the other side of town.”

James quirked a brow at that comment. He found it interesting that Ingálvur was involved in the slave trade at all. Just where would that worm get slaves to sell? he wondered. “He sold me his daughters as concubines.” the einherjar stated, frowning in disgust. While it wasn’t entirely true that he’d sold Elora, he did sell Elina, and he had abandoned Elora to the same fate without protest.

Geoffrey’s expression darkened. He’d never met the man’s family, but any man that would sell his daughters didn’t deserve to continue breathing, in his books. “I see.” was all he said in reply.

James glanced at him and gave him a wry smile. “Don’t worry, my friend. They are both better off living with my family than they would be under his care.”

Mr. Eaton shrugged. He really didn’t have a problem with a man keeping slaves. Hell, he kept two of his own. It was just the idea of a man betraying his own precious daughter that filled him with anger and disgust. He just couldn’t understand it. He couldn’t imagine doing anything less than giving everything he had to protect someone so dear to him; just as he had to save his precious Clarissa. “I’m sure they are.” he replied finally, forcing a smile.

James leaned against the counter and asked the merchant a question that had been on his mind. “By the way, what’s the story with the palisade?”

“What do you mean?” Geoffrey asked, furrowing his brow.

“I noticed that it was damaged the other day, and today I saw a small crew working on it. Looked like they were attempting some repairs.” James clarified.

“Oh, that. Yeah. The Tyrant tried to get into town again. Big bastard did a number on the wall this time.” Mr. Eaton informed them.

“Tyrant?” James asked, his curiosity piqued.

Geoffrey nodded and described the creature. “Some of the locals call it the Devourer. Big reptile. Kind of looks like a dragon with no wings. Has a fondness for goats.”

“Goats, eh?” James wondered if he was familiar with such a monster. “Say, have you ever heard of a Chupacabra?” he joked.

The merchant frowned and blinked. “Yeah. Why?”

“Oh? They’re real?” the Champion asked, a little surprised.

“Of course they are.” Geoffrey replied with a scowl. “Damn pests are always after our livestock.”

“Ehh…” James’ eyes widened slightly at the revelation. I really don’t want to sleep in those woods anymore… he noted to himself. “Actually, if you don’t mind, could you take a look at the hides I have to offer? I do have a meeting to attend later today, so I am a little short on time.”

“Of course!” Geoffrey replied, his smile widening and becoming more genuine. “Come on out back to my warehouse.”

James and his wives followed the merchant out a side door and into another part of the building. Moving over to the work bench, James summoned the crocodile hides, along with the bones and claws that remained. Moving a little further down the bench, he then did the same for what remained of the tapir.

“Oh! Crocodile. And is that tapir? Very nice.” the merchant exclaimed, rubbing his hands together. Mr. Eaton took a few minutes to carefully inspect the hides, and then a few of the other items on the bench. “The hides are in pretty good shape, though this one croc hide is a fair bit rougher than the other. First attempt?” he guessed correctly.

“Yeah. Had to learn what I was doing.” James admitted.

Geoffrey nodded. “I can still give you a good price for it, so don’t worry. Still, if you want top coin, it’s best to hire a professional.” he advised the hunter. “I’m also interested in the crocodile skulls and claws. The extra bones aren’t valuable enough for me to pay for.”

“That’s fair.” James answered with a nod. “Can you use them to feed pigs or something?”

The merchant nodded slightly. “Yeah, I suppose.”

“Then keep the bones. I don’t want anything for them. But for the record, in the future you only want teeth, claws, and skulls like that? Along with hides, of course.” James asked to confirm.

“That’s right.” Mr. Eaton said. “If you learn to treat the hides yourself, you’ll get a lot more for them, too.” he suggested.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks.” The einherjar appreciated the merchant’s candid advice. He planned to ask him later about his ice idea, once he had a functioning icebox to demonstrate.

“I can give you 33 obols for the tapir hide. That’s the going rate. As for the crocodiles, well, they’re worth a fair bit more. How about 1 drachma and 50 obols each?” he offered.

James wondered if he was supposed to haggle here, but he decided that he’d just trust the merchant. At least until someone is set up in Elphyne that I can go to. “That sounds good.” he agreed. “And the rest?”

“Hmm. You’ve been good to me. Will you take 1 drachma for the lot?” Geoffrey asked.

“Done.” James said with a smile.

“And was there anything you wanted to buy today?” the merchant asked with a grin.

The Champion laughed. “Not right now. I’m not heading straight home, so perhaps I’ll buy some milk or butter later.”

“Very well.” Geoffrey nodded with a smile. “I’ll get your coin together. Be right back.” A few minutes later the friendly merchant returned with a small bag of coins. “Here you go. 4 drachma and 33 obols.”

James accepted the payment, though he felt like it wasn’t much. Especially given that I almost died getting it. he grumbled in his head. Still though, it is more than a skilled worker gets for four days work here. “Thanks.”

“Any time.” Geoffrey replied, then saw them out. “Come back whenever you have more business. I’ll spread the word of how you helped my Clarissa, too.”

“Thank you. I really appreciate that.” James stated, shaking the man’s hand.

After the merchant returned to his shop, James and Hrein did a cursory check for any onlookers, before he and Acrasia cast their Illusion spells. With their business in town finished, the trio flew over the walls and headed for the spot where they’d encountered the tribeswoman and her daughter a couple of days before.

It didn’t take long for the party to reach the clearing where they’d last seen members of the Beast Tribe. James had been hesitant to bring Acrasia back to the site of such a traumatic experience for her, but she’d insisted that she would be fine, and the hunter really didn’t know where else to start the search, regardless.

Upon landing, the einherjar was relieved to see that the bodies of the slavers were gone. A quick check of the surrounding area revealed a recently beaten path leading back towards Guayabo, so he assumed that another group of slavers or hunters had come across the scene of the battle, and taken the dead warriors home.

Consciously keeping Acrasia next to him, and keeping away from the spot where she’d made her first kill, James carefully scoured the perimeter of the clearing for any sign of people passing through. His primary focus was on the area where he remembered seeing the tribespeople entering the treeline, but after a thorough search, he failed to locate any tracks or spoor whatsoever.

“Damn.” he muttered under his breath. I’d been hoping to be able to pick up their scent at least, if there wasn’t an obvious path to follow. But no such luck, eh? Deciding to go a little deeper into the bush, while still keeping within view of Hrein, who remained in the clearing, the hunter continued his search.

Whether it was because of the passage of time and weather since their encounter, or because the people of the Beast Tribe were exceptionally good at hiding their tracks, James didn’t know, but the einherjar’s efforts remained fruitless.

“Master.” Hrein called out to him.

“What is it, my love?” James yelled back, not overly concerned that someone would hear them.

“If thy search of the ground hast proven unsuccessful, mayhap searching from the air would be more fruitful?” she suggested.

“Hmm.” James scratched his beard in thought. When he had been hunting the previous day, he’d discovered that animals hiding in the forest were extremely hard to spot from the air, which was why he’d dismissed the idea when it had occurred to him earlier. But… if they have a large population, they may settle in a clearing or other open area. Maybe near water? James reconsidered the option, and decided it was worth a shot. “Good point, my love. They may not be concerned with being spotted from the air, so they might not be hiding under the canopy of the forest.”

“Should we split up and look, Master?” Acrasia asked.

“That’s a good idea, too.” he replied, giving the fairy a smile. “But I want you to use your Growth spell before you take to the air.”

The fairy frowned in confusion. “Why is that, Master?”

“Two reasons,” James answered, holding up two fingers. “One, it will make it easier for us all to keep track of one another. And two, I don’t want some random bird of prey thinking you’ll make a nice snack, and dive bombing you from above.”

Acrasia blanched at his second reason, and nodded emphatically in agreement before casting her spell. “Okay, Master!”

“How shall we signal each other, should one of us find our quarry, Master?” Hrein asked, clearly thinking things through.

“Good question, my love. I’m thinking Acrasia or I can use our Illusion spell to create the sound of trumpets blaring. That would be hard to miss.” he suggested.

“And what of me, Master?” the valkyrie pressed.

“Hmm.” James thought through her spell list, and then his Inventory to see if he had anything that would work. I don’t have any musical instruments of any kind… Ah! But I do have my emergency whistle in my hunting pack. “Here you go, darling. Blow this whistle if you see anything.” he said, summoning the whistle and handing it to her.

Hrein accepted the small whistle, and examined it carefully. “This is well made, Master.”

James chuckled. “Thanks. Use the lanyard to keep from losing it, okay?” he suggested.

“I shall do as thou dost suggest, Master.” she replied with a nod, and slipped the lanyard over her head, thereby hanging the whistle around her neck.

With the plan set, the three took to the air and began circling in different directions, in an ever expanding search. Of course they didn’t bother looking in the direction of Guayabo, and made a point of trying to remain high above the canopy of trees, so as not to be ambushed by anything below.

Even with their new strategy, they didn’t locate the Beast Tribe’s encampment right away. As it turned out, Hrein was the lucky one that day, and the shrill sound of her whistle pierced the air a little over an hour after their search had begun.

Picking up on the distant sound, James changed course and began scanning the horizon for his wives. Thanks to Acrasia refreshing her Growth spell at some point, she was still human-sized. Even so, both women appeared to be nothing more than small dots in the sky, given how far apart they all were.

The party of three regrouped in the air before descending outside the Beast Tribe’s camp. The nomadic people had set up in a clearing, a short distance from a slow moving river, and the appearance of James and his women in the skies over their homes caused more than a little alarm among the populace.


CHAPTER 25


When the three touched down near the riverbank, they were met with a wall of spears, held by jaguar warriors of the Beast Tribe. There was a considerable amount of whispering and muttering among the crowd, much of it speculating as to just what James was. Most guessed him to be some manner of striped werepanther, given his dark skin, but others argued that he must be some other species entirely, as his fur patterns and colours were just too strange.

“Forgive me, Champion. My people have never seen a tiger before, let alone a tiger-man with wings.” a familiar voice greeted them. The crowd parted down the middle, and Ome made her way between the warriors, coming to a stop before Hel’s Champion.

Not knowing their customs, James smiled and offered her his hand to shake. “Hello Ome. It’s good to see you.”

The werejaguar priestess glanced down at his hand, and after a moment seemed to figure out what he wanted. Reaching out, she clasped him by the forearm and gave it a small shake, while looking up and returning his smile. “You as well, Champion. In Sekhmet’s name, I welcome you to our home.”

Struck by sudden inspiration, James posed a question to the priestess. “I apologize in advance for my ignorance of your customs, but would it be acceptable to give your people a gift?”

Ome quirked a brow and looked at him askance. “Gifts are always welcome among friends…” Sekhmet’s priestess did her best to hide her suspicions, but she had to wonder why he was behaving in such a friendly manner. At least it will make following Sekhmet’s orders easier. she admitted to herself.

“Good. Excuse me, then.” James said with a grin. Holding his hands out in front of him, Hel’s Champion summoned something none of the others present had ever seen before: garbage bags. Five of them, in fact. While the others looked on in confusion, the einherjar tugged and flapped the large black bags until they opened. He then proceeded to fill the bags with something they did recognize: light pink crocodile meat. He divvied up 400 pounds of the meat between the five bags, roughly a full croc’s worth. “These,” he said, holding out one of the bags, “are for the people of the Beast Tribe.”

Ome blinked. “All of them?” she asked in surprise.

James chuckled. “Yes, all of them. I’m sure you have enough people to eat it?” He’d counted a dozen warriors surrounding him when he’d fought their Champion, so he figured that there should be at least twice that number in the tribe overall.

The priestess nodded. “Yes. Your gift will be well received, Champion.”

“Good.” he said, continuing to smile. “Do be careful with the bags, though. It doesn’t take much to tear them, and I’d hate to see your meat all over the ground.”

“I shall pass along your warning.” Ome replied while waving some of the warriors forward. “Carry these back to the village, and take care not to tear the bags. They are a gift from Hel’s Champion, to the people of the Beast Tribe.” she announced loud enough for everyone gathered to hear.

Once five of the werejaguar men had collected the bags of meat and began carrying it back to their camp, Ome led James and his women along behind them. The rest of the warriors had taken a much more relaxed stance, now that it was clear that the strange, flying people were guests and not enemies.

“That is quite the powerful magic, to be able to create food from nothing.” Ome remarked, hoping he would share some of his secrets.

James chuckled, knowing exactly what she was up to. “The meat isn’t magical. It’s just a crocodile I hunted earlier. I had simply stored it somewhere else, and used magic to summon it here.” he explained with a shrug.

“Still powerful magic, nonetheless.” the priestess pointed out.

James didn’t say anything in response, simply smiling at the woman instead.

As their group entered the clearing, James saw a multitude of hide tents, all set up around a central fire pit. Men, women, and children milled about, taking care of various tasks or playing. The population seemed to be an almost even mix of the Asian and Hispanic races he’d observed before.

“Please take a seat by the fire, Champion.” Ome offered, holding her hand out to indicate one of the logs that had been placed near the pit.

James nodded in acceptance and took a seat where she’d pointed. Acrasia dismissed her Growth spell and fluttered over to her usual perch on his shoulder, while Hrein knelt at his feet.

“Your slaves are well trained, Champion. May I ask where you got such rare specimens?” the priestess asked in what she believed to be a polite manner.

James understood that she was attempting to compliment him on his valuable ‘possessions’, and so he took it the way she meant it. “Hrein here is a valkyrie who once served Odin, but now she serves me. The fairy is Acrasia, and she is from Elphyne, not far to the west of here. Both of them are my wives, in addition to being my slaves.” he explained, hoping the last part would encourage her to treat them with respect. While the Fae Quarter of the city was a secret, the Elven Quarter was going to need foreign business if it was to grow again, so he took the risk of revealing its location.

Sekhmet’s priestess quirked a brow at this, and took a seat to the einherjar’s left, opposite Hrein. “It is unusual that a man would call his slaves wives. Is this normal among your people?”

James chuckled. He really didn’t have a ‘people’ anymore, as far as he was concerned. The fae were as close to that as any, in his opinion, and they varied as much in their customs and beliefs as they did their appearances. “I will not take a wife who does not first bear my collar.” he said simply, hoping that answer would suffice.

Ome grimaced briefly, but the expression vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “I see.” she said, in an even simpler reply.

The people around them had begun setting up spits over the low fire, preparing to cook the crocodile meat he had gifted them. Clearing his throat, James tried to keep the conversation going. “Will you tell me about your people, priestess?”

Ome gave him a soft smile, took a deep breath, then began her tale - the tale of her people’s history. “Not long ago, perhaps two winters past as some measure things, we werejaguars were residents of Guayabo, living there with our human brothers and sisters. Back then we were celebrated, instead of being reviled, as we were the town’s guardians and protectors.”

James’ eyebrows raised at this. He’d seen himself how the people of Guayabo attacked and enslaved those of the Beast Tribe. “What happened that changed things?” he asked.

“A priest of Yahweh entered the town. He performed miracles of healing and preached the word of his Lord. Where we once had been considered blessed by the god Balam, the Jaguar God of Terrestrial Fire, Father Cannon declared us ‘demons’, claiming we were tainted beings, and that only ‘pure’ humans could receive the grace of God.” she explained.

The einherjar frowned as if he’d bitten into something sour. That guy again… he grumbled to himself. The arrogant priest had tried to chase him away from Geoffrey’s home before he could heal his daughter.

“Saying that we worshipped ‘heathen gods’, and that any who sided with us would be cursed to eternal damnation, he rallied his followers and managed to convince the elders that we should be forced to leave.” she went on. “Not long after that, since we were no longer considered members of the tribe, the hunters of Guayabo declared us fair game to take as slaves. Ever since then, we’ve lived as nomads; moving our village every three days without fail, lest our former brethren find our homes and attack us.”

James let out a low growl. The people in Guayabo certainly didn’t live in luxury by any means, but it was clear the werejaguars were just scraping by. The children and elderly were skinny, and none of them wore a single stitch of clothing. Tilting his head, he wondered about that last bit. “Why don’t your people wear clothes?” Even the slaves in Guayabo wore some clothing, even if it was very little.

Ome tittered, her laughter short and light. “We are shape shifters, one and all. After the first few weeks of hiding and trying to keep ahead of our enemies, we quickly realized that our clothing was only slowing us down. Thus, we did away with our modesty, in favour of practicality. When every member of the tribe can shift into the form of a cat in an instant, without hindrance, fighting or fleeing becomes that much easier.”

“That… makes a lot of sense.” James admitted. “And Sekhmet? How does she fit into all of this?”

Ome sighed. “I have always been able to hear the words of my goddess, ever since I was born. None of my tribesmen had heard of Lady Sekhmet before, so many thought I was delusional at first. But as I grew older, and the Lady taught me the secrets of medicine, others began to believe me. Once I started channeling the goddess, the others had no room to doubt me any longer.”

Hel’s Champion had witnessed the woman channel Sekhmet during their last encounter, so he could definitely understand what she was saying. That said, he had also seen how badly the magic had hurt her, so he hoped the goddess didn’t use her in that way too often.

A small boy, perhaps ten years of age, ran up to Ome and hugged her side. Like the woman, he wore an overly large necklace of fangs and claws, and a red cloth tied around his bicep.

“Tenoch, this is Hel’s Champion. Champion, this is my son, Tenoch.” the priestess introduced them.

The child stared up at the einherjar, and James stared back at him. There was something familiar about him, but the Champion couldn’t understand why that might be, until the boy spoke.

“This is the warrior who killed my father?” Tenoch asked, causing James’ breath to catch in shock. Despite the words coming out of his mouth, the boy didn’t look overly angry, nor did he look like he was going to cry.

“Yes, my son. Your father lost to this man in a contest between Champions.” Ome confirmed.

James wanted to say something. To tell the boy that his father had been a powerful warrior. That he had been brave, and strong and honourable… but for some reason the einherjar couldn’t find his voice. Before he could force the words from his lips, the boy spoke again.

“I see. I am Tenoch. I name myself before you, Champion, so that you know the name of the warrior that will kill you some day.” the child said coldly before turning and walking off.

James blinked and continued to struggle with his feelings. He wanted peace with these people, not a never ending cycle of vengeance. Perhaps that is too much to ask for? he silently lamented.

Ome sighed and lightly patted James’ knee. “Do not concern yourself overly with his promise, Champion. He hopes that Sekhmet will one day choose him to be her Champion, as she did his father. If that should come to pass, then he will have the right to challenge other Champions in her name. Be that as it may, Sekhmet has made clear to me that she wishes no further blood to be spilled between our peoples.”

Taking a deep breath, James turned to face Ome and prepared to apologize. He’d had no idea that the Champion had been her husband. And here I am sitting next to her, acting like we’re friends. he chided himself.

Knowing full well what he was about to say, Ome raised a hand to stop him. “Do not apologize. I told you before that I would not sully his memory by lamenting his death.”

“I know, but… I didn’t know he was your husband… or a father.” James muttered anyway.

Ome gave him a sad smile. “It changes nothing. Ocelotl lived and died as a Champion should. Now is the time for peace between us. It is clear that you harbour no ill will towards my people, as is proven by your generous gift.” she said, holding her hand out to indicate the meat roasting over the fire.

Now James was extra glad that he had thought to gift them the food. Not knowing what else to say, but wanting to get past the awkward atmosphere, he settled on changing the topic. “What can you tell me of the nekomata? How did they come to be part of the Beast Tribe?”

The priestess’ smile grew slightly warmer, understanding what he was trying to do, and appreciating his genuine interest in her people. “The Neko Clan arrived on our shores about a year ago.” she began. “They are made up of two distinct peoples, the nekomata and the bakeneko. I admit that I do not know much about their history before they left their ancestral lands, but perhaps one of them can tell you their stories some day.”

James nodded as he listened. He’d heard of both of those creatures before. They were supposedly forms of yokai, a sort of spirit being from Japanese folklore.

“The Neko Clan was driven from their homes in the Land of the Rising Sun, by someone they call the Demon King.” she informed him.

The einherjar raised a brow at that. “The Demon King?” he asked skeptically.

Ome nodded in confirmation. “That is what they say. I admit, there is much I do not know, as our tribe does not possess a Temple Medallion, which makes communication difficult between our peoples. Despite this, we recognized the spirit of Sekhmet’s sister, Bastet, within them, so we could not turn them away.”

“Speaking of nekomata…” James muttered, his eyes moving to a woman slowly approaching them. The naked young lady was clearly of Asian descent, with tanned skin and almond shaped eyes. The way she walked, with a sensual sway of her hips, and her two tails languidly flicking behind her, reminded him of a panther on the prowl. She was lean, all sleek muscles under soft looking skin, with the only hint of fat on her being her generous bust. Even that was only generous when compared to the likes of Acrasia and Hrein, with the cat-girl being a C-Cup at best.

“Ah. Nyakuro.” Ome addressed the newcomer.

The nekomata briefly shifted her sultry gaze from James to the priestess at the mention of her name, her black furred ears twitching slightly. Seemingly losing interest in the other woman, she returned her attention to the man in front of her. With a grin like the cat that got the cream, she slowly bent over and placed a hand on the Champion’s knee, which caused her pendulous breasts to sway enticingly. “Meow.” she purred, as she licked her sharp teeth.

James swallowed hard as he peered into the woman’s hazel eyes, trying to keep his gaze ‘up here’, as it were. Not that he got the impression that she’d mind if he didn’t.

Nyakuro’s slit pupils narrowed as she leaned in and took a long sniff of James’ neck. A low purr began deep in her throat, and her long, silky black hair brushed against his cheek, as she slowly ran a hand up his leg.

Needless to say, he was taken completely by surprise then, when she suddenly lashed out and clawed his face. “What the fuck!?” he cursed loudly, as she leapt back and hissed. “What the hell is wrong with her!?” And why the hell do I seem to attract all of the crazy ones? he added silently.

Ome laughed hysterically, as if someone had told the funniest joke in the world. It actually took her several minutes to calm down, with James and Hrein staring down the crazy nekomata the entire time. When she could finally form a coherent sentence, the priestess explained what was going on. “Sorry.” she giggled and wiped away a tear. “Oh, my. Ahem. Well, it seems our dear Nyakuro has challenged you to a duel, Champion.”

“Why?” James growled and healed his bleeding cheek with a thought. As far as he knew, he’d done nothing to earn the cat-girl’s ire.

“Well, you see, Nyakuro here was to be mated with Ocelotl, our Champion. But since… well, you understand, right?” the priestess answered somewhat vaguely.

James groaned, thinking he understood all too well, but not really understanding a thing. Is there anyone in this village that doesn’t want a piece of me? he wondered. “Fine. I accept. What are the rules for the challenge?”

Hrein blinked, surprised by his answer. But before she could open her mouth and warn him, Ome pulled the Champion to his feet and shoved him towards a clear area on the opposite side of the fire from the river. “No weapons or magic. Only tooth and claw. And no clothes.” she added with a smirk.

James watched Nyakuro sashay to her side of what he was calling ‘the pit’ in his head. It wasn’t really a pit, or anything like that, it was just an area of bare earth, where the moss had been torn up, likely by sparring.

It seemed like the whole village had stopped what they were doing, and gathered around to watch the fight. Ome pulled Hrein aside, and for a moment it looked like they were having a heated discussion, but then Hrein smirked and seemed to calm down, turning her attention to the upcoming duel.

Summoning his courage, James unzipped his shorts and dropped them to the ground, before kicking them off to the sidelines. Truth be told, he would have much preferred to remain dressed in public, but at least he wasn’t the only one naked this time. The sounds of numerous women making appreciative noises reached his ears, and even Nyakuro seemed to ogle him for a moment, before licking her lips. Admittedly, this did wonders for the einherjar’s ego, and brought a bit of a smirk to his lips. Not wanting to risk losing the sash that his Queen had bestowed upon him, James tapped it and sent it to his Inventory.

“Begin!” James heard Ome shout, and the two combatants began to slowly circle the centre of the ring, not taking their eyes off each other for a second.

I don’t really want to hurt her. the einherjar thought as he watched his opponent. No claws, then, and no fangs either for that matter. Maybe I can catch her with a punch, and then take her to the ground? She’s pretty small, so I should be able to overpower her. Hopefully she’ll submit before I have to break something. Feeling secure in his plan, James slowly started working his way to the centre of the pit, hoping she’d move to meet him.

Once again, the nekomata hissed, only this time she launched herself at him with her claws extended. On instinct, James lashed out with a lightning fast right hook, and caught the woman square in the jaw. The 110 pound cat-girl went down in a heap, and just like that, the fight was over.

The gathered tribesmen gawked in shock, while Ome facepalmed and Hrein let out a hearty laugh. Looking around, James got an inkling that something was wrong, but rather than tell him, the audience simply broke up and went back to their business, shaking their heads.

Feeling a bit at a loss, James retrieved his shorts and put them back on, before summoning his sash again. As he dressed, Ome approached him and cleared her throat.

“Congratulations on your victory.” she said with a sarcastic tone.

“Uh. Why do I feel like I did something wrong?” he asked, looking over at the unconscious girl.

“Oh. I don’t know. Tell me, when it comes to a fist fight, how much chance do you think a slip of a girl like her, has against a heavyweight like you?” the priestess asked sardonically.

“Um… none.” he replied, more than a little embarrassed.

“Yeah…” she replied, drawing out the word. The priestess sighed and shook her head, before walking back to her seat by the fire.

James groaned and trudged over to the pit, crouching down next to Nyakuro. He still had no idea what the point of all this was, if it wasn’t supposed to be a fight. She said it was a duel! Tooth and claw! he argued in his own head. Like, what chance did she stand against me in any case? I don’t get it… Reaching down, James healed the cat-girl’s jaw with a single cast of Medical Treatment, then sat in the dirt and watched her from a few feet away.

Hrein came up behind him and gently rubbed his shoulders. “Do not fret, Master. I believe everything is fine.”

Tilting his head, he looked up at the valkyrie. “Really?”

“Yea, Master. I do believe it was intended to be a wrestling match but…” she shrugged, not explaining any further.

James scowled and looked back at the still sleeping girl. He’d knocked her out with one punch. How would she have fared any better in a wrestling match? he grumbled to himself. The ex-soldier heard the valkyrie giggle, then pat his shoulder before walking away. Glancing behind him, he saw her take a seat next to Ome, and the two began to discuss something in hushed tones. What have I gotten myself into now? he sighed.

James spent the next hour or so wandering around and striking up conversations with random villagers. He asked their names, learned a bit about their families, and talked about the myriad myths and legends that surrounded the volcano and the region around it. Nyakuro had eventually woken up, and while she seemed confused at first, she didn’t behave in an overly hostile manner. At least she doesn’t seem to hate me… James noted hopefully.

While Hrein spent most of her time chatting with Ome, and later Nyakuro, Acrasia passed the hours in hiding. It wasn’t that the tiny fairy was feeling unsociable, nor did she lack interest in the new people and their customs. It was simply a matter of self preservation. After she had returned to her normal size, she had quickly noticed that the way she moved, flitting about with sudden starts and stops, tugged on their predatory instincts. The intensity of their gazes made her feel like a small bird being hunted by a whole tribe of cats. Thus her refusal to leave the safety of Hrein’s lap or her Master’s shoulder.

As the day wore on, the people of the Beast Tribe seemed to get even busier. Large amounts of food were being prepared, as if they planned to have a feast. At first James had offered to help, only to be turned down and told that guests were not expected to work. Not knowing what else to do, the einherjar looked around for some way to help. Upon spotting an elderly gentleman who appeared to be missing an ear, Hel’s Champion offered to regrow the organ for him. Though skeptical at first, the bakeneko allowed James to try, and was astonished by the einherjar’s success.

Word quickly spread that a powerful healer was among them, and soon James had no shortage of attention, as people lined up to seek his help whenever their work allowed them to do so. He treated older folks who had back trouble or arthritis, children with cuts and bruises, and replaced more than a few missing digits and even an eye. A couple of women simply wanted him to check on their pregnancies, and ensure their babies were all right. The couples were ecstatic when he used his Diagnosis spell to show them their unborn children.

Of course he didn’t charge anyone for his assistance, but he couldn’t help but wonder why Ome hadn’t taken care of the issues herself. When the priestess approached to thank him, she explained that her gifts were primarily in the creation of medicines and treating disease. While the balms and salves she could create were powerful, they couldn’t instantly heal a wound like he could, let alone regrow a missing limb. As far as she knew, no one possessed such powerful magic, or it was extraordinarily rare at the very least, and thus far beyond the reach of the common folk.

As they sat by the fire chatting, another woman approached and stood before James. If it weren’t for the abundant scars marring her body and disfiguring her face, the ex-soldier felt she might have been an attractive woman. Whichever bastard did this to her… he really did a number on her. he silently lamented. Not only was half of her right ear missing, her left eye had gone white with blindness; a large and jagged scar ran through it from her forehead to her nose. When she spoke, he noticed that her fangs had been pulled out, and her lips were cleft in several places, where they’d been cut and healed poorly.

“Good evening, Champion. Priestess.” the woman greeted James and Ome with a bit of a lisp.

“Good evening, Chimalma.” Ome replied with a sad smile.

Chimalma’s eyes flicked to the priestess and she scowled. “Do not look at me like that, sister.”

Sekhmet’s priestess sighed. “He might be able to help you…” she began, but was cut off by a sharp wave of the other woman’s hand.

“I did not come to seek healing, sister.” she glowered at the sitting woman. “I do not care how ugly I look. No man would lie with a barren woman regardless.”

“I might be able to help with that, too.” James offered.

The warrior woman laughed loudly. “Think your seed is so mighty that you could even get me pregnant, is it?”

James chuckled and shook his head. “It just might be! But no. I meant my magic might be able to address your infertility.”

A pained expression darkened the woman’s already fearsome features, her eyes briefly hardening as she glared down at him. Snorting, she looked away and crossed her arms over her chest, but said nothing.

“Please, sister. Let him try.” Ome begged.

Chimalma’s lower lip trembled and she grit her teeth before looking down at the einherjar again. “Try if you wish. It doesn’t matter.” she half whispered.

James nodded solemnly and patted the ground with his hand. “Would you like to lie down?” he asked.

“Ha! Already trying to get me on my back, I see!” she said with a sneer, but moved to do as he’d suggested. Clearly the woman was trying to hide her feelings with coarse bravado, so James simply went along with it.

“Whatever works, right?” he said with a grin.

The woman let out a tiny gasp when he leaned over and lightly placed a hand on her bare stomach. It had been a long time since she had let any man touch her in any way, and the last time one had, he’d been the cause of all her scarring.

Spending the extra 5 Qi, James cast his Diagnosis spell and made it visible to others. He focussed on her insides, specifically her womb and birth canal. Not that he had much experience in looking at such things, but the masses of red displayed by the spell made it clear that very little of the flesh was healthy; the majority of her insides were heavily scarred.

“What am I looking at?” Ome whispered from beside him.

“Scarring.” James said with a low growl. “There’s a lot of… trauma inside her.”

“Coatl…” Chimalma hissed. “He and his friends used a hot poker to…” she rasped, unable to finish her sentence; a single tear slipping from the corner of her eye.

“That anyone could do this to another person…” James’ growl grew louder, drawing the attention of a few passersby.

The scarred woman sneered. “Person? Coatl and his ilk don’t consider us people. That damned Father Cannon has them convinced of that.”

“I see you are familiar with that asshole.” James stated, surveying the damage covering her body.

“Ha! That’s one way to put it. The arrogant prick tried to make a pass at me… said he could save me if I just… did what he wanted.” the tough woman blinked, but refused to acknowledge the tears streaming from her eyes by wiping them away. “When I shot him down, he told the town I was a harlot who slept with monsters. That was when Coatl and his friends decided to ‘cleanse’ me. To make sure they killed any possible demon spawn I might be carrying.” she hissed, fighting a sob. “Ome’s husband found me in a ditch later that night. They’d tossed me in there, with the rest of the ‘garbage’, thinking I was dead.”

Hel’s Champion gently wiped away the woman’s tears, earning him a glare, but his gaze remained steady as he looked into her eyes and made a vow. “We’ll make them pay.” he promised her, his voice filled with steel.

“You aren’t even one of us. Why do you care?” she whispered, her voice betraying a vulnerability in her that he’d yet to see.

“I…” The truth was, James had no good answer to that question. She was right that she wasn’t one of his people, and it wasn’t his place to interfere. Nonetheless, the people of the Beast Tribe were growing on him, and he’d had some ideas that he still needed to consider carefully before giving voice to them. Rather than give some bullshit answer, he changed the topic slightly. “I can heal what has been done to you. All of it. But it will hurt. A lot.”

She had heard the cries and the outright screams of some of his earlier patients, and it was quite likely that some in the village had been dissuaded from seeking his help because of them, despite his nearly miraculous successes. “I’m no stranger to pain.” she stated flatly, a determined look in her eyes.

James nodded, taking that as consent to begin his work, and so he started casting Medical Treatment. As expected, the woman screamed at the top of her lungs, and dug her fingers into the earth, when his magic began dissolving all of the scar tissue in her reproductive tract. It hurt like hell, or more specifically, the personal hell she’d gone through when the wounds were inflicted upon her the first time. Thankfully, rather than the days of agony she’d endured years prior, the pain only lasted ten seconds or so, before being replaced by a horrible itching sensation, and then finally, nothing.

Rather than drag out the experience, James moved up her body and cast his spells upon her stomach and breasts. Thankfully the wounds there were only skin deep, so it didn’t take long to remove the scars and heal them properly.

By now the woman was panting and nearly delirious from the pain, so when he cast his spell again, this time on her head to replace her eye and regrow her ear, while fixing the scarring on her face, she passed out entirely. Taking advantage of her unconscious state, the einherjar gathered her hands together in one of his own, and casts his spells one last time, regrowing the claws that had been torn from her fingers.


CHAPTER 26


Chimalma woke a short time later, warmed by the fire and a soft blanket that had been placed over her. For the first time in memory, she felt no pain anywhere in her body. Though she didn’t know it, Coatl’s vicious assault on her body had left her with severe nerve damage, not just scarring.

Slowly sitting up and blinking her eyes to adjust to the waning daylight, the werejaguar noticed James and Ome remained seated next to her, as if watching over her while she slept.

“How do you feel?” the einherjar asked, eyeing her with a concerned look.

Chimalma slowly nodded and bundled the blanket before handing it back to him, assuming it was his, since the weave was unlike anything her people could accomplish. “I’m fine, thank you. And… thanks for the loan of the blanket.”

James accepted the cloth and sent it back to his Inventory with a smile. “Good. I do apologize for the pain, but… it was necessary.”

The warrior woman nodded again and climbed to her feet. “I understand.” Straightening her back, and looking him in the eye, she gave him a salute, which he recognized from the guards at Guayabo. “I promise that I will repay this debt some day.” she stated in a serious tone. “In the mean time, should you ever have need of my spear, you need only call and it is yours.”

Hel’s Champion stood and returned her salute, striking his chest with his fist. “I will welcome it, when the time comes.”

The Jaguar Warrior nodded sharply once more, then turned on her heel and strode away.

“Thank you for healing my sister.” Ome whispered, once she was sure Chimalma was out of earshot. “I think it will still be a long time before she can stand the touch of a man, but at least she has hope now.”

James smiled softly and turned to face Ome. “She seems like a fine woman. Strong. I’m sure she’ll be okay, if she’s carried on this long.”

Sekhmet’s priestess nodded. “She is strong. Chimalma, her name, means shield-bearer in our language. Despite the pain I know she’s been in, she has trained harder than any other warrior in the tribe. Only Ocelotl could best her in wrestling, so great is her skill.”

“I’m guessing she used her pain and anger to motivate her…” the einherjar sighed. It was good that the woman had made something of herself, despite her tragic past, but it still bothered him that she had suffered so.

Ome nodded, gazing into the flames and letting the silence hang for a moment. Her goddess had granted her a gift, which she was supposed to deliver to Hel’s Champion, but she had been hesitant to do so. Despite her words, she couldn’t deny the truth in her heart: that she blamed him for taking away her husband, and the father of her child. Worse, she feared what lengths her goddess might go to, in an attempt to draw him into her service. The Goddess of War and Fire had even hinted that the einherjar might enjoy claiming her former Champion’s pride as a prize. The priestess shuddered at the thought, and prayed it didn’t come to that. At least now I have an excuse to give him the gift, thanks to his generosity in healing my people. she told herself.

“Ome? Are you all right?” James asked, having notice a troubled expression on the woman’s face.

“Champion? I am fine, thank you.” she replied, forcing a smile.

“James.” the einherjar said with a grin.

The priestess frowned and looked at him in confusion.

“It’s my name. Unless you want me to call you ‘Priestess’ all the time.” he joked.

“Oh.” the werejaguar said, seeing what he was getting at. If she were honest about it, she didn’t really want to get that friendly with the man, but it was clear that he was trying to mend the bridges between their peoples, after their disastrous first encounter. Furthermore, though she wasn’t one of the elders of the tribe, she was their spiritual leader, and first wife of their former Champion and Chief. This meant that her personal relationship with Hel’s Champion was a reflection of how close their peoples could become. Pushing down her personal feelings, the Priestess of Sekhmet put on a smile. “Of course, James.”

Being the insensitive lout that James was, he didn’t really pick up on the woman’s inner turmoil, and accepted the smile as a genuine desire for friendship. “Much better.” he chuckled.

Ome faked a cough and brought up the topic of the gift. “Actually, James, I’m glad you wish for our people to be closer. Your gift of the meat was well received, and should be enjoyed by many during the feast. Even greater was your gift of healing, which has truly changed the lives of the people you’ve touched. I cannot express how grateful I am for your generosity, but I will make the attempt.” she stated solemnly, bowing her head.

“No, no. There’s no need for all that.” James said, waving his hands in an attempt to play down his contributions.

Bringing the smile back to her face, the priestess looked up at the warrior. “Oh, but there is. As Lady Sekhmet’s priestess, I must present you with this small token of our appreciation.” she stated, holding her hand out to the side.

As if she had been waiting for that signal, a young bakeneko girl stepped forward carrying a bone tube, sealed with wax. She placed the tube in Ome’s hand before bowing and stepping away without saying a word.

James glanced at the girl out of the corner of his eye, before returning his attention to Ome. As a priestess of Sekhmet, it only made sense if she had acolytes or the like assisting her, so he assumed that was the role of the girl.

“This,” she stated, holding the tube out to James, “is a gift for you, granted to me by my goddess, Sekhmet.”

Hel’s Champion accepted the gift gratefully. “I thank both you and your goddess.” Unsure if he was supposed to open it then or not, James examined the bone case and the wax seal at the ends.

Ome laughed lightly upon seeing his mild discomfort. It seems he is conscious of his ignorance of our customs, and is doing his best not to offend us. she realized. “You may open it, James.” As the einherjar broke the seal and pulled out the scroll hidden within, she went on to explain its contents. “We have seen you heal wounds with amazing skill, but I do not know if you can treat diseases. As such, Lady Sekhmet chose to have me write that scroll for you. The magic it contains will purge your patient of a disease that ails them.”

The Champion’s eyebrows raised at her description of the spell, which only served to make him all the more excited. This is just what I needed to compliment my Medical Treatment spell! he nearly shouted in his head. Looking over the scroll with Analysis, he chose to cultivate and learn the spell then and there.

“Ah!” the priestess exclaimed when she saw tiny motes of light drifting away from the parchment and entering the Champion’s body, while the scroll’s edges began to crumble into dust. “No! Don’t use it now! It’s meant to be used on a patient. If you activate it’s magic now, it will be lost!” she shouted in a panic.

Hrein reached over her Master’s lap and touched Ome’s leg. “Fear not, Priestess of Sekhmet. My Master doth know what he is doing.”

Ome frowned in consternation, as she watched the precious scroll disintegrate over the next ten minutes. She had spent hours meticulously scribing the scroll and infusing it with the magic necessary to make it work, while painstakingly following her goddess’ instructions. And now… he’s wasting it? Why? She wanted to yell at and slap the man, until an idea popped in her head. Wait… what if he’s been suffering from some disease? Perhaps this was the perfect chance for him to cure himself? That must be it.

When the last of the scroll scattered as dust on the wind, James closes his eyes and sighed happily. The magical knowledge settled into his mind with a familiar feeling, and he felt his Dantian expand yet again. Checking his Status Screen, he saw that his new total capacity had increased to 700 Qi, and a new spell had been added to his list.
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Reading over the description, James was overjoyed with his new spell, but he immediately regretted not having time to cultivate right then. It’s great, but I really want to expand its effectiveness. I want to be able to cure fungal and parasitic infections, too. Oh, and bacterial ones, obviously. Wait, wasn’t there a fifth type of infection? The einherjar wracked his brain, trying to remember his high school biology classes.

“Champion? James?” the einherjar heard the priestess next to him call his name, cutting his contemplations short.

“Hmm? Oh, sorry Ome.” he apologized with a big grin. “I’m just so thrilled to have learned such a useful new spell.”

The priestess of Sekhmet tilted her head in curiosity. “Learned?”

James had momentarily forgotten that other people didn’t learn spells from scrolls like he did, and so he had wrongly assumed that Sekhmet’s intention was to teach him the spell. In fact, she had only intended to give him a useful tool; one that could only be utilized a single time. Likely as an enticement for me to turn to her for more in the future. A ‘first hit’s free’ sort of thing. he realized. As a result, the goddess had given him a much more valuable gift than she had planned to.

Hrein bit her lip, understanding that her husband had accidentally revealed one of his secrets, yet again. He really doth need to take more care around strangers. she sighed to herself.

“Yeah… about that.” James grimaced, suddenly realizing his gaffe. Oh well. If my idea pans out, it won’t hurt for her to know anyway. he tried to console himself. “So, I really appreciate the scroll. As it turns out, I have the ability to learn magic from scrolls… effectively copying them into my mind. Permanently.” he explained, deciding on a greater level of transparency. Hopefully she’ll understand this is a secret, and appreciate the trust I am placing in her.

Ome blinked in surprise. “What?”

Sekhmet, who had been watching and listening through her priestess, screamed on her throne. “Just what kind of Blessing did you give him, Hel!?” The few servants who were present in her audience chamber simply made themselves scarce at the goddess’ outburst, not understanding the source of her displeasure, nor wanting to draw her wrath. “Quick. You must ask him how he achieves that.” she instructed her priestess.

“Um… how… how do you do that?” she asked, stammering a little as her goddess shouted inside her head.

James cleared his throat. “My Lady Hel’s Blessing.” he stated simply.

“I knew it!” Sekhmet roared, not even realizing she was now alone in her throne room. The Lion-Headed Goddess bit her thumbnail as she contemplated this latest revelation. There’s no way he’d leave her side after receiving such a powerful Blessing. The ability to learn spells from scrolls? Preposterous! Who ever heard of such a thing!? And an enhanced ability to cultivate! What a monstrous combination! The Goddess of Medicine silently brooded and adjusted her plans.

Shortly after James shocked Ome by inadvertently revealing one of his secrets, the feast was ready to begin. Copious amounts of food were laid out on tarps all around the fire, with a wide variety of dishes to suit any palate. Some were plain, like the spit roasted meats, served on large leaves, while others were very colourful and smelled delicious.

Ome handed a small bundle of food to James, insisting that he try it first. Looking at it, he was reminded of Joong, a type of Chinese food he enjoyed greatly. While the Chinese dish comprised of sticky rice and other goodness wrapped in bamboo leaves, this dish was a bit different.

“It’s called a tamale.” she informed him. “We mix corn, oil, salt, onions, and ayote, and place it on a Bijagua leaf.”

“Bijagua.” James repeated the foreign word. His magic didn’t translate it or ‘ayote’, so he assumed they were proper names for things that he was unfamiliar with.

The priestess nodded. “The Bijagua plant is very important to us. Do you see how one side of the leaf is green, and the other is white? It’s easy to identify in the forest.”

The einherjar nodded, actually very interested in learning about local flora. “And ayote?” he asked.

“Hmm.” Ome frowned, not sure how to describe it. She turned and called out to her assistant, who ran off to get one to show him. While they waited for her to return, she went on with her lesson on how to make tamales. “Next we add a layer of meat. Usually pork, but we made some with the crocodile meat you so graciously gifted us tonight.”

The einherjar chuckled. “I look forward to trying it. I haven’t actually eaten crocodile before.”

“Oh? I think you will like it.” she said with a smile. “After that, we add another layer of the corn mixture, before wrapping it up in the Bijagua leaf, and binding it with string. Ah, here she is.” The young bakeneko girl handed the priestess a gourd of some kind, and a knife. Cutting it open, she held it out to James for him to smell.

“Seems like a hard squash of some kind.” he commented.

“You may have it.” Ome offered. “Take it with you, and have it with your next meal.”

“Thank you.” he accepted the ayote with a smile and sent it to his Inventory.

James cut the strings on the leafy bundle with his claws, then peeled the leaves back, revealing a fragrant and colourful dish. The crocodile meat had turned white, and almost looked like fish. Taking a whiff, he found that the scent was quite pleasant, so he summoned a spoon and dug in. The meat was very tender, and almost flaked apart, again reminding James of a white fish. Sampling it, he found that he couldn’t really discern the flavour of the crocodile from the other ingredients, but the whole was flavourful and enjoyable.

“You seem to like it. That is good.” Ome commented, watching James nod as he tasted the food.

“I do.” he agreed. “It’s quite tasty.”

Wanting to taste the food too, Acrasia dropped down from his shoulder, to hover over the steaming meal. Far too small to use the spoon, she plucked bits from the savoury blend with her hands, and stuffed them in her face. “Mmm! It’s good, Master!” she exclaimed.

“May I have some for my other wife, as well?” James asked the priestess politely.

“Of course! All are free to eat what they wish and enjoy the feast.” Ome confirmed.

Hrein stood with a nod, and went to retrieve a variety of dishes for herself. Ordinarily she would pick some out to bring back to her husband as well, but Ome seemed to have that covered.

Over the course of the meal, James tried a little of everything, even the fish which he knew he wouldn’t like. As it turned out, the plain roasted crocodile did have a very slight fishy taste to it, but not enough that James found it gross. The highlights of the meal were definitely the tamales, in his opinion, especially the ones made with pork. There was another dish that resembled them, also being wrapped in Bijagua leaves, but much simpler to prepare. He didn’t recall catching the name of the dish, but it was mainly meat, fish in this case, and papaya flowers, if he had understood correctly. He did remember that both wraps took a little while to cook - an hour of roasting on hot embers, he’d been told.

During the feast, many of the tribes folk that he hadn’t spoken to already, stopped by to say hello and introduce themselves. Through it all, James couldn’t help but notice Nyakuro watching him from the other side of the fire as she ate. The way she’d lick her lips after swallowing a bite, all while locking eyes with him, sent shivers down his spine. He could tell the cat-girl was hungry. He just wasn’t sure what for.

After the sun set, and darkness descended on the forest, eating gave way to dancing and drinking. Everyone, young and old, danced around the fire to the beat of the drums, celebrating and making merry. Once again, James found himself in an awkward situation where he had to disappoint many people. It seemed that every adult member of the Beast Tribe was eager to drink with him, but over and over he had to refuse their offers, explaining that it was against his beliefs to consume alcohol. This especially shocked the warriors of the tribe, who were adherents of Sekhmet, and whose rituals often centred around imbibing alcohol and becoming intoxicated.

In his past life, James had never been much of a dancer, but with confidence in his new body, he at least made the attempt. As it turned out, he didn’t regret it; it was worth making a fool of himself, if only for the chance to watch his women dance. The way Acrasia moved, having returned to human-size again, easily kept his attention off his own embarrassment. And Hrein… the sinuous sway of her hips, and way she trailed her fingers over his chest, did things to him that he couldn’t deny. But it was the way she looked at him as they danced, with her eyes holding the promise of something more, that made him eager to participate.

The communal dancing lasted for a couple of hours, but then it was time for the children to retire to their tents, as the adults had something else prepared. Ome guided James back to his seat, and spoke with him in hushed tones for a few minutes. “I trust you are enjoying yourself, Champion?” she asked.

James chuckled at the fact that she was back to using a sort of formal address. Wondering what was coming next, as it was getting rather late, he nodded in reply. “I am. Your people have shown us great hospitality.”

“Good.” she whispered in with a wide grin. “I think you will appreciate this next bit even more.” she hinted, without spoiling the surprise.

Glancing down at Hrein, he noticed that she was smirking up at him and had a mischievous glint in her eye. Whatever was up, it seemed she was privy to it, so he could trust that it was going to be all right, and judging by her expression, rather entertaining.

Moments later, the drums began once more, but this time the beat was slow and purposeful. From behind the tents came a short line of women, their hips swaying to the beat as they made their way forward. The firelight reflected off their naked bodies, having been anointed with oils, and highlighting the tribal patterns that had been painted on their bare skin.

Out of the corner of his eye, the einherjar noticed a few young men being pushed forward, to sit closer to the fire. As the young women slowly danced past him, each came to a halt in front of one of the young warriors as the drums came to a stop. To his surprise, the sensual Nyakuro had stopped directly in front of him, and was now staring down at him with a strange intensity, her chest heaving as she breathed deeply in anticipation.

The drumming began once more, this time with a slow but sensual beat, signalling the young women to begin their dance before their chosen partners. Gradually, the beat picked up, and James watched in fascination as Nyakuro dipped and swayed to the rhythm, her movements smooth and graceful in a way that professional dancers would envy.

Time seemed to slow for the einherjar, as the nekomata danced hypnotically before him. The cadence picked up; the beat of the drums and the heat of the fire intensified the scene dramatically, until the music climaxed and Nyakuro dropped to her hands and knees, facing away from him. Like a cat, she gracefully arched her back, then lowered her upper body until her breasts were pressed into the ground, and her ass was high in the air. Her twin tails slowly raised, revealing her glistening sex, and swayed languidly in the air above her.

James froze at the sight before him. Not even the densest of men could fail to recognize the offering for what it was. And to be completely honest, there wasn’t a part of him that didn’t want to accept that offer right then and there. Still, he had his oath to Hrein to consider. He was a married man, even if he didn’t follow the conventions of his old world.

“Why do you hesitate, Champion? Is she not to your liking?” Ome whispered in his ear, a note of worry in her voice.

“No… it’s not that…” he stammered, his heart racing a mile a minute.

“Then claim her. She is yours, by right of your courtship duel.” to priestess told him.

“Courtship!? But she… I…” the einherjar started to protest.

James suddenly felt Hrein’s hand lightly touch his leg. “It is all right, Master. They are aware of thy requirements. All has been prepared for this moment.” she informed him in a whisper.

Hel’s Champion swallowed hard. Is this really happening? he wondered as he stared at the waiting cat-girl.

“Nyaa!” Nyakuro’s tails twitched in irritation, as the woman yowled with impatience.

Taking a deep breath, James stood and sent his clothing to his Inventory with a thought, before stepping up behind the nekomata. Her naked body glistened in the firelight, as she raised her ass another inch in invitation.

Dropping to his knees behind her, James placed his hands on her hips; the sudden contact making her shiver in anticipation. Slowly, he ran his hands over her body, enjoying the silky feel of her skin. Knowing that he wanted the moment to be as perfect as possible, he used Medical Treatment to rid the girl of any body hair she had, especially between her legs. The brief itching sensation it caused made the cat-girl hiss in confused irritation and rub her legs together. Before she could voice her complaints, he used his Inventory Trick to clean the hair away, and slid his hands over her rear. As his thumbs lightly grazed her lower lips, the woman stilled and replaced her hissing with a gasp of desire.

Despite her growing impatience, James didn’t rush the moment. Leaning in closer, he gently spread her labia with his thumbs, and extended his tongue.

“What is he doing?” he heard Ome ask in a confused whisper.

Likewise, Nyakuro tried to thrust her rear towards him, confused as to what was taking so long, and eager for him to penetrate her.

Undeterred by either woman’s impatience, the einherjar slowly began to lick and lap at Nyakuro’s wet slit. There was no way that he was passing up on the opportunity to taste her virgin pussy before he deflowered her. He would only get to do so once, after all. Taking his time, James licked and probed the woman’s depths with his tongue, occasionally flicking her clit with the tip.

His ministrations only served to tease the already aroused cat-girl, causing her to yowl even louder in frustration. The einherjar did his best to commit the girl’s tangy taste to memory as he lapped at her sex until she would wait no longer. Her loud hiss, and a kick to his leg told him that his time was up, even if he hadn’t had his fill.

With a sigh, James straightened up behind her, and lined himself up with her entrance, pressing the head of his cock against her slick pussy. This caused the noisy woman to freeze in anticipation. “I have to ask.” he whispered, his voice rough with desire as he cast Enslave upon the woman. “Do you accept me as your lover… your mate?”

“Meow…” she breathed in a sultry voice.

‘I’ll take that as a yes.” James chuckled, and slowly pierced her from behind. Two things happened simultaneously then. As the head of his cock entered her, a soft leather collar appeared around her neck.

Though she was surprised by the feeling of something suddenly tightening around her throat, Nyakuro was far more distracted by the feeling of her mate’s penis slowly stretching her inner walls as he pushed into her. There was a brief moment of pain, when she felt him tear her hymen, but it was gone in a flash when he used his magic to heal the small wound. Deeper and deeper he plunged into her, until she felt like she couldn’t take another inch. Though she’d never had sex before, she never would have imagined feeling so full.

The feeling of the cat-girl’s virgin pussy was incredible. It’s so soft and tight and hot… James swore her body temperature was way higher than any other woman he’d ever been with. Knowing that he wasn’t hurting Nyakuro, thanks to his magic, the einherjar didn’t hesitate to grip her by the hips and start working himself in and out of her.

Ever so slowly, he picked up the pace. He was in no rush to be finished with the act, and planned to thoroughly enjoy their first time for as long as possible. Losing himself to the sensation of her sweet vagina wrapped around his hard cock, James pumped away at his newest wife with abandon.

Eventually, he became vaguely aware of other voices nearby, the other lovers having apparently finished their mating rituals, and the rest of the tribe having gathered to watch him ride the poor cat-girl into the ground.

“Meeeoooow!” Nyakuro cried as her entire body tensed up, her very first orgasm overwhelming her senses. As the wave of pleasure crashed through her whole body, the nekomata’s pussy constricted around James’ manhood like a searing vice. The intensity of her climax easily pushed the Champion over the edge and into his own, flooding her nubile body with his seed.

Shivering with pleasure, James nearly collapsed on top of the exhausted woman. A few deep breaths had him steady on his knees, however, so he slowly pulled out and let the woman fall to the ground. Opening his eyes, he saw that a small crowd had gathered and was staring at him, obviously impressed. Grinning, he reached over and grabbed the lazy cat-girl by the collar and tugged her up so that he could whisper in her ear.

“Nyaa!” she protested his rough treatment, but didn’t hiss or extend her claws.

“You’re mine now.” he growled low in her ear. “Forever. Until the end of time. Do you understand?”

“Meow.” she replied softly, with a nod of her head.

“Good.” James grinned, catching on to the fact that ‘meow’ meant yes, and ‘nya’ meant no. “Now clean me.” he ordered, pushing her head down next to his slimy cock.

The cat-girl sniffed hesitantly at him for a moment, but then obediently began to lick their combined juices from his manhood. Her tongue was a little rougher than a regular human’s, but it still felt good.

“Master? Can I clean her?” Acrasia asked in hopeful tone, stepping forward from beside Hrein and Ome.

James shook his head. “No, my pet. I want her smelling of my seed all night.”

Pouting as if she were disappointed, the fairy’s expression slowly changed to one of amusement. “Okay, Master. I understand.” she giggled. Her Master had marked the new girl as his territory, and would want her wearing his scent until he got her home.

“Ome!” James shouted.

“Y-yes?” the priestess was surprised and a little worried at suddenly being called out, while the man was being serviced by another woman.

“Why doesn’t she speak?” the Champion asked. “Nekomata are supposed to be able to speak the human tongue, are they not?” From what James had read, the ability to speak, in addition to their extra tail, was what distinguished a nekomata from a normal cat in Japanese mythology. The shape changing and such supposedly came later.

Sekhmet’s priestess cleared her throat and seemed to relax slightly. “She has only been with us a year, Champion. She has yet to learn the intricacies of human languages.”

James went still with sudden apprehension. “A year… don’t tell me she’s still a child?”

Ome giggled and sat back down on the log by the fire, while the other tribe members gradually wandered away. “Not at all, Champion. Does she look like a child to you?”

James let his gaze drop to the woman fastidiously licking his cock. There was certainly nothing child-like about her figure. Especially those breasts… he silently admitted. “No.” he stated firmly.

“Of course not.” Ome said with a smile. “She is an adult by any measure, but remember, her natural form is that of a cat.” she stated, emphasizing the last word. “As you may know, nekomata awaken from ordinary cats when they reach the end of their natural lifespans. This was true of her parents, for example. But Nyakuro is special. When her parents mated, they had already awakened, and thus she was born a nekomata.”

“So… she’s essentially an adult cat?” he asked, trying to clarify the situation.

Ome shook her head. “She is an adult, no matter how you slice it. But,” she held up a single finger, “that doesn’t negate the fact that she has only spent a year among those whose native tongue is a human one. How long do you suppose it would take you to learn a foreign language?”

“Uh… quite a bit longer than that, I would wager.” James replied. He’d never actually learned another language, only having picked up a few phrases here and there.

The wise priestess nodded. “Furthermore, she has spent the majority of her life living as a cat, among other nekomata and bakeneko. She has had little reason to learn how to speak the words of men, when even we can understand her to a degree.”

“You can?” James asked, a little surprised.

“Of course. Jaguars are distant cousins to the ‘house cats’ humans raise. To us, it is like she speaks with a heavy accent and broken sentences, but she can get her meaning across.” Ome explained.

“Hmm.” James looked down at the cat-girl who seemed to have finished her task and was now bathing herself like a cat would. “If she can speak, why doesn’t my magic translate for her?”

The werejaguar shrugged. “I do not know the nature of your magic, so I cannot answer that question.”

“It’s essentially the same as that of a Temple Medallion.” James supplied.

Ome frowned and shrugged again. “As far as I know, those medallions do not allow the user to speak with animals, correct? She is not speaking a ‘language’ per se, but communicating as an animal would. Much of her ‘speech’ is actually body language, scents and so on.”

“That… makes sense.” the einherjar agreed. “But she does understand human speech?”

“Yes. She always understands anything we tell her, at least.” Ome confirmed.

James gave a small sigh in relief. “That’ll make things a little easier, at least.” Standing up, James took one more look at the woman on the ground next to him, before moving to sit beside Ome and his wives again.

“Are you satisfied, Champion?” Ome asked, looking at him out of the corner of her eye.

If I didn’t know better, I’d say there’s a hint of fear in her voice. Now why would that be? the einherjar wondered. “I am.” he stated with a firm nod, but not taking his eyes off the priestess.

“Good.” his answer seemed to put the woman at ease a little for some reason.

Looking back at Nyakuro, who was now tugging at her collar while making annoyed noises, James couldn’t help but wonder if he’d done wrong by the cat-girl. “Did she really agree to become my slave?” he asked, wondering just how much she’d understood.

“Yes. She understood that you would bind her to you for life.” Ome replied. “Your first wife made it clear that it was necessary in order for the two of you to wed.” And regardless, it’s better her than me. the priestess silently added. She was secretly very glad that the nekomata hadn’t protested the requirement, even if she doubted the girl had fully comprehended the ramifications, and that James had been satisfied with the single virgin. Sekhmet had made it very clear that he was to be appeased, even if it meant all of Ocelotl’s former pride had to submit to him.

James nodded silently, having to take her word for it. He watched as his newest wife curled up in front of the fire, preparing to doze off. Her position afforded him a spectacular view of her behind; so much so that he had to wonder if it was on purpose. As he listened to the cat-girl’s gentle purring, his gaze lingered on glistening sex, where his cream slowly oozed between her swollen pussy lips, and dripped onto her thigh. The sight filled him with a strange mix of satisfaction, pride, and need. He suddenly wanted to take his wives and breed them until they were heavy with his cubs.

When a telling growl slipped from the Champion’s throat, Ome stood and excused herself. “It is late and I must wake early in the morning. I bid you goodnight, Champion.” she said with a bow before hurrying off. It had been a risk, having the maidens perform their courtship dances with Hel’s Champion there. But it was the surest way to get him wed to Nyakuro, and escape the possibility of us being forced into his bed. she told herself. Nyakuro was promised to Ocelotl as a mate, but she wasn’t one of us yet. A wife. And I’ll do anything I need to, to protect myself and my sisters. Sekhmet’s priestess ducked into her own tent, and lashed the flap closed behind her. The young couples’ pheromones were thick in the air, and they were clearly having an effect on the Champion, even if he didn’t recognize it. That was the risk in all this. That the pheromones would drive him into a mating frenzy, and he would claim every woman around him. But only the ones nearby, that he can see. Surely he will be sated before he starts searching the tents… she silently prayed to Sekhmet. They might lose a few young male warriors that night, but the older couples had all been warned to retire early, and take the furthest tents from the fire.

James growled as he grabbed Hrein by the shoulders and pushed her to the ground. The young woman didn’t resist, even when he started shredding her clothes with his claws.

“Master? Are you all right?” Acrasia asked, a hint of worry in her voice. Though she was excited to see him so full of lust, there was something about it that scared her a little. Like she understood that he wasn’t normally like this, no matter how passionate the got.

The einherjar’s head whipped around to stare at the fae. His brows furrowed in confusion as he growled. “No…” Despite the pheromones acting on him, James was an intelligent and logical man at his core. He understood he was being influenced by something, even though he hadn’t had a drop to drink.

Stepping up in front of her lover, the fairy gently placed her hands in his cheeks. “What do you want, Master?” she asked with a soft smile.

“You.” he growled without hesitation.

Acrasia giggled, her sweet, tinkling voice clearing away a bit of the fog in his mind. “But you have me, Master. And you have Hrein.” Leaning in closer, she whispered playfully in his ear. “Any time, any way you want us.”

If James wasn’t hard with arousal before, he certainly was then. Her whispered words caused a shiver of desire to pass through his entire body. When he leapt at her and tackled her to the ground, the night rang with her laughter.

Minutes turned to hours as James had his way with his wives, one after the other, giving the beast inside him free rein over his mind and body. Half a dozen rounds wore the poor valkyrie out, but that was when the fairy took one for the team. Over and over again, she refreshed the magic that kept her human-sized, and when she got sore, she used Heal to keep going. As long as her husband burned with lust, she happily sacrificed herself on the altar of his desire. By daybreak, the leannán sídhe was very, very beautiful.


CHAPTER 27


When James woke the next morning, he knew two things. One, he was incredibly sore. His back and hips felt like he’d competed in ten rodeo championships in a row… and lost all of them. Worse, he didn’t even want to look at his poor manhood, for fear that there wasn’t any skin left down there, it was so raw.

The second thing he knew was that the woman laying next to him was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen. The fairy would put goddesses to shame, she was so gorgeous. It was almost painful just to look at her, for every second his eyes rested on her fair features, his heart ached to hold her.

On the other side of her, Hrein groaned and stirred. Sitting up, the valkyrie rubbed her head and ran her fingers through her tousled hair. Her clothes were in tatters, mere rags hanging from her shoulders, and her glorious breasts were bared for all to see.

“What a morning after…” James groaned, silently casting Medical Treatment on himself a couple of times. But what an incredible night! he silently cheered. He only half remembered repeatedly ravishing the women beside him, but seeing them in the morning light made him want to experience it all over again.

Hrein felt his lascivious gaze on her breasts, and smirked. “Surely thou art sated, Master?” she laughed.

The woman’s joyous voice was like music to the man’s ears. Seeing her radiant smile nearly stilled his beating heart, and he fell in love with her all over again.

Just how lucky can a man get? he wondered, and remembered there were spells he needed to cast. Blessing himself and his two wives, he turned and considered Nyakuro. The cat-girl was awake, and looking at him with a mixed expression. There seemed to be a bit of both awe and fear in the woman’s eyes, likely having witnessed his rampage the night before, and wondering what would become of her.

“It’s all right.” he said in a gentle voice. “Mind if I cast a spell on you?”

Nyakuro’s brow furrowed in confusion, seemingly not understanding his words at all. It was then that he remember the only human language she was likely familiar with, was that spoken by the Beast Tribe and the people of Guayabo. Or perhaps the Neko Clan speak a different language? he surmised. On a hunch, he tried a bit of Japanese. “Ohayō gozaimasu.”

The cat-girl’s eyebrows raised in surprise, but then a small smile creased her lips. “Meow.” she replied with a nod of her head.

“Well, that is certainly interesting. What didst thou say to her, Master?” Hrein asked.

“I said ‘good morning’ in Japanese.” he informed her, without taking his eyes off the nekomata. Biting his lip in thought, he cast Polyglot on himself. There’s no way I know enough Japanese to communicate effectively with her. I’ll need this spell in the mean time. “Can you understand me now?” he asked.

Nyakuro nodded, but gave him a wary look. She found it strange that he was speaking so many different ways to her, but she could only understand some of them.

“I’m going to cast some spells on you. They won’t hurt, I promise.” he told her, before reaching out and casting both Blessing and Polyglot on the nekomata.

“Which spells are you casting, Champion?” Ome asked, approaching them with a few wooden bowls on a tray. She had looked around when she had first emerged from her tent that morning, and was surprised to see no sign of violence. She had heard his continuous roars and growls the night before, as well as the moans and screams of some (unlucky?) women. Despite that, it seemed the Champion had kept his lust fuelled rampage to his own wives. A fact she was very grateful for.

“Oh. Good morning, Ome. Just a blessing and a translation spell.” he replied and greeted the priestess with a smile. He then placed his hands on Hrein and Acrasia, casting Polyglot on each of them as well.

“Blessing?” Ome asked, curious what he meant. Setting the tray down on the log where they had been seated the night before, she took a seat next to it and picked up a bowl for herself.

“Master makes us luckier and protects us from curses!” Acrasia exclaimed.

Ome turned her attention to the tiny woman and immediately noticed that there was something different about her. The fairy had somehow become impossibly beautiful, nearing if not surpassing the level of divine. “What…?” she began to ask, before catching herself. I shouldn’t pry into their secrets too much. The more I know, the more danger I may be in. Still… I imagine the goddess would wish to know.

“Are those bowls for us?” Hrein asked, changing the topic.

“Ah! Yes. And good morning to you as well, Champion.” the priestess replied, forcing a smile.

“I thank thee.” Hrein stood and collected the tray with a slight bow of her head. Offering the first bowl to her Master, she took the second to Nyakuro and then knelt next to her husband with the last one. Acrasia would pick from either her bowl or their Master’s as she saw fit.

Accepting his bowl and planting a quick kiss on Hrein’s lips, James realized that his fairy wife was bound to attract some attention, given how much she’d changed from the night before. Wondering just what her stats were now, he called up her Status Screen.
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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.

James immediately noticed that her Beauty Enhancement had capped, and then the energy had gone to Enhancing her Charisma next, or so it seemed. Once that stat had reached the maximum Enhancement, next in line appeared to be Agility. Studying the numbers, he felt that her Endurance had also climbed, thinking that it had been a 4 before. Perhaps last night’s marathon helped her train her endurance naturally… he guessed. Can definitely think of worse ways to train. he chuckled to himself. With a sigh, he sat back and wondered just how much sex they must have had the night before, if her stats had jumped that much. I bet I went to the max… he grimaced in his head.

Reading over the rest, he was reminded that he needed to upgrade her Heal spell to Advanced Treatment, the same as Hrein’s version. He wanted all of his women to be able to heal, even if they didn’t have the complicated spell he did. Which in turn reminded him that he had yet to check out Nyakuro’s stats. Calling up her Status Screen, he was a little surprised by what he saw.
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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.

Her array of spells was interesting to James, but he promised himself that he’d enhance her Dantian and get her the Energy Siphon technique as soon as possible. Those two steps were the foundation of power, in his opinion, and he wanted his women to be as powerful as they could be.

Nyakuro finished eating her bowl of soup while her new husband was pondering her stats. She had no idea what he was doing, since he hadn’t told her, and she couldn’t see her Status Screen unless he willed it to be visible to others. Thus, to her, he simply seemed to be staring at nothing, albeit in her general direction. With a meow, the nekomata returned to her natural form, which was a small black cat with two tails. To a casual onlooker it would appear as if a young woman (with cat ears and tails) simply vanished in a puff of smoke, only to be replaced with a twin-tailed house cat when the smoke cleared.

Brought back to reality by Nyakuro’s transformation, James dismissed the Status Screens in front of him and focussed on the little black cat. Chuckling, he reached out and picked the midnight coloured feline up. “Well hello there, kitten.” he whispered before nuzzling his nose against hers.

The pussycat meowed in mild protest, but didn’t struggle against his grip when he hugged her to his chest and began scratching behind her ear.

“She’s just too adorable.” he muttered, the odd gap between her two forms making him feel strange. As a woman she was sexy as hell, but as a cat he found her to be an adorable kitten that he just wanted to pet and cuddle. Thankfully, Nyakuro hadn’t reacted poorly to either treatment thus far.

“She is cute.” Hrein admitted, reaching out to pet her new companion.

Nyakuro looked like she was going to bat Hrein’s hand with her paw, but James whispered in her ear. “First rule, we never hurt our family. Outside of training, of course.”

The nekomata’s eyes narrowed, but she lowered her paw with a soft meow.

Hrein didn’t miss the small exchanged, and chose the more diplomatic route. “Nyakuro. Thy fur looks so soft and silky, that I truly desire to stroke it. May I have the honour of petting thee?”

The cat’s eyes widened, and the feline took on a proud air before meowing in assent.

Hrein tried to suppress her grin, happy to have conquered the kitten so easily, and enjoyed petting her fluffy fur.

Ome looked on with a slightly disturbed expression, clearly ill at ease with one of her people being treated like a pet. “She is a person, you know…” she muttered under her breath.

Wanting to get in on the fun, Acrasia zipped over to hover next to the kitty. Her sudden movements grabbed Nyakuro’s attention, and the cat’s head snapped around; her wide eyes locking on the fairy next to her. Every instinct was telling the feline to pounce, but the more human part of her mind insisted that this bug-winged woman was ‘family’.

“Hi! I’m Acrasia!” the fairy introduced herself in a cheerful tone.

Despite its high pitch, the woman’s voice had soothing quality to it. Almost as if anyone hearing it would want to be her friend.

Totally heedless of the danger she was in, Acrasia closed the distance and wrapped her arms around the cat’s neck. “I give the best hugs!” she promised, hugging the cat tightly. “Well except for Master. His hugs are awesome!”

The poor cat twitched, her claws extending and retracting over and over, and her eyes were as wide as they could get. Never in her life had she been subject to so much physical attention, from so many people at once, and she was feeling more than a little overwhelmed.

Feeling the nekomata go stiff in his arms, James clued in that she was a bit uncomfortable, and so he suggested to the other girls that they take it easy for now, no matter how tempting it was to pet her. The two women reluctantly withdrew, with Acrasia pouting a little, and James gently set Nyakuro in his lap.

Looking up from the furry distraction, James saw that the camp was already abuzz with activity. A few people were finishing their meals, but most were packing up and tearing down their tents. “You’re moving today?” the Champion asked, instantly reminded of the idea he’d had the night before.

“Yes.” Ome nodded. “It is time to move. We cannot tarry in one place for too long, lest we risk our enemies finding us.”

“That seems rough…” James stated, leading into his suggestion. “Do you think… your people might be happier in a more permanent home?”

Ome’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What do you mean, Champion?”

“Well… I was just thinking.” he said, a grin slowly growing on his lips. “We’re family now, right? I married one of your women, so that means there’s a connection between us.”

In truth, Ome had hoped he would see it that way, since her goddess wanted her to stay in contact with the Champion, and on as good terms as possible. “This is true…” she replied a bit hesitantly, “but what are you suggesting?”

James licked his lips, then bit the lower one. He couldn’t outright offer sanctuary without clearing it with the Queen first. But I can get them moving in the right direction… he told himself. “I want you to move west.” he stated with a meaningful look.

“Why?” Ome asked, her suspicions not allayed in the slightest.

Taking a deep breath, the einherjar told her all that he could. “In that direction lay a city. One that you might find refuge in. I need to talk to their ruler… my Queen.”

The priestess sat back and studied the man before her. “It is true that you are a Champion, which grants you a certain… prestige. But why would a queen entertain your proposal?”

James smirked, realizing that she didn’t know a few key facts about him. Lifting Nyakuro from his lap and setting her on the ground, the einherjar stood up straight. “I just realized that I might not have properly introduced myself.” Clearing his throat, the warrior gave Ome a salute. “Ome, Priestess of Sekhmet. Please allow me to introduce myself.” he said in an official tone. “I am Sir James Fir. Knight of the Seelie Court, and Champion of Hel.” he stated with a deep bow.

Knight!? Ome shouted in her head. The priestess quickly stood and bowed back to the man before her. “I am honoured to make your acquaintance, Sir James.”

“Acquaintance?” he asked in a suddenly joking tone. “Aren’t we friends at least, if not family?”

Ome blinked and looked up at the smirking man. Realizing that he wasn’t one to stand on ceremony, she shook her head and sighed. “I suppose we are.” she replied, not clarifying which. “Does this mean you have the ear of the Queen?”

“Yup! He saved her life! That’s why she knighted him!” Acrasia shouted, pumping her fist in the air.

Ome seemed slightly taken aback by the tiny fairy’s sudden enthusiasm. “Saved her?”

“The Queen was ill, and I used my healing magic to help her out.” James explained, glossing over the details.

“He even save Old Sleepy!” the fairy added with a serious nod.

“Old Sleepy?” Ome asked, looking to James for clarification.

The einherjar waved his hands as if to dismiss the conversation. “Just a friend of Acrasia’s. The point is, I will go and speak with the Queen today. If everything goes well, I will return to your tribe by nightfall.”

Sekhmet’s priestess thought over the proposal. If my people can move to a proper city, they would be much safer, and could lead much easier lives. If it’s a city where James lives, that will also mean I can meet my goddess’ demands and stay in contact with him. Meeting the einherjar’s gaze, she made a cautious statement. “This is not something I can decide on my own. I will talk to my people while you are gone. But that isn’t the only problem.”

James nodded in understanding. “That makes sense. But what is the other problem?”

“The river.” she said simply, with a shrug. “It will be difficult for us to cross.”

James turned his attention to the almost yellow river which flowed slowly through the forest. The water was cloudy with mud, though the einherjar couldn’t guess what gave it the ochre colour it possessed. Looking back at the priestess, he asked another question. “Do you think your people would trust me with their heavy belongings for a few minutes?”

Ome frowned, wondering what he had in mind. “I might be able to convince them. Why?”

“You saw how I could store the crocodile meat and summon it again? I could do the same for all of your tents and other supplies. I could store it all, then summon it again on the other side of the river.” he suggested.

The priestess’ eyebrows rose at this. “That wouldn’t drain your magic too much?”

James chuckled, knowing he was revealing yet another secret to her. “Not at all.”

Ome sucked in air through her teeth. Just how much magical power does this Champion have? she wondered incredulously. “And what of the people? Do you intend to ‘store’ them as well?”

Hel’s Champion shook his head. “That I cannot do. I can only store non-living things. I can fly them across individually though.” He had taken a rough head count the night before, and figured there were 32 members of the tribe, unless he missed someone.

“I can assist thee with the women and children.” Hrein offered.

“Thanks, my love.” James accepted with a smile, and once again realized that she needed a new shirt. “Uh, here.” he offered, summoning an old t-shirt and holding it out to her.

The valkyrie smirked, and accepted the top. Using the tip of her spear, she cut two holes in the back before dismissing her wings. Shedding her shredded top and handing it over to her husband (who subsequently sent it to his Inventory), the shield maiden slipped the green t-shirt over her head and re-summoned her wings.

Ome watched the exchange curiously. The ease and carelessness with which he uses that magic… the priestess was struck by a sudden epiphany. “It’s a Blessing.” she blurted out.

James shifted his gaze to the observant woman and grinned, giving her a wink. He would neither confirm or deny that yet, but he was sure she didn’t need him to.

Sekhmet’s attention was drawn to her priestess by her sudden declaration. She hadn’t been watching the woman or her surroundings that morning, so she had missed the conversation they had been having. What Blessing? What are you talking about? the goddess sent her thoughts to the mind of her priestess.

I believe he, Hel’s Champion, has a second Blessing, my Lady. Ome explained.

“What?” Sekhmet hissed. Does another god or goddess already have their claws in him?

I do not know, my Lady. It is just that he seems able to summon items from another place, with no regard to size, nor any limit on how often. He is also able to send them back, again without restraint. He does claim that he cannot do so with living beings, however. the priestess reported.

James watched the priestess sitting in front of him, and felt that he recognized the vacant stare in her eyes. I’m willing to bet she’s speaking with her goddess. he guessed.

Most likely, my Champion. Perhaps thou shouldst be a little more careful in revealing thy secrets to her. That said, I should inform thee that Sekhmet and I are in talks regarding… an alliance. Hel’s voice sounded in his head.

An alliance? Of what sort? James asked her in his mind.

That is yet unclear. the goddess replied. What is obvious however, is that her goals include gaining thine attention.

Mine? the einherjar asked incredulously. The last time they had met, they had argued, nearly throwing down then and there. Why would she want my attention?

There is some… concern… that thou wouldst be more suited to serving her. Or rather, that she would be a more suitable goddess for thee… she explained hesitantly.

The pain and insecurity in Hel’s voice was clear to James, and it made him a little bit angry. Hel. Who is it that I kissed the other day, and declared my intentions to? he asked, his mental voice a little rough.

It took a little too long for the goddess to respond, so James spread his wings and swiped at the sky with his claws, his magic ripping open a hole between worlds.

Sekhmet immediately noticed that the Champion was using powerful magic, but she couldn’t discern what kind. Realizing the man was facing the sky, she ordered her priestess to look in the same direction. Quickly now, before it’s too late! she hissed.

Ome raised her gaze to match that of the Champion near her, but could see nothing out of the ordinary. It was a different story for Sekhmet, however, whose divine eyes could easily make out the swirling tunnel of darkness.

“I’ll be right back.” James stated in a gruff voice. Without waiting for a response, the einherjar leapt into the air and made straight for the portal.

He can travel the Realms at will!? the Goddess of Fire’s scream echoed painfully in Ome’s head. She had no idea what the divine being was talking about, until the Champion appeared to vanish into thin air.

Sekhmet launched herself from her throne and began to pace back and forth, biting her thumbnail. Is there no limit to the lines Hel will cross for this man? The gods deeply frowned upon mortals having access to the Realms beyond like this. After all, Zeus struck down his own nephew, Bellerophon, for daring to try to set foot on Olympus. Surely this isn’t yet another Blessing? But he spoke no chant, nor used any artifact… Come to think of it, he never does. All of his spells are as simple extensions of his will…! The goddess was filled with a sudden sense of alarm. It was as if the man were tapped directly into the secrets of the universe… as if he were a god. But that cannot be! No… no. He is no god. Not yet. But the path is there for him to take… Suddenly it all made sense to her. Hel… Hel isn’t supporting a Champion… she’s preparing a consort! Sekhmet nearly stumbled when she hit upon that realization. The fact that she was actually wrong didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she believed that was what Hel was up to.

James exited the tunnel in the air above Hel’s keep. Tucking his wings, he fell into a dive and descended to the ground as quickly as he could. The moment he touched down in the courtyard, the keep’s doors flew open and Hel came striding out.

“James!” the goddess called out to him, rushing to his side. “Why hast thou come?”

“Because you needed me.” he growled, stepping up to the woman and wrapping her in his arms.

Hel blinked, unsure what to think of his answer.

Pulling back slightly, the einherjar cupped his Lady’s cheek in his hand and gazed into her eyes. “I could feel it. Your hesitation. Your doubts and worries.” he explained.

Hel tried to look away and shake her head, but James wouldn’t let her.

“Look at me.” he said softly.

The lonely goddess slowly lifted her gaze until she met his.

“I will never leave you. You are my goddess, and one day, I hope, more.” he promised her, putting as much feeling into his voice as he could.

The Goddess of Death seemed to struggle with her emotions before giving him a sad smile and nodding. “I believe thee, my Champion.”

James sighed and rested his forehead against hers. “Why would you doubt that, Hel?”

The slender goddess slipped into his embrace a little more and laid her head on his chest. “She doth match thee to a greater degree, doth she not?” she replied in a near whisper.

“No she doth not.” James answered in a slightly joking tone.

Hel slapped him lightly on the arm. “Do not tease me, James.” she pouted.

“You deserve to be teased, my silly goddess.” he replied, kissing the top of her head. “Just as you deserve to be loved.” he finished in a whisper.

Hel let out a shaky breath and hugged him tight, not saying a word.

James hugged her back, and just held her for a while, letting the woman calm down. Eventually, she released him and pulled away slightly, so that she could look him in the face again. “I thank thee for coming, James. It truly means a lot to me, to know thou wilt come running when I need thee.”

“I’m only ever a call away, my Lady.” he teased, giving her a playful wink.

The normally stoic goddess couldn’t help but let out a tiny giggle. “Go, James. I promise to call thee when I have need.”

James looked her in the eyes as his face took on a more serious expression. “How about whenever you want? You don’t have to actually need something for me to spend time with you, you know.”

A slightly pained look flashed through Hel’s eyes and she shook her head. “This is the realm of the dead, my dear Champion. It is no place for the living.”

James shrugged, as if that didn’t matter in the slightest. “Then let’s change that. Maybe… spruce the place up a bit?” he said, as if he were talking about something as simple as decorating a house.

The Goddess of Death regarded her Champion as if he were just a tiny bit insane, but then fell victim to a fit of giggles. “Thou dost say the strangest things, my Champion.” she laughed. Looking him in the eye and pushing against his chest to separate them further, she made her own promise. “But I shall think on it.”

James grinned, then took a few steps back and spread his wings. “See that you do!” he called out to her. “And keep me posted!” he shouted as he took wing.

Hel stood in the courtyard and watched as her Champion flew through the sky and entered the portal back to Terra. She continued to stare at the spot where he’d disappeared for a long while after he was gone, a small smile playing on her lips. Perhaps… perhaps I should speak to Sekhmet about that sun… she mused.


CHAPTER 28


James exited the portal and dismissed it behind him. Gliding down to the ground, he found few in the Beast Tribe paying him any attention. One of those few, however, was Ome. The priestess stared at James, watching carefully as he descended back to the earth, and stepped forward to greet him the moment he landed. “Welcome back, Champion.” she said a bit hesitantly.

“Thanks. Sorry about that. I just had to speak with my goddess for a moment.” he said with a grin.

“Is Lady Hel all right?” Hrein asked, a tinge of concern in her voice.

The einherjar nodded and smiled warmly at his wife. “She’s fine. But I think I’ll drop in a little more often, just to keep her company.”

Ome was in awe of what she was hearing. She was considered blessed because she could hear the voice of her goddess, and spread her words. But this man, this… Champion… he speaks as if his goddess were simply a friend to casually visit on a whim.

Slipping an arm around Hrein’s waist, James turned to look at Ome. “Getting back to the topic we were discussing, please ask your people if they will trust me to transport their belongings, and help them across the river.”

The priestess of Sekhmet nodded a little stiffly, then excused herself to speak with the village elders.

While he waited for a response from the tribe’s leadership, James sat back down and quickly devoured the bowl of soup he’d been given. Though he was grateful for the meal, the tiny bowl of broth was hardly enough to satisfy a man of his size, so he summoned a loaf of bread from his Inventory and shared it with his wives.

Time slowly passed as James and his wives waited. Nyakuro had gone off somewhere for a while, but returned shortly thereafter without saying a word. Looking around, he saw that everyone was packed up, and there seemed to be a bit of confusion among the tribespeople. A bit of listening in to hushed conversations, revealed that they were wondering what the holdup was, as normally the would already be on their way to the next campsite.

Eventually the elders finished holding council, and Ome returned to tell James the verdict. “Champion.” she addressed him formally.

“Priestess.” James replied, standing up to speak with her.

“Our people have decided to request your assistance in crossing the river. We were wondering if you would be willing to transport our cargo a small amount at a time, however?” she asked, looking a little nervous.

Ah. That makes sense. the einherjar admitted to himself. If I only take small amounts, it may take longer, but it reduces the risk of me stealing everything and leaving them in the lurch. James nodded in agreement. “I would be happy to. Perhaps I can take a small load and a warrior each trip, so that someone is there to guard it against enemies or wild animals while I return?” he offered.

Ome let out a small sigh of relief. It’s obvious he understands our concerns, and isn’t offended by them. This is good. she realized. “That would be wonderful, Sir James.” she replied with a smile.

With Hrein’s assistance, James got the entire tribe moved to the other side of the river, safe and sound. No one was hurt or even got wet in the crossing, so the villagers were quite happy with the results. Because of the slow method that had been requested, the entire operation took a little under an hour and a half, which meant it was only an hour before noon when they finished.

Once things had gotten underway, Ome had sent scouts ahead, on their intended path west. The elders hadn’t fully decided yet whether they wanted to accept James’ offer to live in an unknown city, and of course there was still the chance his queen might deny them entry, regardless. Either way though, they agreed that west was as good a direction to travel as any, so it didn’t hurt to begin heading that way.

After she sent scouts out, Ome explained that this was normal procedure for them, since the scouts were tasked with choosing their next campsite. Their duties also included searching the area for any enemies, such as slavers from Guayabo, or other hazards in the forest that would endanger the tribe. She did say that the scouts were a bit pressed for time however, since they would normally begin their job during the second day of the cycle, thereby having a new campsite chosen well before the tribe left the previous one.

With promises to meet up with the tribe again before sundown, James and his women left for Elphyne. Seeing as Nyakuro couldn’t fly, she remained in her natural form and James carried her in his arms. With everyone’s improved Flight Speed, the 50 miles or so took less than an hour to travel.

When the party passed through the veil around Elphyne, Nyakuro’s eyes went wide with wonder. One moment there had been nothing but endless forest before her, other than the large lake ahead and to her right, and the next they were flying over a marvellous city of white marble and glistening waterways. The entire settlement was green with life; fruit trees and bushes lined every cobblestone street, making the entire place feel like the world’s largest garden. Moreover, it was far from an empty paradise; fae of every kind imaginable were present. Pixies flew through the air in singles or in swarms, while nymphs bathed in crystal clear pools, and satyrs frolicked in fields of flowers, playing their panpipes and dancing to merry tunes.

Shortly after entering the city, Acrasia called out to her friend Tam, whom she’d spotted from the air. “Tam! Tam! You have to meet my new friend!” the fairy shouted excitedly, waving her hands in the air as she zipped towards the ground.

The oversized cat, who was really a cait-sìth, had been dozing in the sun next to an apple tree, when the sound of her friend’s high pitched voice shattered the late morning peace. Yawning, the black furred fae feline opened her yellow eyes and looked up at the fairy buzzing around her. When Acrasia finally stopped acting like a housefly hopped up on sugar, and landed next to her friend, the cat sighed and shook her head.

“Look! Look!” Acrasia half-shouted, jumping up and down on the spot.

“What? I’m looking.” Tam said, her gaze settling on the hyper fairy. Finally getting a good look at the blonde fairy, the cait-sìth’s eyes slowly widened. “Acrasia… what happened? You’re so… pretty!”

“Huh?” Acrasia turned back to look at her friend. “No! Not me! Look over there! Say hi, Nyakuro!” she shouted and waved to the cat in her Master’s arms.

James caught up to Acrasia, cuddling Nyakuro to his chest, and followed closely by Hrein. “Good day, Tam.” he greeted the cait-sìth with a smile.

“Good day.” she replied, her eyes narrowing as she studied the strange two-tailed cat in front of her.

Acrasia introduced the two felines excitedly. “This is Master’s newest wife, Nyakuro! Nyakuro, say hi to my best friend, Tam!”

“Meow.” Nyakuro said, hopping down from James’ arms. The two cats eyed each other with suspicion, then proceeded to introduce themselves in the typical feline way. They sniffed each other’s butts.

After a good whiff, Tam stood on her hind legs and put her paws on her hips, giving James a mock scowl. “You know, I’m single. If you were looking for some pussy to add to your harem, you could have just said something.”

Acrasia groaned and facepalmed. “You were just waiting to use that cat joke, weren’t you, Tam?”

The cait-sìth gave her best friend a shit-eating grin. “Yup!” The two of them laughed far too hard at the silly joke, and took several minutes to calm down. Eventually, Tam turned to James and wiped a tear from her eye with a fluffy paw. “Seriously though, what is she? I’ve never met a cat like her, and I know a lot of cats.”

Nyakuro huffed at being ignored, and wasn’t too keen on the other cat nosing around her mate in any case, so the irritable nekomata used her magic to shift into her human form. The sudden puff of smoke caught Tam’s attention, but it was finding a 5’ 2” cat-girl staring down at her that truly surprised her. “What!?” she squeaked.

James chuckled and waved for Nyakuro to come to him. Once the grumpy woman was firmly ensconced in his side, with his arm around her, he explained the woman’s nature to Tam. “She’s a nekomata. I need to introduce her to the Queen, so rather than me explaining everything twice, why don’t you join us?”

“Uh, sure.” the cait-sìth agreed, after only the slightest hesitation.

With Tam in tow, James and his women made their way to the palace. When they arrived, the doors leading to the audience chamber were being opened, and several people were making their way out. Seeing Acrasia’s mother, Amoretta, among them, James waved and gave the woman a friendly smile.

Spotting her soon-to-be son-in-law (officially), the mature fae woman waved back and approached their party.

“Hi mom!” Acrasia called out from beside Tam.

Hearing her daughter’s voice, Amoretta turned and looked down at her only child. Upon seeing the young woman waving up at her, the maternal fairy gasped in shock, covering her mouth with her fingers. “My word! Acrasia! You’ve… matured!”

Using her Growth spell, Acrasia assumed her human-sized form in a shower of sparkles, while performing a pirouette in midair. Landing softly before her mother, the younger fairy placed her hands on her hips and gave the older woman a brilliant smile. “I have!” she announced.

James assumed they were talking about the enhancement to her Beauty stat that she’d achieved, since her figure hadn’t really changed much from before. If he had to describe what had changed, he’s say a multitude of little things. She had already been one of the most attractive women imaginable when he first met her, but now she seemed almost… unreal. The lustre of her hair seemed impossibly soft, while her eyes had a sparkle and depth of colour that would put any jewel to shame. Her fair skin seemed completely without hair or pores, with not a single blemish to be seen, and the features of her face were simply perfect.

“I’ve achieved my potential, mom!” Acrasia said excitedly.

“You’re as beautiful as a fairy queen…” Amoretta whispered, still astonished by what her daughter had become.

“Aww, mom!” she giggled happily.

Her mind seeming to finally catch up to the moment, Acrasia’s mother blinked and looked to James with a frown. “But how… it hasn’t been so long since you two met…”

“We had sex!” Acrasia informed her with a sagely nod of her head. “Lots and lots of sex.”

Amoretta scowled at her air-headed daughter. “I know how we leannán sídhe become more beautiful, my foolish daughter. It’s simply that the amount of lovemaking required to reach our potential is…” the fairy turned to James with an appraising look. “incredible.” she breathed.

“Hehe. You have no idea, mom! I had to use magic to heal myself so many times! He literally did me all night!” the younger fairy proudly exclaimed.

Amoretta’s jaw dropped in amazement. “All night? With a leannán sídhe? Not only would that require an impossible level of stamina, he would need a massive pool of magic just to survive!”

“Fifty times, mother.” Acrasia whispered, leaning in to Amoretta’s ear. “He can do it fifty times a day. I counted!”

Amoretta swallowed hard, unable to take her eyes off the beast of a man before her. This man… my daughter… my sweet, sweet Acrasia… will be the most powerful fairy ever! Taking a deep breath, the matronly fae gave James an almost predatory smile. “Son. I’m so glad you’ve joined our family. You need to stop by soon, so we can discuss the details of the wedding.”

Unperturbed by the powerful woman’s gaze, James gave her a genuine smile in return. “I would love to, Mother. I have a lot on my plate right now, but I will make it over soon, I assure you.”

“Excellent.” she purred, drawing a folding fan out of somewhere and fanning her face. “I must be off, and I’m sure you have business with the Queen, else you wouldn’t be here. I’ll see you soon. Do continue to take care of my daughter.” the woman stated, striding off to who knew where in a hurry.

Now that the way was clear to the throne room, James led his entourage to see the Queen. The familiar spriggan guards allowed them to pass without complaint, and James saw Titania stepping down from her throne, while Effie spoke to her in hushed tones.

“Your Majesty. Herald.” James called out to the two women, and bowed when he came to a stop.

The sylph Herald nodded to the Champion in greeting, but the Queen’s welcome was far warmer. “Sir James! It is good to see you. Court just finished, so I was about to have some lunch. Would you care to join me?”

“I would love to, Your Majesty.” James accepted with a warm smile. “Do you mind if Tam and my wives join us?”

“Of course not…” the Queen replied, but did a double take when she realized there was a face in the crowd that she didn’t recognize. Standing next to her knight was a deeply tanned woman, who had cat ears and a tail… no, two of them. she noted. Her eyes flicked to the other woman’s neck, and quickly spotted a familiar looking leather collar there. So he’s added another one… she silently observed, purposely ignoring the tiny hint of jealousy that welled up inside her. “And I look forward to being introduced to your new wife.” she said aloud, spinning on her heel and striding towards her garden.

By the time a second table had been brought out and set, James was famished. Thankfully, a plethora of food was set out for the Queen and her guests, so he wouldn’t have to leave hungry. Much to his surprise, and delight, there were more meat dishes than usual. Though he didn’t know it, this was due to the Queen ordering more, in anticipation of his visits.

All told, there were seven diners at lunch, including Titania, Effie, Tam, James, Hrein, Acrasia and Nyakuro. Tam and Effie shared a table, while the others sat with the Queen. James sat opposite the monarch, while Hrein sat to his right and Nyakuro his left. Acrasia had returned to her normal size, and sat on the table, beside her Master’s plate.

“Your Majesty…” James began, but Titania cut him off with a wave of her hand.

“What did we agree upon for when we’re alone?” Titania asked with a smirk.

The einherjar chuckled. “But we’re not alone, Titania.” he pointed out.

The Queen made a small moue. “Oh, pish posh. I am certain Tam has no issue relaxing a little, and Effie has been my dear friend for a more years than you have likely been alive.”

James laughed and bowed jokingly. “I stand corrected.”

Titania gave him a mock scowl. “No, you happen to be sitting.” she teased.

Shaking his head with a grin, he let her have her terrible joke. “Titania, please allow me to introduce my newest wife, Nyakuro. Nyakuro, this is Titania, Queen of the Fairies.”

The Queen nodded respectfully to the cat-girl. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Nyakuro.”

The nekomata nodded back with a meow.

Titania frowned slightly at this, curious why the magic of her veil didn’t translate the woman’s speech.

Seeing her confusion, James jumped in to explain. “Nyakuro is a nekomata. Her people are similar to cait-sìth in that their natural forms are essentially house cats, but with two tails instead of one.”

“I see…” Titania said, tapping her cheek. She believed that she was quite familiar with most of the races on Terra, but she hadn’t heard of a nekomata before.

“Nekomata, like their brethren the bakeneko are forms of yokai from the far east.” James went on.

“Now that is a term I recognize.” the Queen interrupted. “Yokai are spirit folk, are they not? Somewhat like the fae?”

“Exactly! I’m glad you made that point, Your… Titania.” James exclaimed with a huge grin. “It is my belief that yokai and fae are distant cousins, separated by geography more than nature.”

Titania nodded slowly, wondering what his point was. “That makes a certain amount of sense…”

James licked his lips, getting a little excited. “And wouldn’t you say, as family, that Elphyne should welcome yokai in need?”

The Queen’s eyes narrowed. It was clear her knight was setting her up for something. If she didn’t already trust the man implicitly, she would be highly suspicious. Instead, she was merely curious what he was trying to accomplish. “It would not be a huge stretch to say that, I suppose. Depending on the nature of the yokai in question.” she admitted.

James nodded emphatically. “As it happens, the yokai I speak of are the Neko Clan, which are entirely comprised of nekomata and bakeneko, the close cousins of the cait-sìth.” James turned to look at Tam after he spoke, watching for the female feline’s reaction.

Tam frowned slightly, her tail whipping back and forth behind her. She considered herself royalty among cats, her great grandfather being the former King of Cats. If there were a clowder of cats out there who needed help, especially ones that were like cait-sìth, she couldn’t ignore their plight. “Your Meowjesty…” she said with a slip of the tongue.

Titania sighed and shook her head before glancing at James and letting out a short giggle. “Well played, James. But surely you know that you did not need to sell me on this? If you are invested in helping your wife’s people, you should know that I would do all I could to assist.”

James gave his friend, the Queen, a warm smile. “I did know, but there is more to this story…” With that as a lead in, the einherjar went on to tell the Queen and her guests the story of the Beast Tribe.

When he finished, the Queen had a pensive look on her face. “You want to welcome all of the Beast Tribe into our city. For them to become citizens.” she stated.

“Yes. I do not think we should turn our backs on our cousins in the Neko Clan, and they certainly can’t abandon those who took them in when they first arrived.” he replied.

When the Queen hesitated to respond, he went on. “To be frank, I feel that this is a most fortuitous arrangement. The truth is, I believe we need the Beast Tribe as much as they need us.”

Titania’s brow furrowed at this comment. “How so?”

“We need skilled warriors to act as guards on the walls, and hunters to bring in meat. With the loss of so many in the Elven Quarter, we need to boost our population if the city is going to survive.” he explained.

“You wish to replace the elves with… werejaguars and yokai?” she asked, a little concerned.

“I wish to integrate the refugees into our society. I still plan to recruit as many elves and fae as I can to move to our city, but it that will take time, and there is no guarantee of success on a sufficient scale.” James sighed. “I also have another, even less palatable plan.”

Queen Titania frowned. She knew he was doing, and would continue to do, the best he could for her and her people. If he truly believed this was the best course, she would trust him. “Very well. I’ll agree to accept the Beast Tribe as citizens of Elphyne. But what is this other plan of yours?”

“Slaves.” he said with a shrug. “I plan to buy back as many members of the Beast Tribe as I can from the slavers in Guayabo, and give them their freedom here. I also plan to buy any female slaves, be they women or girls, I can and do the same, regardless of race.”

“You want to make humans citizens of Elphyne?” Though she didn’t share her husband’s hatred of mankind, she had certainly come to trust them a lot less over the centuries.

Before she could veto his plan, James explained in more detail. “Yes. But!” he said, holding up a single finger. “But only females. Adult women will be given the choice of accepting an elven or fae husband and bearing him children, or being sold back to the slavers. Any children will be raised in an orphanage, which I hope the Beast Tribe will run. By the time they come of age, they should already be beloved members of our society.”

Titania bit her lip and leaned back in her chair. If she allowed his plan, the humans would be bred out of their society in a matter of time. In a couple of generations, their progeny would be indistinguishable from pure elves. Eventually the Queen gave a slow nod. “I wish there were better options, but I approve of you plan. Please see it done, Sir James.”

James sighed in relief. He knew there would be resistance to his idea, and he fully understood why. Introducing foreign elements into an insular culture could have devastating effects, if one wasn’t very careful. Still, as he’d told the Queen, he truly believed this was the best path forward for their people. “I will ensure our success, Your Majesty.”

Lunch was wrapped up shortly after they finished the serious conversation, and the pair at the other table excused themselves. After Tam and Effie left, James brought up the other topic he wished to discuss with Titania.

“Titania… I have a small favour I want to ask of you.” James said after polishing off a plate of delicious roast duck.

“Oh?” The Queen quirked a brow. “What would you ask of me, James?”

“It’s about House Dáinn’s debt. I have the contract with me. Mr. Eaton signed it off and granted me his copy, since he’s satisfied that I’ve cured his daughter.” the einherjar told her.

Titania frowned. “I’m sorry, James. I know you would have preferred to hold the debt, but now that the court knows the details, I must enforce the original contract.”

James shook his head. “No, I don’t blame you for that. You’re absolutely right that you have to do so. I have no intention of asking you to do otherwise.”

The Queen of Fairies tilted her head and looked at her friend with curiosity. “What would you have of me, then?”

“To be frank, I don’t trust Ingálvur as far as I can spit. I know it’s far below your station to deal with such things, but I would like you to certify my part in the deal is complete.” he explained, summoning the contract and offering it to the Queen.

“Ah. I see.” she said with a smile, accepting the document. The wise fairy quickly read over the contract and nodded. “It seems all is in order. I will have this filed in the court’s documents, and ensure that Ingálvur fulfills his part of the bargain.”

“Tha…” James stopped and cleared his throat, almost thanking the fairy once again.

Titania giggled and shook her head. “You are welcome, James.”

“Thanks.” he muttered, glad she didn’t pay his gaffe any mind.

James walked into the Temple of Hel and held the door for his wives. Lāmina was the first to notice his return, and ran up to greet him.

“Welcome back, Sir!” the young elf looked up at him with a smile.

“Thanks, Lāmina. It’s good to be back. Though we’ll be leaving again in a few hours.” he informed her with an apologetic smile.

The temple maiden tried to hide her frown. “I hope you won’t be gone long then, Sir.”

“A few days, at least. If you could gather the others, I’ll give everyone a quick rundown of the news.” he suggested.

“Of course. I will do so right away, Sir.” she said with a curtsy, then moved off at a brisk pace to collect the remaining residents of the temple.

When Lāmina returned with the others, James and his wives were already sitting at the table. Elora’s eyes immediately went to the new woman, noting the collar around her neck with a frown of disapproval. Elina, as usual, simply stared hard at James, completely uninterested in any of the other people present. As for Zahra, she ran up to the Champion and threw her arms around him, receiving a chuckle and a hug in return.

Once everyone was seated, James made some brief introductions, and then moved on to what he felt Elora would be most interested in. “Elora, Elina, I want to let you know that the business with your father has been completed.” he stated, looking each woman in the eye.

“Then… the debt is cancelled?” Elora asked, her hands forming tight fists.

“Yes. I have submitted the signed contract to the Queen, who has confirmed its authenticity and had it stored in the court’s records. She will send for your father and ensure he upholds his part of the deal.” James explained.

Elora closed her eyes and gave a shuddering sigh of relief. Not that she was glad to be bound by her end of the contract, but she was definitely glad that her twin was free from under their father’s thumb. I’ve done all that I could for you, sister. Now all that is left is… the elven maid slowly lifted her gaze to the man who held her leash, so to speak. She believed she would have to make good on her promise to serve him as a concubine soon, or risk his attentions turning to her sister. The thought sent another shudder down her spine, and a tight knot formed in her stomach. Silently, the elf lamented the deals she had made, but was determined to see them through.

With that business out of the way, James went on to inform the girls of the plight of the Beast Tribe, and how he planned to help them. He also made sure to emphasize how he believed the tribesmen would help Elphyne at the same time. The einherjar wanted to spread the word to everyone he could, just how important and beneficial this joining of their peoples was. The more people he could convince, on both sides, the smoother the integration would go, and the safer everyone would be.

“Okay. I have one more request before we get a little training in.” James announced. “I expect to be gone four days or so, not counting tonight. So, Elora, I will give you twenty five pounds of crocodile meat. As usual, please offer five pounds to Ms. Peaseblossom. This time I would like her to teach you how to smoke it, or some other method of preserving it, if she prefers. For now, it’s the only way I can leave meat with you ladies while I am gone.”

Elora took a deep breath and nodded. She had only been half listening to the Champion after he told her about the contract, but she understood what needed to be done. Getting up from the table, she retrieved the plastic laundry basket from under the counter and waited for James to fill it. Once he’d summoned the meat, the maid made a shallow curtsy and hurried out the door, supposedly on her way to the palace for her afternoon training.

As James watched her leave, wondering if she were okay, Elina stepped up to him. She was very close, so much so that their bodies were almost touching, and staring up at him. Looking down at her, he wondered if she were also okay, and gave a tiny sigh. “Hey Elina. Look after your sister while I’m gone, okay?”

The elf replied only with a stuttering nod, before turning and following after her twin.

Turning to the younger pair of sisters last, he gave them a hopeful smile. “And you two look after each other as well, okay?”

“”Yes, Sir.”” they said in sync, causing the younger girl to laugh.

“Before I go, was there any business you needed to share with me?” the Champion asked.

Lāmina shook her head. “Nothing that needs your immediate attention, Sir. I expect that things will get busier here in the near future, but for now please focus on your mission with the Beast Tribe.” The truth was, the temple had few visitors as yet, so the only reason he needed to be present was her own desire to spend more time with him. Despite her feelings, she didn’t pressure him to give them any more attention than he already did, for she knew that he was busy working hard to make everyone’s lives better. She truly admired his dedication to protecting the city and its people, so she wouldn’t say anything that would take away from that.

“Very well.” he replied. “We’ll be out back, cultivating until it’s time to leave. Don’t hesitate to come to me if you need anything.”

“Of course. Thank you, Sir.” Lāmina said, seeing him off with a smile. As she watched the other women file out behind him, she regretted that she wasn’t going with them. One day I will be one of his women, his wife. she promised herself. But even when that day comes, my place will be here, at the temple. The temple maiden sighed and moved to grab a broom, ready to begin her chores for the afternoon.

James settled into the lotus position on the mossy ground behind the temple. It was already an hour after noon, so there were only another five hours or so until sunset. Given that it would take him nearly an hour to fly east and find the Beast Tribe again, that only left him four hours to cultivate, at best. A quick check of his Status Screen showed that his Dantian was full, as were Hrein and Acrasia’s. Nyakuro’s was down to 52 Qi out of a maximum of 65, but she was slow to replenish her energy due to her lack of the Energy Siphon technique, and her small Dantian capacity to begin with. Both of which were problems the einherjar planned to fix that night.

With only four hours to work with, James calculated that he could cultivate a maximum of 480 Spirit. Given the capacity of his Dantian, and how quickly he replenished his Qi, he decided it was best to refine it all from his own pool. After explaining his plan to the ladies seated around him, he dropped into his meditative state and began his evening’s work.

Nyakuro had shifted back to her feline form and was watching her new mate meditate. It wasn’t an unfamiliar practice to her, since her people, the Neko Clan, practiced meditation as part of their martial arts training. A few of the elders even practiced this ‘cultivation’ James spoke of, though she believed their methods were a bit different. Having only become an adult recently, she had not been inducted into the clan’s ways, as they were considered too dangerous for a child to learn. Lying her head on her paws, the nekomata watched her mate carefully, noting the rhythm of his breathing, the beat of his heart, and every other bit of information she could glean from his performance. Once she learned to communicate with him better, she would have him teach her his ways, so she too could become a mighty warrior.

While the other two women appeared to while away the time lazing about, Hrein dove into her training with the spear. In truth, she longed to have access to a greater array of weapons to train with, but she knew that her Master’s funds were quite stretched for the time being.

As she moved through her katas, the valkyrie pondered how to help her Master. He was facing a number of problems at the moment, but a lack of time and money seemed to be at the root of many of them. She couldn’t think of any way to save him time, so she focussed on the money aspect. Thus, as her Master refined his Qi into Spirit, so that he could make their family stronger, Hrein trained her body and brainstormed ideas to increase their house’s wealth.

Acrasia watched Hrein strike invisible foes with her spear over and over, until she was soaked with sweat, and then continued to pushed herself even further. The tiny fairy actually admired her sister wife’s strength and dedication to their Master. So much so that it made her feel bad that she couldn’t contribute as much, or so she felt. I’m so small, and even when I’m big I’m not strong. And I get scared, like when I… the fairy shook her head, dismissing the frightening thoughts of the other day’s battle. She had recovered a considerable amount from the trauma of taking another person’s life, but she was still far from comfortable with the idea of being in that situation again. At least Master still loves me. I can’t believe he wants to marry me! she giggled to herself, imagining the beautiful decorations and the pretty dress she would wear. And so, while the other two women trained, in one way or another, the fairy lost herself in thoughts of parties and treats, and the sex that would come after.

When James felt Hrein’s hand on his shoulder, he knew his time was up. Opening his eyes, he smiled up at his disciplined wife. “Thanks, my love.”

“Of course, Master.” she replied with an equally warm smile.

Taking a deep breath, James opened everyone’s Status Screens, and prepared to spend the Spirit he’d refined. His first choices were easy. He pushed 100 Spirit into Nyakuro’s Dantian, Enhancing it to the maximum. This doubled her capacity to 130 Qi, which was a very significant improvement. Next, he used 105 Spirit to copy his Energy Siphon technique and paste it into Nyakuro’s Screen. He knew this would cause the cat-girl discomfort, and he warned her of such before he did it. Sure enough, as soon as the process began, the small cat curled into a ball and yowled in displeasure. She seemed to be fine a few minutes later, but the glares she was giving him clearly told the einherjar that she wouldn’t be forgetting this any time soon.

With 278 Spirit left, James considered his options. Healing was one of his top priorities, so he spent 105 Spirit to copy Hrein’s Advanced Treatment spell and give it to Acrasia. When he did, he found that it overwrote her old Heal spell, replacing it without increasing her Dantian’s capacity at all. It must be because the root spells were the same… James surmised. A bit disappointed that Acrasia hadn’t gained any extra capacity for Qi, he was at least glad that she could heal her entire body with a single cast of the spell now. Of course she could also help others, which would be a significant boost in their battle power as well.

Done with boosting the fairy’s power, James repeated the process and granted the spell to Nyakuro. Since she hadn’t had the spell before, it increased her base Dantian capacity by 5, which gave her a new Total of 140.

Unable to see her Status Screen, Nyakuro hadn’t really understood what James had been talking about when he said that he was going to grant her spells. All she knew was that he was promising to make her stronger, which she appreciated. Thus, when the knowledge of the spell entered her mind, it was quite a shock to the nekomata. It had taken her a lot of time and effort to master the magic she had gained as a birthright from her parents, so to learn a spell in its entirety in a matter of seconds was downright awe inducing. Sugoi! I really chose the right mate! If he can teach me magic this easily, he’ll lead a clan in no time! The nekomata’s eyes narrowed and she purred happily, while contemplating her family’s bright future.

“That’s about it.” James stated, climbing to his feet and brushing the dirt from his pants. He only had 68 Spirit left in his Crimson Palace, so he was going to hold onto it for now. Picking Nyakuro up and nodding for Acrasia to take her usual perch on his shoulder, James was beginning to feel like a beast of burden. Chuckling at his unspoken joke, the einherjar made his way inside the temple to say his goodbyes to the ladies inside, before leaving on their mission to escort the Beast Tribe.

Lāmina boldly kissed his cheek, and wished him a safe journey, while Zahra gave him a quick hug and told him to hurry back. Elora was her usual cold self, but promised to have a warm meal for him when he returned - if he ‘deigned to return at a decent hour’. As one might expect, Elina didn’t say anything, but followed him to the door when he left, and watched him fly away until he was no longer visible.


CHAPTER 29


The journey back to the Beast Tribe was only slightly shorter than the one to reach Elphyne, since the tribes-folk had only managed to move six miles before having to set up camp for the night. Thankfully, it wasn’t hard to find their campsite from the air, so James and his women were able to rejoin them before sunset, with a few minutes to spare.

“Good evening, Champion.” Ome called out to the einherjar as he landed. “It is good that you have returned to us.”

“Thank you, Priestess. Good evening to you as well.” James replied formally, with a salute.

With her carrier safely on the ground, Nyakuro leapt from the Champion’s arms and dashed off into the encampment. James briefly wondered where she was going, but figured it was likely she had family among the tribe, and was probably going to see them.

“Will you be joining us for supper? Or have you already eaten?” Ome asked politely, as she closed the distance between them.

“Uh, we haven’t eaten, no.” James admitted, abashedly. “But I don’t want to burden your people. I can supply food for my family. Or do your tribesmen need some as well?”

Ome gave the Champion a genuine smile. Now that it seemed that she was going to be able to achieve at least some of her goddess’ goals, and he had shown no interest in her as a woman, she felt slightly more relaxed around the man. “I appreciate your concern, Champion, but we have enough food for the moment. If you wish, I could have our women cook the meat for you, or would your own women prefer to do the job?”

James opened his mouth to reply that he could take care of it himself, when he realized that he had no idea if any of his wives could cook.

Hrein saw the look of doubt on her lover’s face, and shook her head with a sigh. “I will cook for my husband.” the valkyrie stated, stepping forward and turning to face James. “If thou wouldst be so kind as to hold my weapons, Master, and provide me with the meat?”

Acrasia lightly elbowed the tiger-man in the jaw and giggled. “Yeah Master. Give her your meat!”

James groaned slightly at the fairy’s innuendo, but he was honestly glad to see her getting back to her old self. Accepting the spear and shield from Hrein, he sent them to his Inventory, and summoned five pounds of crocodile meat to hand over to her. “Thanks for taking care of that, my love.” he whispered and placed a kiss on her cheek.

The valkyrie bowed her head slightly in reply. “Of course, Master.” she said, before turning and walking towards the central fire pit.

Returning his attention to the priestess in front of him, James tried giving her a friendly smile. “I hope your travels went smoothly today. No troubles?”

The werejaguar woman shook her head slightly. “None. There is one piece of business I would like to discuss, however.”

“Oh? You have my undivided attention. What’s on your mind?” James asked, adopting a relaxed stance.

“I’d like you to dine with the village elders tonight. It will give you an opportunity to present your… idea to them personally, and address any concerns they have.” Ome suggested.

The einherjar nodded firmly. “I’d be happy to. I have news to share as well, so that works perfectly.”

“Excellent. If you will excuse me then, I’ll pass word on to the elders that you will be joining them.” Ome said with a bow, before leaving.

“What will you do now, Master?” Acrasia asked, snuggling against his neck.

“I think I’ll go sit within sight of Hrein and cultivate while we wait. Will you keep an eye out for me, my pet?” he asked.

“Of course, Master.” she replied with a soft smile. It was boring when he did his ‘meditation stuff’, but the little fairy wouldn’t mind relaxing nearby and watching all of the new people move about the camp for a while.

James got to cultivate for about 45 minutes before Hrein interrupted him, to let him know that supper was ready. This allowed him to add 90 Spirit to his Crimson Palace, bringing his total up to 158.

Not having a lot of time to think about it, James decided to use 100 Spirit to fully enhance his Running Speed. He didn’t need it for overland travel, given his much higher Flight Speed, but it would help him in ground based combat; hopefully allowing him to move much faster than his enemies. With that done, he now had a fairly impressive top running speed of 50 miles per hour.

Joining Hrein by the fire, James accepted a large leaf covered in sliced meat and corn from his wife. “The tribe supplied the corn for our meal, Master.” the valkyrie explained.

“My thanks to them.” he said, nodding to the women cooking nearby, and receiving smiles and nods in return. “And thank you for cooking for us, my love.” he told Hrein.

The valkyrie blushed slightly, but nodded and took up her own leaf of food. “Thou art welcome, Master.”

“I’ve been invited to dine with the elders this evening, so I’ll be taking my meal with me. Will you be fine out here, or do you want to come too?” the einherjar asked.

“I will stay here and ensure thy wives are all fed, Master.” Hrein replied.

“Here, then.” James summoned their last loaf of bread and tore a chunk off, before handing her the majority of it. “Split this up amongst you, will you?”

“Of course, Master.” she said, accepting the bread and leaning in to place a kiss on his cheek. “I will see thee when thou art finished with thy meeting.”

James kissed her back and stood to look around for Ome. It only took a second to spot the woman, standing next to the largest tent in the camp. She waved to him when she saw him looking, so he waved back and moved to join her.

“The elders are already inside.” she told the einherjar, holding the tent flap back for him.

“Thanks.” he replied, ducking down to enter the tent. When his eyes adjusted to the dim lighting within, he saw two men seated on a large fur rug of some kind, on the opposite side of the tent. The smaller of the two, an Asian looking man with no apparent animal features, waved for him to sit across from them. Taking the seat indicated, James noticed Ome enter behind him, and sit down to his left, facing everyone from the side.

“Please allow me to make the introductions.” Ome said in a respectful voice. “In front of you, on your right, sits Tatsuki. He is the representative of the Neko Clan.”

The older man bowed from the waist, his back straight, and his arms at his sides.

“To his right, is Ohtli. He represents the Jaguar Tribe, and was their chieftain before Ocelotl. Currently, we have no chief.” the priestess informed him.

The man’s impassive face showed just a hint of emotion at the mention of the deceased Champion of Sekhmet, but recovered quickly. Keeping his eyes locked on James’, he gave a stiff salute, slamming his fist into his chest.

“And finally, there is me. As you know, I am a priestess of Sekhmet, and represent her will in all things. I also act as the de facto spiritual leader of the tribe. Together, we three form the council, which guides the people of the Beast Tribe on their journey.” Ome finished explaining their roles. “Honoured elders, please allow me to introduce Sir James Fir, Champion of Hel, and Knight of the Seelie Court.”

James placed his right fist in his left palm and bowed deeply to the elders. “It is a pleasure to meet you, gentlemen.” he stated in a respectful tone. “And thank you for the introductions, Priestess.” he added, nodding to Ome.

The werejaguar priestess nodded back, then turned to look at Ohtli. The older werejaguar, who was currently in his human form, took a deep breath, then began the conversation. “We welcome you to our home, Champion. Also, we wish to thank you for your assistance in rescuing two of our people the other day.”

“Ah. They made it back safely, then? I’m glad to hear that.” James said with a slight smile.

“Yes. Chantico informed us of your brave rescue of her and Atzi. The enemies outnumbered you five to three, and still you intervened on behalf of a woman and child whom you knew not. Furthermore, you asked nothing of them in return. This speaks well of your character, and for this, we are grateful.” the former chieftain stated in a deep and commanding voice. James could tell that the man was used to receiving respect from others, and that he was a proud warrior, despite his advanced age. Though his long hair had turned from black to steel grey, his large body was still well muscled and fit.

James nodded, and prepared to bring up an uncomfortable subject. “Thank you for your kind words. In truth, though I would have done so regardless, I felt I owed the Beast Tribe a debt, and so acted in their interests.”

“A debt?” Ohtli asked, his eyes narrowed.

“Yes. Though all involved acted with honour and courage, it is still true that my actions have deprived your tribe of a great warrior and leader. Be that as it may, it was never my desire to be on bad terms with the people of the Beast Tribe, and I hope to repair that relationship if at all possible.” Hel’s Champion explained.

The much shorter elder turned to look at Ohtli with a compassionate gaze, while the large werejaguar grit his teeth and stared back at James. Several heartbeats passed before the steel in his eyes gave way to grief and the old man sighed. “I will not lie to you, Champion. Ocelotl was my son. It pains me to sit and eat with the man who killed him.” he muttered.

“Shall I leave, then? I truly do not wish to cause pain to any of your people.” James offered in a gentle voice.

Ohtli shook his head solemnly. “No. We have important things to discuss. Things that affect the future of both our peoples.” Sighing, he raised his right hand. “I hereby proclaim that there is no bad blood between the Beast Tribe and the Champion of Hel.” Turning to his smaller friend, he gave the other elder a nod and fell silent.

Taking a deep breath, Tatsuki turned his gaze away from his good friend, and addressed James with a businesslike smile. “We wish to hear more of your plan for our people, Sir James.”

The Champion swallowed, knowing that he’d passed one hurdle, though it may be that Ohtli would never truly forgive him for his part in Ocelotl’s death. “I have spoken with my Queen, that is to say, Titania, Queen of the Fairies. She has given her approval of my proposition, and will happily welcome the members of the Beast Tribe into our home, as citizens of Elphyne, under her rule.”

“Why? And what would become of us, under her rule?” Tatsuki asked, leaning forward slightly.

“The why is both easier and more faceted than you might expect.” James stated, hopeful he could sell the council on his plan. “First off, let me tell you of recent events in Elphyne.” The einherjar went on to explain the Bokor’s attack on the Elven Quarter of the city, including the undead plague he had unleashed, and the devastating results of said attack. When he finished his story, he continued his pitch. “As such, we are woefully undermanned in many areas. To be frank, we need people. It is my belief that the warriors of the Beast Tribe would make excellent guards to man our walls, and hunters to bring in food. Of course we are short on virtually all trades and skills, so every one of your people would be a welcome asset to our city.”

All three members of the council seemed shocked by the einherjar’s revelation. After much exchanging of glances, the Neko Clan representative asked another question. “Assets. But would we be free? Or do you hope to enslave all of us?” He had seen with his own eyes that the Champion before him was a slaver, as all of his women wore collars, and even the young Nyakuro had been forced to submit to one, before he would claim her as a mate.

“Free.” James assured them. “As a matter of fact, there are additional parts of my plan, which I had intended to reveal later, but I can speak of now.” From there the einherjar went on to explain his plan to free what slaves he could from Guayabo’s market, to further boost the population of Elphyne.

This seemed to excite Ohtli more than the rest of his proposal, for the older man chafed at the thought of his people being enslaved to enemies, and one of his dearest wishes was to free those who had been taken from their families. Before he could get too excited however, his much calmer friend posed another question. “You would make the slaves take elven husbands, but what of our people?”

James shook his head. “Only the pure human slaves would be given that condition. Any others would be free to marry whomever they wished. Even the human children, which I hope your people will help raise, will be free to marry any they choose. We do not wish to ‘breed out’ the werejaguar or Neko Clan lines, I promise you that. We only wish to ensure that the rest of our people, the elves in particular, do not go… extinct.”

Tatsuki nodded slowly. “I can understand wishing to preserve important bloodlines. Since you do not wish to do so at our expense, I see no reason to object to that part of your plan.”

“Actually, to be completely honest with you, we actually want to increase your numbers. Especially the Neko Clan in particular.” James chuckled.

““What?”” both elders asked at the same time. While Ohtli frowned, Tatsuki had a slightly baffled look on his face.

“Remember when I said there were more facets to this than you might realize? This is part of that. You see, it is my belief, and Queen Titania agrees that I may be right in this, that yokai are perhaps the not-so distant cousins of the fae.” James explained with a wide grin. He was particularly fond of this theory, and even if it didn’t turn out to be correct, it was useful in pushing forward his agenda.

Ome blinked and frowned deeply. “It is true that both are considered ‘spirit folk’ where they come from, but I see no other relation between them.”

“There is more of a connection than you think. Have you heard of the cait-sìth?” James asked, a little excited to reveal this little tidbit.

“This would be the cat folk which young Nyakuro mentioned?” Tatsuki asked.

“Ah. You’ve been speaking with her, have you?” James chuckled, a tiny bit disappointed to have had his thunder stolen by his newest wife. “Yes. That’s exactly right. The cait-sìth are fae cats. They look like ordinary house cats, though sometimes a bit larger, but can speak and act like humans.”

“Hmm.” the Neko Clan elder tugged at his short goatee in thought. “When Nyakuro spoke of meeting this Tam woman, I thought perhaps she had encountered some lost bakeneko. You mean to tell me there are more like her in your city? And that they are distinct race of people?”

“Yes. Exactly that.” James confirmed. “I don’t know the exact numbers, but I do know there is a significant community of cait-sìth in Elphyne. And with the similarities between your people and theirs, we couldn’t possibly ignore your clan’s needs.” James told the old nekomata. “Nor could we ignore the needs of their new extended family. The people who helped our cousins when they needed it most. That’s just not how family behaves.” he asserted, his attention on Ohtli.

“Hmm. And now you are family by marriage as well.” Ome pointed out, going along with James’ obvious scheme. It was clear that the Champion was making excuses to bring the two groups of people together, but it was also clear that such a joining would be beneficial to all involved.

James nodded, and put on a serious face. “There are a lot of good reasons why having you become free citizens of Elphyne is the best move for all of us.” the einherjar stressed the word ‘free’. “But the simple, no bullshit fact is, we need people. And you need a home.”

All of the elders looked to one another. It wasn’t hard to understand what each was thinking, because at the end of the day, it all came down to trust. Either they would trust the man sitting in front of them and move to his city, or they wouldn’t. In the end, each knew that their people’s needs outweighed the risk, and so, after a few moments of silence, Ohtli nodded. “We will accept your Queen’s offer, and go to your city.” the jaguar warrior stated.

“Thank you.” James said earnestly, with a sigh of relief.

Hrein was waiting for him when James emerged from the tent, some time later. “How did it go, Master?” she inquired, a hopeful look in her eyes. She knew how much her husband wanted this plan to work - she only needed to look, to see how much effort he’d put into mending the rift between himself and the Beast Tribe, to understand that.

“Success!” he growled with a grin and a small fist pump.

Hrein laughed at her Master’s enthusiasm, but felt relieved that everything had worked out okay. “Might I ask what is next for us then, Master?”

“We’ll travel with the Beast Tribe until they reach Elphyne. I’m guessing that will take several days, since they have a lot of cargo, as well as several children in tow, and it’s not like there’s a beaten path from here to there.” James informed her.

The valkyrie nodded thoughtfully, then pointed off to an empty spot in the camp. “I have arranged a spot for us to sleep, Master. Though there are no tents to spare.”

James was about to tell her that it was all right, since he had a four man tent that he’d kept for group camping, but then realized just how tight those quarters would be. Even if Acrasia stayed her regular size (which she wouldn’t for the whole night), and Nyakuro remained in her cat form, James’ seven foot frame alone would make the tent uncomfortable, let alone with Hrein’s six foot athletic body added in. Sighing, he shrugged his shoulders and declared the inevitable. “I guess we’re roughing it.”

“Master?” the valkyrie asked, tilting her head in confusion.

“I have a tent to set up,” he explained, “but it’s going to be too small. I’ll try to come up with a better solution for tomorrow night, but tonight is going to be… cuddly.”

Hrein giggled and shook her head. “I do not think that will be a problem, Master.”

Moving to the small spot Hrein had acquired for them, James summoned the bundle containing his tent. Like most modern tents, it was quick and easy to set up, so James took the opportunity to have a private conversation with Hrein, before the other women joined them. “So… my love. Question for you.”

Hrein peeked over the tent as she slid the tip of a pole into a reinforced hole, like she’d been shown. “What is it, Master?”

“I’ve been wondering how you are doing… what with my having other wives and all. And also… why you chose to add Nyakuro to my harem.” James asked with a slightly concerned look on his face.

The valkyrie exhaled through her nose and took on a contemplative look. “I cannot say I enjoy the fact that I have to share thee with other women, but I have accepted it.” Biting her lip, Hrein tilted her head in thought. “I do think I will enjoy having a large family, however.” she added with a slight smile.

James picked up the next pole and started putting the segments together, as he waited for her to finish answering his questions.

“As to Nyakuro, I have heard that nekomata possess an array of powerful magic. I believed she would make a good addition to our family, and help us grow stronger.” Hrein explained. “And I did notice how thy gaze sought her out, whenever she was around.” she added with a smirk.

“Ahem.” James cleared his throat and tried to hide his sheepish grin. “I see. Thanks for explaining.”

“Of course, Master.” Hrein replied, continuing to grin.

Chuckling, James finished putting the tent together with Hrein, and then set the inside up with his Z-Rest and sleeping bag. Acrasia and Nyakuro showed up a while later, crawling into the tent and making it very crowded. Much to Acrasia’s chagrin, no ‘fun’ was had that night, since there simply wasn’t enough room to manoeuvre. Instead, the burgeoning family enjoyed a massive cuddle puddle, with most sleeping directly on top of James the entire night.

The next morning, James found that he had stiff muscles in places he didn’t even realize had muscles. Groaning, he gently pried the female bodies off of him, not-so subtly encouraging them to leave the tent. Once he was free to move, the large man dragged himself out of the canvas home and stretched. “At least we’re not the last to wake up.” he grumbled under his breath, noting that the camp wasn’t exactly a flurry of activity yet.

After everyone had taken care of their morning ablutions, Hrein asked James about breakfast. “Shall I cook something over the embers, Master?”

Looking around and seeing a few tribeswomen doing just that, the einherjar nodded. “Seems like we’ll have time. Here.” Holding his hand out over hers, he summoned a garbage bag. “You can use this to carry the food, and then as a surface to work on.” he suggested.

“Very well, Master.” the valkyrie agreed, flicking the bag open, like she’d seen him do the other day.

Once she had it open and was holding it in place, James summoned five pounds of tapir meat, and the ayote. Walking over to the fire with her, he also summoned the barrel of water they’d kept in his Inventory, so they’d have something to drink.

While Hrein worked on breakfast, James was determined to make equally good use of their time. Thus, unsurprisingly, he chose to cultivate.

As she had back at the Temple of Hel, Nyakuro watched carefully as James went through his meditation. There wasn’t really much that she could learn in this manner, but she waited patiently and observed, just in case there was something she had missed the previous time.

Just like the night before, James only got 45 minutes of meditation in before Hrein brought him out of his trance. Adding the 90 Spirit to the 58 he already had banked, he had a total of 148 to work with. Wondering how much it would cost to upgrade his Cure spell to have the ability to remove any infection, regardless of type, he brought up his Status Screen and made the attempt. As expected, it failed. He did receive a notification that it would require 400 Spirit to accomplish however, which was useful information. With that goal in mind, he decided to leave the Spirit banked.

Once his family had gathered for breakfast, James took the opportunity to cast his Blessing spell on each of them, along with Polyglot. It annoyed him that cost so much Qi to do so, but it was a necessary measure in his opinion. After all, it’s probably only thanks to the Luck boost that Hrein and Nyakuro aren’t pregnant yet… he secretly admitted to himself.

Breakfast was a quick and quiet affair for nearly everyone in the camp. It was a meal prepared and eaten in a hurry, since they couldn’t afford to waste daylight, and needed to be on the trail as soon as possible. Once everyone was finished and packed up, the entire camp set off, heading west.

The tribe’s formation when on the move was well thought out. The scouts had left half an hour early, and the warriors at the front of the column rotated out to the rear every hour. By doing this, the men and women got to rest from breaking trail, while they ensured the tribe’s protection by having skilled warriors at the front, centre, and rear of the group at all times.

Throughout the trek, James was impressed by the endurance of the women and children. Not one complained about the pace, even when they took their lunch on the move. The larger members of the tribe carried the packs and hauled the travois - devices made with two poles and a basket of sorts, which they dragged behind them.

Having lacked the foresight to cook extra food the night before, James was glad he had a small store of jerky for him and the girls to eat for lunch. Even so, they wound up eating half of the 6 pounds he had in his Inventory, so he knew it wouldn’t last the whole trip.

Shortly after lunch, James found himself walking beside Tatsuki, the old man having approached from the rear of the column.

“Good afternoon, Champion.” the grey haired nekomata greeted him.

“Good afternoon, elder.” the einherjar replied with a nod. “What can I do for you?”

“Nothing in particular.” the man stated, keeping his eyes on the trail. “I simply wished to speak a while.”

James gave a soft chuckle. “Well, your company is certainly welcome.” Like the older man, the ex-soldier was continuously scanning their surroundings, wary of any threat that might be hiding in the trees.

“I am glad to hear that, Sir James.” the cat yokai replied with a smirk. “Tell me, what do you know of my people?”

The einherjar gave a little shrug. “I know very little, other than what I’ve learned from Nyakuro. I have heard the legends told of your kind back on Earth, however.”

“Oh?” the man’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I must admit, I am curious about both of those statements. But let’s start with what you’ve learned from my niece.”

This statement definitely caught James’ attention, causing him to turn and regard the much smaller man for a long moment, before returning his gaze to the forest. “Niece, eh? That makes sense. I figured she must have family here in the clan. I’ve been hoping to meet them.”

The nekomata nodded slightly but didn’t say anything more, waiting for James to answer his question.

“Because she is my slave, I can see a representation of her soul, of sorts.” the einherjar began, not sure he wanted to reveal all of his secrets to this man, even if he was family.

“A representation?” the nekomata asked with an odd expression.

“Think of it like a tablet or a book, which tells me everything about the person.” James clarified.

“I see…” the older man muttered, tugging at his goatee in thought. “And this ability, it is how you taught Nyakuro a new spell in a single night?”

James frowned slightly, unhappy that his newest wife had been so free with their secrets. Not that I’m all that much better… he chided himself. “It is.” he confirmed.

“Hmm.” the nekomata continued to ponder what he’d been told. “Again this ability, it is why you insisted that she become your slave?”

The ex-soldier gave a short nod. “A big part of the reason, but not the only one.” he admitted.

Tatsuki glanced at the man beside him out of the corner of his eye. “You will continue to empower her in this way?”

This time James looked the man square in the eye. “I will. But I fail to see what business it is of anyone outside my house.”

The awakened cat gave James a mischievous smirk. “Who said I wasn’t joining your house, young man?”

Admittedly, the nekomata’s response caught James off guard. So much so, that he almost tripped, which caused the older man to chuckle.

“There is much you should know about our princess.” Tatsuki piled on the surprises with a twinkle in his eye.

“Princess?” James nearly gawked. What have I gotten myself into? Collecting himself, James politely asked for more information. “Good Tatsuki, pray tell, what are you talking about?”

The old man straightened his back and took a deep breath, before looking off into the distance. “I am not, in truth, Nyakuro’s uncle.” he started by admitting. “She calls me that, because I am the one who raised her. In fact, her father was my best friend.”

“Was?” James frowned. He had a feeling this might be a sad story.

Tatsuki nodded. “Lord Akio, Nyakuro’s father, led the Neko Clan for decades before his fall. His wife, Lady Yamato, was the most beautiful and graceful woman you can imagine.”

James stayed silent, listening to the other man relate his tale.

“It was under their guidance that the Neko Clan flourished. Our village was a peaceful one, hidden away in the mountains, but bountiful in all the ways we needed. Still, our Lord did not rest on his laurels. He trained hard, and taught the secrets of cultivation to those of us who were capable of learning.”

The einherjar’s eyes widened at this sudden revelation.

“Ah. I see that caught your attention.” the old cat chuckled. “Yes, Nyakuro mentioned that you also practice cultivation, but from her description it would seem that your style differs slightly from our own.”

James wasn’t sure whether he should scold his wife for telling her uncle so much about him, or thank her. Though it wasn’t good for too many others to learn that he was a cultivator, he wouldn’t be having this conversation if she hadn’t spoken of it. And truth be told, James was very eager to speak with fellow cultivators, and exchange knowledge with them. “I do hope this is something we can speak of at length, in the near future.” the Champion stated.

Tatsuki nodded knowingly. “We will certainly have much to talk about once we reach our new home. But for now, I will tell you the rest of young Nyakuro’s tale.”

James nodded, but kept silent, not wanting to interrupt the man.

“Now, where was I? Ah, yes. The village. Well, a bit more than a year ago, that peaceful life was shattered. The armies of the Demon King located our home, and demanded our secrets. It seems that someone had tipped him off that we were cultivators.” the nekomata revealed.

The einherjar frowned. He imagined most rulers would desire such secrets, and any who were in the least bit unscrupulous would stop at nothing to gain them. They were the path to immortality, after all. It was the kind of stuff that wars were fought over.

“Rather than grant such a terrible man our secrets, Lord Akio ordered us to flee. The entire village made a fighting retreat, all the way down to the valley, on the other side of the mountains.” Tatsuki’s eyes began to mist up as he neared the end of his tale. “We fought our way to the docks of a human village, our shinobi having secretly prepared their boats in the middle of the night.”

“Shinobi?” James asked, a little surprised. “Your family practices ninjutsu?”

Tatsuki’s brow quirked at the unexpected question. “It’s interesting that you know of it, young man.”

James grinned. “Our paths might not be as dissimilar as you believe, old man.”

“Hmph.” the nekomata grumped, but chuckled after, and continued his story. “We made our way to the boats, the humans in the village fleeing in terror as a clowder of giant cats stormed the settlement, with a human army hot on their heels. We lost two thirds of the clan in the retreat, but those that made it to the boats prepared to cast off, once those that survived were aboard.”

“Two thirds…” James mouthed. To lose so many just trying to escape truly was a tragedy.

“I’ll never forget the final moments on those docks. The sky was thick with smoke, our Lord having set fire to the village to cover our retreat. But even that wouldn’t stop the fierce soldiers of the Demon King. As I stood on the bow, calling for my Lord to board, Lady Yamato turned and handed me that which was most precious to her in the world. She ordered me to flee and care for her daughter, before slashing the line anchoring us to the dock with her claws. I screamed for my Lord until my voice was hoarse, my boat slowly drifting further away, and leaving my best friend behind.” Tatsuki choked, briefly unable to continue.

James waited patiently for the man to recover.

After taking a shaky breath, the nekomata went on. “Lord Akio and Lady Yamato fought like demons themselves, raining fire down on our enemies, and cutting them to ribbons with their claws. Even as they fell, my Lord raised their dead and forced them to fight their former comrades. So powerful were he and his wife, that hundreds fell to their hands alone. But for all their power, I never saw them again.”

“Is… is it possible they are still alive?” James asked, knowing it was foolish to hope that they were.

Tatsuki sadly shook his head. “If they were, nothing in heaven or on Terra would have stopped them from finding their daughter and joining us.”

“I’m sorry.” the ex-soldier said softly. He too had lost comrades in war, so he had some small idea of what the man was going through.

“No.” the cat-man replied. “My Lord and Lady died with honour, protecting that which they loved most. It is all one can hope for, is it not?”

James nodded, hoping that he would live a long and fulfilling life, but also that his eventual death would have meaning.

“Three boats left the dock that fateful day. Only one made it across the ocean, to land here. On foreign shores we found new kin, the werejaguars, who took us in and gave us shelter in our time of need.” Tatsuki gave James a meaningful look. “I do hope that we find even more family where we are going.”

The einherjar gave the old warrior a respectful nod and an earnest smile. “I believe you already have.”


CHAPTER 30


The day wore on, as the Beast Tribe marched towards their new home. Nothing of note happened after the interesting conversation James had with Tatsuki; the nekomata elder having simply returned to his position in the cycle of warriors protecting the tribe. It did give the einherjar a lot to think about, however.

When the sun was hanging low in the sky, the main body of the group caught up to the scouts, and began setting up camp. Hrein selected a spot on the outer edge of the clearing for their tent, and ensured there was enough space between the tent and the treeline for a small group to gather. After giving James his instructions, which amused the einherjar to some degree, the valkyrie requested enough meat for two meals.

James summoned ten pounds of tapir meat and handed it over to his wife, before getting to work setting up the tent. This time Nyakuro stuck around to help him. It didn’t take her long to learn how the portable home was put together, and even Acrasia watched from nearby, so that she could help if it was ever required.

Figuring he had about half an hour before supper was ready, the einherjar sat down to begin cultivating. Before he could begin however, Nyakuro approached and placed a hand on his arm. Opening his eyes, James took in the cat-girl’s expression, and noticed that she seemed to want something but, judging by her frown, didn’t know how to ask for it. Hmm. If she’s hungry, she’ll have to wait, just like the rest of us. But she’s smart enough to know that, so I don’t think that’s it. She isn’t giving off cat-in-heat vibes either, so I don’t think she’s horny. I wonder what she wants? James puzzled over the nekomata’s actions. Failing to come up with anything, he tried asking. “What’s up? What do you want, kitten?”

Nyakuro’s frown deepened for a moment, but then she seemed to have an idea. Patting him twice on the hand, she moved to sit next to him. After carefully adjusting herself until she was in the lotus position, she looked at him expectantly.

“You want to meditate with me?” James asked, a little surprised.

“Meow.” she replied with a smile, nodding her head.

“Okay.” the einherjar chuckled, then closed his eyes and prepared to meditate - only to be interrupted by Nyakuro patting him on the arm again.

“Nyan!” she hissed.

Opening his eyes, James looked at his newest wife with confusion. “You… want to meditate, but you don’t want me to?”

“Nyan!” she said again, shaking her head with a scowl.

James crossed his arms and studied the cat girl for a moment, thinking things over. “She wants to meditate. She doesn’t want me to meditate. But she doesn’t want to meditate by herself?” he muttered.

The cute cat-girl sighed and gave him a hopeful look, as if that would help him figure out what she wanted.

“Hmm.” stroked his beard in thought. “Nyakuro… do you even know how to cultivate?”

“Nyan!” she said cheerily, seemingly happy that he’d asked that question.

“Ah. You want me to teach you how to cultivate.” James said, finally catching her drift.

“Meow!” she purred, nodding excitedly.

“Hmm. It’s a long road, and difficult to learn… but if you want to try, I don’t mind teaching you.” he agreed with a smile.

“Meow!” she cried again, and sprang on him, tackling him in a hug.

James laughed as he hugged and petted the purring cat-girl. It was good to see her so excited about something. Looking over to Acrasia, he asked her a question he already knew the answer to. “Do you want to learn too, my pet?”

The tiny fairy shook her head emphatically. “No thanks, Master! Besides…” she flitted over to land on his shoulder and whispered in his ear “I already know a better way to do it.”

The einherjar laughed, having fully expected that response. “I suppose you do at that, my pet.”

And so, the Champion spent the remaining time until supper going over exercises for sensing Qi with Nyakuro, as that was the first step on the road to cultivation. As a result, he didn’t get any time to cultivate on his own, but he was okay with that.

When Hrein called them over for their evening meal, she apologized for its simplicity. James immediately apologized in return, for failing to provide them with a more varied diet, and promised that after this trip, he would start storing a wider variety of foods. Before they began eating, Hrein handed James half of what she had prepared, and asked him to store it for tomorrow’s lunch. Thanking her for her foresight, he did as requested, and tucked into his supper.

After they’d eaten, James explained to Hrein that he’d agreed to teach Nyakuro how to cultivate, and asked if she would like to learn as well. The valkyrie happily agreed, stating that she had wanted to learn before, but felt doing so would just be a waste of Qi that he could put to better use. The einherjar thought over what she’d said, and figured that they could decide each night on a case by case basis, whether he wanted them to cultivate for themselves, or save their Qi for him.

With that settled, the small family returned to their tent, or rather the space in front of it, and went about their evening routine. This meant spear and shield training for Hrein, while Acrasia relaxed, and Nyakuro practiced sensing the fairy’s Qi. Given that she couldn’t maintain her cat-girl form the entire time, the nekomata did the majority of her training as a cat. As usual, James put the short time they had to good use by cultivating. Three hours of meditation gave the Champion 360 additional Spirit to work with. When combined with the 148 he already had banked, he had a nice pool of 508 Spirit to play with.

Excited to finally upgrade his Cure spell, James didn’t hesitate in spending the first 400 Spirit to do just that. Calling up his Status Screen, he was pleased with the results.
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“It’s great that it is effective against all types of infection, but what on Earth was that last type?” he wondered, listing the types he knew in his head. Viral, Bacterial, Fungal, Parasitic, and… what? “Oh well. So long as the spell works, I guess I shouldn’t complain.”

Noting that the spell cost 20 Qi to cast, and that it fit thematically, James wondered what would happen if he tried to combine it with his Medical Treatment spell. Deciding to give it a try, he dragged the Cure-All box over the Medical Treatment entry and held it there until the outlines turned green. Letting it go, the spells successfully combined, giving him the expected headache as a reward for his efforts. Blinking away the pain in his head, the einherjar read the new spells entry on his Status Screen.
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“Hmm. So basically, the only thing I can’t treat with this spell is poisoning.” the einherjar noted.

“All finished, Master?” Acrasia asked hopefully.

“Almost, my pet.” he replied with a chuckle. A quick glance at his Status Screen told him that he had 108 Spirit left in his Crimson Palace. Feeling like he wanted Nyakuro to be able to keep up with them, at least on the ground, the Champion pushed 100 Spirit into her Running Speed, Enhancing it fully. For some reason, this had an unexpected effect. Where her stats had been split before, likely to represent her different forms, they combined into one and granted her the higher speed in all forms. While James wondered why this might be the case, he certainly wasn’t going to complain about it. Maybe the enhancement changed her muscle structure slightly? he guessed. Looking over at the cat who had been resting nearby, he saw that she was now groaning and stretching, as if she had cramps in all four legs at once.

“Sorry about that, Nyakuro.” he apologized. “I should have given you a heads up, but I just enhanced your speed. You can run a lot faster now. Twice as fast as your previous best, in fact.”

The black cat blinked at her Master, and gave a loud meow, before getting up to test his statement. Much to her delight, she found that she could now run 50 miles per hour, regardless of what shape she was in. Of course she could only maintain that speed for 6 seconds, but that was something she could work on.

With their training complete for the day, James moved to enter the tent and retire for the evening. He was a little surprised when Hrein stopped him, and led him behind the tent without saying a word. When he found the other two women, both in human size and shape, he finally cottoned on to what they wanted.

Hrein stepped up behind her husband and ran her hands over his broad, muscled shoulders. “Thou hast worked hard this day, Master. As have thy wives. Dost thou not think that mayhap thou shouldst reward thy harem for their efforts?”

Her warm breath on his neck made him shiver… and her soft lips there made him hard. Growling, he spun on his first wife and pulled her to him, claiming her mouth with a passionate kiss. The valkyrie responded in kind, moaning into his mouth as she pressed her body against his.

It would have taken a lot more discipline than James possessed to resist the siren call of his women at that point, so he didn’t even make the attempt. For the next two hours, the einherjar enjoyed his women, one after the other, until all were sated and ready for sleep.

It did surprise him a little that Nyakuro only hesitated for the briefest of moments when he told her to clean Hrein, as if she were about to taste a food she didn’t recognize, rather than do something questionable. In turn, he had Hrein eat Acrasia out when he was finished with the fairy, since he knew the valkyrie would likely object less to the sweet taste of the fae’s pussy, than the more normal tasting nekomata’s. As for his adventurous leannán sídhe, she was all too eager to taste her new playmate, and happily teased the woman with her lips and tongue while James was busy with his first wife, and again after, when the nekomata needed to be cleaned.

The next morning was virtually a repeat of the previous one, except that James didn’t get to cultivate. Instead, he spent the time training Nyakuro in a few more Qi sensing exercises. There was no need for her to be in cat-girl form for the practice, so she stayed in her natural shape during the training to conserve Qi.

The morning march was slow, if informative. Whenever a tribe member was nearby, James would quietly ask them questions about this tree or that flower, trying to absorb as much knowledge about his new home as he could. The most surprising sight was a huge skeleton they passed on their trek, which the einherjar thought resembled a stegosaurus due to the large plates growing from its back, and the massive spikes on the end of its tail.

Ome had been nearby when they came upon it, and pointed out the deep gouges and cracks in the beast’s neck. “Looks like that thing fell to the Tyrant. We should be wary if the beast is nearby, and hope he has moved on to other hunting grounds.”

James recognized the term from a conversation with Geoffrey back in Guayabo. The man had said the creature was responsible for the damage to the palisade around the town. Makes sense that a creature big enough to do that could tangle with a bloody dinosaur. the einherjar admitted to himself, and silently hoped they didn’t meet it any time soon.

The hot sun continued its arc across the sky, and morning turned to afternoon. Once again the whole tribe ate their lunch on the move, and James was glad for his wife’s foresight the evening before.

Trying to take a page out of her book, the einherjar decided to pass the time making plans of his own. Calling up his Status Screen, he ensured it was moved to the left side of his field of vision. He was walking on the right side of the column, keeping an eye on that side of the forest, so he didn’t want the display to interfere with his watch-keeping duties.

Deciding to look over his spells first, James read each description carefully, looking for ways he could enhance them. He started by dismissing the potions, since he didn’t plan to spend time brewing elixirs. Perhaps one day he’d have a woman in his harem that would enjoy that sort of thing, but he was far too busy for a hobby like that.

Going down the list, he considered his Diagnosis spell. It was a seidr that he might be able to alter to give him more information about things. His Analysis blessing already gave him basic information about anything he owned, but a spell that gave him knowledge of enemies would be extremely handy. Facts like specific strengths or weaknesses could be invaluable when dealing with supernatural beings.

Next up was probably his favourite spell. Remedy already did a lot of what he wanted, but it could definitely be more powerful. The ability to neutralize poisons was high on his list of enhancements to add, but he would likely have to get that from another source, rather than simply upgrade Remedy. Of course, as a healer, he would love the ability to heal multiple allies at once, or remove things like curses. Sure, he had the Blessing spell to protect himself and those close to him from getting cursed in the first place, but what if he wanted to help someone else who was already cursed?

James was torn from his contemplations when people started shouting around him, passing a message up to the head of the column. The message was equally clear and worrying, being three simple words. “The Tyrant Comes.”

To his surprise and admiration, the people of the Beast Tribe did not panic. Instead, most moved quickly towards the front of the group, with everyone picking up the pace. The majority of the warriors fell back from the sides, taking up a rear guard position. When James moved to join them, he found Ome there, giving orders.

“Tatsuki, you will lead the rear guard. Make sure none of our people fall behind. Ohtli is leading at the front of the formation, and will defend us from any unseen dangers ahead.” the priestess shouted, making sure she was heard over the noise of people rushing to their positions.

“How can I help?” James asked, stepping up with his women.

“The Tyrant is too powerful a foe for even you to fight, Champion. Please assist the rear guard in making sure no one is lost.” Ome requested.

“Will do.” the einherjar replied with a sharp nod. He was just about to ask his women to fan out, so that they could cover a greater area, when Ome gave one final order.

“Itzcoatl. You know what to do.” she said, and turned to run ahead.

James saw the young warrior blanch, but firmed up his resolve with a nod, and ran back the way they’d come.

“Wait. What? What’s he doing?” James called out to Ome, chasing after her.

The Priestess of Sekhmet turned and regarded James with a gaze of steel. “We don’t have time for you to question my orders, Champion.”

James quirked a brow and stood his ground, crossing his arms. “I’m very familiar with what happens when the chain of command collapses. But I’m not one of your flock, priestess.”

Ome snarled and rushed to his side. “You risk putting us all in danger, if others are inspired by foolish heroics.” she hissed quietly, so that only he would hear. “This is not something I decided on the moment. We always have a plan for if we encounter the Tyrant.”

The einherjar remained unmoved, which only frustrated the werejaguar more.

“It’s tragic, but it’s honestly the best course of action. When the Tyrant finds us, one of our warriors acts as a distraction, while the rest of the tribe escapes. Itzcoatl is the weakest of our warriors. The least skilled. He knew before we left, that he would be the next one chosen.” the woman coldly explained.

“Like hell I’m going along with that.” Hel’s Champion snarled. “Hrein, Nyakuro! On me! We’ve got a lizard to thrash.” he growled, running after Itzcoatl. He didn’t have to call out to Acrasia because, as usual, she was riding along on his shoulder.

When James rounded the bend, he saw the young jaguar warrior standing in the path, his spear held out defensively before him. The young man was obviously terrified, but his courage and discipline were a credit to his people.

Before the einherjar could call out to him, something huge came crashing through the forest. Trees as big around as James toppled, while lesser plants were splintered by the onrushing behemoth. With a roar louder than a freight train, a twenty foot tall reptile, no a king of reptiles, burst through the treeline.

“Yeah. I figured as much.” Hel’s Champion grunted, instantly identifying his foe as the most infamous of all dinosaurs - the Tyrannosaurus Rex. Snapping his arms up in line with the beast’s head, James summoned his SKS and didn’t hesitate to pull the trigger. Round after round slammed into the monster’s skull, but did little more than piss the beast off. In seconds he emptied the all too small mag, and sent the weapon back to his Inventory. “Run kid!” he yelled, preparing to summon his next weapon.

To James’ credit, he did manage to draw the animal’s attention away from the werejaguar. Unfortunately for him, that meant the nine ton monstrosity was now barreling at him much faster than he could get out of the way. Thinking on his feet, James snapped his wings forward and flung himself backwards, the beasts’ massive jaws snapping shut mere inches in font of him.

While the move had saved his life, it also came with painful consequences. They weren’t fighting in some open field, but a narrow path in the rainforest. Not seeing what was behind him, James slammed into several trees at fifty miles per hour, their sturdy trunks snapping the delicate bones in his wings like twigs.

In a haze of pain, the einherjar scrambled to a knee, while casting four consecutive Remedy spells in an attempt to heal his injuries; just slapping the magic down wherever hurt the most.

Not surprisingly, the hungry predator wasn’t going to wait for its prey to get up and fight or try to run. The terrifying saurian launched itself at James again, its mouth open wide and ready to feast.

The Champion’s vision cleared just in time for him to see the cavernous maw descending on him. Unable to react in time, he could only flinch as the stench of the creature’s breath washed over him. And then it was gone. The terrible beast’s head whipped to the side, its eye pierced by an orichalcum spear, being thrust by a valkyrie flying nearly a hundred miles per hour.

The impact caused the spear to be ripped from Hrein’s grip, and sent the shield maiden flipping over the dinosaur’s head, to crash into the bushes a short distance away. The T-Rex roared in pain and rage, whipping its head back and forth in a futile attempt to dislodge the offending weapon.

The moment she realized they were going into battle, Nyakuro had adopted her cat-girl form. Though she could technically fight in any shape, her human-like body was the most versatile. Entering the fray a few steps behind her husband, she had just arrived on the scene when the tyrannosaurus launched its first attack. Her heart nearly stopped when it looked like the beast was going to eat her new mate, and she didn’t recover from that shock until it almost ate him a second time.

It was Hrein’s scream as she stabbed the monster that snapped the nekomata out of her mental paralysis. A quick glance was all it took for her to realize that the claws on her fingers would never penetrate the huge scales that covered the animal. Relying on her magic instead of her muscles, Nyakuro ran towards her enemy, calling a small ball of fire into being and hurling it with all of her mystical might. The scorching sphere smacked into the creature’s side, but did little more than blacken its thick hide.

Regrettably, the nekomata’s manoeuvre had placed her in line with the T-Rex’s one remaining eye, so the ferocious beast turned its full attention to her. In a single stride, the huge reptile was looming over her, ready to make her its next victim.

As soon as the battle was joined, Acrasia had separated herself from James, knowing the man was likely to wind up in melee with the monster. And no matter how much she lamented her own powerlessness, the fairy knew that she had no place challenging such a creature. As she flitted about in the air, staying well clear of the dinosaur, she worried and tugged at her hair, trying to think of some way she could help her family.

When she saw the foolish cat-girl run up to the behemoth, she wanted to scream. The stupid nekomata was right in the creature’s line of sight. Why didn’t she approach from the blind side!? she screamed in her head. “Blind side…” she muttered, her gaze rising to take in the scene before her. The twenty foot tall lizard was turning towards Nyakuro, and would be on her in a second… if she didn’t do something first. Quick as thought, Acrasia zipped through the air, her right hand outstretched and casting a spell.

James stumbled to his feet, eager to get back into the fight and finish it, before someone he cared about got hurt. Summoning his AR-15, he hoped the light rounds would penetrate the tyrannosaur’s scales, if he could just put enough of them in a single spot. He was just about to take aim, when Nyakuro ran up to the beast with a ball of fire in her hand. “No!” he screamed, as the deadly animal rounded on her. Raising his rifle and rapidly pulling the trigger, he nearly had a heart attack when things appeared to get so much worse.

Coughing up a bit of blood, Hrein pushed herself off the ground. One of her wings was bent at a terrible angle, and she was sure she’d punctured something vital inside when she crashed to the ground. Like James had done seconds before, she focussed on healing the wounds with magic, praying that she’d be back on her feet before the monster was upon her.

When she could finally breathe without pain, and her wing seemed to be working, the valkyrie stood up and took in the scene before her. The report of a rifle told her James was still alive and kicking, but that wouldn’t be the case for Nyakuro if she didn’t move immediately. Hrein watched in horror, knowing she’d never make it in time, as the T-Rex closed the distance with the cat-girl. Just when she thought things couldn’t get any worse, a second tyrannosaurus rex burst out of the brush and charged towards the first one. While the second beast was smaller, only fifteen feet tall, it put poor Nyakuro directly between them.

The smaller dinosaur roared in challenge, making directly for its larger counterpart. Like the king of reptiles it was, the first replied to its challenger with an earthshaking bellow of its own.

With the dreadful predator momentarily distracted by another of its kind, Nyakuro took the opportunity to make her move. Ducking low under the beast’s swinging foot, she ran directly beneath the animal, diving to the ground to avoid being caught up in a swipe of its massive tail. As the two titans clashed, the cat-girl gained her feet and continued to run for all she was worth.

James’ poor heart skipped a beat when he saw his newest wife dodging and weaving beneath the bipedal dinosaur. A second later, a small pang of disappointment arose in his heart, when he saw the nekomata run headlong down the path, seemingly abandoning the fight. Still, I’d rather she run and live than get hurt… he told himself, and continued to unload on the massive beast’s flank.

The apex predator dove forward, attempting to slam its nine ton body into the younger T-Rex. As it prepared for the impact, it lashed out with its powerful jaws, snapping them closed on… nothing? Feeling no resistance from his challenger at all, the confused lizard stumbled through the illusion and crashed headlong into the bushes beyond.

With the dinosaur making physical contact with her complex illusion, the fairy lost control of the spell, causing it to pop like a giant soap bubble. Panting and holding her outstretched hand by the wrist, the wise fae decided it was time to move. And move she did, but not to safety. Never again would she let fear prevent her from supporting her family. I’m a proud leannán sídhe! she told herself. But more importantly, I’m… I’m… “I’m Master’s wife!” she screamed as she threw herself at the disoriented beast.

Hrein watched as the insane fae latched onto the back of the dinosaur’s neck, and enveloped them both in a thick cloud of darkness. The roiling illusion completely obscured the monster’s head, making it impossible for the creature to see a thing. But as luck would have it, Hrein spotted the end of her spear protruding from the illusory storm cloud, and knew what she had to do.

“Yeah!” James cheered, seeing his tiny yet brave wife cling to the tyrannosaur’s scales and blind the beast with her magic. He couldn’t have been more proud of that fairy in that moment, knowing that she had given them a definite advantage. Having fired the last few rounds in his magazine, the ex-soldier was in the process of swapping it out for a new one, when he saw his first wife soar past the enemy’s head and try to grab something.

Trying to get a better look, the einherjar jogged a little closer to the rampaging saurian, but stayed a safe distance away. The last thing he wanted was to be crushed by the thick tail of the monster, which was whipping around in a frenzy. Following Hrein’s flight path, he finally saw what she was after. The last three inches of the spear’s shaft was sticking out of Acrasia’s illusion, making it visible, but still extremely difficult to grab, given the erratic way the T-Rex was swinging its head around.

The pain in its side and head made even the proud Tyrant King want to run away, but it couldn’t see where it was going. Between the stinging wounds and the blindness, the dinosaur felt cornered, and everyone knows that is when an animal is the most dangerous. The frenzied beast couldn’t see, but that didn’t mean the fierce predator was helpless. It had fought on many a starless night, in the dark depths of the jungle, and emerged victorious each time. Relying on its sense of hearing and smell, the primal beast prepared to launch its counter attack.

For some reason, the giant lizard suddenly stopped its violent thrashing, and went dead still. Unwilling to waste the opportunity, Hrein dove for her spear, and managed the grab onto the shaft with a solid grip. The moment she made contact however, the T-Rex whipped its head sharply to the side, trying to bite what it couldn’t see. The powerful motion catapulted the valkyrie from the sky, to crash among the trees on the opposite side of the monster.

James heard his lover’s cry of pain, and took off running, passing dangerously close to the crouching dinosaur, and leaping over a fallen log like some prehistoric hurdle. It was only sheer luck that saved Hel’s Champion, when the reptile’s heavy tail slammed into the earth a mere foot behind him, crushing that same log to splinters.

When the einherjar found his wife, the sight before him nearly made him sick. The unlucky valkyrie had ended her journey through the sky by colliding with a thick tree. Not only were her beautiful wings a mangled mess, she hung impaled on a thin branch that had pierced her back, and was protruding from her gut.

Rushing to her side, James ignored all of his first aid training and quickly hauled the woman off the tree. The agony of having the spear-like branch pass through her stomach a second time made the shield maiden scream and vomit blood, as she collapsed into her lover’s arms.

The Devourer grinned, its reptilian lips peeling back to reveal teeth larger than daggers. It could hear its prey’s screams of anguish, and smell their fear. Locking in on the direction of the noise, the terrible lizard let out a low growl as it moved in pursuit.

Hrein was barely conscious, but she could feel the warmth of her husband’s magic flooding her body. The familiar itch was almost welcome, as the flurry of spells knit bones back together, and closed the gaping hole in her abdomen. Her momentary relief was shattered however, when she opened her eyes and saw the Tyrant closing in on them, over the einherjar’s shoulder. The valkyrie opened her mouth to scream, and used every ounce of her strength to thrust James aside, as the looming black cloud descended towards her.

The apex predator salivated at the thought of its prey’s lifeblood filling its mouth, and the satisfying crunch of their bones between its teeth. The hated creature that had wounded its eye was so close, he could almost taste their fear on the wind. As the Tyrant closed those last few feet between them, pain blossomed in its leg, causing it to lose balance and topple onto its side.

Flung into the bush beside Hrein, James whipped his head around to see the oncoming terror… and couldn’t believe his eyes. There, beside the falling tyrannosaur, was the skeleton of the stegosaurus they had passed an hour back, its spiked tail whipping through the air and piercing the living dinosaur’s thick hide, as if it were papier-mâché. Standing on the corpse’s back was Nyakuro, the cat-girl holding her clawed hands out with her fingers splayed, like a puppet master pulling its strings.

When Nyakuro’s Dancing Flames spell had failed to harm her enemy in any appreciable way, the nekomata had felt more helpless than ever before in her life. Almost all hope had fled her quivering heart, until she saw the second tyrannosaurus coming to her rescue. She couldn’t understand it, but somehow she had felt sure that the new beast was targeting the larger one and not her. And that was when she had realized something. She had no chance of harming such a powerful beast. She would need the power of dinosaur to fight against another such creature. And she knew just where to get such power.

“Meow!” Nyakuro screeched at the top of her lungs, as the skeleton beneath her pivoted and swung for the fences once more; the massive spikes on its tail rending long trenches in the tyrannosaur’s flesh.

Getting over his wife’s heroic return to the battlefield, James leapt to his feet and came up with a plan. First, he would recover Hrein’s spear. The weapon was lodged so deep and tightly into the dinosaur’s skull, that neither of them possessed the physical strength to pry it loose, especially with the creature moving about as it was. But he didn’t need strength to recover something that was his. Taking wing, the einherjar quickly rose in altitude, and then dove at the small section of the spear’s shaft which was visible. The very second his fingers touched the oaken haft, he sent it to his Inventory, and flew on.

Hrein was on her feet and raising her shield before her, while marvelling at the power of her newest sister’s magic. Now more than ever, the valkyrie was sure she had made the right choice in allowing the young woman to join her Master’s harem. With a small grunt, James landed hard beside her, and held his hand out, as if to offer her something. When she returned the gesture, the einherjar summoned her spear and handed it to her.

With the weapon in hand, the valkyrie felt complete, a feral grin spreading across her lips. Thrusting the spear at the heavens, the shield maiden let loose with a terrible war cry, and launched herself at her embattled foe. Refusing to make the same mistake twice, Hrein kept her thrusts at an angle, never digging into the dinosaur’s flesh too deep, so as not to get the spear caught again, and letting the gleaming red metal slice cleanly through the monster’s hard scales.

A man whose wives are dominating the battlefield cannot rest on his laurels. Determined to finally make a significant contribution to the fight, James enacted the second part of his plan. Taking to the air once again, the einherjar built up speed and altitude, until he was confident he could make a pass over his foe without getting whipped by that vicious tail, or chomped on by the creature’s deadly maw. Furling his wings, the ex-soldier dropped into a controlled dive, straight past the T-Rex. In the split second he flew over the lizard’s back, James reached out and slapped its scaly hide, unleashing the spell he had prepared.

Nyakuro balanced on the plates of the stegosaurus as easily as if she were standing on solid ground. Which was good, because it was taking all of her concentration to manipulate the skeletal remains of the herbivorous dinosaur, and attack the living one with its deadly tail. Time and again, she pivoted her strange mount, keeping the monster’s short forelegs planted, and creating thrust with the longer legs in the rear. With each move, she swung the spiked tail as hard as she could, and left bleeding wounds on her previously impervious foe. And while she was clearly hurting the beast, she couldn’t help but feel frustrated that she couldn’t land a killing blow. In addition to the difficulty of lining up a hit on a moving target, she just didn’t know where was best to strike.

All of that changed a moment later, when James triggered his Diagnosis spell. Suddenly there was a colour coded illusory overlay covering the entire animal’s body. “Show me the hamstrings.” the ex-soldier hissed, hoping the dinosaur had some sort of equivalent. When a section of the beast’s legs lit up red, the hunter couldn’t help but grin. “Hrein! Hamstring the bastard!” he shouted. “Nyakuro! When he falls, I want those spikes driven through that prick’s heart!”

“Yea, Master!” the valkyrie cried, and launched herself at her foe with renewed vigour. The Chooser’s orichalcum blade flashed in the sunlight as she danced between the behemoth’s legs, and slashed at its vulnerable muscles with the tip of her spear. Over and over she attacked, narrowly dodging the beast’s raking claws and stomping feet, until at last she cut deep enough to sever the crucial tendons.

Receiving her Master’s orders, Nyakuro held back on her attacks until the time was right. There was no reason to risk hitting Hrein with a stray attack, nor did she want to drive their opponent in an unexpected direction. Second passed as the tense battle between valkyrie and tyrannosaur played out, like some macabre dance. At last the great beast stumbled, its nine ton body crashing to the earth. When the moment arrived, Nyakuro didn’t hesitate for a second. She drove her skeletal mount forward and spun, whipping the deadly tail through the air, and slamming the spikes home in the Tyrant’s chest. Back and forth she repeated the motion, until the beast’s cries of rage and pain ceased, and the animal lay still in death’s embrace.


CHAPTER 31


Stepping forward, James read the final entry listed by his Diagnosis spell.

Current Status (Negative): Dead.

With a sigh of relief, the einherjar relaxed and called out to his women. “Hrein! Acrasia! Nyakuro! Status Report!” When the only reply was a series of confused murmurs, he tried again. “Please tell me you are all okay.”

“Master!” Acrasia cried, dismissing her illusion and flinging herself into her lover’s embrace, growing as she flew.

James caught her and clutched her to his chest, lightly kissing the top of her head. Looking up, he saw his other two wives casually strolling towards him, with proud smiles on their faces. Though he would deny it if asked, the sight caused him to choke up a little, and he may have gotten a little teary eyed. When Hrein and Nyakuro flanked him and hugged him from both sides, a sense of relief washed over all of them, and they all got a bit emotional.

“Acrasia, my lovely pet. You are so amazing.” James whispered into the fairy’s golden hair.

“Master?” the short fae woman looked up at her husband’s face, her eyes a bit red from crying.

“We never could have beaten that beast without you. Without any of you.” he stopped and looked each woman in the eye. “Not one of us could have taken that monster on alone and won. But together… together we’re stronger than anything.”

“And we will only grow stronger with thy guidance, Master.” Hrein added, with a look of absolute conviction in her eyes.

A furious feminine yell split the air and disrupted the emotional atmosphere surrounding the group. James turned to see Chimalma screaming at Ome and shaking her spear, while Tatsuki stood back and watched with mild amusement.

“How could you, sister! Why didn’t you tell me we were fighting the Tyrant!?” the furious warrior woman berated the priestess.

“We weren’t fighting the Tyrant! Hel’s Champion refused to listen to my… advice… and charged the beast with his women.” she snarled back at her younger sibling.

“I swore my spear to him!” the fierce woman snarled back. “How can I keep my oath if he dies before I do!?”

Despite common sense stating that a man should not get involved in a catfight between two women, James decided to intervene anyway. “Chimalma!” he called out to the werejaguar. “It’s good to see you again.”

The feisty woman spun on the approaching einherjar and snapped back at him. “And you! If you were going into battle, why didn’t you tell me!?”

James shrugged, which only seemed to make the woman angrier. “Two reasons. The first, I need you.” he stated, holding up two fingers in a peace sign.

The hand symbol was lost on the tribeswoman, but his emphasis on the word need seemed to calm her a tiny bit; at least enough that she narrowed her eyes in suspicion and let him speak. “Go on.”

“Chimalma.” the Champion stepped forward and placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder, while looking her in the eye to show how earnest he was in what he was about to say. “I’m told you are the most skilled fighter among your tribe. Is that correct?”

The werejaguar stood up a little straighter and lifted her chin with pride. “It is. Do you doubt me?”

“Not at all.” James said seriously with a gentle shake of his head. “It’s why I need you to lead my forces in Elphyne.”

““What?”” both Chimalma and Ome asked at the same time, both looking a little shocked.

“I need a talented warrior to be Captain of the Guard, once we reach Elphyne. Moreover, I need someone I can put my faith in, and trust absolutely. To my mind, that makes you perfect for the job.” the Champion explained.

Chimalma’s expression went from baffled to a scowl. “That doesn’t explain why you didn’t call for my spear when you fought the Tyrant. And don’t say it was too dangerous! I have given my oath, and I would die to fulfill it.”

In response to her outburst, James thrust his face in hers and growled. “I don’t want you to die for me, Chimalma. I want you to live for me.”

The werejaguar’s mouth moved as if she were at a loss for words, until she finally looked away, her cheeks blushing slightly. “Okay. Fine. I get it.” she said quietly, her temper finally subdued.

Pulling back out of her personal space, the einherjar gave a small sigh, but then smiled at the two women. “Just so you know, I plan to let the beast bleed for a bit while I cultivate his Qi. After that, I will store the carcass in my… er… special space, until we reach Elphyne. After that I intend to gift it to our newest citizens to harvest. Any objections?”

Ome frowned and regarded the man before her. “You plan to just… give it to us? Those remains are worth a fortune.”

This time it was James’ turn to frown. “Look. The truth is, Elphyne’s economy is in shambles. I wasn’t kidding when I said we need your people to fill all kinds of gaps in the trades, as well as work as guards. The way I see it, you lot can make the best use of the carcass, and it will help you get on your feet, and settled in at the city. Think of it like an economic stimulus package.”

The werejaguar priestess scowled at the Champion before shaking her head with a sigh. “I didn’t understand several of the words you used, but I think I get the gist of it. You want to help my people, and thereby help the whole city, right?”

James chuckled. “Right.”

“Then just say it that way.” she muttered under her breath. Taking a deep breath, she straightened her back and then bowed to the einherjar. “Congratulations on your victory, Champion. Your pride’s prowess in battle is most impressive.”

“I am very proud of them.” he quipped, emphasizing the pun.

Ome gave him an unamused look before turning to leave. “The tribe will wait one hour for you to do… whatever it is you need to. After that, we must be on our way to the next encampment.” the priestess stated in a stern voice, before striding off down the trail.

Chimalma turned to follow after her sister, but stopped for a moment and glanced back over her shoulder. “You said there were two reasons that you didn’t call for me. What was the second?”

James gave her soft smile and another shrug. “There simply wasn’t time, Chimalma. A young man was going to die if I didn’t act immediately.”

The woman bit her lip and nodded, before turning and jogging up the path. She knew it was at least a bit of a white lie. It would only have taken a second to shout orders for someone to pass onto her. At least he didn’t admit that he forgot about me… or worse, say I would have been a hindrance. she consoled herself.

After the woman disappeared around the bend, the aforementioned young warrior rose from his hiding place in the bushes. He briefly locked eyes with James, his face red with shame, before bowing and taking off after the two women.

The last of the Beast Tribe to leave was Tatsuki, who merely nodded to James with a grin, before silently gliding off into the forest.

Returning to his wives, James gave each a hug and kiss before settling in to cultivate. He was mildly surprised to see that the animal had a huge pool of 100 Qi, which was the most he’d seen in a mortal creature. I suppose it makes sense that it would have a massive amount of life force, given its size. It really did stand at the apex of mortal life forms, after all. Fifty minutes later, the einherjar finished cultivating the last of the dinosaur’s Qi, banking the Spirit in his Crimson Palace.

Storing the carcass in his Inventory, as promised, James and his harem made their way up the trail, eager to reconnect with the Beast Tribe and be on their way. The moment they appeared from around the bend, they were met with cheers and congratulations from everyone present. Many minutes of hand shaking and back slapping ensued, while the people held a brief but vocal celebration for the fall of a monster, which had terrorized them for years.

All of the enthusiasm made James wonder if the tyrannosaurus had been a solitary beast, or if there were more nearby. If this were a movie, he thought, its mother would come around next, bent on revenge. With a shrug, he dismissed the notion and just enjoyed the celebratory mood for a bit.

Once Ome got the tribe moving again, they didn’t stop until they made camp, just before sunset. Like the night before, most of the women rushed to prepare a meal, while the men set up the tents and unpacked the supplies. Anticipating Hrein’s request, James summoned ten pounds of crocodile meat, and handed it over with a grin. He didn’t like the taste of the reptile nearly as much as the tapir, but he figured the valkyrie probably liked it better, and they’d had tapir for the last several meals, so the girls were bound to want a change.

Other than the flavour of the meal, the rest of the evening was basically a repeat of the night before, with James training Nyakuro before supper, and then cultivating after. With 468 Spirit in his Crimson Palace, James decided that he wanted to reward Nyakuro for her performance during the battle earlier that day. Since she was training in cultivation, and was likely going to learn ninjutsu from her clan, the einherjar felt the ability to become invisible (via creating illusions) would suit her well. Thus, he spent 110 Spirit to copy Acrasia’s Illusion spell and paste it into Nyakuro’s spell list. The cat-girl was overjoyed at learning the new magic, and jumped to try it right away. Of course, the added benefit of increasing her Dantian capacity was also nice, bringing the total to 160 Qi.

When the excited nekomata finally returned, after briefly showing off to her uncle, James further rewarded her by doubling the length of time she could stay in human form with a single cast of the spell. Of course, when Acrasia heard what he’d planned to do for the new girl, she begged him to do it for her as well. When the Champion laughed and explained that had been his plan all along, the naughty fae promised to show him exactly why it was a great idea later that night.

Down to 158 Spirit remaining in his Crimson Palace, James though about how to reward his first wife. When he asked her opinion, she dutifully said that he should bank the Spirit to enhance one of his own spells later, or further enhance his own stats rather than worry about her. Of course, Hrein was not the first woman he had met, so he knew well that she would appreciate him doing something for her, regardless of the words that came out of her mouth. After looking through her spells, he realized that she didn’t have anything that could really use enhancement. He then considered giving her a new spell from someone else’s list, but couldn’t think of any that suited her. Rebirth was an option, but he wanted to tweak the spell a little before giving it to her.

With no better options, the Champion looked over the valkyrie’s stats. He thought about how much danger she faced on the frontline of any battle, and decided that improving her ability to dodge would help keep her safe. Thus he settled on enhancing her Agility to the max. He absolutely wasn’t thinking about how much more flexible it would make her in bed if he increased that stat. That was just an added bonus. Really.

So, with everyone’s enhancements finished, James decided to bank the remaining 58 Spirit, sure that he would need it in the near future anyway. After that, all that remained was sleep… after a couple hours of play time, of course. The einherjar did have a very hungry fae that needed to be fed, after all.

After a long day and a short night, James woke up tired the next morning. I really shouldn’t stay up so late with the girls… he chided himself. It was only the fact that he woke each of them with a tender kiss, that kept the groaning and complaints to a minimum; each of the women being just as tired as he was. Once she was fully awake, Hrein performed with her usual discipline, making breakfast without complaint, while James struck the tent and packed everything away, followed by his morning spell routine.

They had just finished their latest meal of crocodile meat, when Ome approached their small site within the camp. “Good morning, Champion.”

“Good morning, Priestess.” James replied with a nod. “What can I do for you on this fine day?”

Ome smirked at his attempt to be cheerful. She hadn’t missed the lethargic way the fairy was moving, nor the near constant yawns of the nekomata. “It seems that your family’s performance yesterday has engendered a certain amount of trust within the tribe.”

“Oh? I’m glad to hear that.” the sleepy einherjar stated with a genuine, if tired, smile.

“As such,” the werejaguar went on, “the tribe has a request, if you are willing to hear it.”

“I’m all ears.” James stated, leaning forward in his seat.

The priestess frowned briefly at the strange turn of phrase, but gave a slight nod before explaining. “We, the Beast Tribe, would like to request your assistance in transporting our supplies for the remainder of the journey. Given the information you have provided, we believe we could make it to Elphyne by tonight, rather than some time tomorrow, if we could travel unburdened.”

“Okay.” the Champion replied easily, standing up to stretch. “Just have the people gather whatever they would like me to carry near the centre of the camp. I’ll stow it, and they can have it all back tomorrow night, or whenever we reach Elphyne, whichever comes first.”

It seemed that James and his ladies were the only ones who were tired that morning, for every other soul in the camp was moving around at a brisk pace; a palpable excitement was in the air. In minutes, the tribes-folk had their belongings stacked neatly by the cool fire pit, ready for Hel’s Champion to store them away with his mysterious magic.

As soon as James finished packing everything away, the members of the Beast Tribe were off to the races. The hardy folk moved through the forest with a speed and grace that would be the envy of any human who saw them, and the enthusiasm they displayed was infectious. It was clear to the einherjar that, more than anything, he was witnessing the power of hope. These people, having been refugees for a year, or two in some cases, were finally moving towards somewhere to call home. At last, they had hope for safety, for food security, and a future for their children. In this light, it was easy to see why they were so eager to cover the last few miles of their journey as quickly as possible.

Throughout the day, James would periodically take wing and fly above the tribe as they moved, checking the remaining distance to the fae city. When there were only a couple of hours of sunlight left in the day, the einherjar let them know that they were almost there. With less than four miles to go, the Fae Knight sent his fairy wife ahead, to inform the queen of their imminent arrival, and ask if she had any special instructions.

When at last the woods cleared, and the lead element of the tribe saw the large lake come into view, cheers of welcome rang in the air to greet them. Standing next to a small flotilla of boats, all lined up on the shore, was a group of elves and fae, waving and shouting to their new neighbours.

Ohtli could hardly believe his eyes. He had expected mistrust and grudging acceptance at best, but these fairies and the fair folk beside them were all wearing warm and welcoming smiles. Each had a small bundle of food and gifts to hand the immigrants, as they led them onto the shallow wooden vessels that would carry them the rest of the way.

The first boats filled only pulled a short distance from shore, waiting for all of the tribespeople to be gathered before beginning the final leg of their journey. When all was set, and the boats were ready, the elves began to row to the west, their bows breaking the calm waters below.

As the golden sun appeared to dip into the lake, lighting the horizon aflame with colour, the white walls of Elphyne finally came into view. The smooth marble barrier stood tall and straight, like a great shield encircling the fairy city, vowing to protect all who lived within. Along the shore, a short distance from the walls, was a series of wooden docks and piers, the final destination of the boats they were currently riding.

Standing upon those docks were yet more elves and fae, waiting to help the newcomers out of the wobbly boats and onto dry land. As boat after boat tied up to the wharves, the folk of the Beast Tribe were led a gathering point, only a few feet away from a large bronze gate. When everyone was accounted for, the tribe moved as one through the gate and into the beautiful Elven Quarter of Elphyne.

Awaiting them there, was a fairy woman of incredible beauty and regal bearing. “People of the Beast Tribe.” she called out to them in a voice that rang like crystal, and with arms spread wide. “We, Titania, Queen of the Fairies, welcome you to Elphyne. That is to say… welcome home.”


AFTERWORD


Hello everyone, and thank you for reading volume two of The Einherjar. I hope you enjoyed the second book as much as, or even more than, you did the first. There were some small changes in the style, if anyone noticed. I tried to keep things a little less stat heavy and game-like. Since I will be publishing both of these novels at the same time, I haven’t had the chance to get your feedback on any preferences you might have, so I am experimenting a little here, and will see which gets the most positive reviews.

So, what did you all think of the developments in volume two? Are you excited to see what happens in volume three? I know I am! I’m all set to start writing the third volume in about… a couple of hours. If things keep going the way they have been, I’ll likely finish the third book before I get the chance to publish these first two, so I’ll still be blindly experimenting with a few things once again.

Just a small tidbit about myself before I bring this to a close. Currently, I make my living at sea. As a result, I spend half or more of my year on various boats in the North Atlantic. Perhaps surprisingly, I tend to get more writing done when I am out here (I’m on a boat this very moment!) than I do when I am at home. Back on land there are so many distractions, such as family, chores, and of course games to play, that writing time seems to just… slip away from me somehow. All that said, I would love to make my living by writing novels like this one, so perhaps one day, if enough of you buy my books, I can make that dream come true! If I do, I promise to be more diligent in writing on shore. If not, well, I’ll probably just keep writing for my own amusement.

So, enough about me for now. 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


[image: James Stats]



[image: James Spells]



[image: James Techniques]



Master Ring: Soul bound. Wearers of the matching Slave Collars must obey any command given by the bearer of the Master Ring.

Slaves: Hrein, Acrasia, Nyakuro, Elora.
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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.

Equipment of Note: Orichalcum spear, Orichalcum scutum.
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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.
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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.

Dantian: This Stat measures the capacity of the user’s Dantian. The Qi stored within can be used to cast spells, or refined into Spirit through the arts of Cultivation. Without effort (such as meditation), the user’s Dantian 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 Dantian 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 Spirit.

Crimson Palace: This Stat represents the number of bricks currently used in building the user’s Crimson Palace, also known as the Middle Dantian. As a numeric value, it represents the user’s chance to resist attacks on the Mind or Soul, as a percentage. This value is reduced by the attacker’s Charisma. Beings without a Crimson Palace cannot resist these types of attacks without the assistance of magic. A single brick can be formed by compressing 100 Spirit. This Stat cannot be Enhanced with Spirit in the typical way.


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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Blessing Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, and immunity to all Curses
for 24 hours. Qi: 25.





OEBPS/image_rsrc4C3.jpg
Name: Acrasia Race: Leannén Sidhe Sex: Female Age: 75
Height: 6” / 4117 Weight: 11bs / 801bs | Hair: Golden Blonde Eyes: Silver

Titles: Slave of James Fir

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 1/40 0 1/40
Endurance 5 0 5
Aim 90 0 90
Agility 90 60 144
Speed - Running 1/10 0 1/10
Speed - Flight 35 100 70
Intelligence 85 0 85
Charisma 80 100 160
Beauty 95 100 190
Dantian 135 100 270
Luck 50 - 50
Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir.

Techniques Effect

Selective Breeding User can choose to become impregnated or not.

Carnal Cultivation User gains 5 Qi through the absorption of ejaculate. Partner is drained.
Energy Siphon User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.

User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.
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Spells

Illusion

Growth

Enslave

Advanced Treatment

Sleeping Beauty

Love Potion

Chastity Potion

Effect

Caster creates visual & auditory illusion filling a 5 yard cube which lasts for
10 minutes. Non-static illusions require concentration. Qi: 10.

Caster can change shape to a human-sized form for 2 hours. Qi: 15.

Seduced target who agrees to become caster’s lover becomes permanently
enslaved. Refusal reverses the spell, enslaving the caster. Qi: 25.

Caster regenerates touched target’s cells according to the target's DNA.
Regenerates 2 cubic feet of bio-matter. Alternatively, the spell can promote
hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet. Qi: 5.

Caster creates golden sand, which can be dusted in a target’s eyes, causing
them to fall into a cursed sleep. This lasts for 100 years, or until the target is
freed by a condition set by the caster. Qi: 50.

Caster creates a potion from Viola Tricolour. This potion causes any who
have it smeared over their eyelids to fall hopelessly in love with the next
living thing they see. Qi: 15.

Caster creates a potion from Artemisia. This potion acts as an antidote for
Love Potions when smeared over the eyelids of the target. Alternatively, it
can be used to cool the target’s natural lusts. Qi: 15.
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Name: Nyakuro Fir Race: Nekomata Sex: Female Tails: 2
Height: 5 2” Weight: 110 Ibs Fur: Black Eyes: Hazel

Titles: Slave of James Fir

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 100 / 220 0 100 / 220
Endurance 6 0 6
Aim 60 0 60
Agility 80 0 80
Speed - Running 25 100 50
Intelligence 85 0 85
Charisma 60 0 60
Beauty 85 0 85
Dantian 80 100 160
Luck 50 - 50

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir.

Techniques Effect
Shape Shift - Cat User’s natural form is that of a cat with two tails. Qi: 0.
Energy Siphon User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.

User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.
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Enslave Target who agrees to become caster’s lover becomes permanently enslaved.

Qi: 50.
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Name: Acrasia Race: Leannan Sidhe Sex: Female Age: 75
Height: 6” / 4 11” Weight: 11bs / 80 Ibs Hair: Golden Blonde Eyes: Silver

Titles: Slave of James Fir

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 1/40 0 1/40
Endurance b) 0 5]
Aim 90 0 90
Agility 90 70 153
Speed - Running 1/10 0 1/10
Speed - Flight 35 100 70
Intelligence 85 0 85
Charisma 80 100 160
Beauty 95 100 190
Dantian 135 100 270
Luck 50 - 50

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir.

Techniques Effect

Selective Breeding User can choose to become impregnated or not.

Carnal Cultivation User gains 5 Qi through the absorption of ejaculate. Partner is drained.
Energy Siphon User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.

User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.
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Protection from Evil Touched target gains immunity to all Curses for 24 hours. Qi: 20.
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Advanced Treatment Caster regenerates touched target’s cells according to the target's DNA.
Regenerates 2 cubic feet of bio-matter. Alternatively, the spell can promote
hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet. Qi: 5.
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Faustian Pacts:
1, ELORXA, HEREBY PLEDGE MY OBEDIENCE TO SIR JAMES FIR FOR THE REMAINDER OF

MY NATURAL LIFE. | SHALL NOT WILLINGLY CUT MY LIF€ SHORT BY ANY MEANS, DIRECT
NOR INDIRECT. | SHALL OBEY HIS EVERY COMMAND TO THE BEST OF MY ABILITY, AND SHALL
NEVER BETRAY HIS TRUST. HIS WORD SHALL BE MY LAW, WITH MY VERY SOUL IN THE
BALANCE.

SIGNED,

IN THE EVENT THAT I, ELINX OF HOUSE DAINN, SHOULD BECOME A CONCUBINE TO SIR
JAMES FIR, | HEREBY PLEDGE MYSELF AS HIS SLAVE, TO OWN AND USE NS HE SEES FIT, FOR THE
REMAINDER OF MY NATURAL LIFE. | SHALL NOT WILLINGLY CUT MY LIFE SHORT BY ANY
MEANS, DIRECT NOR INDIRECT. | SHALL OBEY HIS EVERY COMMAND TO THE BEST OF MY
ABILITY, AND SHALL NEVER BETRAY HIS TRUST. HIS WORD SHALL BE MY LAW, WITH MY

VERY SOUL IN THE BALANCE.

SIGNED, EWHM& Diiinn
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Spells

Tllusion

Growth

Enslave

Heal

Sleeping Beauty

Love Potion

Chastity Potion

Effect

Caster creates visual & auditory illusion filling a 5 yard cube which lasts for
10 minutes. Non-static illusions require concentration. Qi: 10.

Caster can change shape to a human-sized form for 1 hour. Qi: 15.

Seduced target who agrees to become caster’s lover becomes permanently
enslaved. Refusal reverses the spell, enslaving the caster. Qi: 25.

Caster regenerates touched target’s cells according to the target's DNA.
Regenerates 2 cubic inches of bio-matter. Qi: 5.

Caster creates golden sand, which can be dusted in a target’s eyes, causing
them to fall into a cursed sleep. This lasts for 100 years, or until the target is
freed by a condition set by the caster. Qi: 50.

Caster creates a potion from Viola Tricolour. This potion causes any who
have it smeared over their eyelids to fall hopelessly in love with the next
living thing they see. Qi: 15.

Caster creates a potion from Artemisia. This potion acts as an antidote for
Love Potions when smeared over the eyelids of the target. Alternatively, it
can be used to cool the target’s natural lusts. Qi: 15.
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Towards the Light (HC) | Open a path in the sky between Hel and another realm. Qi: 50.
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Name: James Fir Race: Einherjar Sex: Male Age: 45
Height: 7 0” Weight: 300 lbs Fur: Black / Green Eyes: Emerald Green

Titles: Champion of Hel, Fae Knight, Arbiter of Life and Death, Husband to Hrein.

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 600 100 1200
Endurance 10 100 20
Aim 85 0 85
Agility 60 100 120
Speed - Running 25 0 25
Speed - Flight 35 100 70
Intelligence 125 0 125
Charisma 50 0 50
Beauty 50 0 50
Dantian 330 100 660
Crimson Palace 1 0 T
Luck 50 25 62
Qi 505 Spirit 110

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative):

Blessings Effect
Lady Luck Lucky: 25% Boost to Luck Stat.
Hel Analysis: Allows user to read and manage Status Screen of self and any

object owned. Primarily, this allows the user to learn Spells from Artifacts
and scrolls, as well as assign Spirit to Abilities and Spells, thereby Enhancing
them at a cost of 1% per Spirit point.

Hel Inventory: Allows user to summon and send non-living items he owns to
and from his abode in Hel. Also allows user to see a list of items stored.
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Spells

Seidr - Memento Mori
Towards the Light (V)
Manifest Wings
Shape Shift - Swan

Holy Smite

Advanced Treatment

Blessing

Effect

Can view target’s last 5 minutes of life and cause of death. Qi: 5.

Open a path in the sky between Valhalla or Hel and another realm. Qi: 50.
Caster sprouts white feathered wings that last until dismissed. Qi: 15.
Caster can change shape into a swan for 1 hour. Qi: 15.

Caster gathers Holy energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates upon
contact. Blast of Holy energy has a radius of 10 yards. Unholy objects and
creatures receive devastating damage. Qi: 20.

Caster regenerates touched target’s cells according to the target’s DNA.
Regenerates 2 cubic feet of bio-matter. Alternatively, the spell can promote
hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet. Qi: 5.

Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, and immunity to all Curses
for 24 hours. Qi: 25.
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Name: Elora Race: Elf Sex: Female Age: 20
Height: 5 2” Weight: 90 Ibs Hair: Brown Eyes: Brown

Titles: Slave of James Fir

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 45 0 45
Endurance 5 0 5
Aim 60 0 60
Agility 60 0 60
Speed - Running 10 0 10
Intelligence 105 0 105
Charisma 60 0 60
Beauty 75 0 75
Qi Pool 5 0 5
Luck 50 - 50

Current Status (Positive): Luck Boost: 15% for 24 hours.

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir.
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Name: Hrein Fir Race: Valkyrie Sex: Female Age: 18
Height: 6’ 0” Weight: 130 Ibs Hair: Straw Blonde Eyes: Steel Blue

Titles: Chooser, Slave of James Fir, Wife of James Fir

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 300 100 600
Endurance 6 0 6
Aim 60 0 60
Agility 70 100 140
Speed - Running 19 0 19
Speed - Flight 50 100 100
Intelligence 115 0 115
Charisma 60 0 60
Beauty 85 0 85
Dantian 230 100 460
Luck 50 - 50

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir.

Techniques Effect
Soul Touch Souls are treated as solid objects for valkyries.
Energy Siphon User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.

User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.
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Cure Caster removes one viral infection from a touched patient by killing the
microbes and purging them from the target’s system. Qi: 20.
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Spells

Diagnosis

Medical Treatment

Rebirth

Blessing

Polyglot

Tllusion

Holy Smite

Towards the Light (HC)

Faustian Pact

Enslave

Sleeping Beauty

Love Potion

Chastity Potion

Zombie Potion

Effect

Caster can see illusory overlay of touched target’s body, which displays all
current Negative Status effects and locations. Qi: 5.

1) Caster corrects flaws in touched target’s genetic code.

2) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

3) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
4) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 20 / Step.

Touched target is immolated, along with everything within 5. Target is then
reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell will auto-cast on caster if
caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of death. Qi: 50.

Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, and immunity to all Curses
for 24 hours. Qi: 25.

Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and written words of
any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi: 20.

Caster creates visual & auditory illusion filling a 5 foot cube which lasts for
10 minutes. Non-static illusions require concentration. Qi: 10.

Caster gathers Holy energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates upon
contact. Blast of Holy energy has a radius of 10 yards. Unholy objects and
creatures receive devastating damage. Qi: 20.

Open a path in the sky between Hel and another realm. Qi: 50.

Caster creates an eternally binding contract on a blank piece of parchment or
paper. Qi: 25.

Target who agrees to become caster’s lover becomes permanently enslaved.
Qi: 50.

Caster creates golden sand, which can be dusted in a target’s eyes, causing
them to fall into a cursed sleep. This lasts for 100 years, or until the target is
freed by a condition set by the caster. Qi: 50.

Caster creates a potion from Viola Tricolour. This potion causes any who
have it smeared over their eyelids to fall hopelessly in love with the next
living thing they see. Qi: 15.

Caster creates a potion from Artemisia. This potion acts as an antidote for
Love Potions when smeared over the eyelids of the target. Alternatively, it
can be used to cool the target’s natural lusts. Qi: 15.

Caster creates a potion from his own blood, mixed with Pufferfish poison.
This potion curses the imbiber to become a zombie under the caster’s control.
These zombies are infectious, and can turn others by way of biting them. Qi:
25.
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Found Horseshoe Caster gains a 5% boost to Luck Stat for 24 hours. Qi: 1.
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Spells

Diagnosis

Remedy

Rebirth

Blessing

Polyglot

Illusion

Holy Smite

Towards the Light (HC)

Faustian Pact

Enslave

Sleeping Beauty

Love Potion

Chastity Potion

Zombie Potion

Effect

Caster can see illusory overlay of touched target’s body, which displays all
current Negative Status effects and locations. Qi: 5.

1) Caster removes one infection from touched target.

2) Caster corrects flaws in target’s genetic code.

3) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

4) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’'s DNA.
5) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 20 / Step.

Touched target is immolated, along with everything within 5. Target is then
reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell will auto-cast on caster if
caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of death. Qi: 50.

Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, and immunity to all Curses
for 24 hours. Qi: 25.

Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and written words of
any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi: 10.

Caster creates visual & auditory illusion filling a 5 yard cube which lasts for
10 minutes. Non-static illusions require concentration. Qi: 10.

Caster gathers Holy energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates upon
contact. Blast of Holy energy has a radius of 10 yards. Unholy objects and
creatures receive devastating damage. Qi: 20.

Open a path in the sky between Hel and another realm. Qi: 50.

Caster creates an eternally binding contract on a blank piece of parchment or
paper. Qi: 25.

Target who agrees to become caster’s lover becomes permanently enslaved.
Qi: 50.

Caster creates golden sand, which can be dusted in a target’s eyes, causing
them to fall into a cursed sleep. This lasts for 100 years, or until the target is
freed by a condition set by the caster. Qi: 50.

Caster creates a potion from Viola Tricolour. This potion causes any who
have it smeared over their eyelids to fall hopelessly in love with the next
living thing they see. Qi: 15.

Caster creates a potion from Artemisia. This potion acts as an antidote for
Love Potions when smeared over the eyelids of the target. Alternatively, it
can be used to cool the target’s natural lusts. Qi: 15.

Caster creates a potion from his own blood, mixed with Pufferfish poison.
This potion curses the imbiber to become a zombie under the caster’s control.
These zombies are infectious, and can turn others by way of biting them. Qi:
25.
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Bestial Biology
Tiger’s Night-Vision
Tiger’s Hearing
Tiger’s Smell

Lion’s Refractory
Techniques

True Cultivation

Energy Siphon

Effect

User can see six times better than a human in darkness.
User can hear five times better than a human.

User can smell prey up to a mile away.

User can ejaculate up to fifty times per day.

Effect

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.
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Polyglot Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and written words of
any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi: 20.
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Remedy

1) Caster removes one infection from touched target.

2) Caster corrects flaws in target’s genetic code.

3) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

4) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’s DNA.
5) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 20 / Step.
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Advanced Treatment Caster regenerates touched target’s cells according to the target’s DNA.
Regenerates 2 cubic feet of bio-matter. Alternatively, the spell can promote
hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet. Qi: 5.
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Name: James Fir Race: Einherjar Sex: Male Age: 45
Height: 7 0” Weight: 300 Ibs Fur: Black / Green Eyes: Emerald Green

Titles: Champion of Hel, Fae Knight, Arbiter of Life and Death, Husband to Hrein and Nyakuro.

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 600 100 1200
Endurance 10 100 20
Aim 85 100 170
Agility 60 100 120
Speed - Running 25 100 50
Speed - Flight 35 100 70
Intelligence 125 0 125
Charisma 50 0 50
Beauty 50 0 50
Luck 50 25 62
Dantian 350 100 700
Crimson Palace il 0 1
Qi 700 Spirit 58
Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative):

Blessings Effect
Lady Luck Lucky: 25% Boost to Luck Stat.
Hel Analysis: Allows user to read and manage Status Screen of self and any

object owned. Primarily, this allows the user to learn Spells from Artifacts
and scrolls, as well as assign Spirit to Abilities and Spells, thereby Enhancing
them at a cost of 1% per Spirit point.

Hel Inventory: Allows user to summon and send non-living items he owns to
and from his abode in Hel. Also allows user to see a list of items stored.
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Genetic Treatment Caster corrects flaws in touched target’s genetic code, then regenerates
target’s cells according to the target’'s DNA. Regenerates 2 cubic feet of bio-
matter. Alternatively, the spell can promote hair growth or loss over an area
of 8 square feet. Qi: 10.
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Name: Nyakuro Fir Race: Nekomata

Height: 5 2” Weight: 110 1bs

Titles: Slave of James Fir
Attributes
Strength
Endurance

Aim

Agility

Speed - Running
Intelligence
Charisma
Beauty

Dantian

Luck

Current Status (Positive):

Base
100 / 220
6
60
80
15/ 25
85
60
85
65
50

Sex: Female

Fur: Black

Enhancement %
0
0

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir.

Techniques Effect

Tails: 2

Eyes: Hazel

Total
100 / 220
6
60
80
15/25
85
60
85
65
50

Shape Shift - Cat User’s natural form is that of a cat with two tails. Qi: 0.
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Bestial Biology
Tiger’s Night-Vision
Tiger’s Hearing
Tiger’s Smell

Lion’s Refractory
Techniques

True Cultivation

Energy Siphon

Effect

User can see six times better than a human in darkness.
User can hear five times better than a human.

User can smell prey up to a mile away.

User can ejaculate up to fifty times per day.

Effect

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.
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IN THE EVENT THAT |, ELINX OF HOUSE DAINN, SHOULD BECOME A CONCUBINE TO SIR
JAMES FIR, | HEREBY PLEDGE MYSELF AS HIS SLAVE, TO OWN AND USE NS HE SEES FIT, FOR THE
REMAINDER OF MY NATURAL LIFE. | SHALL NOT WILLINGLY CUT MY LIFE SHORT BY ANY
MEXNS, DIRECT OR INDIRECT. | SHALL OBEY HIS EVERY COMMAND TO THE BEST OF MY
ABILITY, AND SHALL NEVER BETRAY HIS TRUST. HIS WORD SHALL BE MY LAW, WITH MY
VERY SOUL IN THE BALANCE.

SIGNED,
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Great Fortune Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat for 24 hours. Qi: 5.
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Medical Treatment 1) Caster corrects flaws in touched target’s genetic code.
2) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.
3) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
4) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 20 / Step.
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Spells

Shape Shift - Human
Shape Shift - Panther
Dance of the Dead

Dancing Flames

Effect

Caster can change shape into a humanoid form for 1 hour. Qi: 15.
Caster can change shape into a black panther for 1 hour. Qi: 15.
Caster gains control of one corpse. Qi: 25.

Caster ignites and controls a small fire within 5 feet. Qi: 10.
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1, ELORXN, HEREBY PLEDGE MY OBEDIENCE TO SIR JAMES FIR FOR THE REMAINDER OF

MY NATURAL LIFE. | SHALL NOT WILLINGLY CUT MY LIFE SHORT BY ANY MEANS, DIRECT OR
INDIRECT. | SHALL OBEY HIS €EVERY COMMAND TO THE BEST OF MY ABILITY, AND SHALL
NEVER BETRAY HIS TRUST. HIS WORD SHALL BE MY LAW, WITH MY VERY SOUL IN THE
BALANCE.

SIGNED,





OEBPS/image_rsrc4BV.jpg
Tongues Touched target can speak and understand the spoken words of any language
for 24 hours. Qi: 20.
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Cure-All Caster removes one infection from a touched patient by killing the hostile
lifeforms within, and purging them from the target’s system. Qi: 20.
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Spells

Shape Shift - Human
Shape Shift - Panther
Dance of the Dead
Dancing Flames

Advanced Treatment

Tllusion

Effect

Caster can change shape into a humanoid form for 2 hours. Qi: 15.
Caster can change shape into a black panther for 1 hour. Qi: 15.

Caster gains control of one corpse. Qi: 25.

Caster ignites and controls a small fire within 5 feet. Qi: 10.

Caster regenerates touched target’s cells according to the target's DNA.

Regenerates 2 cubic feet of bio-matter. Alternatively, the spell can promote
hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet. Qi: 5.

Caster creates visual & auditory illusion filling a 5 yard cube which lasts for
10 minutes. Non-static illusions require concentration. Qi: 10.





