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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


“I look like a fool.” James grumbled, pawing at his skin tight silk pants. He wasn’t sure which he hated more - the tight pants or the loose shirt. Sure, the shirt was more comfortable, but the frills or ruffles, or whatever the hell they were called, on the ends of the sleeves were ridiculous.

“Thou art handsome, Master.” his first wife, Hrein, stated as she fixed his collar. The straw blonde valkyrie was decked out to the nines, wearing an open backed dress made from the finest green silk. The only accessory she wore, however, was the black adamantine collar which was permanently fastened around her throat, and bore a rose coloured orichalcum D-Ring at the front. “And thou shouldst feel honoured. The Queen commissioned Lady Arachne herself to weave thy garments.”

The seven foot tall tiger-man frowned and tugged on his sleeves for the umpteenth time. “Well, at least she finally agreed to let me stick to black and white. Men don’t get married in fanciful colours.” he muttered.

Hrein giggled, her steel blue eyes shining merrily. “The Queen even generously provided dresses for the bridesmaids. And in thy house colours, no less.”

Looking down, James sighed and gave up on trying to get the lines straight. He disliked the pleats on the white shirt, but it really could have been worse. At least the black pants were a simple design, if overly form fitting for his tastes. When the einherjar had first proposed to Acrasia, his fairy slave, and suggested that they have an official wedding, he had known from the start that it wouldn’t be a simple affair. Still, he hadn’t expected Titania, Queen of the Fairies, to get involved.

“Meowster.” Nyakuro purred as she ran a hand over the groom’s thick bicep. The black haired nekomata looked ravishing in her strapless little black dress, showing off a lot of deeply tanned leg. The outfit matched the soft black leather collar around her neck perfectly, and the silver D-Ring at the front added a nice accent. While Hrein looked short standing next to their master, despite her six foot, athletic frame, Nyakuro looked positively miniature. At 5’ 2”, the einherjar’s nekomata wife barely came up to his chest.

“What is it, kitten?” James asked the sexy cat-girl, turning to take her in his arms.

Nyakuro looked up at him and purred, while her cat ears twitched and her twin tails lashed languidly behind her. The vertically slit pupils in her hazel eyes were slightly dilated, which gave him a hint that she was feeling aroused, if he couldn’t already tell by the way she was pawing at him.

Hrein sighed. “Thou cannot have him again, Nyakuro. He hath already granted thee his seed twice this morning.” The slightly irritated valkyrie shook her head, and fanned her body with her magnificent white wings. It had taken her over an hour to get the protesting cat-girl into the dress she was wearing, and she would be damned if she let her take it off again before the ceremony.

The nekomata turned her head and frowned, but knew better than to hiss at the first wife. Shortly after James had taken her as a mate and returned to Elphyne, Nyakuro had challenged the shield maiden to a duel for leadership of the harem. Much to her chagrin, the valkyrie had solidly trounced the much younger nekomata, and cemented her place as Chooser.

“Sorry, kitten. I know you’re in heat, but you’ll have to wait until later. Perhaps after the ceremony. I seriously doubt that Acrasia will want a night to herself, even if it is her wedding night.” The ever-horny leannán sídhe was never one to turn away extra partners in bed, and seemed to enjoy the women almost as much as she enjoyed her man.

Running his fingers through her long, silky hair, James attempted to placate his newest wife. Truly, he believed he was the luckiest man alive. Not only was he about to marry the most beautiful fae he’d ever seen (though to be honest, Titania could almost give her a run for her money), his other two wives were each incredibly gorgeous in their own ways. Hrein’s fair skin and Nordic looks contrasted well with Nyakuro’s Asian features. While both had long, straight hair, the valkyrie’s had more volume and few curls, and didn’t hang like a curtain of the finest silk, like the nekomata’s did.

It is good to see her in something other than a pony tail, though. James thought as he regarded his first wife. Though her long dress was far more conservative that Nyakuro’s, Hrein had opted to have her hair done by the queen’s maids, and the einherjar thought it suited her well.

A sudden knock at the door drew all of their attention, and caused the light weight that seemed to be sitting in James’ gut to grow a little heavier.

“I’m coming in.” stated a familiar and friendly voice. A second later, the door opened and a three foot tall fairy walked into the room.

“Hey Ms. Peaseblossom. They ready for me?” James asked, taking a deep breath to calm his nerves.

The slightly chubby fairy shook her head. “Not quite. Soon though. I just wanted to check on you, and make sure everything was okay with your outfit.” The woman was dressed in her usual French Maid inspired uniform, and was carrying a sewing kit with her. “I must say, Sir James, that style of clothing doesn’t look as bad on you as I imagined.”

“Gee thanks.” Hel’s Champion grumbled. “Your glowing endorsement is filling me with confidence.”

The Queen’s handmaiden shrugged. “Not my job to do so.” she stated callously, as she walked around to check him from the back. “I see that the additional cuts made it possible to get it on over your wings. That’s good.”

The einherjar’s large, bat-like wings were a problem for any outfit that he wore. “Yeah. I had to get Hrein’s help to put it on, though.” he admitted.

“That’s fine. It’s good for her to be putting your clothes on for once.” the head maid teased with a wicked smirk on her face.

The valkyrie in question turned her head to look away, trying to hide her blush.

“Ha ha.” James replied in a mock laugh. “She doesn’t take them off nearly as often as I’d like.” he teased back, sticking his tongue out at the plump fairy.

“Master!” Hrein protested, now even more embarrassed.

Nyakuro snickered and then stepped forward to run a finger down his arm. “Meow.” she purred, apparently agreeing that he should be undressed more often.

Peaseblossom sighed and shook her head, pretending to be tired of the banter. “At least you convinced Her Majesty to allow you to wear basic shades instead of vibrant colours. Very little would have matched that odd coloured fur of yours.”

The Champion nodded, having to agree despite the obvious dig. While his charcoal grey skin would match just about anything, the sections of green striped black fur that covered parts of his body definitely would not. In truth, he had asked for the odd colouration when Hel had his body crafted, but he hadn’t been thinking about matching apparel at the time. Secretly, he thought the sections of fur on his forearms, shins, shoulders, chest, and tail looked cool.

Glancing at himself in the mirror, James once again marvelled at how quickly everything had been happening in his second life. It had only been two weeks since he’d successfully accompanied the people of the Beast Tribe to Elphyne, and he’d hardly had a moment to himself since. Nearly every waking hour of every day had been devoted to getting the collection of feline folks settled in their new home, and trying to give life in the Elven Quarter a jump-start.

The whole process began with granting the Beast Tribe families ownership of some of the homes near the docks. This area was chosen due to the simple fact that the few tanneries in the city were in that section of town, and a couple of werejaguar women had experience in tanning, while a couple of bakeneko happened to be trained leatherworkers. Honestly, James thought that this was truly fortunate, due to the simple fact that none of the surviving elves possessed those skills at all.

As promised, Hel’s Champion gave the tyrannosaurus rex carcass to the members of the Beast Tribe to help get them started. Two werejaguar women set up a butcher’s shop fairly close to the waterfront gate which, while still in the same section of town as the tannery, was far enough that the ever present stink of the leather making facility didn’t bother any potential customers.

Thankfully, the werejaguars were hard workers, and dedicated to making the most of this opportunity. That wasn’t to say the nekomata and the bakeneko weren’t, it was simply a fact that the werejaguars seemed even more motivated for some reason. Virtually all of the able bodied men in the Beast Tribe joined the guard, which James had put Chimalma in charge of. The only two that didn’t were Ohtli and Tatsuki, who retained something of their community leadership roles, becoming representatives for their people to the Queen. The einherjar had even managed to recruit four elves to the guard, former hunters who accepted the duty of protecting the people they loved. The fact that hunting and patrolling were being combined as duties in the guard, made them especially suited for the job.

Even though Chimalma was a very skilled warrior, she had little experience leading troops, creating schedules, etc. This fact was one of the reasons James had so little time to himself. He spent as much time as he could coaching the young woman on military procedures, teaching her battle tactics, formations, and generally imparting any knowledge he could from his years serving in the army. Despite his assistance however, it was clear that the woman struggled with some aspects of command - paperwork in particular. As a result, the einherjar hired one of the surviving elven scribes to join the guard as a Quartermaster and assistant to the Captain.

Of course, even with the addition of the members of the Beast Tribe, the economy of Elphyne, and the Elven Quarter in particular, was in a sorry state. Sure, they had enough people to survive, and most of the absolutely necessary roles were being filled, but they were far from a being in a position where they could flourish. Furthermore, a mere fourteen guards does not an army make. In truth, it wasn’t even half a platoon. Which meant that if they wanted any real hope of defending the city against a serious threat, they still needed to recruit a lot more people.

Beyond helping the Beast Tribe settle, James spent what little time he had left assisting the elves of Elphyne. Their people had been decimated, and they were struggling to bounce back as a community. He spent his days healing wounds, looking for recruits, and generally taking stock of the situation. Almost a third of the remaining 108 elves were children, which meant a large number of adults had to spend their time taking care of them. There was no standardized system of education, nor anything like a daycare, thus one woman from each household worked as a homemaker and child-rearer. This left a mere 49 adults working trades in the Elven Quarter.

Thankfully the elves did pull together in matters of family very quickly. Orphaned children were swiftly adopted, and single mothers joined other households before anyone even thought of starving. As it turned out, there was a long custom of this in elven society anyway. Since men only made up about a third of the elven race, polygamous marriages were very normal to begin with, and men whose brothers died would almost always take in their deceased brother’s widow as a wife. This led to the interesting dynamic (in James’ view) of one woman staying home with the children, while the other women and the man of the house would work outside the home. The einherjar also learned that sexual dimorphism in elves was almost nonexistent, with the women being just as fast and strong as the men were (which made elven men the butt of many jokes among other races).

“Master? Might I ask what thou art thinking about?” Hrein inquired softly, noticing the distant look in the Champion’s eye.

“Hmm? Oh, sorry my love. I was just thinking of all the work that still needs to be done.” he replied with an apologetic grin.

The valkyrie sighed. “It is fine to put off such thoughts for a single day, is it not? I do believe thou hast matters of greater import to focus on today.” she scolded him mildly, gently poking him in the chest.

James chuckled and leaned forward to kiss her lightly on the forehead. “Yes, dear. You are correct, as usual.”

The Chooser nodded firmly, and gave him a slightly playful grin. “It is good that thou dost realize this. Now, where is thy sash, Master?”

“Oh! Right. Can’t forget that, can I?” Thanks to her reminder, the einherjar summoned the sash which Queen Titania had given him from his Inventory. It was made from black spider silk, and was embroidered with his family coat of arms. 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. “Help me with this, would you please?” he asked.

“Yea, Master.” The valkyrie nodded again, and helped her husband place the sash over his shoulder and between the wings on his back, before buttoning the ends together at his waist.

Inspecting himself in the mirror once more, the einherjar tugged at the sash to straighten it, and nodded to himself. This really was a case of Beauty marrying the Beast. Acrasia was beautiful, almost beyond compare, and he looked like the get of human and a saber-toothed tiger. Resisting the urge to run his fingers through his thick black mane of hair, which Hrein had so carefully combed, James opened and clenched his hands, not knowing what to do with them.

Another knock at the door made the nervous man’s heart thump in his chest, and the two words that followed caused his tail to go stiff. “We’re ready.” stated a feminine voice.

The whirlwind of motion that followed those two simple words almost left the ex-soldier at a loss. It felt like one minute he was pacing around in a chamber, anxiously awaiting word that everything was ready, and the next he was standing in the throne room of the palace, two steps down from the top of the dais.

Despite having experienced more battles than he cared to think about, the einherjar’s heart was racing a mile a minute. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d been this nervous. A glance to his right revealed Queen Titania in all her glory. The monarch had insisted on presiding over the marriage, stating that he was her knight, and she would be honoured to do so.

The Fairy Queen was wearing her usual colours, being mostly green with platinum highlights, but the dress that was draped over her incredible body was a tad more revealing, yet even more elegant than usual. The skirt was long and flowing, with slits on either side, allowing the occasional glimpse of fair skin beneath. Everything above the hips, however, was molded to the Queen’s body like a second skin. The neckline was cut so low that James wasn’t sure it even qualified to be called such, not only revealing the royal cleavage but also somehow supporting it. In all honesty, he had no idea how it remained in place, since the entire back was open, to allow for her large and beautiful butterfly wings, and there was nary a strap in sight. The sleeveless number was cinched tight around the middle, and only flared slightly when it reached her hips, but it was the fabric that caught his eye more than the cut. At first glance, he would have guessed it was made from a soft green silk, but the way it sparkled spoke of something more. No gems or sequins were visible, yet somehow it managed to catch the light with her every movement.

“There is no need to be nervous, my knight.” the Queen tittered softly. “She has already accepted you, and will never leave you, no matter what happens.”

James sighed softly, and gave an almost imperceptible nod. “I know that, Your Majesty.” he whispered back. “But still… I want this day to be perfect for her.”

The tense groom saw the Queen’s warm smile out of the corner of his eye. Her long auburn hair was done up even more elaborately than usual, and rested softly on her bare shoulders. “You are here waiting for her. That alone makes it perfect.” she assured him again, the light in her golden eyes dancing gaily. It was clear she was almost as excited as he was.

Taking a deep breath, James tried to take Titania’s words to heart. Looking around, he took in the various changes and decorations that adorned the throne room. Rows of wooden benches filled the main floor, with aisles left open down the middle and along each wall, yet each and every seat was full.

Seated in the front row of the right side were the tenants of Hel’s Temple, along with Acrasia’s mother, her best friend Tam, and a special guest. Both Elora and Elina were dressed in gowns James had never seen before, but were clearly expensive. He had to wonder if they were part of Elina’s dowry, which her father had sent a few days prior. Since the elves were twins, any dress that fit and looked good on Elina would easily do the same for Elora. From a distance, it would be difficult to distinguish between the two brown haired women, if it weren’t for the ghostly chains trailing from Elora’s wrists and ankles, and the matching collar around her neck. Up close, one would have a slightly easier time telling the two apart, as only Elina had heterochromatic eyes - her right eye being a beautiful shade of dark green, while her left eye matched the deep brown of her sister’s.

Likewise, Lāmina and Zahra wore pretty sundresses, which he knew were gifts from Amoretta. The older leannán sídhe had taken a shining to the young elves, and often tried to mother the two after she found out about their circumstances. When the groom’s gaze passed over the aforementioned woman, he found her to be smiling up at him affectionately. She was clearly thrilled that her daughter’s special day had arrived, and was being celebrated by the whole court; so much so, that there were already tears in her eyes, which she dabbed periodically with a handkerchief.

Next to her sat Tam, who was wearing a pretty blue ribbon around her neck, and a small pair of white shoes on her hind feet, which matched the small patch of white fur on her chest. James thought the black furred cait-sìth looked cute, if mildly amusing with the small articles of clothing. Zahra was cuter though, with the large white floral patterns covering her light blue sundress; the pastel colours suiting her swarthy skin tone. The eight year old dark elf’s long black hair had been done up in twin tails, held in place with pretty blue ribbons. Noticing that the ribbon matched Tam’s, he wondered if the feline fae had given them to her.

Lāmina, on the other hand, was clearly not going for ‘cute’. It was obvious the elven teenager was attempting to appear more mature, with her light brown hair done up in an elaborate style and held in place with silver pins; the hairdo clearly designed to draw attention to her milk white neck. Her sundress was a darker shade of blue, which matched her sapphire eyes quite well, and had a more refined pattern of vines and leaves embroidered along the seams.

Across from him on the dais, stood his current two wives. Hrein was the closest, standing a step below James, with Nyakuro slightly behind her and one step lower. Both women were stunning in their dresses, and held bouquets of colourful flowers in their hands.

The rest of the guests included a huge number of fae and elves whom James failed to recognize, as well as all of the notable members of the former Beast Tribe. Effie, the sylph Herald, was standing near the bottom of the dais, on James’ side. She held a silver flute in her hands, and was wearing a diaphanous gown of white and light green. Opposite her, on the other side of the dais, was a dryad whom James didn’t know the name of. The fae woman’s delicately pointed ears poked out from her wavy green hair. Her smooth skin was a dark brown colour, reminiscent of the bark of a great oak, and was on display in its entirety. Only the large harp resting against her knees blocked his view of her exquisite body.

Finally, there was the special guest whom James had personally invited. Huáng sat in the middle of the front bench, flanked by Zahra and Elina. The reclusive phoenix had been surprised to receive the invitation in the first place, and then very reluctant to leave her egg undefended. Only when James had offered to carry her egg to the palace, and ensure its safety during the wedding, did the Queen of Avians agree to attend. Titania had been both shocked and thrilled at the arrival of the firebird, and welcomed her with open arms. Incidentally, the egg was currently hidden behind the throne, where Huáng would be able to leap to its defence, should anything untoward happen.

Even more impressive than the guest list were the decorations which adorned the throne room. No less than seven illusory rainbows formed a series of arches over the middle aisle, and millions of flower petals drifted lazily through the air on magical currents. Countless flowers of every kind somehow grew from the marble walls and wooden furniture throughout the hall. Lastly, an army of small animals, from rabbits and squirrels, to mice and foxes darted here and there about the floor, while flocks of doves and songbirds swooped through the air and perched where they pleased.

Rubbing his sweaty hands on his pants, James was reminded of the silver coin in his pocket. Queen Titania had graciously given a single drachma to everyone in attendance as a party favour. When the einherjar had protested the lavish gifts, the Queen of the Fairies simply stated that as the host, it was her right to celebrate as she pleased. Of course the einherjar tried to argue that, as the groom, he should be the one hosting, but the stubborn queen merely waved his comments away as if they were nonsense, saying something about it being her palace.

Before the poor ex-soldier’s nerves could get any worse, Queen Titania addressed the room. “Ladies and gentlemen. Friends and family. We welcome you here today to celebrate the joining of two lives. Our dear knight, Sir James Fir, Champion of Hel, has come to love one of the most brilliant of our Fae community. Acrasia, Leannán Sídhe, and daughter of Amoretta, has accepted his offer of betrothal, and so, we shall now witness their exchange of vows and binding.” Her speech done, the Queen turned her head and nodded once to each of the musicians.

Three heartbeats later, Effie placed the delicate flute to her lips and began to play. The first notes drifted softly through the air, the tune sweet and hopeful, and was soon joined by the harp on the other side of the room. Both women played the piece flawlessly, their instruments in perfect harmony.

About a minute into the piece, the doors to the throne room opened, and Acrasia took her first steps into the chamber. As a Leannán Sídhe, she was able to take on a larger form than other fairies, thus she slowly marched to the music at her full height of 4’ 11”. The fairy bride was dressed in a wedding gown of white gossamer with silver accents, a short train trailing on the ground behind her, and in her hands was a bouquet of flowers; eleven white roses, with a single red rose at the centre.

Even though he saw her every day, James couldn’t help but have his breath taken away by her unearthly beauty, and he wasn’t alone in that reaction. Everyone gathered, even the Queen herself, was struck by how heart-achingly beautiful she was. The einherjar would later swear that there was no star in the heavens that sparkled more than her silver eyes on that day, nor any sunset more lovely than the blush on her cheeks. Her long golden hair spilled over her shoulders like a gentle river, and her delicate pointed ears peeked through the soft blonde waves; the perfect accents to her lithe and graceful form.

A few steps down the aisle, and at the appropriate time, Acrasia opened her mouth and began to sing. Her vows were written as a short ballad, to be sung as she marched to her groom. Likewise, James had written his vows in the same fashion, as dictated by fairy tradition, and he sang his stanzas with a deep and powerful voice, in counter to her high and airy one. Back and forth they alternated, until they sang the final verse together, hands clasped and gazing into each other’s eyes.

At first sight, my heart went to you
You are my one true love
Never could I love another
Hear my oath, gods above
My dearest fairy, I love you
With you, my heart I share
’Tis all of you, I do adore
In Hel’s name, do I swear
With every breath, I honour you
Never scorn shall I show
Forever yours, is my respect
I swear to gods below
I’d give my life to protect you
Your welfare is my goal
For you my love, I will provide
An oath upon my soul
I take thee James, as my husband
Forever to obey
You are the Master of my soul
Until the end of days
You are my wife, Acrasia
Forever to command
I take thee as my loving slave
On this and every land
Upon all that is light and dark
To all that lives and dies
To that which was, is, and shall be
We vow before Hel’s eyes



As the final notes of the song rang out in the audience chamber, the Queen placed a braided cord over the couple’s hands, and wrapped it around three times before tying the knot. “As Queen of the Fairies, we hear your vows, given in triplicate, and grant you our blessing.” she declared in a clear voice. “Ladies and gentlemen, we present to you, Sir James Fir and his wife, Dame Acrasia Fir.”

James leaned in and kissed his bride, before whispering in her ear. “I love you, my wife.”

Acrasia blushed even more deeply, and beamed up at him with tears in her eyes. “I love you too, my husband.”

Seeing the joy on her pretty face filled his own heart with an elation he could hardly contain. The Champion’s face split with biggest grin imaginable, and the einherjar’s eyes may or may not have started to water as well. After kissing her again, repeatedly, he finally forced himself to turn and face the crowd. Cheers and shouts rang out in the hall, and many tears were shed by those in attendance.


CHAPTER 2


Descending from the dais, James expected the feast to be next, followed by dancing. Instead, he was surprised when the guests moved to the centre aisle, and instead of leaving the audience chamber, formed a line facing him and his new wife. Seemingly aware of what was happening, his other wives flanked the newlyweds, and the Queen moved off to the side, as if to observe.

Acrasia’s best friend Tam was first in line, but a somewhat rude little man edged past her to take that spot. Despite the obvious irritation on the feline’s face, she held back her protests, so as not to spoil the magical moment.

From a glance, it was obvious to James what manner of being the little man was. Dressed all in green, with a felt top hat (complete with a golden buckle), the red bearded leprechaun strode forward with a curmudgeonly look on his face. “Top o’ the mornin’ to ye, Sir James.” he said with a bow. “And to ye as well, Dame Acrasia. I congratulate the two o’ ye on yer marriage.”

“It’s good of you to come, Mr…?” James replied with a bow, while Acrasia curtsied. Have to remember not to thank any of them… he reminded himself. He didn’t want to insult his fae guests, after all.

“I’ll not be telling ye me name,” the leprechaun stated with a scowl “but ye can call me Basil, if ye wish.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Basil.” the einherjar replied with a forced smile. How can anyone be so sour during a wedding? he wondered.

“Hmph.” the little Irishman grunted. “Well, whether that be true or no, I have a wedding gift for ye.” he grumbled, holding out a closed fist with a pained expression on his face.

“That is most generous of you.” James replied carefully, and held his open hand out, palm up.

The grumpy leprechaun opened his fist over the einherjar’s hand, and dropped four gold coins into his palm. “This be from the Leprechauns o’ the Seelie Court. All four o’ us gave a coin from our pots o’ gold.”

James’ eyebrows raised in surprise. He hadn’t really been thinking of wedding gifts, so he’d been pleased when the little fellow offered him one, but now he was outright shocked at the value of it. “I’ll be sure to put this to very good use.” the Champion finally managed to reply after sending the gold talents to his Inventory, and giving another bow. He couldn’t help but be reminded of the Tyrian Shekel he had received as a wedding gift from Frigg, which he always wore around his neck. I wonder if these coins have some significance beyond their value too?

Basil harrumphed again, but gave a quick bow in return before stomping off, out of the audience chamber.

Next up was Tam. The short cait-sìth was holding a leather-bound tome in her paws. “Here.” she said, unceremoniously shoving the book into James’ hands before running to Acrasia and wrapping her up in a hug. “I’m so happy for you!” she cried. This unleashed the waterworks that James had been expecting, and the two girls hugged and cried their eyes out. Thankfully, the other guests were patient. Which might explain the leprechaun’s desire to go first. James thought to himself.

Eventually the best friends got ahold of themselves and pulled apart. Turning to regard the groom, Tam nodded to the tome in his hands. “That book details the rituals for binding familiars. It’s not the original but I’ve spent every day, since the two of you announced your wedding, meticulously copying it from the one our family has held for generations. It’s your wedding gift from the Cait-Sìth of the Seelie Court.”

“And it will be a treasured heirloom for our family.” James assured the feline fae with a bow.

Tam nodded and then turned back to Acrasia. “We’ll catch up again later, after the feast.” she told her friend, patting her on the hip with her paw.

“We will.” Acrasia agreed, nodding happily.

Once Tam excused herself and headed for the exit, the next person in line stepped forward. Perhaps a bit surprisingly, the next person was Effie. James had only spoken to the herald on a few occasions, and, while he thought well of the sylph, he didn’t feel that he knew her well enough to receive gifts from her. Of course, I’d never even laid eyes on Basil before today, so perhaps how acquainted you are isn’t the metric the fae use for these types of events. he surmised.

“Good day to you, Sir James. Dame Acrasia.” Effie greeted them in her light and airy voice, while dipping her head and curtsying.

“Herald Effie. Your playing was wonderful, and truly set the tone for our ceremony.” Acrasia replied before James could say anything.

The tall sylph smiled at the much shorter fairy. “It was my honour and pleasure to play at the wedding of my good friend’s daughter. I was there the day you were born, and saw the joy in your mother’s eyes when she first held you, so it is only fitting that I be here to see the joy in yours on such a momentous day.” With that, the white haired woman reached into a satchel at her hip, and drew out a scroll bound with a green ribbon. “While not quite as exciting as young Toldrum’s tome, I did put a fair amount of effort into this.”

Acrasia accepted the scroll from the moth-winged fae and met her sky blue eyes with her own silver gaze. “I am sure my husband and I will find it very hand… useful.”

The herald paid no attention to the normally air-headed fairy’s slip of the tongue, as she recognized that the young woman was trying her best to behave in a ‘proper’ manner on this special day. “It is a spell scroll.” she explained. “The Queen let it be known that Sir James would find such things to be welcome gifts, despite their limited use.”

“Very welcome indeed.” James confirmed with a nod.

“Excellent.” Effie replied with a slight smile. “The spell contained in the scroll will cause a powerful gust of wind, strong enough to knock a man over.”

Acrasia gave the older woman a brilliant smile. “That’s great! We’ll use that soon, right Master?” the fairy cheered and jumped for joy, utterly forgetting the composure she was working so hard to maintain until that point.

“Yes. Tomorrow, after the wedding, my pet.” he promised.

“Yay!” Acrasia cheered again.

The herald was slightly perplexed at their desire to use the scroll and seemingly waste it, but she held her tongue. There had to be a reason Titania had advised her that such a gift would be treasured, and she trusted her Queen above all else.

Next in line was Ohtli. “Greetings, Champion.” the werejaguar stated in a deep and growly voice. The former chieftain gave a slight bow, which James returned. “I am here as a representative of the Beast Tribe, and have brought you a wedding gift from my people.”

James smiled at the old warrior. “Thank you for coming and sharing this day with us.” Since the werejaguars were not fae, it was safe to thank the man and show his appreciation.

Ohtli nodded, and presented a bundle, which Tatsuki handed off to him as he gave James a sly wink. The einherjar wondered what the old nekomata was up to, but just dismissed it for now. Holding the bundle out to the Champion, the old werejaguar grumbled. “This was a pain in the ass to make, on account of your wings, but our craftswomen managed to come up with a design that works.”

James accepted the package, and with a nod from the werejaguar, used his claws to cut the bindings. Once unfolded, the strange leather proved to be quite the surprise for the ex-soldier. Holding it up for everyone to see, he carefully examined the leather armour with a critical eye. It appeared to be made from some kind of reptile skin… which he quickly recognized as the dark green hide of the tyrannosaurus rex he and his wives had slain just weeks before, while defending the Beast Tribe. “This is amazing!” he exclaimed, eager to try it on, but forcing himself to wait.

The stoic elder nodded again. “Our two tanners worked day and night to tan the hide, while preserving its natural toughness and look, before handing it over to the bakeneko pair to fashion it into armour. Unless you slay a dragon of some kind, I doubt you’ll find a more durable hide to make armour from.”

“Thank you once again, Ohtli. And thank your people for me, as well. It is truly an amazing gift.” James praised the armour enthusiastically.

Satisfied that his gift had been well received, the old werejaguar turned and left, followed by the Beast Tribe members who had attended the ceremony. Seeing that there were yet more people in line, James began to feel a bit guilty. He hadn’t put up a dime to hold the wedding, as Queen Titania had insisted on covering everything, stating that it was in lieu of his pay. Put in that light, he found it hard to argue, though part of him wondered if knights were even supposed to receive pay from their patrons, or if things were supposed to go the other way, via taxes.

The line moved forward again, and this time it was a couple of elves presenting gifts. The male and female pair bowed and curtsied to the bride and groom before introducing themselves. “Greetings to the bride and groom.” the white haired elf called out in a clear voice. “I am Alfred, and this is my wife Faye. We met in passing while you were working to organize the elven survivors this past week, but you were far too busy for lengthy introductions.”

“Wait. You two are scribes, yes? You are the lore keepers of Elphyne?” James asked, vaguely remembering the older couple.

The older gentleman gave a slight smile at being remembered. “That is indeed correct, Sir. We are here today as representatives of the Elves of Elphyne, and would like to take this opportunity to thank you for all of your hard work supporting our fair city, and to congratulate you on your marriage.”

James was a little surprised that the elf would thank him, which was against fae customs, but figured the man must have heard him thanking Ohtli a few minutes before and realized that it would be all right. “You are very welcome, my good man. And thank you for coming to our wedding.” he replied with an earnest smile.

The grey haired woman spoke next, and held a gift out towards Acrasia. The bundle was long, about six feet in length, and wrapped in green cloth. “Dame Acrasia, we present this bow to you as our wedding gift. It was the bow of the former Elf Lord who oversaw the Elven Quarter of the city, and we wish for our new protectors to have it.”

When Acrasia accepted and unwrapped the bow, she was immediately impressed. The young fairy marvelled at the craftsmanship as she ran her fingers over the polished wood.

“The bow was crafted by a master bowyer from Álfheimr, and is made from the wood of an Osage Orange tree. Arrows stored in the quiver become Elf Arrows and inflict the target with Elf-Shot. Please accept this quiver and arrows to complete the set.” Alfred added, handing over the extra items.

Acrasia nodded, but didn’t thank the couple, sticking to fae customs. “They are all beautiful. I will treasure them and use them to support my husband.”

When the elderly scribes left, a dryad approached. James instantly recognized her as the woman who had played the harp for their wedding ceremony, but didn’t know her name. Figuring he would soon learn it, the einherjar settled on giving the beautiful woman a warm smile and waiting for her to speak.

“Good day, Sir James.” the dryad greeted him, her voice somehow reminiscent of wind blowing through leaves. “Though we have not formally met, I have been keeping an eye on you for some time.”

“Oh?” James quirked a brow, and wondered why that might be the case.

“Yes. I am Baroness Balanus, of the Dryad Grove. It was my glade which was ceded to you, so that you could build your temple.” she stated with a serious expression.

“I see.” James replied, unable to discern whether she was unhappy about that or not. Her deep green eyes didn’t give any hint either way, causing him to wonder if the woman had the perfect poker face. “The glade is lovely, and I couldn’t ask for more peaceful neighbours. Though I must say, I’ve been hoping to meet all of you, my Lady.” he tried, giving her a warm smile and a bow.

Balanus’ stoic expression didn’t change in the slightest at his suggestion. Instead, she ignored the topic completely, and held her hand out to him, with a small object resting in her palm. “This is the wedding gift the Dryad Grove of the Seelie Court has prepared for you. Congratulations to you and Dame Acrasia on your marriage.” she said emotionlessly.

Carefully plucking the item from her hand, James looked at it closely. “Is this…”

“A bean.” the dryad finished the thought for him. “A magic bean. If you plant it, it will grow rapidly. Perhaps reaching a thousand feet overnight. I shouldn’t have to warn you, but take care where you plant it.”

James fought to contain his laughter, and managed to refrain from doing more than smirk. A magic bean? Seriously? After clearing his throat, he nodded to the dryad and spoke in a serious voice. “A most precious gift. I will certainly be careful with it.”

“Be sure that you are, Sir James. Dame Acrasia.” Balanus replied in an equally serious tone before nodding and walking off.

Once she figured the dryad was out of earshot, Acrasia tugged on her husband’s sleeve and got him to lean over, so she could whisper in his ear. “The dryads are really rec… reclu… shy. She’s not mean, she just doesn’t know how to talk to people.”

James chuckled softly and kissed his newest wife on the cheek. “Thanks for explaining, darling.”

As soon as it appeared that Acrasia was done whispering to her husband, another beautiful (and equally naked) woman approached. James marked her as some kind of nymph right away, tipped off by the sultry sway of her hips and the playful smirk on her lips. Like her predecessor, she did not curtsy, which instantly told the Champion that she was of higher rank than him.

“Greetings Sir James. Dame Acrasia. I am Viscountess Nemea. Like my cousin Balanus, I too have been keeping an eye on everyone’s favourite knight.” she teased. A couple of inches shorter than her dryad cousin, James figured the woman topped out at five and a half feet tall. Unlike most nymphs, other than the dryad, she had a far more svelte physique, almost as if she were designed for moving quickly through water. Which might explain why her flowing hair reminded the einherjar of the whitecaps of waves, or the white waters of river rapids. Even her eyes were a beautiful sea green, and her skin glistened with moisture.

James bowed to the noblewoman, while Acrasia curtsied. “Let me guess. The naiad from the spring near our temple?”

“My. You are quick.” the naiad giggled, covering her mouth with her dainty fingers. “Though that spring is not my domain, but simply my home. I oversee the Undine Quarter for our beloved Queen.”

“Undine Quarter?” James asked, his brows furrowed in confusion. “Apologies my Lady, but I am only familiar with the Fae and Elven Quarters.”

The lovely naiad smirked again, her playful nature never far from the surface. “Surely you must have guessed that there are two other quarters, no? The Undine Quarter is below the surface of the lake, and houses most of our aquatic citizens. Of course I also represent those who dwell in the pools and waterways throughout Elphyne.”

“And the fourth…” James hummed and stroked his beard in thought. If the Fae and Elven Quarters make up the regular parts of the city, and the Undine Quarter is the water, then… what’s left? Up in the air? No, I would have noticed something in the sky above us, surely. Then… “Below.” he guessed. “The Gnomish Caverns?”

Nemea clapped and laughed, clearly delighted with his answer. “Well done, Sir James! The fourth quarter is indeed the Gnomish Quarter.” Leaning in closer, she spoke in a lower voice so that only he and his wife could hear. “I am glad to see that you are as clever as you are handsome.” The mischievous nymph then winked and laughed before pulling a small stone out of… somewhere. “Here is your wedding gift, Sir James.”

To the einherjar it looked like nothing more than a simple rock. Guessing by how smooth it was, and the nature of the gift giver, he took a stab at identifying it. “A river stone?”

“Mhm. Just so. A stone from the River Elissos, near my former home.” she confirmed.

Reaching out to accept the gift, James attempted to sense any Qi in it, and wasn’t disappointed. “It’s magical.” he stated confidently.

Nemea giggled again. “But of course it is! I would never give a pain old rock as a wedding gift.” Once she placed the stone in the groom’s hand, she explained its mystical nature. “This stone can produce water. If you squeeze it, it will release a gallon of fresh water once per day. Of course, if the stone is owned by a powerful mage, he can channel his magic into the stone, and thereby create even more water than a regular mortal could.”

“That’s extremely useful.” James commented with raised eyebrows.

“I am glad you think so. Sir James. Dame Acrasia. Congratulations on your marriage, from the Undine of the Seelie Court.” the viscountess stated with a nod and a smile. The bride and groom barely had time to bow and curtsy before she was walking away, and another person approached.

A third nymph strutted forward, with all of the sensuality that one might expect from such a being. Like her previous two cousins, she was stark naked. Unlike them however, she was all curves, the very picture of feminine fertility. The blonde haired, blue eyed nature spirit came to a stop a few feet in front of the newlyweds and curtsied. “Congratulations on your marriage, Sir James and Dame Acrasia. I am Aora, the chosen representative of the Nymphs of the Seelie Court.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Aora.” James replied with a smile.

“Oh, please. Just Aora is fine. I assure you, all of us nymphs are eager to get to know you on a more… informal level.” she said with a suggestive wink.

“I’ll make sure my husband keeps that in mind.” Acrasia stage whispered with a devious grin.

The einherjar coughed politely, and tried to get the conversation back on track. “I look forward to meeting all of our community as time permits. As such, I am glad some of you could make it to our wedding.” The truth was, he had been avoiding spending any time in places the nymphs frequented, since he was determined not to break his oath to Hrein. Even still, what he’d said wasn’t exactly a lie, per se. There wasn’t a man on Terra that wouldn’t look forward to spending time with a group of nymphs.

“I am so glad to hear that, Sir James.” the nymph nearly purred in reply. “But for now I should focus on the matters at hand. I would never wish to be rude to the people waiting in line behind me.”

James nodded with a smile, intent on getting through this encounter without offending or leading on the nymph in front of him. “Of course.”

“And so, here is our gift to you.” Aora stated, holding out a small leather pouch which was held closed with a drawstring.

Curious what was inside, James reached over to take the offered gift, but when his fingers touched the tiny poke, the nymph placed her other hand on top of his. Glancing up, he saw the serious look on her face when she spoke.

“You must be careful with this, Sir James.” the woman said with a hint of worry in her voice. “It is well known that we fae enjoy our mischief and pranks, but please understand that none here would wish you harm.”

Slightly confused, the einherjar nodded with a furrowed brow. “I understand.”

Without removing her hand from atop James’, Aora went on to explain the nature of the gift. “Within this pouch is a lock of my hair. It is imbued with my power.”

“Okay…” the Champion said, hoping she would elaborate.

“Surely you have heard of Nympholepsy?” she asked.

“Isn’t that… when a man goes mad from seeing a nymph’s natural beauty?” James guessed.

Aora nodded. “Yes. Madness is one, and in fact the most common outcome, of seeing us without our supernatural beauty repressed. But it is not the only effect it can have on mortal men.” Licking her lips nervously, she continued. “Other, stronger minded men, receive our blessing. They are granted a heightened level of awareness and eloquence.”

“I see.” James considered the gift for a moment, and then chuckled. “Truly, a gift fit for a fae.”

Aora’s posture relaxed and she smiled softly, clearly relieved that he understood the nature of both the gift and her people. “You will accept our gift, then?”

“I will. I promise to take the utmost care with it, but it will be put to great use.” he assured her.

“That is most pleasing.” the nymph replied with an even brighter smile. “Then I wish you the best of luck, Sir James. And you as well, Dame Acrasia.” Aora stated before curtsying and walking away.

Thankfully, the next person to approach was a familiar face. James opened his mouth to greet the brownie woman, but Acrasia beat him to it. “Welcome, Maggy!” she nearly shouted.

The matronly fae chuckled and looked up at the newlyweds. “Congratulations on yer marriage. I hope ye’ll be visitin’ me tavern again soon.” Surprisingly, or perhaps not surprisingly, the two foot tall brownie was wearing her usual maid uniform. Given that most brownies refused to wear anything but rags, James figured Mrs. Moulach’s plain but clean outfit was acceptable for a fae wedding.

The fairy bride nodded enthusiastically. “Of course! I miss your stew.”

“Ha! If that be all ye be missin’, I may not see ye for a while yet.” the plump tavern mistress joked. Reaching behind her, she opened a burlap sack she had been dragging and pulled something out of it. That something turned out to be a small copper cauldron, only slightly larger than a regular saucepan. Holding the cookware up in her hairy hands, she presented it to James. “I donna know if yer fairy wife be much o’ a cook, but at least ye won’t starve with this in yer kitchen.”

Chuckling, James decided it was his turn to perform a stage whisper. “I’m not sure I’d trust Acrasia in the kitchen… starving might be the least of my worries if that happens.”

“Master!” the fairy protested with a pout.

Maggy held her belly and let out a hearty laugh. “I can see that bein’ the case! But never ye fear, laddie. Just fill this ‘ere cauldron up with water, and once a day ye’ll have a fine Irish Stew.”

James raised his brows at that. “It turns water to stew?”

“Aye. An if ye pour some o’ yer own magic into it, ye can have it make a meal more than once a day.” she added.

“That’s incredible. What a thoughtful gift.” the einherjar gave his honest opinion.

“Eh. Well, the idea weren’t all me own. I took inspiration from the Cauldron of the Dagda, owned by the Tuatha Dé Danann. Sadly, me own magic is far from great enough to craft such a powerful artifact, but I can manage this little bit.” Maggy humbly informed him.

“This little bit, you say. It’s a very impressive feat, if you ask me. I’m sure you could make a fortune selling them, if you wanted to.” James countered.

Maggy shook her head. “I cannae do such a thing. Used up all of the fairy dust we’d collected in the tavern for the past year just to make this one.”

The einherjar nodded in understanding. “Well, it will have a place of honour in our kitchen, I’ll assure you that.”

The mature brownie smiled at that and nodded firmly. “Glad ta hear it.” Taking a deep breath, the diminutive woman straightened her posture and spoke in as respectful tone as she could muster. “Once again, congratulations on yer marriage, Sir James and Dame Acrasia, from the Brownies o’ the Seelie Court.” She then bowed and excused herself.

As she left, the einherjar was glad to see that the line was getting short. It wasn’t that he didn’t appreciate the gifts, but he definitely felt a bit awkward about it. He’d never even visited these people’s homes before, and here they were giving him presents that were worth a fortune.

A grumpy looking spriggan stepped up next. The elderly fae had a wizened face, but an overly large head, like a child might. To add to the odd effect, he was quite short as well, about the size of a ten year old boy. Despite his lacking stature, James was well aware that this particular race of fae possessed the ability to change their form to something resembling a giant. In fact, he’d heard stories that claimed spriggans were the spirits of deceased giants, so there might be some relation between the two types of beings after all.

“Here.” the surly old man thrust a silver cross into James’ hands. “Your wedding gift from the Spriggans of the Seelie Court.” he grumped, then turned around and left before the groom could say a word.

At a loss of what to say, or even if he should say anything at all, the einherjar simply blinked then shook his head. I’m not sure if they treat everyone like that, or just have a particular dislike for me… he pondered. Looking down at the cross, he gave it a closer examination. He figured the ornate piece of treasure weighed about a pound, and was inset with five small sapphires, maybe half a carat each. He had no idea what such an object was worth, but sent it to his Inventory anyway, figuring they could sell it next time he went to Guayabo.

After the spriggan came a gnome that James recognized. “Good day, Wenceslaus.” he addressed the self styled King of Gnomes, giving the tiny man a slight bow.

The puffed up fae seemed mildly irritated for a moment, before covering it over with a fake smile. “Good day, Sir James. On behalf of the Gnomes of the Seelie Court, I wish to congratulate you and your wife on your marriage.”

“The day was made all the brighter by having noble personages like yourself in attendance.” James tried again, soothing the tiny man’s ego. For a guy that barely reaches a foot tall, he certainly thinks highly of himself… the einherjar scoffed silently. Still, I have no idea what his actual position in court is, so I should play it safe. The portly little man had his long white beard immaculately combed, and was wearing an ostentatious red coat with gems for buttons and cufflinks, along with a golden circlet of some kind on his balding head.

“Hmph. Well, yes. I suppose it would.” grumbled the gnome, attempting to stand a little taller. “In any case, I hereby present you with your wedding gift from my people.” Reaching into his pocket, he fished something out and held his hand up towards James.

When the einherjar placed his hand under the gnome’s, Wenceslaus dropped something into it. Bringing the little green item closer, he saw that it was a gem measuring about a quarter of an inch long, and maybe half as wide. “Is this an emerald?” he guessed.

“Indeed! And in case you didn’t know, gnomish gems are the most prized gems in the world. Each one is absolutely flawless in cut and colour, with no impurities whatsoever. Hermes himself set the value of all gems on Terra, using ours as the standard to be measured against.” the little fae informed him. “I guarantee it’ll be worth more than what those stingy leprechauns gave you.”

“I’m sure it will be.” James replied with a smile.

Wenceslaus frowned again, then cleared his throat. “Yes, well. Good day to you then, Sir James.” he stated a bit testily, once again stressing the knight’s title, before turning and walking away.

As James watched the little man leave, Acrasia tugged on his sleeve again, clearly wanting to whisper in his ear. Leaning over so that she could reach, he was finally enlightened as the nature of the bee in the gnome’s bonnet.

“He calls himself the King of Gnomes, but really he holds the noble rank of Count in the Seelie Court. He’s mad at you because you should be addressing him as Your Excellency, Master.” she informed him.

“Ah. Thanks for that. I’ll try to remember for the next time I meet him.” James said, giving the fairy a side hug and kissing the top of her head.

The line looked to be almost finished, with only three people remaining. The next person to step up to the couple was a satyr. If James recalled correctly, his name was Gemon, and he was the court musician. As expected, the wild fae wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing, just like the rest of his herd. Their goat-like lower halves were on full display, as were their well muscled chests. Seeing them brought to mind an idea that the einherjar had considered a while back. With their stocky build and horned heads, he thought they might make good warriors.

“Congratulations on your marriage, Sir James! What a fine catch you’ve got there!” the ever-lusty fae winked at the groom.

James chuckled and shook his head. “That she is, Gemon. It’s good to see you here today. I’m glad you could make it to the wedding.”

“But of course! Do you think we’d miss the party of the year?” the satyr shouted, which triggered a chorus of cheers from his fellows nearby.

“Speaking of missing something, I’ve been meaning to speak to you about something I need.” James stated, easing into the conversation he wanted to have.

“Oh? I heard you don’t drink, so you can’t be asking after our wine. What did you have in mind?” Gemon asked with a sincere expression.

“I was thinking that you and your men might make great warriors, which we could definitely use more of in the guard.” the ex-soldier stated, getting straight to the point.

“Eh…” the satyr rubbed the back of his head bashfully and flicked his goat-like ears. “To be honest, that’s a pretty bad idea. Dionysus tried to lead an army of us to war once… it didn’t go so swell. I hate to say it, but you can’t really count on my kind for stuff like fighting.” he sighed. “Not when there’s so much drinking and fucking to do!” he added boisterously, to the roaring laughter of his companions.

James sighed in disappointment. While he earnestly believed they had the physical gifts necessary to be great fighters, there was no denying the fauns lacked the discipline. “Very well. If any of your men decide that they would like to try, please send them my way. The Queen is paying 1 drachma a day to those who join the guard, and they get to sell any game that they catch while on patrol.”

Gemon nodded. “I’ll pass it on. But more importantly, here is your wedding gift from the Satyrs of the Seelie Court!” he shouted again, holding a set of panpipes out in front of him. Before James could even accept them, the burly faun started explaining how they were special. “These aren’t just any old panpipes, either. No sir, they are not. They’re magical pipes.”

James accepted the magical instrument and looked it over. He supposed they did look well crafted, to his completely untrained eye, but he wouldn’t have guessed they were enchanted.

“Of course, the magic is as useless as a sober satyr, unless you happen to know the correct tunes to play on them.” the satyr smirked. “Which, lucky for you, we’re also providing.” Snapping his fingers, he called over another of the satyrs, who handed him a rolled up sheet of vellum. “This is the sheet music for the Piper’s first tune. It’ll draw the attention and charm any rat who hears it. So long as you keep playing, they’ll do nothing but follow you around.”

“Piper? As in the Pied Piper?” James asked, slightly astounded.

Gemon nodded again. “That’s the one. Sin what he did to those poor kids with the magic we taught him.” the faun frowned and shook his head. “Anyway, we’d better get going. Wouldn’t want the feast to start without us!” he laughed and bounded away, stopping halfway to the doors to wave before dashing out the exit.

“Uh, do you know how to play these, my pet? I don’t have a clue how to play any instrument, and I couldn’t tell you the first thing about reading sheet music either.” James asked, revealing his total lack of musical knowledge.

“Um. I know the basics, Master.” the fairy admitted shyly. “But I’ll learn!” she suddenly added with great enthusiasm.

James chuckled and grinned at his beautiful wife. “Sounds good, darling. You should take these, then.” he offered her the panpipes.

Acrasia shook her head. “Can you hold onto them for me, Master? I can ask for them later, when I want them.”

“Sure.” he agreed with a smile, then sent the pipes and sheet music to his Inventory, piling them in with all of the other gifts they’d received so far.

The second last well-wisher was a short woman whom the Champion didn’t recognize. She stood about four feet tall and was wearing a grey cloak over a pretty green dress. The pale woman had a gossamer veil covering her face, and long streaming red hair. When she drew closer, which allowed James to see beneath the veil, he noticed that her eyes were red and puffy, as if she’d been crying, and her skin was lined with age.

“Greetings, Sir James. Dame Acrasia. We, the Banshees of the Seelie Court congratulate you on your marriage.” the woman stated in a quiet voice.

“Banshees? Might you be Lady Aibell, then?” the Champion inquired, having heard the name from Titania during one of their conversations.

The banshee nodded. “I am.” she stated simply. “And we have prepared a gift for this joyous day.” Reaching under her cloak, the woman produced a piece of rolled up parchment. “This scroll contains a druid covering spell. Once cast, it will prevent any from seeing you, until you cast it off of your own volition.”

“That will be most useful in battle. I promise to use it to defend our people.” James stated with a bow to the lady.

“Good. Now I must depart. I wish you well, Champion of Hel. And you as well, Leannán Sídhe.” Aibell said in a near whisper, before drifting away in a slightly eerie manner.

After watching the banshee leave, the final guest in line approached the happy couple. James couldn’t help but smile down at the chubby maid, glad that she had taken the time to attend the wedding, despite how busy she was preparing the feast. “Good day, Ms. Peaseblossom.” he greeted the fairy.

“Hmph. I think you know me well enough to drop the ‘Ms.’ by now, don’t you James?” she asked with a smirk.

The einherjar laughed and then grinned at the Queen’s handmaiden. “I suppose so, my friend.”

The three foot tall fairy faked a glower for a second, before allowing her face to split into a grin. “Ha! Friend, he says. Well my friends, I have a small wedding gift for you.” Titania’s head maid slipped her hand into the pocket of her apron and pulled out a familiar looking object. “When you decided to burst into flames right in the bloody throne room, you burnt that wonderful kilt we’d given you to a crisp. Naught but ash remained of those fine silk clothes, and the penannular brooch which held them together was nothing more than a lump of silver by the time it cooled.” she chastised the groom. “Since I couldn’t stand to see such a wonderful piece of jewellery left in such a sorry state, I had the gnomes restore it to its former glory.” Finishing her speech, she held the silver brooch up to him; her eyes just a little moist with emotion.

James accepted the plain looking brooch from the woman, and was deeply touched. Despite not being ornate in any way, it was the first gift he’d received from the woman, and he had been sorry to lose it. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me.” he muttered, a little choked up.

Peaseblossom nodded firmly, then turned to Acrasia. “He’s a lucky man to catch a pretty flower like you, Acrasia. Please take care of this big lout for me, will you?”

“Of course!” the leannán sídhe readily agreed with a brilliant smile and misty eyes. Unable to hold herself back, the blonde fairy stepped forward and wrapped the shorter woman in a tight hug.

“Yeah, yeah.” the maid sniffled, patting her younger friend on the back. “Quit your crying, will you? Your tears are dripping in my eyes and people will think I’ve gone soft.”

Acrasia laughed at this, but didn’t call the woman out on her ridiculous excuse.

“I’ll see you at the feast.” Peaseblossom said finally, stepping back.


CHAPTER 3


James let out a sigh of relief, now that nearly everyone had left the audience chamber. Only his wives, Amoretta, Huáng and the Queen remained.

The phoenix chose that moment to flutter over and land next to the einherjar. “Thank you for inviting me to your wedding.” she stated with a bow of her pheasant-like head.

“It was my pleasure. I really appreciate you coming.” he replied with a genuine smile. “Will you be staying for the feast and dance afterwards?”

The firebird shook her head. “I am sorry, James. I feel ill at ease with my egg unprotected, even though I know Queen Titania would never let anything happen to it.”

The Queen of the Fairies stepped forward and waved her hand dismissively. “I do not blame you in the slightest, Lady Huáng. But please, come and visit us again any time you wish. I would love for our peoples to forge stronger ties.”

Huáng spread her crimson wings and bowed to the Fae Queen before turning her attention back to the groom. “Please let me congratulate the two of you on your marriage. The wedding was beautiful, and the bride’s singing was truly sublime.”

The einherjar noticed that she didn’t mention his singing at all, but figured that was for the best. It’s just like mom used to say. If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all. he mused.

Fanning her tail like a peacock, Huáng craned her long neck and plucked one of her gold accented tail feathers with her curved beak. The majestic phoenix then strutted over to stand next to her warrior friend, and dropped the feather at his feet.

“Huáng.” James said her name solemnly. “There was no need for this. It’s too much.” He knew that phoenixes didn’t grow their tail feathers back unless they were reborn. She had told him as much herself. She had also informed him that each was worth a king’s ransom.

“It is all I have to give as a gift.” she said with an awkward shrug. “Besides, it seems to me that I have not one, but three weddings to make up for.”

From the tone of her voice, James was sure she would be smirking if she had lips. Accepting the gift, he picked it up and placed it in his Inventory for safe keeping. “Well, I thank you, my friend. It is a most gracious gift indeed.”

Titania sighed and slumped her shoulders. “Now I feel like my gift will be underwhelming. Truly Lady Huáng, that is a gift fit for a king.”

The phoenix cawed with laughter. “I am sure any gift from the Fairy Queen will be most impressive indeed.” she assured the fae woman.

“Wait! Please wait, Your Majesty. I know you planned to present your gift last, and I have yet to give them mine.” Amoretta protested.

“Wait. You’ve both already given us our wedding gifts.” James stated with a scowl. Crossing his arms, he looked at the two mature fae and shook his head. “Your Majesty so kindly supplied all of the decorations for the ceremony, as well as everything for the feast, and clothing for myself and my first two wives. I would have been honoured if you did nothing other than preside over the wedding, but you have already gone above and beyond, Titania.” Turning his gaze on his new mother-in-law he continued his protest. “And you, mother, you provided my wards with dresses, as well as the wedding dress for my bride. Clearly you needn’t do more.”

The two ancient (but still very beautiful) women looked at each other and smirked. Titania raised a single hand above her head, and snapped her fingers. With the loud click, all of the decorations, benches, and even the small animals in the throne room disappeared.

“All of that was simply a glamour, my knight.” she informed him. “It required nothing of me but a bit of magical energy and a modicum of effort.” Titania smirked when she saw James’ eyes go wide, as the realization of just how impressive her powers were dawned on him all over again. “As for the feast, I had planned on having one for the Beast Tribe to welcome them anyway. I was simply waiting for things to calm down, so people would have time to participate. Hosting it as your wedding feast allowed me to kill two birds with one stone. Proverbially.” she added the last with a slight grimace and a nod to the phoenix.

Huáng cawed again, laughing at the Queen’s discomfort. “It is fine Your Majesty. I am well aware of the idiom.”

“But that…” the einherjar began, but was cut off by Titania waving her hand dismissively.

“But nothing, James. I was honoured to perform your wedding, and the clothing was necessary. As my knight and member of my court, you are going to have to start gathering a suitable wardrobe for social functions. This was just my way of getting you started.” she stated flatly.

The Champion sighed, and went to turn to Amoretta, hoping to at least win half of this argument. Of course, he should have known better than try to debate such wise and experienced women. The youngest of the two had spent centuries debating policy in court, and had been the lover of the most famous wordsmith of all time. If anyone knew how to speak their minds and win arguments, it was these two women.

As expected, Amoretta cut him off at the proverbial knees. “Before you say anything more, know that the wedding dress was part of Acrasia’s dowry. You still have to stop by the house and pick up the rest, by the way.” she said pointedly. “And the sundresses were gifts to the girls, not you. I may give gifts to whomever I please, even if you are their guardian.”

The einherjar raised his hands in surrender, chuckling softly. “Okay. Okay. You win. I just didn’t want to be… greedy. That’s all.”

Both women looked at each other and nodded, smiling triumphantly. “It is good that you know when to surrender, son.” Amoretta teased. Slipping her hand behind her, she pulled a short and slender object from her belt. “Acrasia, I want you to have this.”

“Mom?” the fairy bride looked on in surprise. “You’re giving me your wand?”

Amoretta nodded and handed the slender stick of maple to the younger leannán sídhe. The polished wood was carved with innumerable tiny runes, and had a small golden star on its tip. “I don’t need it anymore, and I think you can put it to good use for your house. Besides, this is from the Pixies of the Seelie Court, as well.”

James looked at the wand curiously. Seeing his interest, his mother-in-law decided to explain.

“This is from my days as a Tooth Fairy.” she began. “When a fairy’s magic is channelled through it, it transmutes a tooth into a copper coin.”

As interested as he was in the magic wand, the einherjar was more curious about her history. “You were a Tooth Fairy? That is something that can change?” he asked.

“Ah. Perhaps I should field this.” Titania cut into the conversation. “Do you remember how I explained the origins of the fae before?”

James nodded. “Yes. They are descended from the álfar of Álfheimr, and the nature spirits native to that realm.”

“Correct.” the Fairy Queen confirmed. “As you’ve seen, fae come in many forms. Broadly speaking, those descended from the álfar are often referred to as fairies, but even within that group there are many separate races. As I said before, the nymphs and their ilk are nature spirits of Earth, and not Álfheimr, but are still considered fae as well. The term fae has come to encompass all spirit folk - immortal beings with no souls, and with ties to nature.”

“As opposed to beings like demons or angels, who are from other planes or serve the gods?” James proposed.

Titania nodded. “That is a good analogy.” Fluttering her wings as if to show off, the Queen stepped closer to her knight. “You may have noticed that some races of fae have wings, while others do not.”

“I have noticed that, yes.” James confirmed with a nod.

“Well, virtually all winged fairies are born as pixies.” she supplied.

This fact surprised the einherjar, since there seemed to be a wide variety of the winged folk. “You were a pixie?” he asked.

Titania nodded again. “For a very short time in my childhood, yes. But like some of my brethren, I evolved. You see, those few pixies who possess exceptional potential in one form or another, sometimes become something more.” Lifting her hand to indicate Acrasia, she explained further. “Those with great beauty and charm can develop the gifts of the leannán sídhe. Those who have close ties to the element of air grow into sylphs. And those of us who gain all of the powers of the fairies can evolve into Fairy Queens.”

The revelation that Titania possessed all of the powers of the fairies came as little surprise to James. She had already demonstrated an almost unfathomable talent with magic, between her glamours and the veil over Elphyne itself. “Is this a secret I should keep to myself?” the Champion asked, wanting to treat her lessons with due care.

The Fae Queen shook her head. “No. It is common knowledge among our people. To get back to your question about Tooth Fairies, that is more of a title than a race. You see, some pixies feel a calling to do more with their immortal lives than simply dance and play in the wilderness. Some wish to interact with humans more, and some simply want a purpose. Those pixies have a number of options open to them. One of the most common choices is to learn how to make Sleep Sand from their fairy dust and join the ranks of the Sandman. I believe you’ve already met one of their kind, yes?” she added with a smirk.

“Er. Yeah.” James frowned with distaste. He’d squashed the irritating little shit like a bug.

Titania giggled and carried on with her story. “The next most common path is that of the Tooth Fairy. Long ago, an intrepid fairy made a pact with the goddess Vaisha Dev, who accepted offerings of coins from her worshippers in exchange for curing their tooth aches. It was she who crafted the first Tooth Fairy’s wand, and gave her the mission of changing children’s lost teeth into coins. Ever since, pixies who wish to become Tooth Fairies will spend a year and a day crafting their wand, before heading out to honour the pact.”

“That’s really interesting… but why? Why would the goddess want to give children coins?” the Champion inquired. It didn’t really make sense to him.

Titania smiled warmly. “Because Vaisha Dev is a kind and compassionate goddess. Losing a tooth can be scary or even painful for a child, but it is too late to heal that pain once the tooth has fallen out. Thus, she seeks to comfort the children by giving them a gift and allowing them to look forward to losing their teeth, instead of fearing it.”

“Ah.” the einherjar nodded in understanding. “That makes sense.” Turning to look at his mother-in-law, he smirked. “So you wanted to comfort the children, then?”

Amoretta narrowed her eyes slightly, then smirked at the teasing. “I did. What of it?” she admitted with a shrug.

“I’m guessing you took more interest in adults at some point, if you became leannán sídhe.” James chuckled.

Acrasia’s mother scoffed. “I was a late bloomer, all right? When I reached maturity and failed to develop any additional powers, I decided to become a Tooth Fairy. Then, one night I snuck into the wrong bedroom. Rather than find a sleeping child, I witnessed a couple in the throes of passion. Needless to say, the sight awakened certain… urges within me, and my powers as a leannán sídhe awakened on the next full moon.”

Acrasia was beaming proudly at her mother when the older woman finished the tale. “I’m so glad you gave me this wand, mom. I’m sure Master will be able to make me even more powerful with it!”

“More powerful?” Amoretta asked, quirking a brow.

Looking around the room, James confirmed that the only people present were family and friends that he would trust with his life. “She’s referring to one of my blessings from Hel.” the einherjar explained.

Titania crossed her arms and listened intently, wondering if he was going to share more of his secrets.

“A blessing? From the goddess?” Amoretta inquired.

James nodded in confirmation. “It’s called Analysis. It allows me to glean information from anything, or anyone, I own, and manipulate that information. Basically, it creates an illusory tablet which I can read. Here, let me show you.” Accepting the wand from Acrasia, he used his Analysis blessing and made the screen visible to everyone else.

Tooth Fairy Wand: Artifact. When 10 Qi is channelled through the wand, it will transmute one touched tooth into a copper obol coin.

“That is interesting, but it does not explain how it will make my daughter more powerful.” Amoretta noted.

The einherjar chuckled. “Using my knowledge of cultivation, in conjunction with my Analysis blessing, I can absorb the magic from this wand, or any other artifact or scroll I come into possession of. From that point onward, I can use the magic as a spell. Of course, after I spend some time refining enough Qi into Spirit, I can then copy said spell into the minds of my slaves, thereby granting them the same powers.”

The older leannán sídhe looked shocked. After taking a moment to collect her thoughts, she gazed critically at her son-in-law. “And you have done this before? Given Acrasia the ability to cast spells beyond those she has developed on her own?”

“He has!” the fairy in question interrupted. “And I’ll prove it!” Without hesitating, Acrasia raised her left hand to her mouth and bit down hard. “Ow!” she cried, but then held her bleeding hand out for her mother to see.

“Acrasia!” Amoretta shouted, grabbing her daughter’s hand and dabbing at the wound with a handkerchief she pulled from her pocket.

“No mom! Look!” the young bride tugged her hand away, then held it up and silently cast her Advanced Treatment spell. Instantly the wound began to heal over, and within the span of two heartbeats, there was no sign of it left. “See?”

“You… can use healing magic? And without a chant?” Amoretta asked incredulously.

Acrasia nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah! I can heal really big wounds, too! Just like Master! And he even taught me a powerful sleeping spell! It’s called Sleeping Beauty.”

Amoretta’s astonishment was clear on her face. “If my daughter keeps gaining power like this, one day she could become…” The older leannán sídhe slowly turned her head and gazed at Titania with wide eyes. The Fairy Queen simply nodded, without saying a word. Swallowing hard, Amoretta hesitantly returned her attention to her son-in-law. “Do… do you plan…”

James held up a hand and shook his head, wanting to forestall any wild speculations the woman might have. “I have no plans, other than to keep my family safe by making them as powerful as I can. And to serve my goddess and Queen well, of course.” he added the last with a bow to Titania.

“Be at ease, Sir James. None here would ever doubt your loyalty.” the Queen of the Fairies assured him with a smile.

Amoretta took a deep, steadying breath. “That is good to hear. Titania has been my good friend for an age. I would hate to see my family come into conflict with her interests.”

“Then you have nothing to fear, mother. I swear that I will never betray our lovely Queen.” James asserted.

“Well.” Titania said loudly, punctuating the word with a clap. “It seems the others have finally finished giving their gifts, so it is finally my turn.” The Queen gave the bride and groom a slightly mischievous smile as she strode towards her throne. Stepping behind the large golden chair, she briefly disappeared, before reappearing with a large bird cage. Behind the intricately wrought bars was none other than a golden goose.

The einherjar stared at the glittering fowl as Titania brought it towards him. “Are those feathers real gold or…” James wondered aloud.

“Real gold.” the Queen smirked. “But I would advise against plucking them.”

James moved his gaze to meet his Queen’s, and gave her a slightly confused look.

Seeing that further explanation was warranted, Titania proceeded to inform the newlyweds on how best to utilize her gift. “While the feathers are pure gold, and thus quite valuable, they are replaced by normal feathers when they are plucked, and she loses a bit of her magic. Furthermore, with each golden feather replaced, the golden eggs she lays grow smaller.”

“Golden eggs?” the knight asked, his brows raised in surprise. All three of his wives gasped, even the two which had remained silent during the entire ceremony. “Goose eggs are normally quite large… that has to be worth a pretty penny.”

Titania nodded in confirmation. “I sold the last egg she laid for 360 talents.”

“That’s 18000 drachma!” James shouted. “There’s no way I can accept a gift like that!” My beautiful Queen is off her bloody rocker! the einherjar silently protested.

The Fairy Queen just laughed at his outburst, and waved her hand dismissively. “Pish posh. She only lays a single egg each year, and you won’t be seeing that until spring. Besides, I still feel bad about my knight not having a fiefdom from which to earn his fortune. This will help offset that issue.”

The poor (or perhaps not so poor now) ex-soldier couldn’t help but facepalm. “Your Majesty… that is fifty times the income of a regular soldier.”

“And? Do you think the nobles of other countries live any less lavishly?” she countered, giving him a look that dared him to refute her words.

“I… honestly can’t say what other nobles have for an annual income. I’ve never been in a position to be privy to such knowledge.” the knight admitted.

“Well, you will just have to trust me, then.” Titania stated, thrusting the bird cage out to the overwhelmed groom. “As Queen of the Seelie Court, I hereby congratulate you on your marriage.”

Sighing, James accepted the ridiculously valuable bird and wondered where he would keep it. “Your Majesty is most generous.” he stated with a bow, which was followed by his wives curtsying. “Um… would you have any advice for her care? Surely I can’t keep her locked up in this tiny cage all of the time?”

Titania frowned and tapped her lips in thought. “Hmm. I have been thinking about that. I would suggest you build her an enclosure behind the temple, but you do not have much space to work with there.”

“Perhaps I can be of assistance.” the phoenix offered.

“Huáng?” James asked, surprised by his friend’s statement.

“I am a Queen of the Avians.” she cawed, then waddled over to the cage. She then began to honk in a manner very similar to a goose, and seemed to engage the golden waterfowl in conversation. After a few minutes of intense back and forth, Huáng turned to address James once again. “Mère has agreed to remain in your keeping, provided you meet her demands.”

“Mère?” the einherjar blinked, slightly taken aback that the caged bird was intelligent enough to hold a conversation.

“That is her name. More importantly, her requirements to stay at your side are as follows. One, you must let her out of her cage. She wishes to wander and fly freely, within the limits of your glade. Two, you must ensure that she is well fed. She likes berries more than anything. And three, perhaps the most important of her demands, is that you attempt to find her a mate.” Huáng laid out the other avian’s requests in a succinct manner.

“Uh, sure. I can agree to all that.” James said, looking back and forth between the two birds. “But I have to wonder… what will keep her from changing her mind if I take too long to find a mate for her? And do you have any suggestions as to where I should look?”

The phoenix shook her head. “I have never heard of a golden gander, so she may have to settle for another type of fowl as her companion. Of course they would have to be equally as rare and magical. As to your fears that she might fly away, I would tell you not to worry. She is well aware of how coveted her eggs and feathers are, so she is under no illusions of being able to protect herself. She knows full well that the safest place for her is right here in this queendom.”

Hel’s Champion nodded, figuring the arguments made sense. “From what I’ve seen, there are a wide variety of berries and other fruit growing around our glade. If it ever runs short, I’ll make sure someone picks some for her. I don’t imagine Nemea will mind her swimming in the naiad’s spring, either.”

“Excellent. I shall relay your words to Mère.” Huáng stated, before turning back to the golden goose. Another short conversation followed, full of cackling and honking, and much flapping of wings. When at last the phoenix seemed satisfied, she turned and nodded to the einherjar once again. “She has agreed, and looks forward being taken home as soon as possible. On a similar note, I too wish to go home now. If it would not be too much trouble, would you kindly carry my egg back to the volcano and have one of your wives deliver Mère to the temple?”

“Of course.” James agreed with a smile. “It will take me less than fifteen minutes to get your egg home and return.” Turning to his wives, the einherjar nodded to his first wife. “Could you release Mère behind the temple, please?”

“Of course, Master.” Hrein nodded with a smile.

“Thanks. I’ll meet everyone at the feast as soon as I get back. Is that okay?” he asked, looking around for confirmation. When all of the women present nodded their assent, James went behind the throne and retrieved Huáng’s egg. “I’ll be back.” he joked in a deep voice, then strode out of the chamber.


CHAPTER 4


As promised, James was quick in escorting Huáng and her egg back to the volcano they called home. Before he left, he took a moment to thank the phoenix once again for attending his wedding, as well as for the extravagant gift. He also renewed his promise to cure her husband of his petrification, if he ever found the means to do so.

It was less than twenty minutes from the time he’d left the palace, until he was standing at the entrance to the largest of the palace gardens. A quick use of his Inventory Trick cleaned the dirt and soot from his suit, which he had picked up on his trip to the volcano.

Like the palace had been, the lush garden was elaborately decorated with an array of magical effects. Rainbows spread between marble columns, as flower petals danced in the air, and numerous fountains sprayed water in long arcs, to land in pristine pools, each filled with colourful fish and yet more flowers. In addition to the enhanced visual beauty of the queen’s private sanctuary, an ethereal music drifted on the breeze, setting a calm, gentle tone for the event. Even the midday sun shone brightly overhead, as if blessing the union with its light and warmth.

Stepping through the wrought bronze gate, James spotted the queen sitting at the head table, with Acrasia two seats down from her, on the monarch’s right. Figuring the empty seat between them was for him, he made his way to the table and greeted the queen. “Your Majesty, I am always impressed by the beauty and splendour of your gardens, but your generosity and skill at decorating for this occasion is simply awe inducing.”

Titania gave the groom a winsome smile, but then covered it up with a fake scowl before tutting and admonishing him in a teasing voice. “Welcome back, James. I am pleased to hear that you appreciate my efforts, but surely there is no need to stand on ceremony today? We are at your wedding reception, after all.”

James chuckled lightly and shook his head in defeat. “As you wish, Titania.”

The queen’s smile was brilliant, as she clapped happily at his response. “Excellent. Now please, take your seat between myself and your lovely bride.”

The Einherjar did as he was bid, pausing only to compliment his new bride and steal a kiss before he took his seat. “The loveliest bride I could imagine.” he whispered in Acrasia’s ear before briefly claiming her lips.

The fairy bride blushed deeply, and whispered softly as their kiss ended. “Master…”

After taking his seat between the two unearthly beauties, James slipped his hand under the table, and clasped the hand of his new wife in his own.

No sooner had James claimed his seat, than his other two wives arrived at the table. Each was stunning in their celebratory dresses, and still carrying their beautiful bouquets. Hrein approached first, leaning in to kiss her husband softly before whispering in his ear. “I congratulate thee on thy marriage, Master.”

“Thank you, my love.” James replied with a soft smile. That smile slowly changed to a look of mild confusion when his first wife locked eyes with him, and gave him a rare playful smirk.

The normally stern and straight laced valkyrie then slid an arm around Acrasia’s shoulders, while keeping her eyes fixed on their husband. “And I formally welcome thee to our family, sister.” she said, just loud enough for those around to hear. She then used her free hand to lift the fairy’s chin and kissed her soundly on the lips. Seconds passed as James watched his warrior wife kiss his fae lover with increasing passion, until the much smaller woman shivered and let out a moan of desire.

James swallowed hard as he took in the sight before him; Acrasia’s lips parted breathlessly, and a single thread of saliva glistened as it hung suspended between his lovers’ lips.

Like a cat catching her unwary prey, Nyakuro claimed her master’s attention by stealing his lips and kissing him with a fervour equal to that which Hrein had just shown Acrasia.

Seeing this, Hrein laughed softly and took her seat next to the stunned bride, claiming her free hand with her own.

For a long moment, the naughty nekomata purred loudly and rubbed her body against her husband before finally releasing him from the kiss, and turning her passions on his newest wife.

The poor fairy was still in a state of shock from the unexpected affection she had received from Hrein, and thus put up no resistance at all to the mauling Nyakuro was bestowing upon her. Not that she would have resisted anyway.

Finally satisfied that she had staked her claim on the bride and groom, the cat-girl released the fairy and purred happily as she moved to her seat on the other side of Hrein.

Slowly, both James and Acrasia blinked and came back to their senses, only to blush in embarrassment when they heard the Queen’s soft giggling next to them, and felt the gazes of everyone in the garden on their party. Luckily for them, the fae were used to seeing public displays of affection and far more, so the crowd lost interest rather quickly once the show was over.

Once the groom and his wives were seated, many other guests seemed to take that as a sign to seat themselves. Within moments, every seat at the reception was filled; the citizens and nobles of Elphyne were eager to begin the feast.

The first dish served was unlike anything James would have imagined. Thinking it an appetizer of some sort, the einherjar puzzled over what it might be. The serving dish appeared to be a small plate, about the size of a tea saucer. Resting in the centre of the dish was a small mound of… something. The substance appeared to be formed from tiny white flakes, not unlike freshly fallen snow, with each fine flake being roughly the size of a coriander seed.

Excited murmurs passed through the crowd as the brownies catering the function continued to serve the interesting dish to each of the guests. Their reactions caused James to assume that this must be a truly special treat, as even Titania herself gazed down at the white powder with apparent glee.

The Queen glanced over in James’ direction as she picked up a dainty looking spoon. “Be sure to eat it before it melts.” she advised him, before scooping a small amount of the delicacy from the top of her pile, and bringing it to her lips.

“Melts?” James muttered with a mildly confused look on his face. Perhaps it’s something like ice cream? he wondered. Deciding to follow the Queen’s example, the einherjar used his spoon to sample the dish. The strange substance tasted sweet like honey, but what surprised him more was the texture. It started off somewhat hard and crisp, like wafers, but quickly melted on his tongue despite not being cold at all. Stranger still was the feeling of being mildly energized as the liquid passed down his throat. “What… is this?” he whispered, studying the clearly magical dish in front of him.

Titania’s giggle broke him from his brief contemplation, and drew his gaze away from the mysterious food. “It’s manna.” she revealed with a mischievous grin.

The groom’s eyes grew wide upon hearing the Queen’s answer. “Manna!? I thought only Yahweh could create that?”

The Fairy Queen’s grin only broadened at his shocked expression. “Well, it is true that its creation is a closely guarded secret, but we were able to acquire it.”

“You… you stole the Secret of Manna?” James gasped, hardly able to believe what he was hearing.

Titania laughed joyously before shaking her head lightly. “Not I, my dear knight. That feat was performed by none other than your new mother-in-law, the lovely Amoretta.”

“Mother… in… law…” James stuttered as his gaze slowly swept to a nearby table, where a familiar and beautiful fairy sat smirking at him and giving him a tiny finger wave. Her keen ears had clearly picked up on his conversation with the Queen, and she was obviously enjoying his reactions.

“Why yes, of course. As you know, our dear Amoretta is one of the most skilled leannán sídhe ever to grace the Seelie Court. As such, she has played the muse to some of history’s most renowned artists. A lady of such elegance and influence couldn’t help but draw the attention of Heaven’s Patron of the Arts.” Titania explained.

James’ eyes narrowed in thought. “Heaven’s… Patron of the Arts would be… Uriel?” he guessed.

The Fairy Queen clapped in delight. “Just so! It is good that you know your history, James. Yes, the Archangel Uriel, holder of the Book of Knowledge.”

The einherjar’s eye twitched as he followed the thought to its logical conclusion. “Amoretta seduced The Flame of God, and stole the book of knowledge?” he groaned.

“Oh heavens no.” Titania corrected him with a dismissive wave of her hand. “She merely copied certain passages from the book while he was sleeping after his… exertions.”

James closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, while fighting the urge to sigh. He dearly hoped that his newest wife would not be nearly as reckless as her mother.

“To answer your next question,” Titania went on, “the reason we are serving manna today is simple. It will provide nourishment and sate the hunger of our guests, without making them feel overly full, thereby allowing them to enjoy the illusory feast to their hearts’ content.”

The bestial groom hadn’t really thought to ask that question, but decided not to disabuse her of that notion. Instead, he focused on another part of her statement. “Illusory feast?”

The Fairy Queen nodded and enjoyed another spoonful of her divine fare, covering her mouth with her fingers as she savoured the taste. After swallowing, she explained further. “My illusions are intricate enough to stimulate all of the senses; not merely sight and hearing. It is in this manner that my people may enjoy dishes from distant lands, or those made with the rarest of ingredients, so long as I myself am familiar with their taste and texture.”

“That’s… incredible.” James admitted, slightly astonished. Having recently begun to use illusion magic himself, he had some small idea of how complex and difficult such spells were. To replicate such delicate sensory information from memory alone was an incredible feat, and a truly amazing, if subtle, demonstration of the Queen’s power. Once again the knight was reminded of how close his monarch was to being a goddess herself.

“I am glad you think so, James.” Titania replied with a playful smirk.

The rest of the feast proceeded as one might expect. A seemingly endless stream of colourful and sumptuous dishes were brought to the tables for the guests to sample. James and his family tried a wide variety of meals, from meats of every kind to pastas, salads and baked goods galore. No matter how much they ate however, none at the party ever felt overly full, always having room to sample the next delicacy. The entire affair was nothing less than a royal banquet for the senses.

Eventually, as the sun was setting and colourful paper lamps were lit and released to float magically in the sky above the garden, the Queen called an end to the feast.

“Ladies and gentlemen.” Titania addressed the crowd after clapping her hands to draw their attention. “I hope you enjoyed your meal to the fullest, for it is time to move on to the final stage of our celebration.”

A light cheer went up among the crowd, as most of the guests moved away from the tables and wandered deeper into the garden. Some, like the spriggans, leprechauns and banshees, seemed to have had enough of the merriment and made their way to the gates, clearly on their way home.

The most boisterous of the guests, chiefly the satyrs and nymphs, could be heard loudly making merry throughout the palace gardens.

Following behind Titania, James and his wives eventually arrived at another large and open area. The flora in this part of the estate looked more wild and less manicured, making the circular field feel more like a natural glade than a royal garden. Though there were still a number of fae present, they were largely members of the more refined races and the active members of the court. At the far side of the clearing sat a stage, upon which a band had set up, and began playing when the Queen arrived.

“The first dance belongs to your new wife, of course, but I do hope you will favour me with a turn for the next song.” Titania stated with a grin, before walking off to mingle with the other guests.

Reaching down, James took Acrasia’s hand and slowly led her to the centre of the glade. “I apologize in advance, but I know nothing about dancing.” he whispered to his beautiful bride.

Acrasia giggled softly and looked up at the man she loved. “It’s okay, Master. Just move to the music and have fun.”

James grinned down at the lovely leannán sídhe. “That won’t be hard. How could I not have fun while holding the most beautiful fae in the world?”

The fairy bride blushed prettily and looked away, attempting to hide the shy smile on her lips. “Master…” she whined.

The opening song came to an end just as the newly wed couple reached the centre of the clearing. James tried to ignore all of the eyes on them, as they were the only pair on the dance floor at the moment, and just focused on the woman in front of him. Acrasia was a vision of beauty, and even though he’d seen her in her wedding dress all day, she was still able to take his breath away. He couldn’t believe that he could be so lucky as to marry not only one beauty such as this, but three. It simply didn’t seem possible.

A heartbeat later, the music started up again, and mercifully, the song was a slow dance. Gently drawing the slender fae to him, the groom began to lead his new wife around the dance floor. She felt impossibly light and delicate in his arms, and his heart swelled with love as he gazed down into her silver eyes. The song was over before he knew it, the blissful moment coming to an end, and he couldn’t help himself from claiming her lips with a tender kiss before they parted.

As promised, James asked Titania for the next dance, which she gracefully accepted. Unfortunately, the next song was not a slow waltz, but a somewhat faster tune which the einherjar had no clue how to dance to. This of course amused the Queen to some degree, having expected James to be out of his element when it came to such things, though she tried not to embarrass her poor knight too badly. At least we aren’t the only ones dancing this time. he thought to himself somewhat bitterly.

With every other song being a slow dance, James was soon able to take each of his wives for a turn on the floor, so to speak. During the faster tunes, his wives would pair off with each other or with female friends, while the women of Elphyne did their best to torment the groom and give him no rest. What started with Acrasia’s mother, Amoretta, quickly turned into a long line of fae and werejaguar women dragging him back to his feet whenever he sought the edge of the circle. It seemed like every female he knew wanted a turn to dance with him, and laugh at his clumsy attempts at moving to the beat of the music. At least Zahra seemed to be laughing with him more than at him, as she danced in her own silly way.

The only one who didn’t ask him to dance was Elora, who seemed completely disinterested in enjoying the party, and clung to the shadows on the outskirts.

It was late in the evening, and the younger partygoers were laid out on the soft ground, sleeping soundly despite the loud music and laughter. Elora sat on a moss covered boulder, simply waiting for the party to end so that she could go home. Try as she might to keep her thoughts from drifting to her former fiancé and the future she’d dreamed of having with him, she couldn’t help but be envious of the joy her master and his wives seemed to have. Joy that she was convinced would never be hers. Oh, she was well aware of the heinous crimes he had committed against her family, and she knew in her mind that he was a vile piece of trash, but the heart and the mind seldom see eye to eye, and her heart in particular still clung to the delusions of her past.

“Elora.”

A softly spoken word broke her from her painful reverie. Looking up, the elven maid saw a familiar figure approaching from the shadows. An elegantly dressed woman stepped into the light, her noble bearing unmistakeable to any who met her. Her close resemblance to the brooding maid would also be immediately obvious to any that viewed them together, for she looked like nothing so much as an older, more mature version of the elven maiden.

“Mother…” Elora gasped, clutching her hands to her chest.

A slightly pained expression flashed on Síofra’s face as she gazed at her daughter. Though the dress she was wearing was of high quality and fashionably cut, there was no hiding the ghostly chains that dangled from the spiritual collar around her neck, and the shackles on her wrists and ankles. The undeniable proof of her status as a slave. “Elora…” she said again, her voice hitching slightly in her throat.

Elora studied her mother’s face carefully. Síofra of House Dáinn was a stoic woman, who seldom let her emotions get the better of her. And yet, here she was, clearly shaken by something. A part of her hoped that it was her own circumstances which caused her mother’s discomfort, but she knew that the older woman wouldn’t be here, seeking her out, if something wasn’t terribly amiss. “What is wrong, mother?”

The mature elven woman took a steadying breath and seemed to calm herself. “Elora, I have come to ask for your help.”

The elven slave blinked for a moment, shocked at hearing those words from her mother, despite knowing that she wouldn’t have come unless she wanted something. Once the moment of surprise passed, her first instinct was to yell at the woman to leave. To never return. How dare she ask me for help, after she abandoned me to this fate!? she screamed internally. But deep down Elora knew that she alone was responsible for her current circumstances, and bit back her bitter words, instead glaring at the ground and asking what she should as a daughter. “What do you want, mother?”

Síofra grit her teeth and willed the tears welling up in her eyes not to spill. It truly pained her to see her daughter like this. She earnestly wished she could have saved her, could have saved both of her daughters, but she had felt powerless to act against her husband. No more… she thought to herself. “It’s Laoise… she’s in danger.” she muttered.

“What!?” Elora gasped, her eyes snapping up to meet the older woman’s. “What do you mean she’s in danger?” Worry for her youngest sister gripped her heart, causing her to press her mother for more information.

The elven matron took another deep breath to steady herself. For the first time in her life, Síofra was going to disobey her husband. Would betray him and his will. But that didn’t matter. She had failed to protect her precious daughters, the twins who were now bound in service to Elphyne’s newest knight. She would not fail her youngest daughter, who was yet still a child. “Your father… he… he plans to trade your sister for passage out of these lands.”

Upon hearing this, Elora’s fists clenched so tightly that the already fair skin on her knuckles turned pure white. A quiet fury slowly built deep within her heart as she spoke through clenched teeth. “When?”

“To… tomorrow night.” Síofra replied, her voice trembling with emotion.

“Where?” Elora ground out, her voice hoarse and body trembling with rage.

“The other side of the lake. We… we are to meet our guides there at midnight. That is where she will be… traded.” her mother responded, her voice fading to a near whisper by the end, as if she couldn’t bear to speak the words.

“Go.” Elora snapped.

“Elora?” her mother whimpered.

“Go!” the younger woman shouted. “I will take care of this.” she added, more to herself than to anyone else.

The tears she had been holding back finally slipped free as she turned and lifted her skirts to leave. After a few steps, Síofra stopped and turned back to face her daughter one last time. “For what it’s worth… I’m sorry, Elora. For what happened to both of you.”

Elora’s gaze rose from the ground, to meet her mother’s. She didn’t speak however, and merely glared at the older woman, whom she’d felt had abandoned her in time of greatest need.

Seeing the pain and anger in her daughter’s eyes for what it was, Síofra bit her lower lip to keep it from trembling, and turned to rush back into the darkness of the night.

Watching her mother leave tore at Elora’s heart. Several minutes after the woman had passed from sight, the elven maiden collapsed onto the ground and let her tears flow. The pain and frustration of the encounter overwhelmed her, and for quite some time she did nothing but quietly sob in the darkness. When at last the tears ran dry, all that was left was the burning rage in her chest and the will to protect Laoise. Tomorrow I will speak to him… It will put me even deeper in his debt, but what does that matter now? He’s the only chance I have to save her. Elora convinced herself that the man she claimed to hate more than anyone would come to the rescue of her little sister.

As the night wore on, the party slowly wound down, until only the Queen and James’ extended family remained. All the rest of the guests had given the bride and groom their best wishes, and departed from the celebration in ones and twos throughout the evening.

When at last his wives were ready to leave, James shook the sleeping Lāmina and scooped her dozing sister into his arms to carry her back to the temple. It was when he did a final head count to ensure all of his people were present, that he noticed the dark circles under Elora’s eyes. “Elora? Are you all right?” he asked, his voice tinged with concern.

“I am fine, Sir.” she replied, though she sounded exhausted and lacked much of her usual acerbic tone. “I would speak with you tomorrow, if that is all right?”

James nodded silently and studied the young woman before him. Something was clearly wrong, but he would trust her to judge the urgency of the issue on her own. If she said it could be dealt with tomorrow, he would believe her. “All right. We’ll talk tomorrow after breakfast.”

“Yes, Sir.” Elora replied with a curtsy.

Elina studied her twin in her usual silent fashion, her intense gaze scanning the other woman for clues only she could ascertain. She was aware that something had deeply upset her sister, but she didn’t see any signs of physical injury or blood. She did note the dirt and stains on Elora’s dress however, and determined that the woman had spent some time on her knees.

“Well then. Let’s head home, shall we?” James suggested to the women around him, and received a number of nods in response. All of them, with the apparent exception of Elora, had enjoyed the reception immensely, but were quite tired and ready to call it a night.

“I will see you in a few days then, James.” Titania stated with a smile, before waving and taking to the air.

“Have a good night, Your Majesty!” James called out, waving back to her with his free arm.

The Fairy Queen paused in her flight, hovering gracefully in the air and giving the knight a teasing smirk. “I would wish you the same, but I am quite sure you will have a very good night.” Laughing at her own joke, Titania waved once more and took off for the palace.

The einherjar shook his head and chuckled while making his way back towards his home, with his family in tow. “Very good indeed.” he whispered to himself.


CHAPTER 5


After arriving back at the Temple of Hel, James dropped the younger ladies off in their bedroom, and dismissed the maids for the night. With one last concerned glance at Elora, he watched the maiden enter her room and close the door. Deciding to put her out of his mind for now, he turned and focussed on the three beautiful women in front of him. “My wives…” he said under his breath.

Despite his speaking barely over a whisper, all three women heard him clearly, and smiled warmly at the desire and amazement underlying those words, and reflected in his eyes.

“Yea Master. We belong to thee, now and forever.” Hrein whispered as she stepped forward, her voice sultry and heavy with adoration. Her fingers deftly popped the buttons on his sash, then pulled it from his shoulder.

James grinned at her statement, his large fangs glinting in the moonlight. “I think we should move to the bedroom before any more clothing gets removed, don’t you?” he suggested.

His first wife gave him a playful smirk, then turned and walked towards the stairs, her hips swaying sensually with each step. Stopping briefly at the bottom of the staircase, she looked back over her shoulder and made eye contact with him once more. “Thy will is our command, Master.” she replied at last, before climbing the stairs.

Acrasia giggled and Nyakuro snorted lightly at Hrein’s playful attitude, but hurried after their sister wife, quickly making their way to the bedroom.

When James entered the room, all three women were already kneeling on the bed, with Acrasia in the centre. The valkyrie and nekomata were both stroking and fondling the smaller fairy through her wedding dress, and taking turns kissing her passionately on the lips. If he hadn’t been aroused before the view, he certainly was now. Sending his clothes to his Inventory with an unnecessary snap of his fingers, James advanced on his wives.

All three women paused what they were doing to admire their husband’s naked form. While the patches of fur in certain places might have been off putting to some, his large, muscled frame was definitely attractive to any woman who saw it. And down there, well, even Hrein would attest that he was all man.

Stepping forward, the einherjar cupped Acrasia’s cheek in his hand. “Are you prepared for tonight, my pet? My beautiful bride?” he asked in a low voice.

“Yes, Master.” she breathed, her eyes large as saucers while she shivered in excitement.

“Good. Now, as much as I would love to tear this dress off you, I believe it is far too precious for that. Wouldn’t you say?” James asked, lightly running his finger down her exposed neck and spine.

“I… I would like to keep it, Master.” Acrasia stammered.

“Yes. It would make a nice memento. Or perhaps an heirloom for our daughter?” her husband suggested.

“D… daughter!?” the bride nearly shrieked. Acrasia blushed furiously as images of her pregnant with his child flooded her mind. Her keen ears even picked up the sharp intake of breath from her sister wives when their Master mentioned giving her children.

“Of course. One day all of you will bear my children. You are my wives now, in every way, so it is only a matter of time.” James informed his women, with a slight tinge of amusement in his voice. Placing his hand lightly on the delicate white dress, he sent it to a safe spot in his Inventory, next to his suit.

In the next moment, Acrasia was naked; the cool night air caressing her bare skin and causing her light pink nipples to harden.

Placing his hands on her shoulders, the einherjar gently pushed the fairy back until she was lying face up on the mattress. Without a word, he then summoned something from his Inventory, and took her hand in his.

A second later, Acrasia heard an unfamiliar clicking noise, and felt a cold ring of metal encircle her thin wrist. A dull ache in her muscles told her that the metal contained iron, but she wasn’t being subjected to the cold burning sensation she normally would have from coming in contact with the hated metal, so she knew there must be a coating of some kind over it.

James gently moved his bride’s arm until it was stretched out over her head. He then fastened the other end of the handcuffs to the central post of the headboard, and proceeded to repeat the manoeuvre with her other hand and another pair of handcuffs. Sitting up to admire his work, he contemplated putting her in a spreader bar as well. Unlike the handcuffs which were coated in black paint however, the spreader bar was simply chromed, and he didn’t know if that could harm the delicate fae. Since he didn’t want to risk hurting her, he decided against using the bar this time. I’ll have to have one made from bronze or something. he noted to himself.

“Master…?” the cute fairy called to him in a curious voice. She looked absolutely incredible to his eyes. Like a captive goddess, with her hands bound above her head and her legs spread wide, revealing the secret valley between her thighs. Her wavy blonde hair spilled out from under her, and lay lightly upon the silky sheets like delicately woven gold. Then there was her body, from her flawless fair skin to the gossamer wings splayed out at her sides, she almost seemed to glow in the moonlight. Lastly, there were her eyes. Beautiful silver pools sparkling in the night, as if a pair of stars had descended from the heavens above.

“Absolutely captivating…” James breathed, slowly lowering himself to lie between her legs. At the same time, his other two wives moved forward, reaching out to gently caress his bride; lightly running their fingers over her milky white skin and causing her to shiver in anticipation.

Mouths soon joined fingers, as Hrein claimed Acrasia’s lips with her own. Tender kisses slowly grew more passionate, as the valkyrie’s tongue teased and played along the fairy’s lips before slipping past to dance with that of her sister wife.

A soft purring quietly resonated through the night air, as Nyakuro began to knead and fondle Acrasia’s breasts. Before long, the nekomata gave into the temptation to taste the hardening buds, and dipped her head to kiss and suckle lovingly at each of the fae’s nipples in turn.

James started with a light kiss to Acrasia’s glistening slit, but was soon unable to resist the lure of the sweet nectar between her lower lips. Using his thumbs to gently part the fairy’s tiny labia, the einherjar slowly licked and lapped at his bride’s honeypot, gradually pushing deeper with each stroke.

Acrasia felt like she was in heaven. Receiving such love and affection from so many people at once was nearly overwhelming to the sensitive fae. Every part of her body was being caressed, and her mind couldn’t keep up with the pleasurable sensations. Of course, being bound in such a way, unable to resist and being completely at her lovers’ mercy, only heightened the effect. Never would she have imagined that a loss of control could be so arousing.

Not wanting to leave her unsatisfied, James eventually slipped a finger into Acrasia’s pussy, and put his tongue to work flicking and caressing her clit. In short order, her muffled moans served to encourage him to up his game even further. Curling his thick finger upwards, he began to press against her G-spot with each stroke, as his lips clamped down on her clit. Sucking hard, he flicked her tiny pearl with the tip of his tongue in rapid strokes.

The intensity of her husband’s attack quickly drove the beautiful fairy over the edge. She came hard on his finger as she shuddered and tugged against her bonds, to no avail of course. When the waves of pleasure finally ebbed, she collapsed on the bed; her body covered in a fine sheen of sweat.

Slowly withdrawing his finger from her tight pussy, he held the sticky treat out to Nyakuro for her to clean. As the cat-girl sucked and licked the fairy’s nectar from his finger, James lowered his head and happily lapped at the sweet juices dripping from Acrasia’s slit. She really is delicious. he commented to himself for the umpteenth time.

After letting her catch her breath, the einherjar reached down and picked up his fairy bride. Without telling her what was happening next, he turned her over so that she was kneeling on the bed, with her arms stretched out in front of her. “Grip the headboard for stability and to save your wrists.” he instructed her.

“Yes, Master.” Acrasia did as she was told, and wrapped her fingers around the metal post. The steel cuffs continued to cause her wrists to ache, but she found that she enjoyed the loss of freedom more than she ever would have expected. I hope he binds me like this again in the future… or maybe even in other ways?

James shifted on the bed until he was able to kneel down behind his bound wife, though he almost had to drop into the splits due to their height difference. Maybe I should have her stand instead of kneel? he wondered briefly. That thought was quickly discarded however, due to Hrein suddenly speaking up.

The valkyrie had crawled down the bed until she was kneeling next to her master. Reaching down, she took his manhood in her hand and lined it up with the fairy’s wet pussy. “Nyakuro. Thou shalt position thyself under Acrasia, such that thy lips and tongue can pleasure her pearl and our Master’s shaft where they meet. Acrasia, thou shalt put thy mouth also to good use, by returning the favour to Nyakuro.” the valkyrie commanded, before shifting her gaze to meet her master’s eyes. “If… that is thy will, Master?”

James grinned and tried not to laugh. “You are my first wife. The harem is yours to command.” He was thoroughly enjoying this new side of his valkyrie lover. “But tell me, my love. What is it that you desire for yourself?”

For the first time that evening, Hrein looked a little uncomfortable. While she was pushing herself to fulfill the role of First Wife, and thereby remain relevant (in her mind) to her husband despite the growing number of women in his life, sex still made her feel shy. She was able to hide that shyness through pure stoicism when surrendering to her master’s will and obeying orders, but it was still very difficult for her to express her own desires. “I… would like for thee to kiss me, Master. And… to feel thy lips upon my… my breasts.” The poor valkyrie was blushing furiously by the time she forced the words out of her mouth, but she did manage to give voice to her desires. Or some of them, at least.

“As you wish.” James whispered softly, and leaned in to kiss his valkyrie wife.

As ordered, Nyakuro slipped under Acrasia and began gently licking her clit. The sudden sensation of her rough tongue on the sensitive nub caused the fairy to shudder and groan.

Taking Acrasia’s moans as his cue to start, James pushed his hips forward and parted the fairy’s lower lips with the head of his cock. Slowly, gently, he continued to push deeper, until he was all the way inside her. As always, Acrasia’s pussy was incredibly tight and impossibly soft. Added to that, the feeling of Nyakuro’s tongue licking his cock as he slid in and out of the fairy’s cooze, was indescribable. We really have to use this position more often… he promised himself.

As her husband slowly made love to his newest bride, Hrein hesitantly broke off the kiss and placed her hands under her breasts, presenting them to her master. The brazen action caused her to blush once again, but her forwardness was rewarded when James took a nipple into his mouth. For a long moment, Hrein was content to just enjoy the sensation of his mouth on her body, but eventually she wanted to do more.

Flicking the tip of her nipple with his tongue as he sucked, James looked up to see Hrein with a finger deep in her mouth. At first he thought she might be teasing him, trying to arouse him further by mimicking a blowjob, but instead she surprised him yet again.

Locking eyes with her husband, Hrein slowly withdrew her finger from her mouth. It was beyond wet, liberally coated with her saliva. Holding it up to show him, she smirked when his eyes left hers and followed the finger as she slowly lowered it.

Acrasia moaned each time her master’s cock entered her from behind. He was so big compared to her tiny body, that he filled her up completely. She couldn’t imagine feeling more full. Not until it happened. Without warning, something hard and wet pressed against the tiny rosebud of her backdoor. A second later, Hrein’s finger breached the tight ring and slipped deep into her ass. At first the valkyrie seemed content to merely have her finger inside her, but soon she was sawing in and out of the fairy’s backside, matching the increasingly powerful thrusts of her master’s cock.

James was thrilled at what he was seeing. Without any prompting or suggestion from him, Hrein had taken it upon herself to begin finger fucking Acrasia in the ass. Not only was this far naughtier, far dirtier, than he’d ever expected of Hrein, she was actively performing sexual acts with his other women of her own volition. He had hoped that this would happen eventually, but he had honestly thought that time was still quite far off. What could have brought about this change in her? he wondered.

He was so turned on by what was happening, that James couldn’t help but pick up the pace. He worked himself in and out of the overstuffed fairy faster and harder, causing her to groan even louder, until she buried her face between Nyakuro’s legs. This set off a chain reaction, as the pleasure of Acrasia’s tongue working the nekomata’s clit caused Nyakuro to purr happily, thereby treating the fairy to a steady vibration in addition to the rough caress of the cat-girl’s tongue. Despite being filled to the brim, the intense pleasure drove the fairy’s pussy into spasms, contracting the silky passage around James’ cock even tighter, and pushing his pleasure ever higher.

Between the joy of fondling and mauling Hrein’s breasts with his mouth, the cries of ecstasy escaping the lips of the women around him, and the sensation of Acrasia’s perfect pussy clamping down on his cock, it didn’t take long for James to reach his peak. One moment he was thrusting his shaft into the fairy’s tight hole, and the next he had spent his seed deep within her womb.

Utterly spent, James fell onto his back with a loud groan. Nyakuro immediately shifted to cover Acrasia’s pussy with her mouth, ensuring none of her master’s seed would be wasted. The einherjar’s cock twitched at the sight of it, but once again Hrein quickly stole his attention.

The lovely valkyrie bent over and lightly brushed her hair behind her ear, before gently taking her master’s cock in her mouth. Hrein took her time diligently cleaning her husband’s cock, licking and sucking up every drop of his and Acrasia’s combined juices.

James let her go on like this for a few minutes, while alternating his attention between watching Hrein suck him clean, and Nyakuro lap at the cum dripping out of Acrasia’s pussy. Luckiest man in any world… he admitted to himself. Eventually though, he placed his hand on the valkyrie’s shoulder. “Thank you, my love. I’m sure you got all of it.”

Hrein looked up and gazed into his eyes while slowly withdrawing his cock from her mouth. The tip passed her lips with a small pop, and then she lightly kissed the tip. “Surely that is not all thou hast for me, is it Master?”

“What?” James stammered, confused by her question.

“Wilt thou please fill my mouth with thy seed, Master?” she begged.

What in the hell is going on here? James’ mind raced. She hates the taste of cum. Why is she begging to give me a blowjob?

Hrein didn’t wait for a response and went back to suckling his member. Her eyes never left his, but her tongue painstakingly explored every sensitive spot on the head of his cock.

James was beginning to become a bit worried about her behaviour. People didn’t generally change that much, that quickly. Should I stop her? he wondered. I mean, I’m not one to turn down a blowjob from my beautiful wife but… The einherjar did his best to keep his concern from showing on his face. Maybe it’s safer just to let her do what she wants for the moment. I’m not sure how she’d react if I stopped her. Something is definitely going on though. I’ll have to talk to her later, when the other girls aren’t around. Deciding to let her do her thing, James just gave her a warm smile and leaned back to enjoy the blowjob.


CHAPTER 6


James woke the next morning feeling refreshed and well rested. Though he had used his Inventory Trick to clean them all up after their fun the night before, he did it again just to stay fresh. He quickly followed that up with casting his usual suite of spells on the party, before finally rolling out of bed.

Summoning his ratty pair of shorts and his sash, the einherjar got dressed in no time at all. I can’t wear that fine suit the Queen gave me on a regular basis, or it will quickly get ruined. I really need to get some more clothes. he noted to himself.

Nyakuro was the first of the ladies to wake up, with her keen hearing picking up on the sounds of their husband moving about the room and getting dressed. After looking around the room, the cat stretched languidly in the morning sunlight, then lay back down and closed her hazel eyes.

“Oh no you don’t, you lazy kitten.” James mildly scolded her, while patting her on the rump. “It’s time to get up.”

“Nya.” she whined in protest.

“Master?” Acrasia asked sleepily, rubbing her eyes as she sat up.

“Rise and shine, my lovely wives.” James said a little louder.

Nyakuro groaned but obediently jumped out of the bed, while Hrein finally stirred awake. The valkyrie sat up and stifled a yawn, while looking adorable with her hair matted to the side of her face.

James sat on the bed and waited while the girls got ready, which meant getting dressed and fixing her hair in a ponytail for Hrein, while Nyakuro assumed her cat-girl form. Acrasia just flitted about looking pretty, as she didn’t normally wear anything but her collar.

Once everyone was set, James opened the door and held it while the women filed out. “Hrein…” he began, calling out to his valkyrie wife.

The shield maiden turned to face her husband, but before she could ask what he wanted, she was interrupted.

“Sir.” Elora called out to the master of the temple. “I would like to speak with you over breakfast. It’s a somewhat urgent matter.”

“All right. We’ll be right there.” he replied. Guess that conversation with Hrein will have to wait.

“Master?” Hrein asked, wondering why he had called out to her.

“It’s nothing urgent. I just want to discuss something with you when we have time, okay?” he assured her with a smile.

“Of course, Master.” Hrein replied with a nod.

James followed Hrein down the stairs and into the kitchen, where he took a seat at the head of the table. Looking around, he saw the usual faces gathered for breakfast. Hrein and Nyakuro sat to either side of him, while Acrasia sat on the table, not far from the valkyrie’s plate. Lāmina sat on the right, after Hrein, and Zahra sat at the far end. Elina took the last seat, filling the spot next to the Nyakuro.

“As much as I love this table, I think we’re going to need a bigger one. I want everyone in our household to be able to have their own seat.” James stated with a frown. The table was a piece of furniture he’d had for years. The frame was wrought iron (which, thinking about it, probably wasn’t the best thing to have in Elphyne), and the table top was slate bordered in hardwood.

“The kitchen is already too crowded as it is, Sir.” Elora pointed out with a scowl.

The einherjar sighed. “Honestly, this temple is simply too small for our growing family. I know we just had it built, but we need more space. I have an idea but… I’ll save that for later. Speaking of the kitchen though, you should have this, Elora.” Summoning the magical cauldron he’d received from Maggy from his Inventory, he held it out to the elven maid.

Elora frowned in confusion as she took the copper cauldron from his hands. “What’s this, Sir?”

“A wedding gift from Maggy Moulach. She said that if you put water in it, the magic of the vessel will turn it into Irish Stew once per day. She also said that anyone with magic could use their own Qi to power it more often.” he explained.

“Hmm. That is useful, I suppose. Though I think a single pot of stew would only feed two ordinary people, or one beast like you, Sir.” Elora scoffed while placing the cauldron on the counter.

Hrein’s eye twitched in irritation. She wanted to scold the elven maid for speaking so rudely to their master, but she knew that James was cutting Elora a significant amount of slack due to his sympathy for her circumstances. I shall put up with it for a while longer, but soon I shall teach that wench the meaning of discipline. the Chooser promised herself.

Elora went about serving the morning meal, which amounted to fried slices of tapir meat with a sort of pear sauce, and mixed fruit juice to drink. The temple residents were still subsisting primarily off what James had hunted a few weeks prior, combined with the fruit and nuts the twins gathered each day. The addition of Irish Stew to the menu would certainly help a bit.

“Sir.” she said after taking a deep breath. “If I could speak on the matter I mentioned earlier…”

James looked up from his plate, and gave Elora his full attention. She was speaking in a far more respectful tone than usual, and it was clear she was nervous about something.

“Of course. I’m always here to listen to anything you have to say, Elora.” he assured her.

The elven maid grimaced, as if his words had somehow pained her. Taking another deep breath, she shook her head and began her story. “I met my mother at the reception last night.”

“Oh? I’m sorry I missed her. I wasn’t aware she had attended.” James replied.

Elora shook her head again. “She wasn’t there to celebrate, Sir. I think her only purpose was to… ask for help.”

The einherjar’s brow furrowed in concern. “Help? Is she in some kind of danger?” he asked.

The elf started to shake her head again, but stopped and nodded. “Not her, but my sister, Sir.”

Elina gasped slightly at this revelation, which drew everyone’s attention to her. Elora’s twin had shown very little emotion since the night she was attacked, and had yet to speak at all. For once, her sister had her full attention, and her mouth formed a tight line. The fire in her eyes spoke of a deep anger still burning in her heart.

James glanced at the silent maid, then turned his attention back to her more vocal sibling. “By sister, I’m sure you don’t mean Elina here. You mean your younger sister, correct? The one still living with your parents?”

“Yes, Sir.” Elora replied, balling her hands into tight fists. “My sister, Laoise.”

The einherjar watched the young woman closely. The threat must be pretty severe for her to turn to me. I know she resents me a lot, and wouldn’t ask anything of me if she could avoid it. he thought to himself. “What’s wrong? Is she sick? Or injured perhaps?” Maybe she needs a healer?

Elora gave a frustrated sigh and shook her head. “My father is… is going to… to… sell her!” she spat out at last, visibly trembling with rage.

James just sat there in silence, while most of the women present frowned in distaste. The most notable exception was Elina, whose hands had formed tight fists on top of the table.

“Is that… legal here in Elphyne?” Hel’s Champion asked carefully. He was well aware that pressuring a daughter into concubinage seemed to be legal, given Elina’s situation. It was also quite clear that citizens could become slaves as punishment for crimes, as Elora had. But to outright sell your daughter into slavery…

“There are… no laws against it.” Elora hissed through grit teeth.

So… what are my options here? James wondered silently. Clearly it wouldn’t do me any good to petition the Queen to outlaw slavery. That’s out of the question. I could offer to buy her? No, then she would be stuck living her life as a slave. Hmm.

As James pondered the question, Elora waited as patiently as she could. She could tell from the look on his face that he was seriously considering the situation, but every second that passed without him declaring that he would save Laoise was as infuriating as it was agonizing.

Meeting the maid’s eyes, the einherjar decided to ask a few questions. “Do you know who he’s selling her to? Where or when the sale is supposed to take place?”

Taking a steadying breath, Elora told him all that she knew. “He is trading her for passage out of the queendom. The trade is supposed to happen tonight, at midnight. On the other side of the lake.”

“Oh?” A slight grin crept onto James’ lips as he stroked his goatee. “Is that so? Well… that does make things easier…”

Both twins seemed slightly baffled by his statement; blinking and losing a bit of the fire in their eyes. Likewise, other women present seemed somewhat perplexed.

“Meow?” Nyakuro vocalized curiously.

Acrasia nodded her head as if understanding the nekomata. “Nyakuro’s right, Master. How does that make it easier to help Laoise?”

Chuckling, James held his hands out, palms up, as if presenting something. “It’s simple, really. If he’s selling to foreigners outside the queendom, well, the purchasers aren’t protected by the Queen’s laws, are they?”

The women looked to each other, as if to ask if anyone else was following what he was saying. “Dost thou… intend to attack the guides, Master?” Hrein offered a guess.

“Precisely!” James hissed with a feral grin. “I’ll kill the guides as justice for trying to enslave a citizen of Elphyne. I’ll do it before the meeting takes place. Then I’ll deal with your father when he shows up.”

“Deal with him how?” Elora asked, eyes narrowed suspiciously.

James shrugged, as if it were of no concern to him. “How do you want him dealt with?”

Her master’s reply surprised the maid, who merely stared at him for a moment before answering. “I… I don’t care.” she whispered. “As long as he can’t hurt my family anymore.”

“I’ll make sure that is the case, then.” the einherjar promised.

The elven maid nodded quietly, then took her own plate and retreated from the room without a word.

Silence reigned for a moment or two after Elora left the room. The mood was heavy, but the day had to continue. Finally, James cleared his throat. “Does anyone else have any news they need to share? Things we need to accomplish today?”

For a few seconds no one spoke, but eventually Lāmina bowed her head and broke the silence. “Um… forgive me Sir, but there is one thing I would like to bring up.”

James nodded to the young temple maiden. “Of course. What’s on your mind?”

“Well, I truly hate to ask for more, after you’ve given us so much…” she began hesitantly.

“It’s fine, Lāmina. Let me know anything that you two need, and I’ll do my best to get it for you.” he assured her with a gentle smile.

“Well, you see, I’ve been thinking about our position as temple maidens a lot lately. It’s bad enough that we can’t grant blessings or cast spells in the name of Hel, but we don’t really even look the part.” she said with a frown.

“Okay. There really isn’t much we can do about the spells at the moment…” James started to say, which earned him a scowl from the elven maiden. “but we could see about getting you two uniforms or something.” he added with a hopeful smile.

Lāmina let out a small sigh, but then nodded her head. “Yes, that is what I was thinking. Over the past few days, I’ve sought out a seamstress to make something for us. The only person with such skill remaining in Elphyne, is a nekomata woman who recently arrived with the Beast Tribe. She has assured me that she can make us something that would suit the style of the temple, and that she can acquire the materials from one of the few remaining merchants in town.”

“I see. Good work, then.” James commended her. “I guess all that is left would be the cost?”

“Quite right, Sir.” Lāmina nodded sharply, but then looked a bit uncomfortable. “Unfortunately, the seamstress has indicated that the uniforms would be rather… expensive.”

“I understand.” James nodded back. “That isn’t surprising, given that everything from labour to materials is at a premium right now. How much will it come to?”

“54 drachma and 68 obols, Sir.” the elf informed him, wincing slightly as she stated the amount. “That would include the shoes as well. For both of us.”

“Very well.” the einherjar stood from his seat and walked over to where the temple maiden was sitting. He summoned a single gold talent, 4 silver drachma, and 68 copper obols into his hands, then placed them on the table in front of her. “There you go. Don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything else, okay?” he told her with a comforting smile.

“Thank you, Sir.” Lāmina said solemnly, while bowing her head deeply.

“It really is no problem.” he said, lightly patting her on the head. “Oh! Before I forget, let me grant the rest of you your morning blessings. I’ll catch up to Elora after this and ensure she gets hers as well.”

After casting the spells, James returned to his seat, and everyone went back to eating their breakfast. Elora returned to clean up when they finished, which allowed James to catch her and bless her as well.

With breakfast finished, James decided to spend the day empowering himself and his women. As expected, Acrasia groaned out loud when the Champion announced his plans to work on cultivating. To no one’s surprise, Hrein was quick to scold her for doing so. “Thou shouldst be grateful that our Master goeth to such lengths to strengthen his house. We are all better off for it.”

Predictably, this led to Acrasia sulking while she followed the others to the clearing behind the temple. Her moping was quickly replaced by shouts of joy however, when she immediately spotted Mère, the golden goose. The ridiculously valuable waterfowl was lazily swimming around in Nemea’s spring. Deciding it couldn’t hurt to let her play while the others trained, James left the fairy to her own devices and sat down in the lotus position.

Hrein moved a short ways off and began a callisthenics routine, while Nyakuro took up a meditative position next to James. The einherjar had introduced the valkyrie to the training regimen he’d used back when he was in the army, and the shield maiden had taken to it like a fish to water. It was now a regular part of her morning routine.

Turning to look at the nekomata, James gave her a big grin. Seeing this, Nyakuro narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Meowster?” she asked, wondering what he was up to.

The einherjar chuckled briefly before placing a hand on her shoulder. “I was just thinking that today might be the day.”

The cat-girl tilted her head in curiosity, but didn’t say anything as she continued to gaze at him.

“I think you’ve been practicing the basics of cultivation long enough. You should have a solid enough foundation now for me to transfer my technique to you.” he explained.

“Ah!” Nyakuro flashed him a brilliant smile and clapped happily.

“It will take me just under an hour to cultivate enough Spirit to copy the technique over to you, so you’ll have to be patient. Okay?” He knew there were other things he could be prioritizing, but James understood how hard Nyakuro had been working to learn how to cultivate. He wanted to reward those efforts, and of course, he wanted to make the pretty cat-girl smile.

Thus, James spent the next hour or so deep in meditation, cultivating the Qi in his Dantian and refining it into Spirit. Once he had the necessary 105 Spirt housed in his Crimson Palace, he opened both his and Nyakuro’s Status Screens, then focussed on his True Cultivation technique. Granting her this ability would be a huge leap for her, and save her years of study.

The outline of the text box for the technique turned a familiar blue colour, and the einherjar burned the collected Spirit to copy the ability and paste it into Nyakuro’s Status Screen.

As soon as he released the technique, the nekomata grabbed her head and moaned. Learning spells and techniques this way caused the recipient one hell of a headache, as the information was instantaneously written into their brain, but thankfully the pain was short lived and the power gained was well worth the price.

Once the headache had cleared for the most part, Nyakuro turned to thank her master. “Ari…gatou.” she stammered just before her transformation spell wore off, returning the nekomata to her natural form.

James chuckled and reached down to pet the soft furred cat. “You are very welcome, kitten. You worked hard to study cultivation, so you deserved it.”

Nyakuro purred and rubbed her cheek against his leg.

“It seems you’ve been practicing your speech too. Has your uncle been teaching you?” he asked.

“Meow.” she replied, bobbing her head slightly.

“I thought so. Makes sense that he’d teach you Japanese first.” James said quietly. “Well, as fun as it is to pet you, I need to get back to work.” he declared, summoning a scroll from his Inventory.

“What might that be, Master?” Hrein asked, peering over his shoulder. The valkyrie had finished her exercises and come over to see what the other two were doing.

“It’s the scroll containing the Druid Covering spell that Aibell gave us yesterday, as a wedding gift.” James explained.

“Ah. I was listening when the lady spoke of it. It doth sound as if it might be a powerful tool in thine arsenal, Master.” Hrein commented, nodding appreciatively.

“Right? The ability to turn invisible and stay that way without having to concentrate on it… a very useful tool indeed.” the einherjar agreed.

“Wouldst thou be willing to share it with me, Master? I believe I could put it to great use in battle.” the valkyrie asked.

“Absolutely.” James replied, nodding emphatically. “I plan to give it to all three of you. It’s just too useful to pass up.”

“I thank thee, Master.” Hrein said with a soft smile, then placed a light kiss on his cheek before kneeling next to him.

James gave his first wife a warm smile, then began to study the scroll. His version of studying meant using his Analysis blessing on the artifact, while trying to cultivate the Qi from it. Doing so took longer than he expected however, due to it being such a powerful spell. Nearly half an hour later, he felt the last of the scroll’s Qi flow into his Dantian, causing it to expand, and the knowledge of the spell take root in his mind. A quick check of his Status Screen told him that his Dantian had gained another 50 base points of capacity, bringing his Enhanced Total to 800 Qi. A quick scroll down his spell list revealed the particulars of the new spell.
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“Very nice!” the einherjar exclaimed after reading the spell. “Though I should increase the efficiency before passing it on to the ladies.” Checking his Status Screen again, he saw that he still had 58 Spirit in his Crimson Palace. So if I cultivate for another 25 minutes or so, that should be enough increase its efficiency.

James still had an hour before noon when he next opened his eyes, his cultivation complete. Hrein was waiting patiently at his side, while Nyakuro napped in his lap. The einherjar immediately used 100 Spirit to enhance the efficiency of the spell, as planned, bringing its Qi Cost down to 25. He then dropped the remaining 8 Spirit into his Intelligence stat, increasing the Enhancement to 8%, and thus his Total IQ to 135. It was the first time he had enhanced his Intelligence, and the truth was, he’d been a little wary of doing so. He wasn’t sure if it would change him, or the way he thought about things. Well, I can’t say that I notice any difference at the moment. he admitted to himself.

“Master?” Hrein interrupted his thoughts.

“Yes, my love?” James blinked and looked over at his valkyrie wife.

“Art thou finished with thy spellcraft?” she asked.

“Ah. Yes. Sorry, love. I was just taking care of a few extra things while I was at it. I need to cultivate enough Spirit to grant each of you the spell next. I am a bit concerned about draining my reserves too much before tonight however, so I will probably only give the spell to you today.” he explained.

“That doth make sense, Master.” Hrein agreed with a smile.

James summoned her spear and shield from his Inventory before handing them to her. “I’m sure you’d rather get some training in, than just sit here for another hour, eh?”

“I would indeed, Master.” the valkyrie replied with a grin. Accepting the arms, she stood and walked a safe distance from the sleeping cat and her master, before beginning her katas.

“Now then… let’s refine 125 Spirit for Hrein, shall we?” he whispered to himself and dropped into a meditative state.

Elora was just exiting the back of the temple, preparing to call the party to lunch, when James finished his cultivation. He gently lifted Nyakuro from his lap and placed her on the mossy ground next to him, before standing up with a groan. Stretching, he worked his muscles and joints to limber up, as he’d been sitting in the lotus position for the better part of the last three hours.

“Your dinner is ready, Sir.” Elora called out, seeing that he’d already noticed her. Without another word, she turned and re-entered the temple.

“Thanks!” he shouted to her back. A quick glance showed him that Hrein was scowling at the maid once again. “Hrein, my love. I’m ready to grant you the spell.” he informed her, hoping to distract the valkyrie from the elf’s rude behaviour.

Hrein’s frown shifted to a smile when she turned to face her husband. “I thank thee, Master.”

“It’s no problem at all.” he assured her. “Of course I want my wives to grow more powerful, so it only makes sense that I put in the effort to help them do so.” Calling up both their Status Screens, James highlighted the Druid Covering spell and copied it to Hrein’s spell list.

The only indication the shield maiden gave of the accompanying headache was a small twitch of her eye, and that was it. Unlike the feeling of information being written directly into her brain, Hrein did enjoy the sensation of her Dantian expanding, and quickly glanced at her own Status Screen to see her new stats. Her new Total capacity had reached 510 QI. This made her smile even more, as it was further proof of her growth as a warrior.

Lunch was crocodile skewers, done up like shish kebabs, with sliced mushrooms and apples with a honey glaze. She’s doing the best she can with such limited ingredients, but I have to do something to expand the variety of our supplies. James told himself as he ate his meal. And find ways to store perishables. Damn. I really do miss certain modern technologies. After he finished eating, the einherjar thanked the maids for the meal and headed back outside.

“I still have a lot of time before I need to head out.” James muttered to himself. Not that he had anything against relaxing, but he wanted to be as efficient with his time as possible. I guess I’ll learn another spell. That won’t cost me any Qi, and it’s a good use of my time.

After taking his spot on the mossy ground again, Hel’s Champion looked around for his wives. All three were in the glade, but only Hrein was approaching him. Nyakuro was in her cat form, chasing Acrasia around the clearing, while the fairy danced among the trees.

Actually, this is probably a good opportunity to talk to Hrein. James thought to himself. “My love. Come, sit next to me. I’d like to talk to you for a minute.”

The valkyrie nodded and knelt down in front of her husband. “What is on thy mind, Master?”

She really does make an effort to kneel when she’s supposed to, doesn’t she? the Champion noted. Checking to make sure no one else was within earshot, James started the conversation he’d been waiting to have. “Actually, that’s my question.” he replied with a soft smile.

“What dost thou mean, Master?” she asked, tilting her head slightly.

“First, let me make it clear that I am not complaining.” James warned her.

Hrein’s brows furrowed with concern at his opening statement, and she braced herself for whatever came next. “Very well.” she said hesitantly.

“It’s just… well, I’m worried about you, to be frank.” James sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “You’ve done everything I’ve asked, without complaint. Even things I know you hate. Like… sexual things.”

The shield maiden scowled at her husband as if he’d said something utterly foolish. “Didst thou expect to find my discipline wanting, Master?”

The einherjar quickly reached out and grabbed his lover’s hands. “No! Not at all. Not ever.” he assured her. “But this… how you’ve been acting… it goes beyond discipline, my love.”

“Elaborate.” she said flatly.

“Well. Like this morning. You… you begged me to… well, you know. Cum in your mouth. But I know you hate that. And it’s not the only time you’ve done the unexpected. Lately you’ve really been going above and beyond.” the ex-soldier sighed. “I’m just… worried that you are pushing yourself too hard.”

Hrein gave an exasperated sigh and shook her head. After a few seconds, she locked eyes with her husband and squeezed his hands. “The answer thou dost seek is simple, my husband. I love thee.”

“I know, but…” James started, but Hrein raised a hand and placed a finger to his lips, cutting him off.

“Wouldst thou not go out of thy way to please me, Master?” she asked with a slightly playful grin.

“I would.” he admitted.

“Of course thou wouldst. It is natural for a wife or husband to give their utmost to make their spouse happy. Even more so for a slave to do such, yea?” she pointed out.

“Yes.” he admitted again. “But is that all this really is? You’re really okay? Nothing’s… wrong?” he asked, just to be certain.

Hrein stared into his eyes for a long moment, then let out a long, shuddering sigh. “It has been difficult by times, Master.” she confessed.

James waited silently for her to continue. He worried that if he said anything right now, she might clam up.

“Becoming a slave hath required some… adjustment on mine own part.” the valkyrie admitted. “But…” Hrein hesitated for a long moment before she continued. “Being but one of many has been harder.”

James nodded slowly. So that’s what this is. The harem. Well, it’s not like I expected her to be happy about it.

“I… worry, Master.” she went on.

“Worry? About what, my love?” James asked, leaning in close.

“That… I shall lose my place. That thou wilt no longer look in my direction.” she whispered, her voice trembling slightly as she gazed at the ground.

Unable to hold himself back, James launched himself at Hrein and wrapped her up in a fierce hug. “I will never stop loving you, Hrein. I will cherish you until the last star goes dark, and even after. I swear this to Hel herself.” he whispered back, his voice rough with emotion.

A few tears slipped free from Hrein’s steel blue eyes, and she hugged her husband back with all of her might. If he wasn’t supernaturally tough, she would surely have cracked some ribs. “And I will always love thee, James.” she replied, her voice cracking slightly.

The two stayed like that for many long minutes before Hrein finally sniffled and pulled back to wipe away her tears. Before she could however, James took her face in his hands and kissed those tears away, one by one. This caused the valkyrie to laugh, the sound of which was music to James’ ears.


CHAPTER 7


Neither Nyakuro nor Acrasia could help but notice the emotional moment between their master and his first wife, but both had the decency to give them some space. After some time had passed, the two parted, with Hrein stealing a kiss from her beloved, after speaking for a while longer in hushed tones. Once the valkyrie stood up and had moved away, the two watching women quickly rushed to her side. It was clearly time for some girl talk.

James watched as the huddle of gorgeous women made their way back into the temple. He was glad he’d taken the time to talk to Hrein about her worries. Their relationship was strange enough as it was, without him neglecting her feelings. I have to remember to communicate with them regularly. he told himself. He’d always been a relatively antisocial and insensitive man, which had caused him no end of relationship problems in his previous life. He didn’t want to make the same mistakes, now that he had a second chance.

In the mean time though, he had studying to do. He still had several hours before he had to leave, so James went back to his original plans for the afternoon. Drawing another scroll from his Inventory, Hel’s Champion prepared to learn the spell written upon it. This time it was the scroll which was given to him by Effie, the sylph. Using his usual technique, he quickly absorbed both the information and Qi from the scroll; the whole process only taking five minutes this time. The end result was him learning the spell, and increasing his Dantian’s Total Capacity to 820 Qi. A quick look at the spell in his list showed the following addition:
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“Not bad. I can already see several ways to improve upon it, too.” he muttered to himself. It was another spell to share with a few of his women, but as always, he intended to fully enhance it first.

The decision on what to learn next wasn’t quite as easy as the previous one. The nymph’s hair is too dangerous to play around with right now. he thought to himself. I’m going to leave the wand alone until Acrasia is here with me, too. he added mentally. That leaves what? The magic bean and the river stone? Settling on the stone, he summoned it from his Inventory next. It wasn’t very large, barely more than a pebble really, and had a very smooth surface. The river stone would fit neatly in the palm of a woman’s hand, so it appeared rather tiny in the einherjar’s oversized mitt. “Let’s see what this gives us, shall we?” he muttered to himself as he settled back into his meditative trance.

Like with the scroll, it only took about five minutes for James to gain the benefits of the magical river stone. As useful as these gifts were, they weren’t incredibly powerful spells. At least, they aren’t yet. the Champion thought to himself with a chuckle, as he looked over the spell.
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A quick glance at his stats showed what he expected. His Dantian’s Total Capacity had climbed to 840 Qi. He also noticed that his pool was currently sitting at 509 Qi. It’s about 1400 hours, or so I’d guess. he thought as he glanced up at the sun. If the meeting is supposed to take place at midnight, leaving here around 2100 hours should give me plenty of time to find the slavers and take them out before Elora’s father arrives. I don’t know exactly where they are meeting, but the other side of the lake is only so big. Chewing on his lip, James considered his options. With a capacity of 840, I should recover about 67 Qi per hour. he realized after some doing some quick mental math. 67 Qi per hour, for 7 hours, would give me… 469 more Qi? Damn. That was easy. Maybe that increase in IQ helped after all. Either way, that’s over my capacity by a large margin. Let’s see. Assuming I take an hour for supper, that leaves me 6 hours to cultivate. Refining 120 Qi per hour for 6 hours makes… 720 Spirit. Minus the 469 Qi I’ll recover during that time, gives me… 251 Qi, which taken from my current pool of 509 would leave me with… 258 Qi for the battle. That should be plenty, right? I think so.

After all of that mental rambling, James settled in for a long stint of cultivation. As expected, Elora called him for supper at around 1800 hours. A meal of crocodile soup awaited him on the table. Ugh. I am so tired of eating crocodile meat. he complained in his head, but outwardly smiled and thanked the maids for preparing the meal. As they ate, the girls seemed to want to say something, but appeared hesitant to bring it up.

“What’s on your mind, ladies?” James asked as he finished his bowl of soup.

Hrein straightened up slightly in her seat, then turned to address her husband in her usual formal manner. “We wonder who amongst us thou shalt take on thine hunt this eve, Master.”

The ex-soldier frowned upon hearing her question. “I hadn’t planned on taking anyone.” His response caused an immediate cacophony of protests, which he attempted to calm by holding his hands up in front of him. “Ladies! Ladies. Please. My love, neither you nor Acrasia possess the eyesight required for a night hunt. And Nyakuro can’t fly.” he stated, turning to face the cat-girl.

All three women wore sour frowns as they stared back at him. “Then grant her wings, Master.” Hrein stated suddenly.

Nyakuro’s head whipped around to face Hrein. “Meow?” she gasped, then snapped her attention back to her husband. “Meow!”

“Hmm.” James hummed as he considered the valkyrie’s suggestion. He had planned to give the women spells based on their personalities and natural talents, rather than just giving them every spell in his repertoire. But Hrein’s right. The ability to fly is just too damned useful to deny any of them. “All right.” he eventually conceded.

Standing up, the einherjar walked over to where the cat-girl was sitting, and placed his hand on her head. He currently had 480 Spirit to spend, so that wasn’t an issue. “Hrein, my love, please come here.”

“Yea Master.” Nodding as she stood, the valkyrie quickly moved to obey. Once she was standing next to him, James placed his hand on her arm, then called up the Status Screens of both women, as well as his own. He then spent 115 Spirit to copy Hrein’s Manifest Wings spell and paste it into Nyakuro’s spell list. He immediately followed this up by copying his own Druid Covering spell, and giving it to the nekomata as well. This cost him an additional 125 Spirit, and caused his kitten one hell of a headache.

While the nekomata was holding her head in her hands and moaning, James checked her new stats and spell list. First he noted that her Dantian’s Total Capacity was now at 240 Qi, which was a full 50% increase from her previous maximum. Next, he was mildly surprised to see that the Manifest Wings spell had changed slightly, listing the effect as ‘black feathered wings’ instead of white; but then he remembered that his own Towards the Light spell had also changed when he’d learned it from Hrein. I guess spells and techniques adapt to their new owners a bit? Interesting.

While James was contemplating the changes to the spell, Acrasia flew up and landed on the table in front of him. “Master? Can I have a new spell too?” she pleaded.

Now this is a surprise. James thought as he looked down at the fairy. She normally hated learning new spells, due to the headaches involved. “Sure, my pet. I had intended to give you the Druid Covering spell, as I have the others, but it’s rare for you to ask for such a thing.”

“Well… it’s just that… I kind of want to become a Fairy Queen someday.” Acrasia muttered as she looked down at her feet and kicked an imaginary stone.

James smiled at his pretty little slave, and patted her head with the tip of his finger. “I’m sure your mother would be very proud.” he said, guessing at her motivation.

“Yeah?” she asked, looking up at him with wide eyes and a big smile.

“Very.” he assured her with a nod.

“Yay! I want to hurry up and learn lots, then!” she cheered.

James chuckled at her antics, and brought up her Status Screen. With a thought, he copied his Druid Covering spell and slid it into her spell list. The moment he did, the poor fairy’s expression went from glee, to one of abject misery, as she collapsed on the table and whined. Clutching her pretty little head in her hands, the leannán sídhe rolled around on the table as if she were dying.

“320 Qi. Not bad.” he stated, noting her new Total Capacity with a nod. As he considered how to spend his final 115 Spirit, he glanced at Nyakuro’s Status Screen. There was a section there that he hadn’t noticed before.
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It was similar to his own Bestial Biology entry, but was based on a cat’s. “Huh. It looks like her sense of smell is better than mine. I wonder if I can copy it?” he muttered to himself. Without seriously thinking it through, James mentally clicked on her Cat’s Smell trait and dragged it over to his own Status Screen. The moment he released it, the text box turned red and his world filled with pain. Or at least his schnoz, if not his whole world. The large einherjar groaned loudly and dropped to his knees, burying his face in his hands, as the burst of Spirit rearranged the inside of his nose. The creation of extra scent receptors and the associated nerves was not a painless process in the least.

The women gathered around him as blood dripped through his fingers and onto the floor. ““Master!?”” several cried, looking at him with worried expressions.

“Sorry! Sorry. I just did something stupid again, that’s all. I’m fine.” he assured them. This caused a chorus of sighs, accompanied by the shaking of many heads, while the Champion got himself back together.

“Thou must be more careful, Master!” Hrein scolded him as he stood up.

“You’re right. I will be.” he conceded, as he used his Inventory Trick to clean up the blood. A quick glance at his Status Screen showed him that his little experiment had cost him 110 Spirit, but had worked. He now had Cat’s Smell instead of Tiger’s Smell in his Bestial Biology entry.

“Hmm. Well, whatever thou didst, I do not see any change, Master.” Hrein stated as she carefully examined his face.

“I improved my sense of smell.” James admitted. “I figured it would help with the hunt tonight.” Seeing that he only had 5 Spirit remaining, he tossed it into his Intelligence stat, bringing his new Total IQ to 141. Probably for the best, he joked to himself. I can certainly stand to be more intelligent.

“Now that that is settled,” Hrein began, placing her hands on her hips. “thou shouldst have no arguments against taking Nyakuro with thee, correct?”

“Correct, my love.” the einherjar agreed, slipping his arms around the valkyrie and hugging her tight. “I’ll take her with me.”

“Good.” Hrein stated firmly, but hugged him back.

Looking over his first wife’s head, he locked eyes with Nyakuro. “We leave at 2100 hours. That’s two hours from now. Be ready to go then.”

“Meow.” the nekomata replied with a nod.

Once his harem was placated, James left the temple to get back to cultivating. I only have a couple of hours left before I leave, so I need to make the most of them. he reiterated to himself. He sincerely regretted how little cultivation he had managed to get in during the past two weeks, but he had been so damn busy with the resettlement of the Beast Tribe, as well as trying to help the Elven Quarter recover, that he simply hadn’t had time to devote to training. And then there was the wedding… he thought to himself with a grin. Shaking his head to clear his mind of images from their wedding night, he forced himself to focus on the task at hand.

Thus the next two hours passed quickly, with James cycling the Qi from his Dantian, through the meridians branching out to the various parts of his body, and back again. Though the process of refining Qi into Spirit was quite familiar to him now, it still left him feeling oddly invigorated while also being somewhat fatigued from the exercise. Deciding not to ponder the paradoxical sensations too deeply, he focused on his gains. He now had 240 Spirit to use, while still having 258 Qi ‘left in the tank’, so to speak.

“So… how best to use it?” he muttered to himself.

“Meow?” Nyakuro asked as she approached from the back door of the temple.

Looking up to greet his feline wife, he saw that she had already taken her cat-girl form, and had summoned her new fine feathered wings. James thought the dichotomy between a bird’s wings on a nekomata was a bit odd, but he had to admit that they did look good on her. The delicate black plumage looked soft and inviting to touch. Reaching out, James ran his fingers through the downy quills, causing the woman to shiver at the unexpected sensation.

“I just realized something.” the Champion stated with a frown. “You’ve only just gained these wings. You won’t be ready to fly on a hunt with me tonight.”

“Nya!” the nekomata protested, both of her tails swishing straight up behind her.

“I’m sorry kitten, but…” James started to say, but was cut off when the cat-girl turned and ran a few feet, before leaping into the air. Much to the einherjar’s surprise, her wings caught the subtle currents, and she successfully held herself aloft on the gentle night breeze. “How…?” he began to ask, but was once more interrupted.

“I took it upon myself to train her, Master.” Hrein explained as she stepped out into the clearing.

“You did?” James asked, turning to face his first wife.

“Yea, Master.” she replied with a small grin. “Whilst thou wert working so hard on thy training, we put our time to equally good use.”

Hel’s Champion chuckled and shook his head. He should have known that Hrein would put in no less effort for their house than he did. “Thank you, my love. But still,” he said, turning to watch Nyakuro fly. “her progress is amazing.” The nekomata was clearly talented and had amazing reflexes, reacting to sudden changes in the air currents quickly and effectively. It was obvious that she was still rather inexperienced, but he had to admit that she was taking to flight far faster than he did.

Hrein nodded as she watched her sister wife flit about the glade, taking tight turns in the air with astounding grace for someone with so little practice. “It is as if she wert born to fly, Master.”

Watching the nekomata’s performance, he had to agree. That thought brought something else to mind, though. A reminder of what he should do with his accumulated Spirit. “Nyakuro! Come here, kitten.” he called out to her.

“Meow!” she replied loudly, then somewhat gracefully landed in front of him; only having to take two steps to slow her forward momentum, and regain her balance once back on the ground.

“Well done, kitten. Very well done.” James praised his wife, while reaching over to run his fingers through her silky hair and scratch behind her ear. “I’m impressed.”

Nyakuro positively beamed at his compliments, and purred happily beneath his touch.

Using the contact to open her Status Screen, the einherjar quickly decided how to spend his Spirit. If she’s going hunting with me tonight, then I should use it to enhance her before we go. Seeing that a new entry had been made in her stat block, his first choice was obvious. 100 Spirit was pumped into enhancing her new Flight Speed, bringing it up to match Hrein’s, at 100 miles per hour. This caused the tiger-man to sigh inwardly. I wish I could get mine over 70 miles per hour.

“Meow?” Nyakuro had felt her master’s Spirit entering her body, and knew that he had made some change, but couldn’t determine what he’d done.

“Just enhancing you a bit, kitten. I’ll tell you more in a minute.” he began to explain. Enhancing her Flight Speed had reminded him of something. When he had enhanced the stat above it, her Running Speed, it had gone from two different entries down to one, using only the greater of the two after that. It no longer mattered what form she was in; her Running Speed was always 50 miles per hour now. I wonder if the same will happen if I enhance her Strength? Deciding it was worth a shot, especially since he had planned to enhance it tonight anyway, James dropped the next 100 Spirit into her Strength stat. Just as he had hoped, the base stat became 220 in all forms, giving her an Enhanced Total of 440 Strength. That means she’ll be able to lift 440 pounds over her head… even in house cat form? How does that even work? the einherjar marvelled. I guess that means I should enhance Acrasia’s Strength as soon as I can, too.

“Master?” Hrein asked quietly.

“Sorry. I got a bit distracted there. I enhanced her Flight Speed and Strength. She’s now as fast as you are in the air, and can lift 440 pounds over her head… in any form.” James explained, with a suitable tone of incredulity in his voice.

“Me-ow.” Nyakuro stated, clearly impressed, while Hrein whistled softly.

“That is impressive, Master.”

The einherjar nodded. “Don’t worry. I haven’t forgotten about you, my love. I’ll be enhancing you again soon. I promise.” Despite the words he’d just spoken, James dumped his remaining 40 Spirit into enhancing his own Intelligence stat. Doing anything less than fully enhancing one of them in a single shot would bug me. he admitted to himself, while thinking of his women. The sudden increase to his IQ, which was now at a Total of 191, caused a sensation to ripple through his brain that was hard to describe. “Ugh.” he groaned softly. That was like… when you take cough medicine that clears up your congestion, but in my head instead of my sinuses. Damn. Now my head’s all tingly feeling…

Hrein watched in silence as her husband blinked and slowly shook his head. He hath clearly done something to himself again… she thought with a mental sigh. “Art thou all right, Master?” she asked with an obvious note of concern.

“I’m fine.” he insisted. “Just gave my IQ a small enhancement. I didn’t have enough Spirit left to boost one of your stats.”

The valkyrie nodded and accepted his explanation. She knew he would have to push his limits, and enhance himself in every way that he could, if he were to become the man she believed he was destined to be.

Taking a deep breath, the einherjar stood up straight and gave his wife a winning smile, before leaning in and kissing her on the lips. “Sorry my love, but we’ve got to go. Take care of things while we’re gone, okay?”

“Of course, Master.” she replied with a soft smile, while reaching up to gently caress his cheek.

“I love you, Hrein.” he said suddenly, with a serious look in his eyes.

The valkyrie gasped slightly at his candid declaration, but quickly recovered from her surprise and gave her husband a warm smile. “I love thee as well, Master.”

After staring into his wife’s eyes for a few seconds longer, James stole another quick kiss, then turned to Nyakuro. “Come on, kitten. Let the hunt begin!”

“Rawr!” the cat-girl growled, giving him a fierce grin and extending her claws.

With a deep chuckle, Hel’s Champion extended his own claws to match, then took to the air, quickly followed by his nekomata mate.

Hrein watched the two vanish into the night sky, and wished she could join them. But Master is correct. Mine inability to see in the darkness would make me a hindrance on this mission. she admitted to herself, if a little bitterly.

James soared through the air, with his feline wife gracefully gliding next to him. He was once again reminded of the convenience of modern technology. I wish we had comms. Something like telepathy would be great. I want to be able to communicate with my harem covertly, and ideally over long distances.

The trip across the lake took less than 5 minutes, given the speed at which they were flying. The hunter’s first thought was to use his new Druid Covering spell to go invisible before the hunt truly began. But doing so would make it impossible to coordinate with Nyakuro. James silently lamented.

Once they reached the far side of the mere, the ex-soldier waved to get Nyakuro’s attention, then descended to a small clearing in the forest. The nekomata landed a few seconds later, though not quite as gracefully as she would have liked. When she was steady on her feet, James approached and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Okay,” he whispered. “Here’s the plan. We patrol the skies above this side of the lakeshore, looking for the slavers. We can’t use our spells to become invisible, or we’ll lose track of each other. We’ll have to rely on the darkness to hide us until we are ready to strike.”

“Meow.” Nyakuro whispered back, nodding in agreement.

“Also, don’t attack as soon as you find them.” James added.

“Nya?” the nekomata asked, tilting her head curiously.

“No. We need them to guide us to the meeting point. They might have to set a light for Elora’s father to follow or something, and I don’t want him getting away.” James explained.

“Meow.” Nyakuro nodded in understanding.

“Once one of us spots our prey, we’ll signal the other. We’ll land, and cast our spells to become invisible. After that, we’ll have to stick close together, and rely on our sense of smell to keep track of one another.” he went on, laying out the points he’d had in mind for the hunt.

“Meow.” the cat-girl agreed again.

“And that’s when the fun begins.” the hunter growled and gave his wife a feral grin. “We stalk them through the night, and kill them silently. Once they set up at their destination, that is.”

“Hmm.” Nyakuro hummed and tugged at one of her ears.

“You have a question?” James asked, trying to interpret her body language.

“Meow.” she confirmed with a nod. “Hmm.” the cat-girl seemed to think it over, then pointed to her eyes.

“Eyes? See?” James guessed.

“Meow!” she whispered, then gave him a thumbs up. She then pantomimed clawing her own throat and waited for him to make another guess.

“Kill?” the einherjar thought that seemed fairly obvious.

Nyakuro nodded, then crouched down and performed a rowing action with her hands.

“See… kill… rowing? Hmm.” the ex-soldier thought over what she might be trying to say, while the nekomata stared at him expectantly. “See us kill… the rowers? No! You’re asking if it’s okay for the people on the boat to see us kill the slavers?”

“Meow!” she whispered loudly and jumped for joy.

James shook his head and spelled out his plan. “Yeah, no. We need to hide the bodies of the slavers. Don’t want to tip off the elves before they land. And if possible, I want to lead Elora’s father away from the others before I take care of him. I don’t want his wife or the children traumatized, after all.”

Nyakuro nodded in understanding once again, then turned and began sniffing the air.

James chuckled softly, trying not to make too much noise. “Eager to begin the hunt, are we?”

The fierce cat-girl grinned, showing off an impressive set of canines. With a great flap of her wings, she took off into the air and began the search for her prey.

The einherjar watched her go for a moment, taking the time to admire her lithe form in the silvery moonlight. When she was too far away to make out the details of her finely toned body, he followed suit. Hrein is a warrior. A soldier. Someone who will stand by my side in midst of battle. But Nyakuro’s different. She’s a hunter. A predator. he thought, revelling in the fact that he had someone that he could share this side of himself with.

Less than an hour later, the two were silently gliding through the night sky, when the huntress spotted her quarry. With feral grins playing upon their lips, the two predators swooped down to the forest below, preparing to stalk their prey until it was time to go in for the kill.


CHAPTER 8


“Did you hear that?” a dark haired man whispered to his companions, who were slightly ahead of him on the trail.

“Shut up Eztli.” Coatl snarled in his usual brusque manner. Unsurprisingly to any who knew him, the Guayabo guardsman was in a foul mood. Just want to grab my prize and get the hell out of this gods forsaken jungle. he thought to himself, as he slashed at yet another vine with his obsidian knife.

“I didn’t hear nothin’.” muttered the largest of the three warriors, in an attempt to calm the smallest among them.

“No one asked you, Coyotl. Now get back to breaking trail and keep quiet!” Coatl hissed. They had been hiking through the trackless wilderness for three days at this point, and the native’s limited patience had worn thin long ago. Just think of the gold. he told himself, trying to cool his own temper. And how sweet that young elf will be until we sell her. A vile grin split the slaver’s lips as he contemplated ‘training’ the maiden until she was a broken and obedient puppet.

“Think it might have been a chupacabra?” Eztli whispered again, as he tried to peer into the dark forest around them. The very shadows seemed alive as they danced between the tress in the flickering torchlight, and every little movement made the brightly dressed warrior flinch nervously.

“Ain’t no such thing as a chupacabra, moron.” Coatl snapped.

“Is too!” Coyotl insisted. “I saw one.”

“No, you didn’t. How many times do I have to tell you? That was just a lizard or somethin’.” Coatl shivered slightly as his eyes darted from shadow to shadow, despite his insistence that the legendary goat suckers weren’t real.

“Aah!” Eztli suddenly cried out and pushed past Coatl, to put his back to the much larger Coyotl.

“What the hell is wrong with you!?” the leader snarled.

“I heard it! I heard it for sure that time!” Eztli shouted, all thoughts of stealth having flown from his mind. Crouching down, the fearful fighter levelled his spear towards the back of their party, and hid behind his gaily decorated shield.

Trying to hide his concern, Coatl grabbed the rim of the smaller man’s shield and gave it a swift tug. “What did you hear?” he asked, doing his best to keep the fear out of his voice, as he attempted to slip between the other two warriors. “And get back there! You’re supposed to be watching our backs!”

“No way!” Eztli protested, giving his shield a shake and causing the beads and feathers adorning it to flutter and clack. “A branch snapped back there! I know I heard it!”

The concern on Coatl’s face quickly morphed into anger, and he slammed the pommel of his knife into Eztli’s wooden helmet. “You IDIOT!” he shouted. “All that noise for a branch!? It was probably just a sloth or somethin’!”

Eztli’s face twisted in frustration, but he slowly took a single step away from his companions, and then another. He was about to take a third when he heard something flutter overhead. “Gah!” he screamed again, thrusting his obsidian spear up into the air.

“What now?” Coatl hissed through clenched teeth. If I kill this idiot, there’s one less person to share the gold with…. Seeing Eztli’s antics, the tribesman watched the night sky as he seriously considered ending his oldest friend.

“I heard wings flapping!” the anxious aboriginal insisted.

“Wings?” Coatl scoffed. “Just a flying fox.” Dismissing Eztli’s concerns from his mind, the party leader turned his attention back to his younger brother. “Can’t you move any faster, Coyotl?”

“I’m tired.” the big man whined.

“Pathetic.” Coatl spat. “Move and I’ll take a turn.” Switching places with Coyotl, he swapped his knife for the other man’s machete. In truth, breaking trail was exhausting work, so it was no wonder that the large warrior was worn out. That was precisely why Coatl avoided the job as much as possible, leaving the task to his two underlings.

It wasn’t long after he took over the point position that Coatl broke through the treeline and revealed the lakeshore beyond. “We’re here.” he announced in a hushed voice. “Coyotl, drop your pack on the beach. I’ll get the tinder out and start the fire. Eztli, you keep watch.”

The other two men grunted their assent and went about their tasks. Eztli took up a position at the end of the trail, facing back the way they came. “Something’s out there, Coatl. I just know it.” he whined in a loud whisper.

“Just do your damn job!” Coatl snarled. “We’ll make the exchange, then guide the stupid elves back to Guayabo. It’ll be easy money.”

“And fun too. Hehehe.” Coyotl added with a deep and disturbing laugh.

“Just remember, you don’t get the girl until after I’ve had her.” Coatl reminded the large man.

“But brother!” Coyotl protested. “You always get to go first!”

“That’s because they’re ruined after you’re done!” the elder brother snapped back. “And I don’t want your sloppy seconds.” he muttered under his breath.

“I can’t help it that I’m big!” Coyotl complained, seemingly pointing out the obvious.

“That ain’t what I was talking about, and you know it! You’re too rough with them and always break something.” Coatl retorted.

“Hehehe. I like it when they scream.” the big guy chortled.

“Whatever. Just remember to wait your turn.” the elder brother ordered as he built a small fire on the beach. “And take the manacles out. Put them by the end of the trail.”

“Okay.” Coyotl replied in his deep and ponderous voice. The big lug made his way over to where Eztli was standing and pulled a set of manacles from his pack, before dropping them on the ground. The bronze chains were fitted with small cuffs, seemingly designed for a child, or someone with very thin wrists, at the very least.

“Hey. Stand guard for a minute.” Eztli whispered. “I need a piss.”

“No.” Coyotl replied flatly.

“No? Come on!” Eztli hissed, glancing over his shoulder to ensure Coatl wasn’t watching them.

“Don’t want to.” Coyotl replied with a shrug.

“Take my place, or I swear to Quetzalcoatl that I’ll tell your brother that you’re the one who killed his pet dog.” the smaller guard threatened.

Coyotl scowled at the much smaller man. “I didn’t!” he nearly shouted.

“Hey! Quit fooling around over there!” Coatl called over his shoulder as he tended the fire. “I told you two to keep quiet!”

Coyotl glanced back at his older brother before continuing in a lower voice. “I didn’t kill his dog.” he insisted.

“Maybe. Maybe not. But I’ll still tell him that you did.” Eztli replied with a vicious grin. “Now take my place while I go take a leak.”

The big warrior glared down at his companion for a moment, before finally grunting in agreement and taking his spot.

With one final look back at the fire, to ensure that Coatl wasn’t paying attention, Eztli slipped down the path and into the darkness. The sounds he’d heard earlier still played on his nerves, but little could outweigh his need to relieve himself at that moment. Not wanting to endure Coyotl’s teasing about his ‘size’, the small man was eager to get out of sight to do his business.

Rounding a small bend in the trail, he was no longer in view of his watchful companion. “Come on, come on.” Eztli muttered to himself as he fidgeted from foot to foot, and tugged at his cloth armour. The thickly padded outfit served well to protect him from the claws of beasts, and even manmade weapons to some extent, but right now it was just a hindrance preventing him from attending to his pressing need.

He had just gotten the bindings undone, and freed his tiny pecker from its cloth prison, when he sensed that something was wrong. It wasn’t that he’d heard anything; just the opposite in fact. All of the normal jungle noises had ceased, and a terrible silence had descended on the night.

For once in his life, the Guayabo guardsman had the tiniest sliver of luck. The fear that settled in his gut would certainly have caused him to wet himself, if he hadn’t already been in a position to let go of his bladder.

That was when he felt it. Hot, humid breath on the back of his neck. A shiver ran down his spine, and a scream wanted to rise up from the very depths of his gut, but it was stuck somehow. Like there was a heavy weight in his chest, and his voice just refused to work. All that escaped his lips was the faintest whine, before four hot trails ripped across his throat, and silenced that voice for all time.

Collapsing into a puddle of his own urine, Eztli’s vision swam as his world filled with pain. His hot blood poured freely from the gaping wounds in his neck, creating an ever larger pool of ichor around him. For a moment, he thought his dimming eyes picked something out in front of him, something moving a few feet away, but it never came into focus. Not before the eternal darkness descended upon him.

Coyotl was tired. It had been a long trip, and he’d been forced to do the majority of the work breaking trail. Stupid Eztli. He better come back soon. I need a nap. the large man cursed his friend silently. Glancing back at his brother for the tenth time since the small man had gone to relieve himself, a sudden thought struck the brute. I could just go. It’s Eztli’s job to be on guard. He’s the one that would get in trouble. Having already forgotten the other guard’s threat, Coyotl grinned to himself and picked up his pack, before heading back down to the beach.

“What are you doing?” Coatl hissed as he saw his brother settle on the ground a few feet away.

“Nap time.” the younger brother grunted and drew a small blanket from his pack.

Coatl opened his mouth to argue, but thought better of it. If he’s asleep, at least he’ll be quiet. I can wake him up when they get here. Deciding to ignore his lumbering sibling, he stared out over the lake. If his guess was right, there was still a fair amount of time before the arranged meeting.

Warming his hands by the fire, the party leader let his mind wander, and began to fantasize about the elven maiden he’d soon own. His imagination had just gotten to the ‘good part’ when his bothersome brother let out a loud snore.

The disgruntled warrior turned his head to scold the sleeping brute, when he caught motion out of the corner of his eye. Looking around intently, Coatl scoured the area around them, trying to spot what had caught his attention in the first place. It was then that he noticed that Eztli wasn’t at his post. He was about to call out to the other man when he saw something move again.

Ignoring his missing friend for the moment, the guardsman focused on his sleeping brother. Or more specifically, the small blanket covering him. I’m sure I saw it move… he assured himself, only to have his suspicions confirmed in the most terrifying way. The blanket did indeed move. Again. But not as a blanket was want to do on a sleeper, such as slip off to the side or get drawn over his shoulder. No, the blanket moved downward, toward his feet, as if some unseen hand had tugged upon it.

There! his mind shouted as he jumped to his feet; pointing accusingly at the bedding. The woollen cloth had slipped another few inches down the sleeping man’s body, seemingly of its own accord.

The elder brother opened his mouth to warn his unconscious sibling, but found it difficult to speak; his mouth dry and voice hitched, as if caught in his throat. Before he could force the words out, the blanket went flying as if tossed by an angry spirit.

The sudden chill of having his blanket stolen woke the slumbering brute. Coatl watched as the younger man rolled over to face him, then suddenly slid several feet away, as if dragged by the feet.

“Coyotl!” Coatl shouted, finally finding his voice as he took a step towards his brother.

“Coatl!” the big man screamed, as he was abruptly dragged into the trees and out of sight.

Coatl knew in that moment that his brother’s screams, and the look of horror in his eyes, would haunt him for the rest of his days. Unless that demon or spirit kills me too! his mind reeled as he broke down in panic.

Turning to flee, he barely made it two steps before pain flared in his leg. Unable to stand, he fell face first onto the rocky beach, and busted his nose on impact. Looking back over his shoulder, he saw that his pants were a bloody mess. Deep furrows were cut in the back of his thigh, just above the knee, and were bleeding profusely.

“Nyakuro, wait!” a deep and powerful voice echoed in the night.

The terrified guardsman instinctively turned to face the direction from which the voice had come, but failed to find the speaker. His wide eyes frantically searched the area, in the hopes that the mystery person would arrive in time to save him, but his hopes would soon be dashed.

The sound of someone, or something, slowly approaching drew his attention. A few feet away, the stones on the rocky beach shifted as if a great weight pressed down upon them, but he could see nothing there. Then, the air shimmered, like it sometimes did on a hot day, and his worst nightmare was revealed.

Towering over him was a beast which was all too familiar. Its green eyes almost seemed to glow in the dark, and his long fangs shone in the moonlight. Vicious claws adorned its human-like fingers, and demonic wings sprouted from his back.

Coatl’s mind blanked and his bladder let go, as he let out an unearthly scream. The creature was reaching for him, and the last thing he knew before darkness descended upon him, was the feeling of those terrible claws piercing his shoulder, and the sound of a deep voice growling the words “A fine present for my new captain of the guard.”
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Nyakuro huffed and crossed her arms. She had enjoyed the hunt, but her master had cut that fun short, and wouldn’t let her make the final kill.

James chuckled and patted the beautiful cat-girl on the head. “Sorry kitten, but I want this one alive.”

“Nande?” she whined and stomped a foot in frustration.

The look on her husband’s face became serious as he turned to regard the unconscious slaver. “That’s Coatl. I recognize him from my first visit to Guayabo.”

“Meow?” Nyakuro asked, encouraging him to elaborate.

“He’s a rapist.” James stated with a growl.

The nekomata hissed at hearing this, and moved to claw the sleeping man, but James stopped her by placing a hand on her shoulder.

“He’s the one that attacked Chimalma years ago. Him and his buddies. Justice will be hers to mete out.” he explained.

Nyakuro continued to glare at Coatl, but took a deep breath and stepped back. Her husband’s thinking made sense. Yes. Chi should have the chance for revenge. she thought to herself. Though the werejaguar had never told her the story, it was obvious to anyone who saw her scars that something terrible had been done to her. Yet, despite her painful past, the woman had become the most fierce warrior in the Beast Tribe, and had earned the respect of all.

“My only regret is having failed to notice who it was sooner.” James muttered. “I would have brought the others to her alive as well, just in case they were also guilty.”

“Meow.” Nyakuro agreed with a nod. As much as the hunt had thrilled her, giving the woman a chance to see justice served would have been better.

The einherjar held his hand out and summoned an axe. “Take this.” he said, handing the tool to his wife. “Cut the heads from the other two and bring them here. We’ll take them to Chimalma for identification.”

“Meow.” she assented, and accepted the axe from him.

While his wife tended to the grisly task he’d given her, James set about dragging Coatl’s unconscious form up a tree. He used the set of shackles Coyotl had dropped, to bind the man to a branch. Don’t want some predator eating this asshole before I get the chance to turn him in. the hunter thought as he cleaned his hands.

Never one to waste resources, he then spent a few minutes mediating next to each corpse, and cultivating their Qi. This netted him 20 Spirit, which he immediately dumped into enhancing his Intelligence stat. At 216, his Total IQ was rather impressive.

When he came out of his brief trance, he found Nyakuro kneeling next to him. She had collected the heads as he’d asked, and also brought him a pair of obsidian daggers, a spear with an obsidian head, a bronze machete, a wooden shield, a wooden helmet shaped like the face of a screaming monkey, and a total of 225 copper obols. As well as returned his axe, of course.

“Thank you, kitten.” James said with a warm smile.

“Meow.” she purred and smiled back, rubbing her cheek against his shoulder for a moment.

“Do you want any of it?” he asked. If she didn’t, he intended to give all of the gear to the city guard when he returned to Elphyne.

“Nya.” she declined, shaking her head.

“Fair enough.” the Champion said with a chuckle and kissed the top of her head, while sending the loot to his Inventory.

Looking out over the lake, James pondered his next move. “I suppose we should cast our Druid Covering spells again, and maintain the fire.” he grumbled. Though he had plenty of patience for a hunt, the warm body of his beautiful wife being pressed up against him was more than a little distracting. It was downright tempting to just abandon their mission, so he could indulge in her soft and inviting flesh.

“Meow” Nyakuro agreed, sitting up and stretching before the einherjar’s discipline could fail him.

Suppressing a regretful sigh, James cast his spell and moved back to the fire. The cat-girl followed suit a moment later, and seemed to settle a few feet away.

Less than an hour later, the ex-soldier spotted the dark silhouette of a rowboat on the water. If it weren’t for the brilliant moonlight, he never would have been able to see the small craft as it slowly made its way towards them.

“Nyakuro, kitten, I have a plan. Work with me?” James whispered, suddenly struck with a bolt of inspiration. He had been worried about what might come of him making Elora’s father ‘disappear’. But what if something else, something… natural does the job for me? he grinned as a plan began to form.
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“Keep a steady pace!” Ingálvur of House Dáinn was not a particularly patient man at the best of times, and this was far from the best of times. “I thought you knew how to row a boat!?” he yelled at the poor fisherman.

The well muscled elf merely rolled his eyes and did his best to ignore the obnoxious merchant. He was being paid well for a relatively simple job. Simple as in ‘not complex’; not to be confused with easy work. The shallow boat rode low in the water, as it was heavily laden with both passengers and cargo. This made it much more difficult to propel across the lake and keep on course. “I’ve asked you several times, Mr. Dáinn, please sit down.”

“I’ll damn well sit when and where I please. I paid for this trip, so I’m in charge!” Ingálvur snapped, as he gazed nervously at the far shore. The expected fire was on the beach, giving them the guiding light they required, but he still worried about being betrayed. What if they try to steal everything from me? he wondered, chewing his lip in concern. No, I’ve dealt with these men before. They’ll be content with Laoise. Besides… there aren’t any other options at this point.

Síofra watched her husband fidget and fret as they slowly approached their destination. She had hoped that by telling Elora her husband’s plans, her daughter could do something about them. I guess it was too much to hope for. she despaired.

Just as she lowered her eyes to the deck, something large and scaly shot out of the water and collided with her husband. Her young son cried out for his father, while Laoise screamed at the top of her lungs. It was all over in seconds. The aquatic beast, clearly a crocodile of prodigious size, latched onto the well dressed merchant and dragged him overboard. Before anyone could even move to help him, he disappeared beneath the surface and into the black depths of the lake.

Seconds passed while the children screamed, and the adults stared at the dark waters in shock. “M…Madam?” the fisherman finally muttered. “What… uh… what do we… do?” Ordinarily he would call for help if a passenger or another fisherman went overboard. The nixies and naiads of the Undine Quarter were usually very quick to rescue a drowning victim. But this was no ordinary situation. The entirety of House Dáinn was attempting to sneak out of Elphyne without anyone being the wiser. Half of his pay was to ensure his silence after the fact.

“We… turn around.” Síofra finally breathed. Could this be…? Or is it merely providence? No, I do not wish to know. Either way, my prayers have been answered. After getting over the initial shock, it was extremely difficult for the elven matron to hide her elation. Consoling her terrified children was the only thing that kept the hope in her heart from showing on her face.

“No! We have to help him!” her son protested.

“I’m sorry, junior. But I won’t risk the two of you being taken by that monster.” Síofra told him in a steady voice, hugging the lad tightly.

The young boy stiffened and went visibly pale at his mother’s words. The will to protest quickly vanished in light of the risk to himself and his sister, whose terrified wailing tore at his heart and shattered his resolve. “Y… yes mother.” he stammered, barely able to form the words.

Unwilling to wait for them to change their minds, the fisherman brought the boat around as quickly as he could without capsizing. Not coming out here at night anymore… he swore to himself, while watching the dark waters for movement.


CHAPTER 9


James dragged the sopping wet elf onto the beach, and tossed him mercilessly on the rocks. “He’ll feel that when he wakes up.” the einherjar grunted.

Nyakuro landed next to her husband and smiled up at the soaked tiger-man. Her part of the plan had let her stay nice and dry, which made her a very happy kitty indeed.

“You did very well with the illusory crocodile, kitten. I’m impressed.” the hunter praised his mate and moved to hug her, only to have the nekomata duck his arms and dodge to the side.

“Nya!” she hissed playfully, clearly not wanting to get wet.

James chuckled and moved to take a seat on a boulder. It had been difficult to figure out how to coordinate their actions while they were both invisible, but they had eventually come up with a plan. It was a pretty simple solution, really. As he flew towards the boat, he had let his finger trail along the surface of the water, causing a small wake that his keen eyed partner could track. The attack itself wasn’t overly complicated either. He cast Sleeping Beauty on Ingálvur the instant he tackled him off the boat, and then followed that up with a Druid Covering spell a second after they hit the water.

With a glance over the lake to ensure the boat was already out of sight, the einherjar dismissed the Druid Covering spell on the sleeping elf. While he waited to dry off, James pondered what to do with the merchant. I hate to waste a resource, and I bet I could get more out of him than a few points of Qi. “Maybe I should give him a taste of his own medicine?” he muttered to himself.

“Meow.” Nyakuro agreed. The cat-girl was now standing next to him, and staring down at their final prey of the evening.

“Guess we’ll start with the clothes.” James suggested, and moved to strip the elf. As he removed each item, he carefully reached out with his senses, in an attempt to detect any Qi within them. The only thing that turned out to be magical was the merchant’s Tower Medallion, which allowed the wearer to speak and comprehend the spoken language of any intelligent being. Beyond that though, the einherjar managed to recover three non-magical rings, as well as a single gold talent and 50 silver drachma in coins. All of which he sent to his Inventory, followed by the rest of the merchant’s outfit, leaving the elf in just his small clothes.

Nyakuro was hovering nearby with her claws extended. It was clear that she wanted to dish out a bit of her own justice, likely for the sake of the twins, but James had other ideas.

“Let’s not damage the goods, kitten.” he said with a smirk.

“Nya?” the cat-girl looked at him and tilted her head curiously.

“I’m going to sell this bastard.” he growled.

The nekomata quirked a brow, then grinned. The former head of House Dáinn was going to suffer the exact same fate that he’d sentenced his daughters to.

After some debate, it was decided that they should head to Guayabo next, before returning to Elphyne. Selling the traitorous merchant off to the slavers was best done before anyone had a chance to find him. It took the pair less than an hour and a half to make the trip, winging their way through the night sky at a relaxed pace, and using Druid Covering spells to hide themselves and their prisoner from view as they approached the settlement.

As planned, the pair descended near the southern gate, but behind a building, so as to be out of sight of the guards when they dismissed their spells. After all, the goal was to avoid paying the toll to enter town; not to announce that they had the ability to sneak in.

The slave market wasn’t hard to find from there. As he’d been told on a previous visit, it was an obvious structure that couldn’t be mistaken for anything else. A small stage had been constructed next to the main thoroughfare, with two whipping posts standing upright in the middle, and several short pillories on the ground to the left. A large conical building, constructed mostly of thatch in the local style, sat behind the stage.

As James approached the entrance to the building, he was stopped by two large guards. Each was nearing six feet tall, so large for the local populace, at least. “Halt! Who are… what!?” a doorman shouted.

“Just a customer looking to trade.” the einherjar said congenially, holding his sleeping prisoner up by the neck.

“Er…” the first guard replied brilliantly.

“That one for sale, too?” asked the other guard, pointing at the naked cat-girl standing a few feet behind James. Her status as a slave was clear due to the collar around her neck, and though the einherjar hadn’t thought it through, her presence lent a certain credibility to his claim of being a slave trader.

Glancing over his shoulder and giving his wife a secret wink, he replied to the guard in a noncommittal tone. “I doubt a town this size can afford her.”

The second doorman grimaced at that statement, but couldn’t argue against it. Though she had animalistic features, she was still a very beautiful woman and in amazing shape. She would likely sell for a high price, even in the big cities to the south. “All right. You can go in. But don’t cause any trouble, or… you’ll…” he started with his usual warning, but his words failed him as the 7 foot tall monster stepped closer. There was just no way he could intimidate the beast in front of him, and he knew it.

“Of course.” James replied with a toothy smile that was meant to be polite, but wound up being more terrifying for the guards than anything else. Stepping past the hide curtain which formed the door, the einherjar found himself in a large, dimly lit room. To the right, a short line of privacy stalls had been created from curtains hung over wooden frames. On the left, rows of bronze cages held slaves that were for sale or rent. All of which looked relatively clean, but listless and forlorn.

A single person sat at a table, which was centred on the entrance. He appeared to be from the same dark haired, swarthy stock that the rest of the townsfolk were, but wore more jewellery than anyone else James had seen in Guayabo. Though the man was short, even by local standards, he was solidly built and possessed a subtle aura of strength. His left bicep bore a tattoo of what appeared to be a hummingbird encircled by a stylized sun.

If the man was alarmed by the einherjar’s appearance, he didn’t show it. “So you’ve come.” he stated simply, in a rough, gravelly voice.

James grinned, finding it amusing that some sort of reputation preceded him. “I have. I’m James, Champion of Hel. Might I have your name, sir?”

The man sucked on his teeth as he studied the einherjar before him. “I am known as Tlacahua, the owner of men.” After a pause, he nodded towards the sleeping elf in James’ hand. “That one for sale?”

“He is.” James stated, dropping Ingálvur on the floor, none too gently.

Tlacahua was quiet for a moment as his eyes moved back and forth between James and the slumbering elf. “Why are you selling one of your own?” he asked at last.

Ah. He knows that I’m from Elphyne. James realized. And it looks like he may recognize Ingálvur too. How do I want to play this? Taking his time to think through his answer before speaking, the einherjar decided to keep it simple. “He’s a criminal.”

The slave master nodded slowly, keeping his eyes locked on James’. “He’s scrawny. Not suitable for labour.” he said shrewdly.

“But well educated and long lived. Besides, I’m sure he would make a good sacrifice.” the Champion countered.

Tlacahua knew well that many nobles would pay a premium to sacrifice a magical being like an elf, but he wouldn’t admit that to a fellow trader. “I’ll give you the going rate for a standard slave. 60 drachma.”

“That’s half the going rate.” James corrected the slaver.

The slave driver grinned, showing off several gold teeth. “For a customer. I am a trader. I have to make a profit.”

“Fine. Deal.” the einherjar agreed. “You can wake him by pissing on his head.”

Tlacahua raised his brows with an obvious unasked question.

“It’s magic that keeps him asleep. Makes him easier to transport. Pissing on him is the key to cancelling the spell.” James explained with a shrug.

The slaver’s eyes narrowed, clearly considering whether he was having his leg pulled or not. “Such magic would be useful in my line of work. I would pay much for knowledge of it.”

Hel’s Champion chuckled. I know a lot of magic you’d love to get your hands on. he laughed internally. “Sorry, fae secret. I can’t sell it to you.”

The short man shrugged and called out to one of his guards. “Chicahua. Get in here and move this slave to the cages.”

James watched as the brute dragged Ingálvur to one of the empty cages, before locking him inside. When that was done, he returned his attention to the owner of the establishment. There was a question he needed to ask. “You knew I was coming. How?”

Tlacahua studied his newest customer and weighed his words before speaking. There is profit to be had by dealing with the beast… but he is dangerous. Deciding it was better to make a small profit than risk losing everything, he chose to reveal some of his cards. “It was just a matter of time. I did not know when you would come.”

“Why is that? What made you so sure I’d come to you?” James pressed further.

The slaver scowled slightly. He hated to lose such profitable merchandise, but he supposed it was inevitable. If the Champion didn’t already know about them, he would find out eventually. “The elves. You will want to purchase them, yes?”

James fought to hide his surprise upon hearing the slaver’s statement. “Yes.” he managed to say in an even voice.

“They are still pretty, despite working here for so long. They earn me a good deal of profit nearly every night. They won’t be cheap.” Tlacahua pointed out, trying to push the price as high as he could before agreeing to sell them.

“How much?” the Champion asked, trying to keep the growl out of his voice.

The slave merchant was silent for a moment as he thought it over. I should stay within the laws. Only charge the maximum. he concluded, deciding to play it safe. “166 drachma, 67 obols each. 333 drachma, 34 obols for the pair.”

“That’s a lot. Standard price for a slave is 120 drachma. You admitted so yourself earlier.” James pointed out.

“That is the price. Take it or leave it.” Tlacahua countered, standing firm. Can’t let a beast sense weakness. he told himself.

The einherjar’s eyes narrowed, but eventually he gave a curt nod. “Fine. Bring them out.”

The slave master nodded to Chicahua, who had remained inside, standing beside the door. The large guard moved to one of the privacy stalls and went inside. A moment later, he emerged leading an elven woman on a chain, then collected another from the next stall over. Both looked exhausted and were extraordinarily thin, even by elven standards. One was sporting a black eye, and both had visible bruises on various parts of their naked bodies.

“Payment first.” Tlacahua stated, holding his hand out.

“You’ll start by taking off the 60 drachma you owe me for the other one.” James said, while pretending to fish around in his pocket for the coins.

“Of course.” the slaver agreed with a greasy smile.

The einherjar summoned all 5 of his gold talents, as well as 21 silver drachma and 234 copper obols, and placed them on the table in neat stacks. I know the pile of copper is just me being a dick but, well, he deserves it.

The slave driver eyed the pile of coins. “The exact amount. Neat trick, Champion.”

Damn. This guy’s shrewd. And I gave him more information than I had to by introducing myself as Hel’s Champion. James silently berated himself. “Magic.” he said with a fake smile and a shrug.

Tlacahua nodded to his guard again, who moved to hand the slaves’ chains to their new owner. “If there’s nothing else?” he asked politely.

“Not tonight.” James replied. Both of the elven women stared at the einherjar in abject terror as he accepted their leads. One even opened her mouth to scream, but James cut her off. “We’re going home. To Elphyne.”

The looks on the women’s faces made it clear that they were shocked by his words. Over the next few seconds, their expressions slowly shifted to become an obvious mix of hope, fear, and more than a little distrust.

Sensing their distress, Nyakuro stepped up to the closest woman and gently placed her hand on the elf’s shoulder. “Daijoubu.” she said softly, with a warm smile. Thanks to the Polyglot spell that James had cast on her the previous morning, the elves understood her words to mean “It’s okay.”

Neither of the women had ever seen beings like James or Nyakuro, but it despite clearly being a slave, the cat-girl didn’t appear to be wearing any manner of bindings, nor did she have marks on her body like someone who was mistreated would have. Not really having any other choice, the women allowed James to lead them out of the slaver’s hut.

“It was a pleasure doing business with you!” Tlacahua called after the einherjar as he left. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again soon. the clever merchant noted with a grin.

James quickly led the girls away from the main street and into a dark area behind some buildings. As soon as they were out of sight of any potential guards, the einherjar stopped and faced the women. “First off, please let me introduce myself. I am Sir James of the Seelie Court.” he said with a bow. When he straightened up, he pointed to the crest on his sash. “This is my coat of arms, given to me by Queen Titania.” he said, hoping to prove the veracity of his claims.

The elven women looked to one another with astonishment. Neither recognized his family crest, but it did look like something the queen might give a knight.

Before either could speak, James moved on to the next step in his plan. The chains in his hand were connected to bronze collars around the slave girls’ necks. Since he owned them, it was a simple matter to will the collars, chains and all, to his Inventory.

Both women were startled by the sudden disappearance of the collars, which had been welded shut around their necks immediately after their capture, years before.

“Now I’m going to heal you.” he went on. “This will also remove any scars that you might have, but it will be painful. Please do your best to endure the pain. It will only last a few seconds, I promise.”

Noticing the worried look on the first woman’s face, Nyakuro moved to clasp the elf’s hands in her own. “Daijoubu.” she said again in a comforting tone.

Seeing the elven slave’s expression firm up with resolve, thanks to his wife’s efforts, James cast a Remedy spell on her. “I’ll take care of any infections while I’m at it.” he whispered softly to his patient. The combination of effects increased the cost of the spell to 60 Qi, but that wasn’t a problem.

The elven woman gasped, then grit her teeth until the sharp pains throughout her body subsided. She had endured many indignities and small injuries during her years as a prostitute, so she was nothing if not tough. Please let the marks of those years truly be washed away. she silently prayed, daring to hope the strange man would be true to his word. When the spell was complete and her new owner stepped back, the elf marvelled at the lack of pain she felt. “It’s true. He healed me.” she whispered to her companion as tears welled up in her eyes.

“You’re next. Are you ready?” James asked the other woman as gently as he could. When she looked him in the eye and nodded, Hel’s Champion cast his healing spell once again.

When the magic finished its work, the elven woman began to cry softly, and was quickly embraced by her companion. Both of them had given up any hope of escaping, after their one and only failed attempt. The punishment they had received when they were caught had been more than effective at dissuading any further attempts.

“If you’ll bear with us a while longer, we have another spell to cast on each of us.” James whispered softly. When the women looked up from their huddle, he went on. “We will use magic to make each of us invisible, so that we can fly out of here unseen. Please don’t panic, and rest assured that we won’t drop you.”

The thought of flying both frightened and excited the women in equal measure, but the idea of escape, of going home, easily outweighed either. “Please. Take us home.” one of the women said quietly, as if afraid to give voice to her hope.

“Of course.” James promised with a gentle smile. Stepping forward, he scooped the slender woman up into a princess carry, then looked over to see his wife do the same with the other elf. Casting Druid Covering first on himself, then on the elven woman, the einherjar prepared for takeoff. Seeing his wife (or failing to see her, really) was similarly prepared, he called out to her one more time. “Let’s go, kitten.”
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Flying through the night sky was an almost dreamlike experience. Though the fast moving air was cool on her skin, Albina paid it no heed. She was no stranger to being chilly at night, and she would suffer far worse without complaint, if it meant she could go home. After all these years… she thought to herself, as the wind whistled in her ears. It was perfectly possible that these strange people were taking her somewhere other than where they’d promised, but for some reason she felt like she could trust them. Besides, we’re going in the right direction. she noted to herself.
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It was very late at night when a familiar beach finally came in sight. James landed next to the extinguished fire, and gently set his passenger down on her feet. A soft ruffling sound was the only indication that Nyakuro had similarly touched down nearby.

“This is…” one of the elves started to say, a note of concern in her voice.

“A very short stop, I assure you.” James interjected while dispelling his Druid Covering spells. When the nekomata did the same, the einherjar summoned a couple of large t-shirts from his Inventory and held them out to the two elves. “I have to apologize. I didn’t think to give you anything to wear before we left Guayabo. I hope the trip hasn’t been too uncomfortable.”

Though it was surprising to see objects appear out of nowhere, the two women gratefully accepted the clothing and slipped it on. “No. It was fine. Thank you.” Albina said in a demure voice. He had removed their collars, and claimed to be taking them home, but they still couldn’t be completely sure of his intentions, and thus she wanted to play it safe. “Elba and I are just eager to get home, that’s all.” she said by way of explanation.

“I understand. I just thought it would be better if you were clothed when we arrived in the city, despite my earlier absentmindedness. Also, there is one more person we have to pick up here before heading back.” James explained. Turning to his wife, he gave her a winsome smile. “Would you mind carrying the criminal while I carry the ladies?”

The nekomata rolled her eyes and laughed, but turned and trotted off into the woods. A short while later she came flying back, with the unconscious human dangling below her.

“Excellent. Thanks, kitten.” the einherjar chuckled. “Ladies, would you mind?” he asked, crouching down and holding his arms out.

The elven women looked at each other, then shrugged and sat on his forearms, while wrapping their arms around his neck.

“Next stop: Elphyne. Flight time expected to be five minutes. Please hold tight and enjoy the ride!” James declared in his best pilot’s voice, before taking off.

The group had nearly crossed the lake when they finally pierced the veil surrounding Elphyne. One moment there appeared to be nothing but deep forest ahead of them, and in the next, they were bearing down on the glorious white walls of an elven city. The sight of said walls was enough to bring tears to the eyes of the elven women. For so long they had ached to come home, and now they were finally there.

The einherjar noted that the guard had already spotted them, and was gathering in the square beyond the gate, so he changed course to land nearby. Though few in number, the Elphyne guards displayed their discipline by forming two neat rows facing one another.

The moment James’ feet touched the ground, the night commander called the group to attention and stepped out to greet his superior. “Sir James! Welcome home, sir!”

“Thank you, lieutenant. Please have one of your men wake Captain Chimalma and bring her here.” the fae knight replied, striding down the middle of the formation. James was secretly glad that it had been an elf who greeted them, as it was clear from the rescued women’s wide eyes that they were shocked by the presence of werejaguars within the city walls. After what befell the Elven Quarter roughly a month past, the majority of the guard was made up of warriors from the former Beast Tribe.

“Yes sir! Sergeant.” the elven commander nodded to the first person in the left column, who immediately took off at a run.

“A lot has happened since you’ve been gone, ladies.” James whispered to the women as he gently set them down on their feet. “Please try to take things slowly, and let the people help you adjust.” Reaching out to place a comforting hand on Albina’s shoulder, he added one more thing. “And welcome home.”

Overwhelmed with emotion, the elven women clutched one another and collapsed to the street, as tears began to flow; the strength in their legs failing them, now that their long and harrowing journey had finally come to an end.

Looking up to meet the lieutenant’s eyes, the ex-soldier quickly briefed the night commander on the situation. “These ladies were being held captive in human lands, and will require assistance getting settled, now that they have returned home.”

“Yes sir!” the elven lieutenant responded, clearly fighting to keep his emotions from showing on his face. “Right column! Escort these women to the inn, and see to it that their needs are met.” His command was met with a solid thump, as a line of fists simultaneously struck bronze breastplates in salute. This was immediately followed by a flurry of motion, as the guards quickly moved to assist the women as ordered.

James quietly watched as the soldiers escorted the women away, then patiently waited for Chimalma to arrive. He thought about briefing the lieutenant on his prisoner, or perhaps dismissing the guards entirely, but felt that such decisions should be left up to the female werejaguar. She is the Captain of the Guard, after all.

A few minutes passed before the woman in question appeared, jogging down the street. “Sir!” Chimalma called out as she came to a stop in front of James, saluting with her right fist over her heart.

“Captain.” James replied with a salute of his own. “I have something for you. A gift, of sorts.”

“Sir?” she asked, a puzzled expression appearing on her feline face. James had noticed that, since moving to Elphyne, most of the werejaguars maintained their hybrid forms at almost all times. Why they did this, he couldn’t say for certain, but there were rumours that they did it in an attempt to resemble him. Of course, he felt it was just as likely that they simply didn’t want to appear human, given the trouble humans had caused the city recently.

“I’ve brought you this criminal.” he said, waving a hand towards the prone figure on the street. “We caught him attempting to capture elves for the purpose of enslavement. I happen to know that you have a… history… with this particular piece of shit, so I leave his sentencing and punishment to you.”

Chimalma’s eyes narrowed dangerously, as she slowly approached the sleeping human.

“A werejaguar’s claws piercing his flesh will wake him. That is the key to the spell that keeps him asleep.” James informed the woman, as she rolled the criminal onto his back. Her sharp intake of breath let the einherjar know that she did indeed recognize the man. The low growl emitting from her throat told him all he needed to know about the fool’s future as well.

“Before you tend to him, we do have one more thing to show you. Two, actually.” he said, summoning the heads of Coyotl and Eztli from his Inventory. “I don’t know if they were involved in… the past… but they were his accomplices this time. I apologize if you would have preferred to deliver justice unto them yourself, but we had slain them before we recognized their leader.”

Chimalma looked over her shoulder and down at the heads laying on the ground. Her lip curled as she hissed, clearly recognizing the faces, despite their grisly state. “Yes, they were… guilty.” she confirmed.

The einherjar nodded. “Then know that justice was served, even if it wasn’t by your own hand, Captain.” he said solemnly.

The expression on Chimalma’s face was hard to read, but after a few moments, the Captain of the Guard took a deep breath and composed herself, before turning to fully face her superior officer. “Thank you, sir. For… everything. Once again, you have given me far more than I can ever repay.”

James gave the woman a gentle smile and stepped forward, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I haven’t done anything but try to balance the scales.” he said in a soft voice. Giving her shoulder a small squeeze, he let go and took a step back. “It’s been a long night, and we’re tired. My wife and I are returning to the temple, should anyone need us. I’ll report all of this to the Queen myself, in the morning.” he announced in a louder voice.

Chimalma nodded sharply, then called the guards to attention. Giving the Champion a firm and heartfelt salute, she wished him a good night. It was with tangled feelings that she watched the einherjar and nekomata depart, and didn’t turn her eyes from them until they were no longer in sight.

But once they were gone, she had eyes for one thing only. Slowly, the werejaguar turned around and gazed down at the unconscious form of her most hated foe. Tonight, at last, justice will be mine. she swore, her lips peeled back in a snarl and her eyes burning with rage.


CHAPTER 10


James groaned as he forced himself to get out of bed. Sleep was easily one of his favourite things in life, and he definitely hadn’t gotten enough of it the night before. A quick glance over at the black cat dozing happily on his pillow, told him that Nyakuro wouldn’t be joining them for breakfast.

The einherjar yawned as he went about his morning routine: freshening himself up, along with his harem, and then casting the usual spells on each of them. Since he hadn’t had the chance to recover most of his Qi pool the night before, his reserves were considerably lower than normal. Once I give the maids and maidens their blessings as well, I’ll be down to 253 Qi… he sighed to himself.

Making his way downstairs, he saw the girls he had just been thinking about, and smiled in greeting. “Good morning ladies. Give me a moment and I’ll refresh your spells for the day.”

As he went from person to person casting Blessing and Polyglot, he noticed that Elora seemed distracted. More specifically, she couldn’t seem to focus on anything but him. Figuring out what she wanted, he decided against making her wait until everyone was present. “Elora. I want you to know that your Father has been taken care of. He won’t be troubling your family any longer.” he stated as gently as he could.

The elven maid froze mid-step, holding his bowl of stew out in front of her. Her eyes were wide and her mouth was open, as if her mind had simply stopped functioning. A couple of heartbeats later, the elf blinked, then slowly closed her eyes as tears began to glisten on her lashes. “Thank you, sir.” she whispered, her voice so quiet that James had to strain to hear her.

Not knowing what else to say, the einherjar simply nodded and left it at that. When Elora silently went back to serving breakfast, James chanced a look at Elina. The mute elf was staring at him, which in itself wasn’t unusual for her, but the intensity of her gaze was considerably greater than normal. Not quite sure what she was thinking, James gave the elf a troubled smile and hoped she didn’t hate him for his actions. When she responded with a subtle nod, he figured he was probably safe. At least for the moment.

At last the rest of his family (minus the sleepy kitty) joined him at the breakfast table, and they all enjoyed the Irish Stew they were served. While none of them had complained, not even young Zahra, all were glad for the change in menu. Really going to have to find more sources of food for the household. James reminded himself.

Respecting Elora’s solemn mood, the meal was a silent one, with words of thanks being the only real conversation. After the meal was finished, Elina helped her sister clean up, while James, Hrein and Acrasia made their way out the front door.

“Where are we going, Master?” Acrasia asked, keeping her usually chipper voice a little toned down.

“I need to attend court.” her husband replied. “I have to report last night’s events to the Queen.” Not for the first time, James was glad that his queen held court each morning, starting at 10 o’clock. He’d never been one for rising early, and it seemed that the fae were on board with his love of sleep.

“Whilst thou art kept busy with thy tasks at court, might I have mine arms so that I may train in the back, Master?” Hrein asked.

“Of course, my love.” James replied with a smile. Summoning her spear and shield from his Inventory, he handed them over to the valkyrie. “Do you need anything before I go?” he asked his fairy wife.

“Nope! I’m going to collect flowers, as an offering to Hel.” Acrasia declared with a grin.

“That sounds great, my pet.” He approved of her plan with a chuckle, then leaned in and gave her a kiss.

“Hehe. Thanks, Master.” the fairy giggled, then flew off into the grove surrounding the temple.

The normally stoic valkyrie glanced up at him coyly, and gave him a faux pout. “Do I not get a kiss as well, Master?” she teased.

The einherjar grinned and slipped his arms around his first wife, pulling her tight against him. “Never has there been a time when I didn’t wish to kiss you, my love. And there never shall be.” James lowered his head until his lips met hers, and gave her a long, tender kiss.

When at last they parted, Hrein looked away with a slight blush on her cheeks. “I wish thee a good day, Master.” she whispered, then shyly turned and jogged away.

The fae knight arrived at the palace early, nearly an hour before court was scheduled to begin. As he strode into the audience chamber, the room’s occupants looked up to greet him.

“Ah. Sir James. We are glad you chose to arrive before today’s session. We would speak with you in private ere we begin.” Titania called out across the room, from where she had been conversing with her herald.

“Your Majesty.” James bowed to the queen, then nodded to the herald. “Herald Effie. Good morning to you both.”

The sylph merely nodded back, but the Queen looked slightly embarrassed. “Ah. Yes. Good morning, Sir James.”

Hel’s Champion did his best to hide his amusement and bowed to the queen again. “I am at your disposal, Your Majesty.”

Titania nodded firmly, then turned to whisper something to Effie, before heading for the door. “Join us in our study, please.” she called back as James fell into step behind her.

When the two were alone in the queen’s private office, and the door was shut, the Fairy Queen moved to sit behind her desk, while James came to attention in front of it.

“Oh please, James. You should know better than that by now. It’s just the two of us in here.” the queen tutted.

The einherjar gave the fairy a playful grin. “I thought I might be in trouble. You seemed in a hurry to speak with me.”

“Oh? And why might you expect to be in trouble, James?” the powerful fae leaned forward on her desk and quirked a brow.

“Erm…” the einherjar was at a loss for words, as the wily fairy had so easily thrown him off guard. “Hard to say…” he offered with a shrug, attempting an air of nonchalance.

“Hmm? Is that so?” Titania hummed, sitting back and folding her hands in her lap. Throughout the entire conversation, her eyes hadn’t left his even once. “Tell me, James. Have you heard the news regarding House Dáinn?”

The Champion schooled his features, unsure what to say. Am I really not in trouble? he wondered. He had once put the queen in a position where she had to side against him, by foolishly admitting to the existence of a contract. He didn’t want to put her in a similar position again, as the idea of ‘plausible deniability’ seemed popular among the fae. That said, he truly respected Titania, so he didn’t want to keep things from her either. Outright lying to the woman was completely out out of the question. “I am aware that the head of House Dáinn had some… trouble last night.” he hedged.

“Hmm. Trouble. Yes. It seems he went overboard during a rather peculiar nighttime excursion on the lake. There have been calls by some of his associates to search the surroundings for any sign of him. What do you think, Sir James? Would that be a wasted effort?” the queen asked with a knowing smirk, gazing deep into his eyes.

The knight dug deep into his discipline and withstood the queen’s gaze, remaining stone faced as he answered. “I do believe so, Your Majesty.” he replied evenly.

Titania held his eyes for a moment longer, then suddenly relaxed and waved her hands as if dismissing the issue. “Very well, then. I shall inform the court that such efforts would sadly be fruitless.”

Once again, James wasn’t sure what to say, so he decided to stay silent.

“Oh relax.” the queen lightly chided the knight. “I simply wanted your perspective on the matter.”

“Titania, I…” the einherjar started, but the fairy held a hand up to stop him.

“Nothing more need be said, my knight.” she told him with a gentle smile.

James nodded quietly, accepting that she knew all that she wished to. And probably more… he thought to himself.

“By the way, I heard about the human prisoner.” the Fairy Queen said while examining her nails, as if they were more important than the topic of conversation. “The one you gave to our Captain of the Guard.”

“Yes?” James asked slowly. “I didn’t think that would be a problem, since he was clearly an enemy of Elphyne, and not a citizen.”

“Oh, you are quite right. It is no problem at all. I am glad to hear that you took his citizenship into consideration, though.” the monarch stated, glancing up at her knight with a raised brow.

“Of course, Your Majesty.” James replied, a little confused as to where she was going with this.

“If he had been a citizen, one would normally expect him to be given a fair trial. Of course, summary judgement by a noble isn’t unheard of, nor technically illegal. It just gives the elves something to get worked up about, if it happens too often. They are not like the fae when it comes to such matters.” she reminded him.

“I see. I will keep that in mind, Your Majesty.” the knight assured his liege.

“Good. Good. That is all I wanted to talk about this morning. Unless there was anything on your mind?” she asked with a pleasant smile.

“Nothing that I can think of, Your Majesty.” James replied.

“Very well, then. I will see you at court.” the Queen stated, clearly dismissing him.

James bowed and turned to leave. Just as he was about to reach the door, the Queen called out to him one last time.

“Oh, and James? You should know that, when a citizen of Elphyne is about to die, the banshees always keen.” Titania offered with a look of warning.

The queen’s words took the einherjar by surprise. “I will take that wisdom to heart, Your Majesty.” James said with a bow, after a slight pause. She knows he’s still alive… he realized as he opened the door and stepped outside.
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Titania watched James close the door behind him, then sat back in her chair with a sigh. She was used to the various groups within the court jockeying for position, but she had hoped to keep her knight clear of it. I know he is my man. I do not doubt his loyalty at all. But that just makes me want to protect him from politics even more. she thought to herself as she twirled her auburn hair around her finger.

Frowning, the queen considered her options. It is good that Ingálvur has been removed from the board. He was allowed to be a blight on our country for far too long as it was. But James must be careful, lest the fair folk see him as a tyrant, and demand that he be removed.

Sighing again, the Fairy Queen stood and straightened her dress in preparation for the day’s session. At least I got to speak with Síofra last night, so we have a plan to work with. she reminded herself. The thought of which caused a wicked grin to play upon her lips.
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James stood in the front row, on the left side of the audience chamber, waiting for Queen Titania to make her appearance. He wasn’t sure what purpose his attending court would have, now that he’d already had the chance to speak with the monarch, but she had clearly stated that he was to be seen at court, so there he was.

A single minute before 10 o’clock, Queen Titania entered the chamber and ascended the dais, taking her seat upon the throne. When the great grandfather clock on the western wall struck 10, the Fairy Queen raised her hand and spoke. “Court is now in session. You may be seated. What business have we today, Herald?”

Effie stepped forward and read from a scroll in her hands. Speaking in a loud, clear voice, the sylph announced the first order of business. “Your Majesty. It has come to light that Ingálvur of House Dáinn was lost last night. His business associates desire that the lake and surroundings be searched for any sign of the merchant.”

The queen nodded sagely, then addressed the crowd. “I am aware of Ingálvur’s loss. I have spoken with those of consequence, and determined that such efforts would be fruitless.”

Her declaration caused waves among those in attendance. She didn’t need keen ears to hear the questions being asked. How could they know that? Is she abandoning one of our own? Did she perform a divination? and perhaps most dangerously, Was this a plot to remove him? I know he was no fan of the Queen.

Titania waited for the murmuring to die down a bit, before addressing the crowd again. “Fear not, good citizens. Viscountess Nemea assures me that the folk of the Undine Quarter will keep a keen eye out for the beast that took Ingálvur from us. It has been reported by eye witnesses that he was attacked by a crocodile of unusual size.”

At the queen’s statement, the white haired naiad stood and bowed, before sitting back down without saying a word.

The monarch’s assurances seemed to placate the crowd, at least somewhat, so the Herald moved on to the next order of business. “Your Majesty, Síofra of House Dáinn wishes to address the court.”

When the queen nodded her assent, the elven lady stood and moved to stand at the foot of the dais. She was dressed from head to toe in black, with a wide brimmed hat and a veil covering her face. “Your Majesty.” she began with an elegant curtsy to the queen. “As all have heard, I am now the widow of the late Ingálvur of House Dáinn.”

“Yes. You have our condolences, Síofra. What can the court do for you on this tragic day?” Titania asked with apparent compassion.

“As one might expect, my late husband had named our son, Ingálvur II, as his heir. Unfortunately, it will be many long years before my son will be old enough to lead the house. In that time, I fear my family will fall to ruin.” the humble widow admitted, bowing her head in seeming despair.

“My. That is indeed cause for worriment.” the queen stated, with a look of obvious concern. “But what would you ask of the court? How can we assist you in this?”

Raising her head, Síofra addressed the queen in a strong, clear voice. “Your Majesty. I ask that you dissolve House Dáinn, and allow my family to enter your service.”

Gasps and sounds of shock echoed through the audience, as many present were outright stunned by the woman’s words. If the queen accepted, all of House Dáinn’s assets would be claimed by the crown, but the surviving members of the family would be given positions within the Queen’s own household. Further, the family name of Dáinn would come to an end.

Queen Titania knew well how such a move could upset the delicate balance within her court. If the merchants feared that she had intentionally removed Ingálvur, who was an obvious opponent, only to destroy his house and seize his assets, they would quickly lose their faith in her ability to rule fairly. If she were to accept Síofra’s proposal, she would have to make another, equally impactful move, to appease the merchant class. Luckily, she had just such an initiative in mind. “We accept your proposal, Síofra, of the former House Dáinn.”

Her statement caused the expected stir, but before it could gain momentum, the queen followed up with her next announcement. “In fact, we have the perfect position for you in mind, my dear. You will become the priestess for our new Temple of Hermes.”

The growing sounds of concern and protest quickly changed to murmurs of confusion and curiosity. The city had never had a Temple of Hermes, which acted much like a bank in other kingdoms. Building one in Elphyne would do a great deal of good for the city’s commerce.

“Furthermore,” Queen Titania continued, “The assets of former House Dáinn, beyond living members’ personal effects, shall be dedicated entirely to the construction of said temple.”

This declaration quieted even the most stringent of naysayers among the crowd. Not only was it clear that Titania’s house wouldn’t profit from the dissolution of House Dáinn, but its destruction would be beneficial for the entire city. Not a single merchant would mourn the loss of a rival household under these circumstances.

As the tone of the crowd turned to one of open optimism, Titania struggled to hide her victorious grin.

“As you wish, Your Majesty.” Síofra curtsied deeply once again. Their plan had been a resounding success.

James watched the court proceedings with a critical eye. He couldn’t be certain, but he was relatively sure that the entire back and forth between Síofra and Titania was staged. That sly queen of mine played the entire court like a fiddle. he thought to himself with a smirk. Looking around, he noticed that a few other individuals quietly wore similar expressions to his own. Well, perhaps not the whole court. he amended his earlier thought.

The einherjar was pulled from of his quiet contemplations by Effie’s musical voice. The sylph was asking if any of the nobility had any further business to address. Taking that as his cue, James stood up and stepped forward to address the court. “Your Majesty. I do have one small matter to report.”

The queen turned to regard her knight and acknowledged him with a nod. “Please go ahead, Sir James.”

“I would like to report that we have had a successful start to our mission. Last night, we were able to repatriate two citizens, who were being held captive in foreign lands.” he stated with military efficiency.

The Fairy Queen nodded with approval. “This is good news. We will see to it that our newly returned people receive all of the assistance they require. Might we ask how you recovered them?”

The einherjar frowned slightly at her question, as he didn’t wish to embarrass the elven women, even though it was fairly obvious what being ‘captive’ meant. After only a slight delay, he answered the queen’s question in as straightforward a manner as he could. “I purchased them, Your Majesty.”

“And they have been freed?” she asked next.

“They have, Your Majesty.” he confirmed.

“We do not recall setting a budget for this mission. Are we to understand that you purchased them with your own funds?” the monarch inquired.

“That is correct, Your Majesty.” the einherjar confirmed again.

“See us after court for reimbursement.” she stated firmly. “In addition, know that any future costs incurred in this particular mission will also be reimbursed.” Turning to address the audience, the queen clarified the nature of their discussion. “Let it be known that the court is actively working to find and rescue those of our people who are currently enslaved in other kingdoms. This includes members of the former Beast Tribe, as well as any future groups who join our country.”

This statement was received just as well as the announcement of the new temple being built. When court was dismissed that day, word would quickly spread of how much Queen Titania was doing for the betterment of the queendom. Already a relatively popular monarch, this would bolster her support considerably. The fact that the country’s newest knight also had a part to play in her plans, served to improve the Champion’s own reputation as well.

As ordered, James found himself following the queen back to her study after court was dismissed. Once Titania was seated, the einherjar closed the door and moved to stand in front of her desk.

“Please sit, James.” the fairy offered, indicating the couch on the other side of the room.

The knight nodded and took a seat on the comfortable piece of furniture. “I didn’t expect you to reimburse me for the captives.” he began.

“Nonsense. I cannot imagine they were cheap. How much did they cost you?” Titania asked, dismissing his concerns.

“333 drachma.” he replied honestly.

The Fairy Queen frowned, but opened a drawer in her desk and pulled out a small silk pouch. Counting out 7 talents, she slid them across the desk for him to take.

James summoned 17 drachma from his Inventory and moved to place them on the desktop, but Titania held her hand up to stop him.

“Do not even think about it, James.” she scolded him with a mock glower. “You can accept the extra as a reward for successfully completing your mission.”

The ex-soldier sighed and accepted the Queen’s generosity, scooping the gold coins into his hand before sending them to his Inventory, along with the silver he’d just summoned. So annoying. I can’t even thank her for it. he grumbled internally.

Titania smirked as if she had somehow read his mind, before leaning back in her chair. After a moment, her visible mirth gradually changed to a more serious expression. “It will be very expensive to buy up all of the slaves, as we had discussed. Will it not?” she asked, referring to their plan to use slaves to help rebuild the population of Elphyne.

“Very.” James confirmed with a heavy sigh.

Titania bit her lip, then gave her companion a sidelong glance. “Should we be considering military action instead?”

The ex-soldier shook his head. “As much as I would personally prefer to take that route, we don’t have sufficient forces to start a war. While my wives and I would make for a very effective strike team, we would be hard pressed to fend off an invading army. As such, I cannot suggest taking an aggressive stance at this time.”

The queen sighed and hung her head, but nodded in agreement. “That is what I thought.” After a moment of silence, she looked up and studied her friend. He was someone that she truly felt she could depend on, and someone who was growing in power at an incredible rate. “Still, I want to secure this area soon. Please continue with your efforts to strengthen our country.”

“I will, Titania. I promise to do my best.” James assured her.

“Good. In the mean time, I do have one more minor mission for you.” she added.

“Oh? What might that be?” he asked.

“I presume you will be returning to Guayabo again soon, yes?” the queen inquired.

“I will. I need to sell a few items, and planned to purchase any suitable slaves while I was there.” the knight confirmed.

“Excellent. In that case, please pass this message on to the Temple of Hermes.” the fairy requested, pulling a small envelope from a drawer in her desk.

James accepted the missive and stored it safely in his Inventory. “Of course.”

“It is a letter informing the priesthood of Síofra’s desire to join their order, as well as my own intention to build a temple here. I am requesting that they send a respectful priest or priestess to Elphyne, and train my new ward to run our temple.” she explained.

“Very well. I will ensure it gets to Hermes’ temple before the day is out.” James promised.

“Very good. I wish you luck in your search for our people, Sir James.” Titania said with a slightly tired smile.


CHAPTER 11


James strolled into the temple, having just returned from his meeting with the queen. “Honey, I’m home!” he called out as he entered the nave.

“Master!” Acrasia shouted, waving her tiny hands to get his attention. The fairy was sitting on one end of the altar, her little legs hanging over the edge. In most situations, the einherjar would think this to be sacrilegious behaviour, but somehow he figured that Hel wouldn’t mind.

“Welcome home, Master! I was just talking with Hel. She liked the flowers!” the leannán sídhe proclaimed cheerily.

The einherjar chuckled softly and opened his mouth to congratulate his fairy wife, when he was cut off by a powerful, yet feminine voice.

“Yea. Welcome home, my Champion. Though thou wouldst do well to visit thy true home more often.” the familiar voice of Hel rang out in the chamber.

“My lady. It is good to hear from you.” James replied, looking up towards the ceiling, even though he knew the goddess wasn’t truly in any one physical direction from him. She resided on another plane of existence, that couldn’t be reached through normal means.

“I am glad to hear this, for it has been some time since thou hast contacted me.” the Goddess of Death gently reproved him.

Does she sound… petulant? James thought to himself, slightly shocked.

I am NOT being petulant! Hmph! Hel objected firmly, directly into his mind. This served as a quick and pointed reminder that the goddess could and did read his thoughts, so it was best to retain tight control over them, at least where she was concerned.

“Ahem. Of course, my Lady.” he said with a bow towards the altar. Trying to change the direction of the conversation a little, he decided to bring up an idea that he had been toying with. “I was actually thinking about creating a means to visit you more regularly, to be honest. A permanent portal between the temple and my manor in your realm.”

The goddess was silent for a moment, but then prodded him for more information. “Go on.” she said quietly, with a tiny hint of eagerness seeping into her voice.

“I envision the artifact as a pair of mirrors. Large ones. Say, eight feet tall and four feet wide? One would be permanently mounted on a wall in my manor, and the other would be mounted here, in your temple. The enchantment would be based on my Towards the Light spell, and the key for activation would my ring and the collars connected to it. That would prevent the portal from being abused by unauthorized people.” he explained at length.

“Hmm.” Hel hummed out loud as she thought over her Champion’s proposal. “This would be an expensive project for thee to undertake. How wouldst it benefit thee more than thy spell already does?”

“Simple.” James stated with a shrug. “The temple is too small for my growing family. This would allow my manor in your realm to act as one would expect of a home. We would all live at the manor and work out of the temple. That means we would be sleeping, taking meals, et cetera, in a place where you can visit as often as you like.”

As he finished speaking, a silent pressure descended upon the temple that could only be described as the intense focus of a goddess. Mild groaning could be heard from various rooms within the building, but James withstood the energy without complaint. The Champion instinctively understood that what he was feeling was the unbridled excitement of his deity, which in his mind was a good thing.

“Yea, my Champion. Direct thine efforts to enacting this plan, for it hath my full blessing.” the Goddess of Death agreed, her voice nearly trembling with elation.

“I will do so, my Lady. May I contract your artisan, the dvergr Litr, to help me create the pair of artifacts?” the einherjar asked.

“Thou mayest, my dear James. It is true that he doth possess the skill necessary to fashion the portals thou dost envision, but he will certainly charge thee a great deal for his services.” the goddess warned him.

“That’s fine. I have some ideas on that front as well.” James replied with a bit of a grin.

“That is good to hear, my Champion. Thou shouldst collect thy wives, and proceed directly to my demesne. Thou wilt need to speak with Litr, after all, and I do have some business with thee as well.” Hel suggested.

It wasn’t every day that the Goddess of Death invited you over, so James quickly came up with a plan and agreed. “All right. Just give me a few minutes to take care of some things, and we’ll be right over.”

“I will see thee soon then, my Champion. Hel out.” James could almost hear the smirk in her voice, as she ended the conversation with his standard radio procedure.

“Acrasia, my pet. I have a task for you before we go.” James said, summoning a few coins from his Inventory.

“What is it, Master?” the fairy asked, launching herself off the altar and flitting up to hover in front of his face.

“I’d like you to get eight meals from Maggy’s Shoppe, as well as a bottle of Fey Wine and bring them here, so we can take them with us when we go.” the einherjar requested.

The leannán sídhe scrunched up her face in confusion at his request. “But Master, you said we aren’t allowed to drink wine.”

James chuckled softly and corrected her misunderstanding. “The wine isn’t for us, my pet. Don’t worry.”

Acrasia frowned slightly, apparently a little disappointed that her master hadn’t changed his mind on that particular topic. “Okay.” she said a little sullenly, but then triggered her Growth spell, which allowed her to become human size, or at least closer to it. Holding out her hand, she requested the money she’d need to pay for the meals. “I think that will cost you about five drachma, Master.”

Hel’s Champion counted out five silver coins and handed them to her. “Let me know if that doesn’t wind up covering it.”

“I’m sure it will, Master.” the fairy replied with a brilliant smile, then took off for the door. “I’ll be back soon!” she shouted over her shoulder as she left.

“Well, if I am taking a trip to Hel, there’s one more person I should invite, after I tell my wives.” the einherjar muttered to himself.

By the time Acrasia returned with a basket of food and wine, James had found his other two wives and sat down to wait on the temple stairs.

“I’m back, Master!” his fairy wive called out as she flew up to him. “Are we going now?”

The einherjar shook his head slightly. “We’ll wait a couple more minutes, just in case we have one more showing up.”

“No need to wait on my account, James. I am already here.” declared a feminine voice from above. The party looked up to see Titania fluttering down to land nearby.

“Oh good. You got the message.” James said with a smile. “I was afraid you might be too busy for a quick trip, and on such short notice, but I wanted to give you the option nonetheless.”

“And I will gladly accept your offer, my friend.” the queen replied with a warm smile. “I seldom get the chance to see my old friend Cobweb, so any time you are making the trip to the underworld, I will happily accompany you.”

“I thought as much, thus the invitation. And we’re always glad to have you along, Titania.” the knight replied while standing up and brushing off the seat of his pants.

“Hey, Master!” Acrasia piped up. “Will she be able to use the mirrors?”

“Mirrors?” the Fairy Queen asked, tilting her head in curiosity.

James explained his plans for creating permanent portals, which would connect Hel’s Temple in Elphyne to his manor in Niflheimr. After which, he apologized. “I’m sorry to say that you won’t be able to use them though, Your Majesty.”

“May I ask why not? Surely you can trust me with access, yes?” she asked, looking a little put out.

“That’s not the issue at all, Titania.” James assured her. “It’s simply that I had planned to use my ring and the connected collars as the keys for the portal, thereby ensuring its security on both ends.”

“Hmph.” The queen frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. “While that does make sense from a security standpoint, it is most inconvenient.”

“Master?” Hrein spoke up and placed a hand on her husband’s arm. “How wilt thy maids, let alone the temple maidens, pass through the portals? Thou hast indicated thy intention that our entire household shall live at the manor, and pass back to this world for work each day.”

“Ah.” James started, but then realized that he didn’t have an immediate answer. “I hadn’t actually thought of that.”

A loud sigh interrupted the conversation, causing the party to turn and look back at the temple entrance. “I couldn’t help but overhear your poorly thought out plans, Sir.” Elora stated with a disapproving glare. “Would my own collar not function as a key as well?” she asked, pointing to the spectral collar around her neck.

“Hmm. No, I don’t think it would, Elora.” the einherjar replied after a moment’s thought. “Though it does bind you as my slave, it isn’t connected to my ring. The two types of collars come from fundamentally different sources. The ring and its connected collars are the product of my Enslave spell, whereas your own collar is the result of a breached Faustian Pact.”

The elven maid weighed his words for a moment, then gazed at him with a look of utter distaste. “I am already bound as your slave for eternity.” she pointed out. “Would it make any difference at all if I were bound by your Enslave spell as well?”

“Well, first off, the Enslave spell only works on those who agree to become my lover.” the einherjar explained. “Furthermore, the way my will is imposed is different in each case. My wives cannot act against my orders. Their bodies would simply freeze up if they tried. Whereas you are free to disobey me as you like, but I can mentally grab your spiritual chains and move you like a puppet, should I desire to do so.”

Elora initially blanched at his explanation, but then looked away as her cheeks turned crimson. Muttering something under her breath, she balled her hands into fists, then turned to glare at her master. “I have already committed to becoming your concubine. Is that not enough to satisfy your spell?” she snarled.

James frowned slightly at her question. It should be enough to trigger the spell, he agreed mentally, but I’ve purposely avoided acting on that part of her contract. Finally, the einherjar sighed and nodded. “I could place you under an Enslave spell as well. That would allow you to pass through the portal.”

“Could she then act as a guide, to allow others to pass through?” Hrein asked, seemingly unperturbed by the conversation.

“Hmm.” The Champion stroked his beard in thought. “Travellers will need the ability to transport any items they are carrying through the portal with them. I see no reason why they wouldn’t be able to escort someone else through, so long as they maintained physical contact.”

“Excellent!” Titania declared, clapping her hands. “Then I see no issue with this. You don’t mind if I bother your maid on occasion, so that I can visit Lady Hel or my friend Cobweb, do you?”

James chuckled at his queen’s request, but wouldn’t think of denying it. “Of course not, Titania. You are always welcome in my house.”

“Good. I am ever so glad to hear that.” she stated, granting him a brilliant smile.

“Well then. I guess I have a spell to cast before we go, eh?” James said, taking a few steps towards Elora.

Seeing him approach, the elven maid froze up. I really don’t want to do this… I don’t want to be bound to him even tighter… but… I guess it makes no difference at this point. she finally conceded, her heart clouded with dismay.

When the beast of a man reached the top step, he stood there for a moment, towering above her. Slowly, he moved to place his hand on the elf’s cheek, but she instinctively recoiled from his touch. The way she flinched away from him pained the einherjar, and served as a stark reminder of her hatred for him.

Elora gasped when she realized what she had done. The action was completely unintentional, and deep down, truly deep down, she knew he didn’t deserve her enmity. All of the supposed reasons she hated this man came flooding back to her in that moment. How he had killed her entire family; except that he hadn’t harmed any of them. How he had enslaved her against her will; but he had actually twisted the queen’s verdict in Elora’s favour, and had only contracted her as a servant, not a slave, despite her having murdered him. How he had forced her sister into becoming his concubine; if you discounted the fact that it was Elina herself that offered him that contract in the first place. And that, after healing the woman in question from near fatal injuries, he had agreed to have her work as a maid in his house instead, once Elora offered herself up in her sister’s place. Never mind the kindness that he continually showed the twins, or the fact that he recently saved her younger sisters, Laoise, from being sold into slavery by their father.

James watched as a torrent of emotions played across Elora’s face. I can’t do this to her. he thought solemnly. Taking a step back, he dismissed the spell from his mind, rather than casting it. But then the elf surprised him by catching his wrist as he let his arm fall to his side.

The elven woman gazed into his eyes, her own brown orbs wet with unshed tears. “Not yet. Soon, Sir. Please.” she whispered, her lips trembling slightly.

James nodded softly and spoke in a gentle voice. “Of course, Elora. It’s okay.” On instinct, the man began to raise his hand, wanting to comfort the woman, but then he realized what he was doing and stopped himself. Instead, he flexed his hand uselessly, and gave the elven maid a troubled smile. “Take your time.”

With that, the einherjar gently freed his wrist from the maiden’s grip and turned away. Having been unable to hear the quiet conversation, none of the women present understood what had transpired, but all were sensitive enough to keep from inquiring. The fake smile on the Champion’s face told them that much, at least.

“Well ladies, it’s time we were on our way, yes?” James declared with false enthusiasm. Everyone else nodded and played along with his act, giving him warm and comforting smiles. A moment later, the entire group had taken wing. James cast his spell Towards the Light, opening a dark portal in the sky, and connecting the realm of mortals with that of his goddess.

It feels good to be back. James thought to himself as he strode through the halls of Hel’s keep. It wasn’t his home exactly, but it was where his second life began. And I have to admit, I love the aesthetic. Many would have found the dark, torchlit halls to be creepy or claustrophobic even, despite their immense size, but there was something about the rough cut stone that just called to James.

When at last he came to a large wooden door at the end of the hall, the Champion pushed it open with ease and entered Hel’s audience chamber. The goddess was seated upon her throne, and though she would appear expressionless to most, the einherjar would have sworn he could see a fair amount of joy in her eyes.

“My Lady.” the knight greeted the Goddess of Death with a bow when he reached the centre of the room. His companions had followed him in, and likewise curtsied when they came to a stop.

“My Champion.” Hel replied with the barest hint of a smile. “It is good to see thee again.”

“Likewise, Lady Hel. And I look forward to seeing you every day, once we can get the portals up and running.” James stated with a grin.

The beautiful goddess shifted slightly in her seat, barely able to contain her excitement. “Yea… I too look forward to their completion.” Taking a deep breath to calm herself, the ruler of the underworld moved on to another topic. “However, that is not the reason I asked thee to bring thy wives today.”

“I am always happy to spend time with you. You don’t need a reason to call me, Hel.” James said with a soft chuckle, dropping the formal tone he had been using.

The faintest of blushes coloured Hel’s cheeks. Though the two had expressed their desires and even kissed, the Goddess of Death was far from used to such open flirting. “Ahem. Be that as it may, I wished to formally congratulate thee and each of thy wives, on thy marriages.”

“Oh.” James stood a little straighter, then bowed to his goddess again. “Thank you, my Lady. That means a lot to me.” His wives each thanked Hel in their own way, and curtsied as well.

“This is good, though words are not all that I have for thee. It would be inappropriate if I were not to give mine own Champion a gift for his wedding, no?” she pointed out, a tiny smirk playing upon her lips.

The einherjar quirked a brow in curiosity. He knew well that the goddess didn’t have much in the way of wealth to give, let alone things like magical artifacts. Unless she had something made for me? James wondered. “We would be honoured to accept anything you wish to grant us, my Lady.”

Standing up from her throne, Hel descended the few steps it took to reach the floor, and held her hand out in front of James. “Place thy left hand in mine own.” she commanded.

Intrigued by her request, James did as he was asked and gently laid his palm against hers. “As you wish.” he replied in a near whisper.

The modest contact of their skin caused the Goddess of Death to blush again, but she quickly pushed away the distracting thoughts and focused on her power instead. Pushing a tiny sliver of her divine energy into the ring on James’ finger, she connected its enchantment to the blessings she had granted him previously.

The einherjar felt her power enter him through the ring, and strengthen its connections to his soul. “Hel?” he asked softly, a bit of mild confusion in his voice.

“It is done.” the goddess stated, then reluctantly withdrew her hand. “I have connected thy soul more fully to thy ring. Henceforth, my blessings will be available to those bearing collars linked to the ring in question. As long as thou dost will it, of course.”

The Champion’s eyes widened in surprise. “You mean… my wives will be able to access my Inventory and Analysis blessings?”

Hel nodded, then gazed up into the einherjar’s eyes. “Does this not please thee?”

“It does!” he nearly shouted. “It certainly does! This is great! Thank you, Hel!” The ecstatic warrior barely kept himself from sweeping his goddess up in a hug, and instead settled for taking her hands in his and squeezing them gently. “I really appreciate this. Thank you.” he said again, gazing down into the beautiful goddess’ pitch black orbs.

“Wow! That’s one Hell of a wedding gift!” Acrasia quipped, interrupting the tender moment. The other wives and the queen turned to regard the leannán sídhe with wide eyes, staring at her with disbelief.

The Goddess of Death gave the flippant fairy the coldest side-eye imaginable, and for a heartbeat, Acrasia wondered if maybe looks could kill after all.

“Er… I mean… who wants some lunch!?” Acrasia stammered, holding up the basket full of food and attempting a big smile.

Hel snorted at the fairy’s antics, unable to stay mad at her spirited companion for long. “A meal doth sound enticing.” she allowed, letting Acrasia off the hook. “Let us proceed to the dining hall.”

“If you could call Cobweb to join us, that would be great.” James suggested. “We bought dinner for him as well.”

Hel nodded as she walked beside him, sending her pixie servant a mental message. “He is on his way.” she informed her Champion.

When everyone had arrived at the dining room, James asked Acrasia to hand out the meals. The fairy started with him, prioritizing her master over everyone else, for better or for worse. Regardless, the einherjar didn’t touch his dinner until everyone had been served. It does look delicious though… and it smells even better. he thought to himself. He’d had his enhanced sense of smell long enough that he was starting to be able to identify components of complex combinations of smells, like the chicken in the pot pie in front of him.

“Master? There’s one left over. Are you planning on eating two?” Acrasia asked, seeing that a single pie remained in the basket, along with the bottle of wine.

“Oh. No, that’s for Litr. I thought he might enjoy a meal along with the wine.” James explained. “I’ll take them to him later, when I see him after dinner.”

The small gathering of friends and family spent the next hour or so eating, and then relaxing as a group. Afterwards, Titania begged off to spend time with her dear friend Cobweb, while Hrein gathered Hel and the wives for some girl time. This gave James the opportunity to head below and visit Litr.

The einherjar could hear the clang of a hammer on metal long before he reached the dvergr’s workshop. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he carefully opened the door, so as not to knock anything over that might be near it. As soon as the door was cracked open, the Champion was struck by a blast of sweltering heat. Not knowing if a change in room temperature could affect forging or not, James quickly entered the room and closed the door behind him.

Aware that some metalwork couldn’t be abandoned before a certain point, without ruining the project, the einherjar contented himself with looking around the smithy until the dvergr acknowledged him. The room itself was surprisingly large, with copious amounts of shelves lining the walls, each laden with crafting materials or half finished projects. Taking up much of the floor space in between, was a small maze of barrels and crates, themselves containing an assortment of substances; from water to oil, or even sand or clay. There was no apparent order or logic to the storage plan, which irked James a little but ultimately wasn’t his problem, so he did his best to ignore it.

The far side of the room was taken up by the forge itself. The einherjar couldn’t identify most of the equipment, but he did recognize the large anvil the small man was working at. Small as in short, for the being certainly wasn’t lacking in mass. As the ancestor of the more modern (relatively speaking) dwarves, the dvergr were a short and stocky race. Even more tied to the earth and stone than their kin, Litr’s people had skin the colour of clay, and hair the hue of coal.

Taking a seat on a nearby crate, James settled in to watch the master smith work. The rhythmic beat of the hammer on yellow hot metal nearly lulled the einherjar to sleep as he waited. When the craftsman changed the piece of metal he was working on for a third time, James became impatient. He was certain that the ugly little man knew he was there, and that the bastard was just being rude at this point. This realization pissed the Champion off. No wonder Thor kicked the little shit into a fire. he thought while gritting his teeth and stifling a growl. If it weren’t for the fact that he needed the man’s skills, James would likely have done the same. “Guess I should find someone who isn’t so busy to share this Fae Wine with.” the einherjar announced loudly, standing up and brushing himself off.

His words provoked the expected reaction from the dvergr, who stopped his hammer mid-swing. “Wine, eh? Ye could’ve said so sooner, lad.”

James smirked at the prick’s attempt to come off as friendly, but decided to play along. “Well you know, I didn’t want to interrupt. But yes,” he said, pulling the bottle from the basket on his arm, “I figured you’d like to have some of the first bottle.”

“First, eh?” Litr repeated the einherjar’s words back to him while reaching up with his grubby little hands.

James let the dvergr have the bottle, then sat the open basket down on a create. “Yeah. There’s an extra chicken pot pie in there for you, too. The rest of us already ate.” Though he was supposed to be buttering the smith up, the Champion couldn’t help but act like Litr’s lunch had been an afterthought. Should have just eaten it myself.

“Er… thanks.” Litr said after taking a long swig of the wine. The dvergr snatched the pie and devoured it in a few bites, eyeing James warily the entire time. Belching loudly when he finished, the ugly little man made a half hearted effort to clear the crumbs from his beard, and failed miserably. “So. What do ye want?”

“To hire you, of course.” James said with a shrug.

“No shit.” Litr replied, narrowing his eyes. “Get ta the point, lad. I dunna have all day.”

“All right.” The ex-soldier crossed his arms over his chest and gazed down at the smith. “Long story short, I aim to create a pair of mirrors, and then enchant them as a permanent gateway between Hel’s Temple on Terra and my own manor here.”

The master crafter scowled and scratched his beard. “I’m sure Lady Hel already gave ye the go ahead, or ye wouldna be here.”

“Correct.” James confirmed with a nod. “I envision the mirrors being glass, with each of the panes being four feet wide and eight feet tall. I figure obsidian would make for a good frame.”

“Hmm.” Litr began to pace around his workshop as he contemplated the project. “Ye’d need thirty two square feet o’ glass, then. At 80 obols a square foot, that’d be…”

“2560 obols per mirror, or 5120 obols for both.” James finished for him in an instant.

The dvergr regarded the einherjar through narrowed eyes. “Yeah. Somethin’ like that. I’d say 52 drachma should cover it.” The craftsman was well aware of the coins traded on Terra, thanks to his many unsolicited, and frankly unwilling, conversations with Hel’s new pixie servant, Cobweb.

The Champion scowled at the markup, but didn’t say anything out loud. I knew he’d try to cheat me as much as he could. A difference of 80 obols wasn’t cheap, but it wasn’t beyond his expectations either.

“‘Course it’ll have ta be silvered, or it won’t work as a mirror. I’d need at least… 24 drachma worth of silver ta do it. I have the other materials.” the dvergr claimed, feigning generosity.

The scowl on James’ face deepened. He didn’t miss the fact that the smith had left out the precise quantities this time, so he couldn’t do the calculation on his own. I suppose that’s better than the little bastard outright lying about them. he told himself.

“Then fer the obsidian… six inches all around should be fine, yeah? That’d be… another drachma.” Litr said with a small smirk.

Now the einherjar knew he was being cheated. He doubted the stone would cost more than half that amount. Still, he had no way of proving it, and the dvergr knew that as well. If he wanted the craftsman to make the mirrors, James was going to have to pay his price. “So 77 drachma in all?”

“Well, then there’s me wages. I have ta go out an’ mine the…” the swindler began, but James cut him off with a raised hand. He knew very well that the price of labour was already included in the cost of the materials.

“Keep in mind that no one in my house drinks alcohol.” the einherjar stated flatly.

“So? What’s that got ta do with me?” the dvergr snapped, crossing his arms.

“That means that, even though we’ll be passing through the portals every day, we’ll have no reason at all to bring any over from Terra. And whatever mead or the like we did bring, would be sold at a very hefty premium.” the Champion explained, heavily emphasizing the most important words for the money grubbing dvergr.

“Gah…” Litr groaned.

“So maybe we should think twice before agreeing on a price for your labour, eh?” James growled, leaning over until he was face to face with the smith.

Litr swallowed hard, but then a serious expression settled on his face. “It still won’t be cheap, even if I do the work fer… fer… free.” the dvergr spat the last word as if the very thought disgusted him.

“What do you mean?” The einherjar’s eyes narrowed.

“I presume ye will supply the actual magic yerself, yeah? But runes need ta be carved into the frame ta direct the magic, an’ they have ta be inlaid with a precious metal like gold ta hold the enchantment.” Litr explained.

The Champion drew a sharp breath at this little revelation. From the look on the smith’s face, he didn’t think the little man was lying either. “How much gold are we talking here?”

The dvergr tugged at his beard in thought for a moment. “Ye want it ta always be open?”

James shook his head. “No. I want my ring, and the connected collars, to act as a key to activate the portals.” he explained, holding his hand out to show Litr the ring.

“Hmm. This thing connected ta yer soul?” the smith asked, examining the ring.

“Yes. How’d you know?” James replied, a little surprised at the question.

Litr scowled up at the einherjar. “This isn’t me first time makin’ an artifact, lad.” After pacing around the room a bit more, the craftsman seemed to come to a conclusion. “Honestly, with the number o’ runes I’ll have ta carve, I’d say ye’d need at least 20 talents worth of gold.”

The einherjar whistled at the exorbitant cost. That’s 1000 days’ wages for a soldier or craftsman. he noted to himself. “It has to be gold, huh?”

Litr gave him a look. “Nah. Ye can use orichalcum or the like, if ye prefer.” he said sarcastically.

The Champion grimaced, knowing the rose-gold coloured metal would be worth far more than mere gold. “Okay. It might take me a while to gather that much gold, though.”

The craftsman waved his hand dismissively. “That be fine. It’ll take me a while ta craft the mirrors anyway. Just let me know when ye have the gold, and we’ll finish the project then. So long as ye bring a few bottles o’ spirits with ye.” he said with a raised eyebrow.

“Deal.” the Champion agreed, holding his hand out to shake.

“Deal.” the dvergr grinned as he shook the einherjar’s hand.

With the deal struck, James summoned a gold talent and 25 silver drachma from his Inventory, and handed them over to Litr. “I still owe you 2 more drachma. I’ll have it for you when next we meet.”

“All right. Hope ta see ye soon, then. An’ don’t forget the drinks!” the dvergr agreed, walking back to his forge.


CHAPTER 12


After James had collected his wives and informed Hel of the project’s status, the party picked up Titania on their way out. Both the goddess and the queen were delighted to hear that the portals were going to be constructed, but seemed dismayed that it would cost the einherjar so much. In Hel’s case, she lacked the material wealth to help her Champion out, whereas Titania had the gold to spare, but was declined when she offered to help.

“It’s fine, Your Majesty.” the knight assured her.

“But…” the queen protested with a slight pout.

“Really, it is. Once we exchange the treasures we received as wedding gifts, we’ll have enough gold. First I’ll use that gold to buy as many slaves as we can, and deliver them to Elphyne. You’ve already declared that I would be reimbursed for such expenses, so I will be free to turn around and put the gold towards the construction of the portals.” the ex-soldier explained.

The Fairy Queen scowled at her knight in mild frustration. “You really are a stubborn one.”

James grinned playfully at the beautiful fairy. “So I’ve been told.”

“So that is your plan, then? To head directly to Guayabo from here? You do have a letter to deliver, as I recall.” Titania reminded him.

The einherjar shook his head slightly. “I need to take you home first. Then my wives and I can fly to the human settlement.”

Titania crossed her arms over her chest and gave James a disapproving look. “And why should you take a longer, more inefficient route such as that? Would it not be much easier to simply take me along with you to Guayabo?”

The ex-soldier quirked a brow and gave her a skeptical look right back. “Care to explain to me how, as a knight, I should even consider taking my Queen to an unfriendly foreign nation without her guards?”

“Oh pish posh.” the Fae Queen dismissed his argument with a wave of her hand. “It is not as if I am incapable of using illusions to disguise myself. Besides, what better guards could one ask for, than you and your wives?” she added with a grin.

The einherjar’s eyes narrowed as he considered the queen’s rebuttal. It’s true that she probably won’t be in any danger… I imagine she could wipe out the entire town by herself. And she seems pretty insistent on coming for some reason… In the end, James could do nothing but sigh and agree to take her along. “Fine. But you have to promise me that you won’t reveal yourself, AND you will flee at the first sign of trouble.”

“No.” Titania said flatly. “I will promise to keep my identity a secret, as that could cause problems for Elphyne if I am found out, but I will NOT abandon you should violence occur.”

The knight shut his eyes and let his head hang back while grumbling to himself. “And you call me stubborn?”

The Fairy Queen’s keen ears had no trouble picking out her knight’s words, but she simply smiled to herself, happy with her tiny victory.

After a lengthy goodbye, and a solemn promise to Hel that he would return again soon, James and his party departed the underworld, heading back to the realm of the living. As planned, the einherjar opened a gate directly above the human town of Guayabo, allowing the group to descend into the settlement, hidden from sight by Druid Covering spells.

Upon landing behind the Temple of Hermes, and ensuring that no one was nearby to see them, James and the ladies dispelled their invisibility. Or at least most of them did. For her part, Acrasia remained invisible; the playful fairy enjoying the fact that she couldn’t be seen.

When Titania appeared, it was clear that she had taken the appropriate measures to disguise herself. Though anyone familiar with the Fairy Queen would recognize her instantly, to strangers she would appear as a simple elf, if an extraordinarily beautiful one. Gone were her bright orange butterfly wings, as well as the jewellery she usually wore, and a simple commoner’s dress replaced the elegant gown that she had been wearing moments ago. A single whimsical addition was also apparent; a simple leather collar adorned her slender neck, not at all unlike Nyakuro’s.

James spotted the accessory immediately, and called attention to it. “And what, pray tell, is that?” he asked with a frown.

A playful smirk appeared on the queen’s lips, as she knew full well what he was asking about. “Oh, this?” she asked in an innocent voice, fingering the choker. “I simply thought it best to blend in with the other women around you. For safety’s sake, of course.”

A look of shock replaced the monarch’s mischievous expression, when the huge knight glared at her and stepped directly into her space. His hot breath in her ear caused the fairy to freeze on the spot, as he spoke to her in a low growl.

“Be careful, Your Majesty. I might like that look too much, and make it permanent.” he warned, then stepped away, walking out onto the street.

The Fairy Queen gulped, then fought to regain her composure as her cheeks reddened. The two had been overly friendly and flirted a bit in the past few weeks, but nothing serious had come of it; not so much as a single kiss. You know well the kind of man he is; why must you play with fire? she scolded herself. Sordid affairs were nothing new to fae courts. In fact, many would likely say that they thrived on them. But she knew in her heart of hearts that James would never be party to one. That the einherjar wouldn’t be interested in a simple dalliance, and she was all too aware of his oath to his first wife, Hrein. He’s a knight, but I’m a queen… she reminded herself of the obvious. Submitting to him would cause no end of trouble… ugh! Why am I even thinking like this!? I spent centuries bound to a man, and I am in no hurry to place myself under another! A second meaning to her last thought occurred to her then, and caused her to blush even more furiously.

Hrein watched in silence as the disguised queen stormed off after her husband. It was clear to her that the Queen of Fairies fancied Hel’s Champion, and that he was passing fond of her as well. But their positions make such a union impossible, do they not? she pondered. But then, he doth intend to claim a goddess as his woman, even if that be in the distant future. The valkyrie sighed and decided that she needed to speak with Titania in private, once they returned to Elphyne.

By the time James and his companions entered the Temple of Hermes, the queen had schooled her features, and was acting in character for the role she’d chosen. A quick glance behind him revealed that she had not removed the illusory collar, however. Is she trying to send me a message? he wondered, then shoved the thought aside and focussed on their current business.

The same human priest and dwarven guard that he’d encountered last time were at their respective posts. Once again the einherjar admired the dwarf’s full suit of plate armour, as well as the glorious red beard hanging from his chin. Man knows how to dress. the ex-soldier chuckled to himself. Turning to regard the priest of Hermes, the fae knight bowed. “Good day to you, sir.”

“Good day, Champion.” the cleric replied with a businesslike smile.

James tried not to let it show how much it irked him, that his status as a Champion appeared to be common knowledge now. I really dropped the ball with that slave driver. Ah well. Would’ve come out eventually anyway. he consoled himself. “I have a couple of pieces of business, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course. What can we do for you today?” the human asked. Dressed in a pure white chiton with a belt and trim of golden silk, the priest was the very picture of business propriety. Even his posture is impeccable. James noted. “First off, I have this letter that I would like sent to your head church, or whatever institution oversees business like temple construction and the education of aspirant priestesses.” he stated, seemingly drawing an envelope from his pocket.

The priest frowned briefly, then studied the einherjar carefully. “Hel wishes to build a Temple of Hermes?”

“Ah.” James suddenly understood the man’s confusion. “I’m not acting in my capacity as Hel’s Champion at the moment, but rather, as a knight of the Seelie Court.” he explained. “Queen Titania would like to build a Temple of Hermes in Elphyne, and have one of her ladies-in-waiting trained to be the temple’s priestess.”

“I see.” the priest said after a moment. “I will pass this on at no charge, as it is addressed to the priesthood. That said, there were rumours of the last priest of Hermes to visit Elphyne receiving a very poor welcome.”

Titania opened her mouth to object, but Hrein stopped her from speaking with a quick slap on the ass. The loud smack did indeed cause the queen to hesitate, but it also drew the attention of nearly everyone else in the room. Only James didn’t turn to see what had occurred.

“Pay my first wife no mind.” he told the priest. “She leads my harem, and it is her job to discipline my slaves.” He had expected Titania to react to the priest’s claims, so it wasn’t hard to guess what had happened. “As for the claim that the previous priest was poorly treated, I have it on good authority that he was sent home for making unwanted advances on the Queen and others. Perhaps he should be questioned about that?”

“Ah. I understand.” the priest replied with a bow. “I will ensure that verbal message is passed on, along with the letter.”

“That would be much appreciated.” James responded, bowing back to the priest. “The second bit of business I have is nothing more than a few appraisals and exchanges.”

“Very well. Let us see what you have.” stated the priest, who moved to stand behind the scales and other tools of measurement.

The einherjar started by pretending to pull the three rings he’d taken from Ingálvur out of his pocket. As he placed them on the counter, he realized that the elven merchant would most likely still be at the slaver’s tent. Damn! I really don’t want Titania to see him there, or vice versa. Distracted by the predicament he’d found himself in, he thoughtlessly summoned the other items he wanted appraised, and placed them on the counter as well. When he realized what he’d done, the einherjar nearly cursed, but the look on the priest’s face hadn’t changed, so he thought he might be safe. Guess the counter blocked his view of my hands.

His sense of relief was short lived, however, when he glanced over his shoulder to see the dwarven guard staring at him intently. James tried to give the short man an innocent smile, but it was clear that the warrior wasn’t having any of it. The way the armoured fellow fingered his axe told the einherjar, in no uncertain terms, that he should be very careful about what else he pulled out of thin air.

Seemingly oblivious to the tension in the room, the priest announced the values of the various items he’d appraised. “The three rings are worth 63, 64, and 88 drachma respectively. The emerald is perfect, and worth 500 drachma on its own. Finally, the silver cross is worth 448 drachma. Would you like to sell these items to the temple?”

“Yes, please.” James replied, turning his attention back to the priest. Though he was still kicking himself over his mistake, there was little he could do about it now.

“That comes to a total of 1163 drachma.” the priest said plainly, as if the huge sum of money didn’t impress him in the slightest. “I’d suggest taking that as 23 talents and 13 drachma.”

“That would be perfect.” the einherjar agreed, forcing a slightly troubled smile.

The cleric nodded, then placed the treasure on a wooden tray, before carrying it to a back room. As soon as the door closed behind him, the dwarven guard spoke up.

“Ye be lucky that the Temple o’ Hermes prides itself on keeping their customer’s secrets. But I’d be damn careful who ye show that little trick o’ yers to in the future.” he warned.

James sighed with relief, then saluted the dwarf with a fist to his breast. “Thank you.”

“For what?” the human priest asked, coming back into the main room. “Did I miss something?”

“Ye miss everything.” the dwarf muttered under his breath.

“Er, I was just thanking the good dwarf for some friendly advice he offered me, that’s all.” James supplied.

“Ah. Yes. Right.” the priest said with a frown. “No doubt he told you not to flash this around, and he’d be correct.” he added as he placed three stacks of coins on the counter.

“Definitely good advice.” the ex-soldier agreed with a more believable smile. Scooping the coins into his hands, he pretended to stuff them into his pockets, but secretly sent them to his Inventory.

“If that is all?” the priest asked, his business smile back in full force.

“Yes. Thanks. Have a good day.” James replied, then escorted the ladies out of the temple.

Once they were back on the street and making their way to the other end of town, Hrein whispered to her husband. “What was that all about, Master?”

“I was distracted and summoned some items from my Inventory, without pretending to pull them from my pockets. The dwarf caught on.” James explained.

“Ah. Might I ask what distracted thee, Master?” she asked.

“Just expecting some trouble at the slave market.” he answered vaguely.

The valkyrie accepted his answer, even though it revealed little. He must have a reason for wanting to keep quiet. she assured herself, trusting in her husband’s judgement.

James contemplated what to do the entire trip to the slave market. Finally, when the stage was coming into view, he stopped and turned to face the queen. “Titania,” he whispered. “I would prefer it if you didn’t visit the slaver with me today. There is… something I don’t want you to see.”

The Fairy Queen scoffed, and dismissed his concerns. “I assure you it will be quite all right, James. I am a grown woman who has seen a great many things in her time.”

As the fae lady moved to step past the ex-soldier, he reached out and gently caught her arm. “You don’t understand.” he hissed a little more urgently. “There is… someone who might recognize you in there.”

Titania’s brow furrowed at his comment. “Who…?” It only took a moment for the quick witted queen to put two and two together. Ah. So that is why the banshees did not keen. “Hmm. That would be a form of poetic justice, I suppose.” she muttered under her breath. Looking up at her knight, the Queen of the Fairies frowned, and then sighed. “I will wait out here and enjoy the sun. Perhaps Hrein would be willing to keep me company?”

“Of course.” Hrein replied without missing a beat.

James smiled and gave the queen’s arm a light squeeze. “That… would be for the best.”

Leaving the valkyrie and Fairy Queen behind, the einherjar moved forward with his nekomata wife. A quick glance at the stage and the pillories nearby revealed that, while they were all occupied by slaves on display, Ingálvur wasn’t among them.

A large male slave was chained to one of the whipping posts on the stage, while the other held a statuesque woman. The pillories, on the other hand, were all occupied by female slaves. The devices were built short, so that the captives were forced to bend at the waist, thereby presenting their defenceless backsides to anyone behind them. A slaver, or perhaps someone who simply worked for Tlacahua, stood beside the pillories with a large guard. The smaller man appeared to be accepting payment from male customers who, for a fee, could make use of the female slaves in the pillories. Meanwhile, the slaver on the stage called out to passersby, hawking the captives bound to the whipping posts.

For once in her life, Nyakuro felt uncomfortable being naked, and wished she had something to wear. “Meowster.” she whispered, touching her husband’s arm.

“What is it, kitten?” he asked, stopping in his tracks and turning to his wife.

“Nya…” she murmured, closing her legs tight and covering her breasts with an arm.

“Ah. I understand.” the einherjar replied, gently patting the cat-girl on the head. Stepping close, and using her body to block anyone else’s view of his hands, he summoned another of his large t-shirts. I’m going to run out of those soon. he lamented to himself.

“Meow.” the nekomata smiled, and accepted the green top from her master. Slipping it on over her head, the young woman felt much more comfortable; the hungry gazes of strangers no longer bothering her.

Seeing that his favourite cat-girl was content, James turned and led her towards the large conical building behind the stage. This time the hide flap over the door was rolled up, and the guards outside didn’t stop him.

It only took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darker interior, but before that could even happen, a familiar voice called out. “You!”

James blinked a couple of times then casually looked around the room. Tlacahua was sitting behind his desk, studying the Champion with a greedy smirk, but he clearly wasn’t the speaker. After a moment or two, the einherjar’s eyes finally settled on a particularly unpleasant face.

“Just wait until the queen finds out what you’ve done, you filthy beast!” Ingálvur screamed at the top of his lungs, his white knuckled hands gripping the bars of his bronze cage.

Hel’s Champion honestly tried not to laugh, but a small chuckle escaped his lips before he turned away, pointedly ignoring the pale elf. “Tlacahua. I’m here to make a few more purchases, if you are open for business.”

“I am always open for business, Champion.” the native man assured him with a shark-like smile. “Though I regret to inform you that I don’t have any other elves for sale.”

“That’s fine.” James waved his hand to dismiss the man’s concerns. “I’m looking for more than just elves. That said, should you come across any more, I would appreciate it if you would hold them for me. With a certain exception, of course.”

“Of course.” the slaver agreed. “I’m sure you understand that holding merchandise that could otherwise be sold would cost a premium, yes?”

“I never doubted it would.” the einherjar conceded.

“Excellent. So, what else did you have in mind? I have some young women who would be fit for child bearing, though none as pretty as your companion.” the sleazy salesman said while smiling at Nyakuro.

“I’m sure. I’d be shocked if you had any even half as pretty as her.” James replied, causing his wife to blush slightly. “To get to the point though, I am looking for non-humans. Preferably strong warriors I can put on the front lines, or women that can be bred to produce such.”

“Oh? Building an army, are we?” Tlacahua guessed with narrowed eyes.

“Yes.” James replied honestly. It’s better to give him part of the truth, than all of it. the einherjar decided.

“Hmm. I’m afraid the only non-humans I have right now are members of the Beast Tribe.” the slaver stated, watching James carefully for any reaction. Unlike the town guards, he wasn’t convinced that the beast-man wasn’t in league with the similar looking werejaguars.

Hel’s Champion managed to keep his poker face in place, while still expressing interest in the slaves. “I’d like to take a look at them, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.” the slaver replied. “Right this way.” Tlacahua led James to the very back of the building, where bronze cages held an assortment of tired looking slaves. “All of these are beasts.” the merchant said, indicating two large cages. “I have another cage with some cubs elsewhere.”

The occupants of the cages eyed the einherjar warily. That is, until their eyes landed on Nyakuro. One of the men in the cages roared in anger upon seeing the collar around her neck, and flung himself against the bars.

“If you shift, we beat one of the children.” Tlacahua quietly warned the werejaguar. The threat seemed to have the desired effect, for the angry warrior slowly backed away from the bars and didn’t make another sound, despite trembling in fury.

Secretly appreciating the outburst, since he figured it lent him some credibility with the slaver, James looked over the captive members of the beast tribe. He counted three grown men in one cage, and five women in the other, though one of those was only barely entering adulthood. “So, eight adults all together. 960 drachma, then?”

The slave driver laughed as if James had said something extraordinarily funny. “These slaves are all healthy and in their prime! I couldn’t let the males go for less than 200 drachma each. 166 for the females.”

The einherjar’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “120 drachma is the standard rate for an adult slave. Asking 200 is insane.”

“Human slaves, certainly. But these are mighty warriors of the Beast Tribe. Far stronger than any human.” the sly merchant pointed out.

“And far more dangerous to own, and difficult to control!” the knight countered.

“That isn’t my problem.” Tlacahua said with a sneer.

“That’s where you are wrong.” James replied. “I’d wager that you will have considerable trouble selling them, if you haven’t already.”

The slaver scowled at his potential customer, clearly not pleased with the way the conversation was going. “They will be quite easy to sell in the cities to the south, I assure you.”

“Perhaps.” the Champion said with a ferocious grin of his own. “But you’ll have to transport them there. Pay for more guards, and feed them until you get them to market. On the other hand, I’m willing to take them off your hands right now. For a reasonable price, that is.”

Tlacahua grit his teeth and considered the other man’s offer. The truth was, everything they had both said was completely true. Furthermore, he felt this so called Champion was dangerous, so he didn’t want to make an enemy of him if he didn’t have to.

“Tell you what. Let’s make a deal.” James offered before the man could speak.

The wily merchant narrowed his eyes with skepticism. “What kind of deal?” he asked.

“I’m sure you have slaves here that won’t fetch a good price. Maybe they’re sick or injured. They’ll likely die on you before you can offload them.” the einherjar guessed.

A look of understanding dawned in Tlacahua’s eyes. “Ah. I see. Yes, you are quite the famous healer, aren’t you?”

“I am.” James agreed, though he wasn’t quite sure how famous he’d become. Geoffrey had promised to spread word of his work, but that was all he knew for certain. “And I am willing to use those skills for free, on one slave for every one that you sell me at the standard price.” The einherjar hadn’t really wanted to play this card, as he had planned to buy such slaves at a steep discount, then just heal them when he got them home.

“Hmm. Very well. Deal.” the slaver agreed after a moment of thought. “I have some women in the privacy stalls that have picked up diseases from unclean customers. A couple have also had… unfortunate encounters with violent patrons as well.”

As he agreed, the Champion tended to the pitiful souls chained inside the privacy stalls. There were five in total, and all of them had seen much better days. If I ever have enough money, I’ll try to purchase these women as well. he promised himself.

Heading back to the Beast Tribe cages, Tlacahua announced that he’d get the five females ready for him.

“Hold up. If I am buying slaves, I am going to pick which ones. I healed five of your whores, so I get five slaves at standard prices. That was the deal.” the knight stopped the merchant before he could swindle him out of his coin. “I’ll take the three males, and two females.”

Tlacahua glowered at his customer, very obviously pissed off at the turn of events. “You don’t intend to buy the rest of the women?”

“Perhaps. But the males are what I need right now, so I am buying them first.” James stated matter of factly.

The slaver grit his teeth. “Fine.” he hissed. I’m going to have to be more careful with this one… he told himself. When he called for one of the guards to fetch some manacles, James cut him off again.

“I don’t suppose those manacles come free with the slaves?” the einherjar asked, already knowing what the answer would be.

“Of course not.” Tlacahua hissed.

“Then I don’t need them.” Turning to face the three warriors in the cage, James looked the largest right in the eye. “If you think you are the first Beast Tribe slaves to come into my possession, let me assure you that you are wrong. If you fight, if you flee, if you do anything beyond follow my commands to the letter, it is those children who will suffer. Do you understand me?”

All three of the men in the cage snarled in response to his words, and even the women one cage over glared at him with hate. Finally though, the largest of the males spat and growled out a response. “Understood.”

“Good. Now, about the other three women and the children you spoke of. Are you willing to cut me a deal on them?” James asked.

“No.” Tlacahua hissed. “You pay full price, or you’ll never own them.”

The einherjar considered his options. Looking over the women in the cage, he was once again reminded that one of them was quite young. “You.” he pointed at the teenager. “How old are you?”

The young woman looked to the other women before answering his question. Apparently they couldn’t see any reason to lie, so she answered truthfully. “Fifteen.”

“Fifteen?” he repeated her statement. Turning to the slaver, he continued to point at the girl. “She’s not even an adult yet. She isn’t worth full price.”

Though James had no idea it was the case, there were laws on just how much a merchant could charge for certain goods, including slaves. And in the case of slaves, that amount varied by age and sex. Of course Tlacahua knew those prices very well. “Fine. 166 drachma each for the two older ones. 133 for the younger. That’s the best offer you will get from me.”

James nodded, accepting the quoted price. “Okay. And how much for the children you said you have elsewhere?”

“Two females and a male. 100 for the boy, 66 each for the females.” Tlacahua stated, crossing his arms. “Anything else?”

Adding up the cost in his head, James figured he could afford one more with the money he had on him. “All you have left is humans?”

“That’s right.” the slaver confirmed.

“I’ll take one human female at the standard price.” James offered.

The frown on Tlacahua’s face deepened, but he sighed and motioned for the einherjar to follow him. After passing several cages, they came to a small cage with only a single occupant. Within, a short woman lie curled up on her side, with one of her legs bent at an unnatural angle. “She broke it this morning. Thought I’d have to put her down later. You can have her for 120 drachma.”

“Done. That should be 1417 drachma in total, correct?” James confirmed.

The slave trader nodded, impressed by the beast-man’s head for numbers. “That’s correct.”

Summing 29 talents from his Inventory while his hands were in his pockets, the einherjar made a point of counting them out before handing them to the merchant. “I expect 33 drachma in change.” he informed the slaver.

“You’ll get your money. Wait outside by the stage, and I’ll have your slaves brought around.” the slaver instructed.


CHAPTER 13


Acrasia flitted from building to building, completely unseen by the residents. Since I’m invisible, I should help Master out. the fairy thought to herself. I know he needs lots of gold for his mirror things, so I’m sure he’d like it if I could get him some. Maybe he’ll even reward me…

Thoroughly distracted by thoughts of her possible ‘reward’, the leannán sídhe fluttered to the top of a random home and indulged in her fantasy. In no time at all, the tiny woman’s fingers had slipped between her legs, while she lay upon the straw roof with her mouth open and eyes closed.

The elderly man living inside the conical dwelling was awoken from his siesta by strange moaning sounds, seeming to come from the walls. His hearing wasn’t all that great, so at first he thought that perhaps his wife was hurt, and calling for help.

Making his way to the next room, the old fellow saw his wife chewing a piece of hide in order to soften it for making leather. This process was rendered more difficult by the venerable woman’s lack of teeth, but she refused to leave the work to their daughter.

“Tlazohtli? Are you okay?” the man asked.

“Huh? I can’t hear you. Speak up you old atlikauitl!” the woman snapped.

The old man stepped closer to his wife, then leaned over to speak directly into her ear. “I asked if you are okay.”

The old woman frowned at his question. “Why wouldn’t I be okay? Shouldn’t you be napping? This is the one time of day I get some peace and quiet.”

“If you’re okay, why are you moaning?” he asked, only to have it slowly dawn on him that he could still hear the high pitched groans, even though he was talking to his wife.

“What are you talking about, atlikauitl?” she grumbled in confusion. The woman was about to accuse her husband of hearing things, when she suddenly realized that she could also hear moaning, albeit at the very edge of her hearing.

Unfortunately for the couple, neither of them were familiar with the moans of a woman in the throes of passion. They had been married since they were old enough to wed, and frankly, the gentleman just wasn’t that good. So, unable to recognize the obvious source of the sounds, the old bird jumped to the next most logical conclusion.

“Spirits!” she shrieked.

“What!?” the old man shouted, straightening up far too fast and causing his spine to kink. “Gah! My back!” he cried, pressing his hands against the tight muscles as he stumbled around.

“Ghosts!” the woman elaborated, looking around in fear. She hoped the spirits wouldn’t start throwing her good dishes. She’d heard such stories from friends, and those bowls were gifts from her grandaunt.

Shuddering violently, the naked fairy let out a long sigh of contentment. She could hear yelling coming from the building below, but it was just noise to her. She wasn’t concerned with the goings on of the local humans in the least. After resting for a few moments, Acrasia stretched languidly, then flew off towards the Temple of Hermes.

By the next day, rumours that a specific house in Guayabo was haunted had spread like wildfire. Apparently the pernicious poltergeist had cursed the old man living there, causing him a great deal of agony, primarily in his lower back. This led to the family leaving small offerings of food each night, on the advice of the old woman’s friends, in an attempt to appease the angry spirits. Of course, this in turn led to an increase in rodent problems for the nearby homes, and a mild spike in cases of rat-borne diseases locally. Perhaps more importantly, the woman’s good dishes were spared in all of this.

Acrasia flew above the Temple of Hermes and considered liberating some of the gold from their coffers. After humming and hawing for several minutes, the fairy decided that stealing from the God of Trade likely wasn’t the best of ideas, so she moved on in search of another target.

It didn’t take long for her to spot her friends, or at least a couple of them. Hrein and Titania were standing outside the slave market, speaking to each other in hushed tones. Though curious what they could be talking about with such serious faces, she doubted the topic would be that much fun, if the strict valkyrie were involved. Maybe I should see where the slaver keeps his gold? the fairy pondered, a mischievous grin spreading across her lips.

Zipping into the building, the leannán sídhe quickly spotted her master near the front, speaking with an evil looking little man. Ugh. I hope Master is careful. I can tell just by looking at that guy, that he’s bad news. she thought to herself. A quick look around led the fairy to the only closed door on the premises. It stood out because the small room had walls of wood, and a solid looking door was the only entrance. This has to be the place. she told herself.

Though no guards were posted directly outside the door, the fae was still very careful when she tried the handle. Thankfully, it wasn’t too heavy for her to move, despite her tiny form. Quietly slipping into the room, she found it empty except for a large wooden chest. The strongbox was locked and very obviously bolted to the stone floor. Guess I can’t just take the whole thing. the fairy frowned as she studied the setup.

The first thing she noticed upon closer inspection, was that the lock was made from iron, which would make it a very expensive item in this part of the world. Don’t want to mess with that thing at all… the fairy admitted to herself as she fluttered around the box, looking at it from all angles. Various half baked plans floated in her mind as she searched for an easy way to steal the money she assumed was held within.

I could wait until the slaver unlocks it, then slip inside unnoticed! But then I’d be trapped in the chest when he closed it… Wait! I could put him to sleep when he opens it! But… I need to get back to Master before he leaves town. That would make everyone think Master had something to do with this. The pretty fae thought up one idea after another, and dismissed them just as quickly. Ultimately, she decided that she just wasn’t smart enough to defeat the locked box, and gave up in despair.

Returning to the fresh air and sunshine outside, the fairy’s determination was renewed. Hmm. I bet Clarissa’s dad has lots of gold. But I wouldn’t want to steal from a friend. Acrasia pondered as she drifted down the street. She was close to the centre of town when she came across something she hadn’t expected. The large building was the same design as almost all of the others in town, but with one significant exception. A large wooden cross was suspended over the doorway, marking the structure as a Christian church. What would a church be doing here? the fairy wondered to herself as she flew a little closer. Oh right! That Father Cannon guy lives here, doesn’t he? That guy was an asshole to Master… Remembering their last encounter with the priest, Acrasia decided then and there that he was the victim she had been looking for.

Slipping inside the open doorway, the would be thief cased the joint. The majority of the space was taken up by rows of pews, with a pulpit at the far end. A huge wooden cross dominated the back wall, behind the lectern, and a single wooden door sat off to its right. That must be where the old fart lives. Acrasia realized. Which means that’s where all the good stuff is!

Flying up to the door, she found it ajar, with voices echoing softly from within.

“You wound me, Father.” a voice stated, dripping with insincerity.

“Ha! If you think I can’t see the devil’s work in a man, you’re sorely mistaken Mr. Angelo.” the priest appeared to rebuke the other man in a nasal voice.

“Just Angelo is fine, Father Cannon.” the other speaker corrected the priest.

Squeezing past the door, Acrasia entered the priest’s private chambers. She immediately recognized the lanky, balding man in the black horsehair shirt as Father Cannon. There was something off about the man he was speaking to, though. The one who called himself Angelo was of middling height and build, with black hair and strange red eyes. Like Father Cannon, he had a fair complexion, as opposed to the darker skin tones of the native townsfolk. There were other odd little features to the man as well. His fingernails were pure black and filed to a point, while his long eyebrows had been waxed and turned up, as if to resemble horns.

Feeling like she didn’t want to spend any more time in the odd man’s company than necessary, the fleet little fairy streaked across the room and landed on the priest’s desk. While the two men were distracted by their conversation, Acrasia hurriedly searched the area for anything valuable. As quiet as a mouse, she pried open the top drawer of the well made desk, but failed to see anything shiny within. Aww. Just some scrolls and papers. she noted with dismay. Feeling petty, she touched the documents and willed them into her master’s Inventory. The mischievous fairy almost giggled aloud with glee when she saw the papers vanish. She and the other wives had practiced using their husband’s blessings, during their girl time with Hel, but it was still thrilling to see.

Next, the little fae silently tugged at the bottom drawer. This drawer was deeper, and the tight fit caused a tiny squeak as she broke the seal. Fearing that she had been caught, the fairy froze in place, with her tiny heart pounding in her chest. The loud conversation continued unabated however, so Acrasia knew she was safe after a few heavy heartbeats.

Opening the drawer the a little more, she spotted something interesting within. Inside the desk were a couple of vials containing a clear liquid, as well as a small lockbox. The fairy grinned to herself in delight. If it’s worth locking up, it’s worth taking! Quick as thought she seized the goods, sending them to her husband’s Inventory.

Deciding it was past time for her to leave, Acrasia made for the door. She had just about reached it when a part of the conversation caught her ear.

“Yes, Father Cannon. We both know those evil fae have to be dealt with. They cannot be allowed to continue to grow in strength.” Angelo said in a conspiratorial tone.

“The Lord will not abide such… such… abominations to ascend. His forces cleansed the Earth of their kind, and they will do so again here!” the priest proclaimed with a fanatical fervour.

“Indeed, Father Cannon. Indeed. But Yahweh’s forces are… thin… in this region. It is up to you to enlighten the people of Guayabo, and lead them against Elphyne in your Lord’s name.” Angelo nearly hissed. While the priest launched into another tirade about how difficult it was to guide the local heathens to the light, the strange man grinned to himself and turned his gaze towards Acrasia.

The fairy was shocked as his eyes seemed to lock with hers, or perhaps he was simply staring at the open door behind her, but either way, she wasn’t sticking around to find out. Giving up entirely on being quiet, Acrasia zipped to the door and forced her way out, before flying back to her master as fast as she could.

[image: ]


James waited with Titania and his two human sized wives, while the slave driver prepared his purchases for transport. “Has anyone seen Acrasia?” he whispered to the women around him. Each of the ladies present shook their heads in response, which caused the einherjar to worry a little. “Where could she be?” he muttered to himself.

His thoughts of the fairy were disrupted by Tlacahua calling out to him, and leading a short line of slaves out the door. Each had their wrists bound in simple rope, which was also threaded through links in their collars to form a chain. The largest of the males was in the lead, and carrying the injured woman in his arms. “Here is your change.” the slave trader snarked, tossing a small pouch to the einherjar.

James caught the small leather purse and slipped it in his pocket. Sending it to his Inventory told him that all 33 drachma were accounted for. Not seeing a need for further words, the Champion merely nodded to the merchant before turning his attention to the slaves. “Please be at ease. I am going to heal your leg.” he told the woman being carried. Examining the injury, he realized it needed more than just magic to make it right. “I’m sorry, but I need to set the bone first, and that will hurt. I do promise this will be over quickly, though.”

Taking the woman’s leg in his hands, the ex-soldier pulled the sections of bone apart before allowing them to slide back together in the correct manner. This of course caused the woman to scream, drawing the attention of any passersby who weren’t already watching the procession of slaves. As soon as he was finished setting the bone, James cast Remedy on the woman, healing her completely. Hoping to see a look of relief on the woman’s face, he looked over, only to find that she had passed out from the pain.

“Which way are we headed, Master?” Hrein asked in a low voice, constantly scanning her surrounding for potential attackers.

“We’ll go out the south gate.” he informed her. Glancing over at the lead slave, he nodded at the unconscious woman. “Do me a favour and carry her for a bit.”

The big werejaguar frowned at the strange wording of the request, but complied without complaint.

Seeing that everything was in order, except for his missing wife, James started the group walking down the street, but kept the pace as slow as possible. Not only did he not want to rush the children at the end of the chain, but he also wanted to give his favourite fairy time to catch up. Where is she? he wondered, looking around for any sign of her.

When they had nearly reached the gates, James halted the procession. I refuse to leave without her. the einherjar stated firmly in his mind. None of the women questioned the sudden stop, as they were all aware of his concerns. Each firmly hoped that the fairy would show up soon, lest the Champion decide to search for her in a more proactive manner. Turning to his first wife, the einherjar prepared to lay out a plan to do just that, when he felt a familiar impact on his back. A small body had flown beneath his wing, and was now clinging to him under cover. “You there, my pet?” he asked, his eyes still scanning the area around them.

“Yes, Master.” Acrasia whispered, though her voice had a tinge of panic to it.

“You okay?” the Champion prodded.

“Yes, Master.” the fairy whispered again.

Nodding slightly, James started the group moving down the road again, and led them out the south gate. The guards on duty didn’t give them any trouble, as it was obvious they weren’t making any sort of quick getaway, but they did give the einherjar the stink eye as he passed. Guess I still don’t have a good reputation with these guys. he silently noted.

The group had moved more than a mile down the road before the highway finally turned, taking them out of sight of the town’s guards. “Hrein. Check our six and make sure we haven’t been followed.” the ex-soldier ordered.

“Six, Master?” the valkyrie asked, confused by his modern terminology.

“Uh, it means behind us. Come here real quick.” Stepping off the side of the road, James quickly drew a clock face in the dirt. “This is a clock.” he explained. “It’s a time keeping device, like the queen has in her throne room.” The Champion spent the next 10 minutes or so explaining how to read a clock, and how it related to positions in a group. All of his wives found the information illuminating, while Titania at least enjoyed the military applications.

After his demonstration, Hrein moved to the rear of the column and watched for any spies following them. Meanwhile, James approached the lead slave, and noted that the human woman was now awake and standing on her own two feet. “Good to see you up and about.” he said with a warm smile.

The woman gave the beast-man a doubt filled frown, but bowed slightly when she was addressed.

“Thank for waiting and not trying to escape.” James continued, though this was directed more at the male werejaguar beside the woman.

“Couldn’t risk the little ones being hurt.” the warrior admitted with a snarl.

The fae knight nodded, then reached up and touched the rope linking the slaves together. With a thought, he sent the poorly woven cord to his Inventory. “If you’ll all stay still, I’ll come around and free your hands in a similar fashion.” he stated just loud enough for the group to hear. “Then we can get you back to Ome.” he added as an afterthought.

“How do you know that name!?” one of the men demanded.

Titania chose this moment to dismiss her illusory disguise, and addressed the crowd. “I am Titania, Queen of the Fairies and ruler of the city of Elphyne.” The monarch purposely dropped the ‘royal we’ for the speech, as she didn’t want to confuse the Beast Tribe folk. “The entirety of the Beast Tribe has joined my queendom as free citizens, as you will see with your own eyes very shortly.”

“Then… we’re being rescued?” one of the werejaguar women asked, her voice trembling slightly, as hope battled with disbelief.

“Yes.” the queen confirmed without hesitation. “The man who purchased you is none other than my knight, Sir James, and Champion of Lady Hel.”

James bowed at his introduction by the queen. “There is one among you who must make a choice, however.” he added. Turning to face the lone human in the group he spoke in a gentle voice. “You are not a member of the Beast Tribe, so I’m afraid you aren’t afforded the same offer. That isn’t to say you must remain a slave, however.”

Despite the fact that the einherjar was speaking solely to the human, the rest of the former slaves paid close attention to his every word.

“You are to be given an option.” he continued. “You may either take an elven husband of your choosing, and bear him children, or we can sell you to another human settlement to get our money back.”

The Champion’s statement caused a murmur among the former slave girls, but the human jumped at his offer. “I choose to marry!” she stated firmly.

James smiled and chuckled softly. “Good. I was hoping that would be your decision. With any luck we can find you a good man, who will love you as long as you live.”

“Do we have to marry elven men?” one of the female werejaguars asked skeptically.

The einherjar shook his head. “As citizens, you are free to pursue any other citizen you wish. If you find love with a man, you can marry him.”

“Will I still be a slave if I marry an elf?” the human woman asked.

“No. Once you join an elf’s household as his wife, you will become a full citizen.” Titania explained. “But the question I have is a slightly more pressing one. How are we going to get all of these people home, Sir James?” the queen asked with a thoughtful frown.

The fae knight looked around at the gathered group of people. With 8 adults, 1 teenager, and 3 children, there were too many for him and his wives to carry back to Elphyne. “I guess the easiest way would be to take them to Eljudnir, then ferry them back to Elphyne, rather than try to carry them overland.”

“That will be… uncomfortable for them.” Titania pointed out, noting the nakedness of the slaves, and thinking of the constant sleet and hail in Niflheim.

“Yeah, but there aren’t really any better options. And they’ll only be cold for a few minutes. If they get sick, I can heal them afterwards.” James said with a shrug.

The queen frowned at his callous remarks, but decided that such a small trial was better than even one more hour in bondage for them. “Very well. I see no other path forward, so I agree with your plan.”

“Don’t worry.” James assured her. “The men will be first in, last out, and the opposite will be true for the children.”

It took the others a few moments to figure out the meaning of his words, but each woman nodded as it became clear.

Casting Towards the Light, James placed the dark portal in the air, just below the treetops. I really need to adjust that spell, so I don’t have to put the gate up in the air. That’ll probably have to be done before I can use it to make the mirror portals, too. he noted to himself. Realizing that only he and Hrein could actually see the gate, the einherjar divvied up the tasks. “Titania, Acrasia, if you two could follow me through on the first trip, Hrein and I will begin carrying the refugees. Nyakuro, I’d ask you to stay here and provide security until we make the last trip.” With nods of agreement from the women, the party began what James had dubbed “Operation Transport.”

Once they had gathered their passengers in the court outside Hel’s keep, the Champion asked Hrein to open a portal to Elphyne. “I’m running a bit low on Qi, so would you mind doing the honours, my love?”

“Of course not, Master.” the valkyrie replied with a warm smile. With a wave of her hand, the Chooser created a tunnel, which connected the realms of the living with the those of the dead. And not a moment too soon, really, as their guests were becoming quite anxious around Hel’s undead soldiers, and beginning to think they had been tricked. Queen Titania had been working hard to put their minds at ease, but that was becoming more difficult by the minute.

The moment James arrived in Elphyne with a couple of children in his arms, several of the city guards moved to greet him. The kids, who were excited by the short flight, if a little cold from their short stay in Niflheim, were handed off to the guards for supervision until the transport was complete.

By the time he’d made it back with a couple of women, Chimalma was there to greet him, as well as Chantico, who had taken on the role of teacher for the younger members of the former Beast Tribe. The motherly werejaguar was currently herding the three small children that James and his party had just brought to town.

“More citizens, sir?” the Captain of the Guard asked with a salute.

“Yup. Including three more that I expect will be joining your ranks.” the Champion stated. “If you could see to it that these people are settled in, it would be greatly appreciated. Also, Titania asked for someone to send for Síofra. The elven lady is supposed to care for a human woman we’ve brought along, and arrange introductions for her.”

If Chimalma noted her superior’s informal usage of the queen’s name, she didn’t remark upon it. “Yes sir!” the werejaguar replied smartly, then called for a runner. “Any other instructions, sir?”

“Perhaps call for Ohtli and Ome, so they can help get these people settled. I’m sure seeing the faces of their former leadership will help put these people at ease.” James suggested.

“It will be done, sir.” the captain replied.

With all of the necessary parts in motion, the einherjar got back to work moving the refugees. The whole operation took the better part of an hour to complete, from start to finish, but it was done without any injuries being suffered by the former slaves.

Once things seemed well in hand, Titania asked James to accompany her back to the palace, so that he might be reimbursed for the cost of the slaves. Before the party could break however, Acrasia asked everyone to listen to her story. With surprisingly little embellishment for a fairy, the leannán sídhe recounted the events at the Christian church. By the time she was finished, Titania seemed deep in thought. “James,” she spoke in a low voice so that nearby citizens wouldn’t hear. “I take this threat seriously. Please consider any military actions that might be required.”

“Very well, Your Majesty.” the knight replied, taking care to address her formally since they were in a public setting.

Turning to face the leannán sídhe, the queen graced her with a grateful smile. “Your warning will be heeded, Dame Acrasia. Your service to this country has been duly noted.”

Acrasia curtsied in response to the queen’s words. “Glad I could help, Your Majesty.”

“Sir James.” the queen turned to address her knight. “Please accompany back to the palace. We would like to reimburse you for the costs of this… operation, as you called it, as well as discuss the threat to Elphyne in more detail.”

“As you wish, Your Majesty.” James replied with a bow.

Less than half an hour later, the einherjar found himself sitting on a comfortable couch in the queen’s study, accepting a plate of strawberries from the head maid.

“Excellent. That will be all, Ms. Peaseblossom.” Titania stated in a formal tone of voice. Once the maid had left and closed the door, the queen visibly relaxed in her chair.

Waiting for her to finish taking a sip from her tea, James asked the monarch a serious question. “When you brought up military action, what did you have in mind?”

The Fairy Queen gazed at her knight over her teacup. “Conquest. They are primitive, James. You have seen their settlement. Surely you can conquer them.”

“Sure. I could force them to surrender. Or even annihilate them outright.” he admitted with a shrug. “But that would just be causing problems for down the road.”

“Why!?” she demanded.

“It’s simple, really. We don’t have the forces to occupy their town. That means that rebellious groups would rise within their ranks very quickly, and we’d find ourselves dealing with acts of terrorism and the like in very short order.” the ex-soldier explained.

“But… we would rule them fairly. Even improve their quality of life.” the queen protested.

“Doesn’t matter.” the knight argued, shaking his head. “There will always be those who seek power, and the humans in Guayabo would have no path to power within the Seelie Court. Ergo, they will seek to rally supporters among the dissidents, and claim power that way.”

Titania scowled and stared at her tea before taking another sip. “Then what do we do?”

James leaned back and sighed, gazing at the ceiling. “I don’t want to suggest genocide. I hate to waste resources, and there are some good people among them.”

“There must be something we can do beside wiping them out completely.” the fae monarch said with a frown.

Lowering his gaze so that he met the queen’s eyes, the einherjar regarded her with a thoughtful expression. “We keep an eye on them. Especially Father Cannon and that Angelo guy. Do you have any pixies who are more disciplined than the others? Fairies that could act as spies?”

The Fairy Queen grimaced. “I am sorry, James. While it is true that we fae possess magic that could be used to great military advantage, it is against our natures to do so. My people lack the discipline to stay on task, and not play pranks on the subjects of their observation. I suppose it is why we fae have never conquered the world, despite being far more powerful than the mortal races.”

James sighed. He had fully expected that to be her answer, but he had hoped that she would surprise him. “I understand, Titania. Even my own wife would find it difficult to focus on such a mission for any length of time.”

The Queen of Faeries nodded. I am expecting too much from one man and his wives. A knight without an army can only accomplish so much. We need a real military force, if I intend to defend my people. It is what he has been telling me all along. Titania admitted to herself.

“Is Elphen really the closest settlement we can recruit from? What about other fae races besides elves?” the einherjar suggested, following the same train of thought as his liege.

“I… think so? Hmm…” the queen hummed, tapping her lip in thought. “I will have to think on that and get back to you.” she admitted after a minute or so. “Let us discuss your reimbursement, then. How much did you spend on the slaves?”

“28 talents and 17 drachma.” the knight replied honestly. “If you don’t mind, please pay what you can in gold, so that I can use it for the mirror portals.”

“Of course.” Titania nodded, and stood up from her seat. “If you will follow me to the treasury, we can see that you are paid.”

“Treasury?” James quirked a brow.

“What? You did not think I kept that kind of coinage lying around in my desk, did you?” the queen asked with a look of incredulity.

The einherjar shrugged, and followed the queen out the door and back to the audience chamber. He stopped at the bottom of the dais when the monarch began to ascend the steps, but Titania turned and beckoned to him, inviting him to follow her to the top.

As he ascended the steps, he noticed a detail that wasn’t obvious from floor level. A six inch ring had been cut into the stone, forming a complete circle around the throne. Rich black soil filled the ring, and an array of white capped mushrooms grew from it.

Once James reached on the uppermost level of the dais, the queen pointed to the royal seat with an upturned palm. “Well? What are you waiting for? Sit.” she said with a mischievous smirk.

The einherjar’s eyes went wide, and he quickly scanned the room to see who else was looking. Effie, the herald, was working at her desk, and watching him intently. Other than the sylph, only the two spriggan guards stood at their usual post by the large double doors. Both were glaring at the knight with undisguised distaste, but that was nothing new for the surly old men.

“Come on then, hurry up.” the queen urged with a joyful lilt to her voice.

She’s really enjoying this. the einherjar realized. “Fine.” he said, slowly taking a seat on the throne. Before he could get comfortable, Titania tapped seven of the gems embedded in the chair’s arm, in a seemingly random sequence. The moment her finger touched the seventh gem, the air around him seemed to shift, and he was overcome with the sensation of falling. The next thing he knew, he was sitting in a room filled with treasure.

Before he could shake off the surprise of being teleported, the Fairy Queen appeared in his lap. The lovely fae was reclining comfortably, so that her legs draped over one arm of the throne, and her shoulders rested against the other.

“My. I do think this is much more comfortable than my usual seat on the throne.” she remarked with a smirk.

Staring into her golden eyes for a moment too long, James was sorely tempted to lean in and kiss her. Only his oath to Hrein held his desires in check. And the fact that she’s married, man. he reminded himself. Taking a deep breath, he looked away and broke the spell. “I will help you to your feet, Your Majesty.” he said in a respectful voice while gently taking her hand.

The look on her face when he used her title was a combination of frustration and hurt feelings, though she tried to hide the latter. “Very well.” she said a little more coldly than she mean to.

James sighed quietly as the woman stood, and he moved off the throne behind her. “Titania…” he whispered, giving her hand a gentle squeeze.

The Fairy Queen didn’t turn around to look at him, and hung her head instead. “I know, James. You’ve taken an oath, and as Queen, I cannot submit to you, a mere knight.”

The einherjar nodded solemnly. “There is that, too.” he agreed.

“Too?” This time the monarch did turn and face him, giving him a troubled look. “You have other reasons to… look away?” she swallowed hard, fearing what she might hear.

James tilted his head and regarded the queen, wondering how such an important fact could slip her mind. “You’re a married woman.” he said flatly.

Titania’s eyes went wide, as if he’d accused her of some dastardly act. Balling her hands into fists, the fae woman stomped her foot in a fit of pique. “I am NOT!” she loudly refuted his claim.

Her fervent denial gave the einherjar pause. She’s… not? Huh? his mind reeled at this revelation. “Wait. What? What about… King Oberon?” he asked, hesitating to say the man’s name.

The lovely fairy scowled and puffed her cheeks in displeasure. “It is over with him.” she declared, crossing her arms and looking away.

James blinked in confusion. After a moment, his expression changed to one of skepticism. “Does he know this?” he asked, perhaps indelicately.

The Queen of Faeries tried to turn away a little more, clearly wanting nothing to do with answering the question.

“Titania.” James growled slightly. Placing his hands on her shoulders, he gently turned the fairy until she was facing him bodily. The stubborn fae continued to turn her head though, refusing to look him in the eye. “Titania.” he said again, a little louder.

The Fairy Queen huffed, then pouted a little, but finally came around. “He does not.” she admitted. “But that matters not!” she quickly added.

“Oh? Tell me, my beautiful queen. Why on Earth wouldn’t that matter?” the einherjar insisted.

The fairy blushed a little at his tiny compliment, but answered his question a bit more directly. “The marriage ended when I died.” she stated matter of factly. “The fact that you brought me back to life immediately after is of no consequence.”

James furrowed his brow, and his mouth moved before his brain had a chance to kick in. “I don’t like that at all.” he muttered.

“What!?” Titania screeched, raising her hand as if she wanted to slap him.

“Er… no! Wait! That’s not what I meant!” he exclaimed, doing his best to backpedal verbally.

“Then what, pray tell, did you mean?” the angry fae asked in an icy voice.

“What I meant was, I don’t want my marriages to end just because one of us dies.” the einherjar said carefully, looking the woman in the eye.

The anger in Titania’s eyes seemed to ebb a little, so James went on.

“I take solace in the fact that, should one of my wives die, or even if I should die myself, I have the power to bring us back. I hate the thought of our marriage becoming null and void if that were to happen.” he said with a hint of sadness in his voice.

Titania’s face screwed up, as if she wasn’t sure how to feel, but after several long moments the woman sighed and shook her head. “My own vows were ‘till death do us part’. Did yours hold a similar clause?”

James thought over the vows he’d made to his wives. In all cases, he had sworn to keep them until the end of time, or something to similar effect. “No. They were all essentially eternal.”

“Then you have nothing to fear.” the queen said with another small huff.

“Titania…” the einherjar said softly, sliding his hands down her arms, to hold her hands in his own. “If I may be so bold… I ask that you make your situation clear with your ex-husband.”

The queen looked at her knight out of the corner of her eye, then looked away again and nodded slightly. “I am sure he will find out sooner, rather than later.” she said in a quiet voice.

“Good. I’m glad to hear that.” James admitted, but then let his hand drop to his sides. “You, uh, you should talk to Hrein if… the time comes.” he suggested.

Titania turned her back to the einherjar, attempting to hide her blush. “Ahem. Yes. Should such a time come, I will do so.” she said after clearing her throat. After taking a deep breath, she stepped away from the throne and walked towards a large copper cauldron.

“A literal pot of gold.” James muttered when he noticed where the queen was headed. Looking around, he saw treasures of various sorts, all spread about the floor in a haphazard manner. Coins and gems lay in piles here and there, while marble statues wore jewellery fit for kings.

“You said 28 talents and 17 drachma, yes?” the Fairy Queen asked, picking gold coins out of the pot and placing them in a small pouch.

“Correct.” the knight confirmed.

“Then I will award you 29 talents instead.” she stated.

James opened his mouth, but Titania held a hand up to silence him.

“Before you object, know that the few extra drachma are your reward for completing the ‘operation’ as you called it, as well as for Acrasia gathering the intelligence we discussed earlier.” the queen explained.

James frowned but silently accepted the fairy purse from the queen. He had a feeling Titania was overpaying, but he kept his mouth shut and accepted her good will. I really wish the fae would accept thanks at least… he thought idly.


CHAPTER 14


Elora paced the floor of the temple kitchen. She hadn’t stopped thinking about her master since their conversation earlier in the day. I don’t want to think about this! she kept telling herself, but no matter what else she tried to focus on, her mind would always drift back to that moment. The moment he almost kissed her.

“Ugh!” the maid groaned aloud and pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes. “Get out of my head!” she shouted to the empty room. For once, she was glad her sister wasn’t present. The mute maid was off in the bush surrounding the temple, picking wild fruit for that evening’s supper. Likewise, the two temple maidens were currently scrubbing down the bathroom.

I can’t bear it… she thought, as she flopped into a seat at the table. To have a man other than my beloved Brann touch me in that way… Placing her arms on the table, she let her head rest against them. Damn you, Brann! Why did you have to die and leave me? The grieving maiden heaved a heavy sigh and tried her best not to cry. In an effort to drive off her sorrow, she focussed on the reason her fiancé had perished. “Argh!” she screamed, slamming a fist on the table. You bastard! I know what you did. How you tried to hurt Elina. And then she… she…

The elven woman’s anger mixed with the pain in her heart, and built up inside her until the dam burst. “Why!?” she sobbed violently, her body shaking in the chair. You abandoned me. I should hate you. I want to hate you. Why do I still love you? These troubling thoughts and more tormented the young woman, until she cried herself to sleep at the table.

It was sometime later when the elf was woken by voices in the temple. Jumping to her feet, Elora rushed over to the water barrel and quickly washed her face. I don’t want them to know I was crying. she told herself. Despite her mild embarrassment at her breakdown, she did feel a little bit better, now that she’d let it all out.

The past few weeks had been extremely stressful for the maid. Everything, from the apparent loss of her entire family, to her new position as a slave, and then the danger her sisters had been in, had been weighing on her greatly. The fact that they were all safe now allowed her to relax a little. No. Not yet. she silently scolded herself. I still have a contract to fulfill. If I don’t, he might turn his eye towards Elina. I can’t let that happen. I have to protect her. The elven maid detested what she saw as her master’s lascivious ways, and she was all too aware of the unhealthy interest her sister had been showing in the man.

Speak of the devil. she thought to herself when she saw James walk through the door. He was talking to his First Wife, Hrein. Saying something about ‘cultivation’ and the need for him to refill his Qi pool. The valkyrie was the head of his harem, and she had already approved Elora to join it, though only as a concubine and not a wife. Which is fine. she told herself. I would never want to marry that beast anyway. It’s repulsive enough that I have to let him touch me, without actually losing my heart to him.

James saw Elora glaring at him, and greeted her with a smile, just as he always did. “Good evening, Elora. How has your day been?”

Ugh. Why does he always do that? No matter how rude I am to him, he always looks at me that way. With sympathy and compassion. I hate it. she complained internally, but gave an appropriate answer aloud. “It’s been fine, Sir. Your supper will be ready at the appointed time.” As always, she said the word ‘Sir’ as though it thoroughly disgusted her, and kept her answer as short as possible. When will he understand that I don’t wish to speak with him?

“Very well. I’ll stay out of your way then.” he replied with that damnable smile.

“Wait!” the maid called out to him before she realized what she was doing.

“Yes?” James asked, turning to face her again.

Shit. Why did I do that? she cursed herself for being impulsive. Well, I have his attention. I should… should…

“Elora? Are you all right?” the Champion asked, a look of concern growing on his face.

“Yes… Sir.” the elf stammered. “I just… come with me!” she half shouted and reached for his arm. Grabbing his wrist, she attempted to pull him along behind her as she stormed out of the room.

Glancing over his shoulder, James gave Hrein a half shrug as he let Elora lead him away. The valkyrie simply shook her head and rolled her eyes. She knew why her husband was so patient with the rude maid, but the Chooser would have run out of patience with her long ago. “Well, whatever. Mayhap he will finally solve the issue today.”

Elora led James to her bedroom and tried to push him through the door, before slamming it closed behind them. Of course, if the 300 pound tiger-man hadn’t wanted to move, there was nothing the 90 pound elf could have done about it. Luckily for her, the einherjar was in the mood to oblige her.

Rather than question her, James simply stood there and watched, as she began to pace around the room. I have to be patient with her. Poor girl’s been through a lot. It’s obvious something is on her mind, and it isn’t something she is comfortable with. he observed, but kept it to himself.

“Sir…” she began, stopping in her tracks and looking directly at him.

Looks like she’s made up her mind about something. the Champion noted. “What can I do for you, Elora?” he asked in as gentle a voice as he could manage.

Squaring her shoulders, the elf redoubled her resolve. “It’s… about our contract.”

“Yes? What about it?” he asked, trying to ease her into the conversation.

Taking a deep breath, Elora forced the words she least wanted to speak out of her mouth. “I will fulfill it now.”

James quirked a brow. He had expected her to try and come up with some other deal, and try to weasel her way out of fulfilling the contract, all without losing anything she wanted. She is the daughter of that merchant after all. the einherjar thought, but then felt bad for doing so immediately after. “Elora…” he began, but couldn’t bring himself to continue when the woman turned away from him and bent over her night stand.

“I… I don’t want you in my bed.” she stated in a shaky voice as she dropped her panties.

“Elora. We don’t have to do this. We can wait…” he started again, but was cut off before he could finish.

“Don’t!” she yelled without looking at him. “I don’t want to put up with the waiting anymore. It’s like having an axe over my head. I want it to end.”

“Being a concubine isn’t a one and done deal, you know. It’s a lifetime position.” the einherjar tried to explain.

“I know that!” she snapped. “I know that… but I’m sure the first time will be the worst. I want to get it over with.” And I want to protect my sister. she added internally.

James frowned. This wasn’t how he wanted things to go at all. It wasn’t that he didn’t find her attractive. That wasn’t the case in the slightest. She was a very pretty elf. About as pretty as a mortal woman could be. But he preferred to be with women that loved him. Because I tend to fall in love with them. he admitted to himself.

“Take me, Sir.” Elora almost pleaded.

Hel’s Champion stepped up to his maid, and gently turned her around to face him. “You’re sure this is what you want?” he asked.

“Yes.” she replied, her voice strained and breathing heavy.

Taking her at her word, James leaned in to kiss the woman, but she stopped him short with a hand to his chest.

“No.” she shook her head. “I don’t want to be kissed. I don’t love you.”

Her words hurt the ex-soldier more than he would have expected. He knew that she didn’t love him, of course, but no man wants to be told that by a woman that he has feelings for. Ah. I’ve truly started to care for her. he realized.

“I don’t want to be treated like a lover. Like your wives. I’m just… a tool. An object to sate your lust. A slave.” She said the last with derision.

“Is that so?” James said with a slight snarl. The tiny pinprick of pain her words had caused was clouding over with anger.

“Yes. I don’t want to enjoy my time with you. I hate you. I want to hate it. I want it to hurt.” The elf was speaking faster now, her chest heaving with emotion. I don’t want to love you. Please, don’t ever let me love you… she silently pleaded to her master.

“Well. There’s something you should know, then.” the einherjar growled, then suddenly kissed her deeply.

Elora froze in shock when James’ lips pressed against her own. The possessive aggression with which he claimed her mouth was overwhelming, and she found herself unable to resist when his wet tongue slipped past her lips and invaded her mouth. My first kiss… he stole my first kiss… The words cycled endlessly in her head. It was only when he pulled back and freed her mouth, that she was able to breathe and her mind began to work again.

“Tools don’t get to choose how they are used.” he snarled. His large hands began to paw roughly at her body, pulling at the buttons on her uniform and freeing her breasts.

The elf’s shock slowly turned to anger as she felt his hot breath on her bare chest, but before she could rebuke him for his beastly actions, a sudden thrill shot through her body. The einherjar’s lips had found one of her tiny pink nipples, and the sensation of his rough tongue flicking the tip while he sucked it into his mouth, was unlike any she had experienced before.

God she’s sexy. James admitted to himself as he fondled and sucked at her pert little A-Cups. I can’t wait to have more of her.

When an unwanted moan escaped her lips, Elora snapped out of it. “No!” she cried and pounded on the einherjar’s chest with her fists in an attempt to fight him off.

The aroused Champion pulled back and scowled at his slave. “No?” he asked in a stern voice. “Are you reneging on the contract?”

“No.” the elf replied, shaking her head and covering her breasts with an arm. “But I told you. I don’t want to feel pleasure. I don’t want to enjoy it. I want to be used for your pleasure. That is all.”

“I see. You want it to hurt, don’t you?” he confirmed, recognizing a need in her that he never would have expected.

“Yes.” she hissed. “Hurt me. Torment me. Treat me like dirt.” Don’t make me fall in love with you… she added secretly.

The einherjar’s lips peeled back in a sadistic grin. With a flick of his wrist, her spiritual chains were drawn taut, pulling her arms above her head. A sudden motion with his other hand, and the shackles around her ankles drew her legs apart, exposing her hairless pussy beneath the uniform’s skirt. “You have no idea what you’ve asked for, but I will show you, slave.”

Elora trembled with emotion as she pulled against her bonds. The elf absolutely refused to acknowledge the tingling sensation that was quickly growing between her legs, as she found herself exposed to her master’s view.

“First, you need to understand something.” the Champion said calmly as he sat on the floor in front of her. “Whether you scream in pleasure or pain is my choice. Not yours. Sometimes I will hurt you. And other times I will hurt you by taking what you don’t want to give.” He emphasized his words by leaning forward and giving her exposed pussy a long, sensual lick.

A shiver ran up the elf’s spine as the einherjar started to explore her most secret place with his tongue and fingers. She couldn’t deny his words. She definitely didn’t want him to pleasure her like this, and it embarrassed her to no end how wantonly her body responded to his touch. To make matters worse, the embarrassment itself only served to arouse her even further. Then there was the guilt. The shame of letting some man other than Brann have her like this. Not that she would let that bastard touch her, even if he was still alive. Part of her still loved him, but she would kill him without hesitation for what he’d done to her sister.

There was little in the world that James enjoyed more than the taste of a beautiful virgin’s pussy. And judging by how wet she was getting, Elora was enjoying the experience even more than he was. The bound elf kept thrusting her hips forward at his every touch, whether in an attempt to fend him off, or to increase the contact, he doubted even she knew.

The sensations her master was causing were driving the maiden crazy. In an effort to keep from moaning, she bit her lip so hard, that a trickle of blood dripped from the corner of her mouth. But the pressure was too much. The way he sucked and licked at her clit, while teasing her entrance with the tip of his finger, pushed her over the edge. Her body convulsed as her head thrashed side to side in denial, while a long, soul shaking groan escaped her lips.

When at last the elf’s body stopped trembling, James stood and dropped his pants. “You enjoyed that, didn’t you, slave?” he teased, pinching her chin between his fingers and turning her head to face him.

The look in her eyes spoke of a maelstrom of emotions. She was utterly disgusted with herself for having cum for him, and yet, somehow, that disgust was comforting to her. It’s all so confusing. she whined within her head. “Yes.” she admitted, her lips trembling with despair.

“Good.” James whispered, and for a brief moment, the look in his eyes was one of compassion. He quickly leaned in and stole a kiss from the maid. One that was as tender and loving as it was brief, like a whisper upon her lips. But then his eyes were hard again. His strong hands gripped her by the waist and flipped her over on the night stand. The warm afternoon air caressed the exposed skin of her bare ass as he lifted her skirt.

It’s finally happening. Elora thought as she took a deep breath to steady herself. The feeling of his rough, calloused hands running over her backside sent an unexpected thrill through her once again. No… why must his touch feel so good!? she silently lamented, hanging her head in shame. The sound of a sudden smack filled the air, and the elf’s eyes went wide as a stinging heat spread through her left ass cheek. Before she could even begin to protest, a second smack landed on the other side, causing her to both whimper and moan at the same time. Another round of smacks sent her mind into a tailspin. Why!? Why is he spanking me like some unruly child!? And why… does it…? her mind reeled as the passage between her legs clenched tight.

An evil chuckle escaped the einherjar, as his lips brushed against her delicately pointed ear. “You liked that too, didn’t you, slave?” he asked as his finger slipped into her wet pussy.

No! I hate this! I hate him! she tried desperately to convince herself. But then an involuntary shudder passed through her entire body, and Elora was mortified to realize that some part of her, deep inside, really did like it. No, more than like. she corrected herself. She craved it. Some dark and twisted part of her soul needed to be handled like this. To be punished. she finally understood.

Just as the elven maiden reached that humiliating epiphany, all thoughts in her mind were thrown out the window. Something large and hard was pressed against her lower lips, and she knew it wasn’t his hand.

“You’re mine, Elora. From this point on, until the last star burns out in the sky, you will never escape me. Not even in death.” the einherjar growled in her ear.

The small elf whimpered as she felt the head of his cock part her delicate folds, and slowly press into her. Then, the pain of his manhood tearing her hymen caused the maid to gasp out loud.

“Remember this feeling.” he whispered to her in a commanding tone, as he pushed ever deeper. “The feeling of me inside you. Claiming you. As no other man ever will.”

The elf’s slender body wasn’t built to accept a man of his massive girth, and she had to grit her teeth to keep from crying out as he painfully stretched her insides. Yes. This is right. I deserve this. To be used and punished for my unfaithful heart. she told herself over and over. No matter how much she might try to deny it, to try and stay true to her first love as she believed a person should, there were times; moments of weakness when she knew that the man currently taking her wasn’t her enemy. That he had saved her, would protect her, and perhaps even love her. The guilt in her heart was a twisted ball of ugly emotions. She had wrongly accused this man, and treated him unjustly ever since. She had loved a vile, despicable bastard, and refused to stop doing so; and at the same time betrayed her own feelings for him by becoming another man’s concubine. She knew though. Could feel that love slowly dying, and a new longing taking its place. And she despised herself for it. Yes, if there was anyone in the world that Elora truly hated above all others, it was herself. And that was why she surrendered. “Yes, Master.” she breathed, and instantly felt his magic seep even deeper into her soul. The spiritual chains that bound her, and tied her to him, grew even stronger, becoming a permanent cage around her heart.

The beastly Champion turned Elora’s head roughly and stole her lips for another deep, invasive kiss, but she did not resist. Instead, she responded with total surrender, allowing him to take what he would of her, as he pounded into her from behind. And that was when it all just… fell away. In surrendering she had found freedom. She accepted the pain and the pleasure as they mixed in her loins, as both were her rightful due. No longer did she have to carry the weight of her sins, for the right of judgement sat with another; her Master. He would punish or love her as he saw fit, and she need only submit.

A sense of relief washed over the elf, as her mind and heart came to terms with what she had become, and discovered new truths about herself that she never would have imagined. That sensation was quickly overwhelmed by another, more powerful urge, when she heard her master groan, and felt his hot seed filling her womb. The knowledge that he had claimed her, had forever defiled her most sacred of places with his disgusting fluids, had sanctified her body with his holy blessing, cracked her mind and filled her with ecstasy.

James gasped and groaned in pleasure as Elora’s hot tunnel clamped down on him like a vice. The sight of the petite elf trembling as she came on his cock aroused the einherjar to such an extent that he contemplated taking her again. But he knew that she would be terribly sore, and so decided to have mercy on his beautiful new concubine. So instead of ravishing her, he simply lay atop her for a few minutes, embracing her and kissing her cheek and ears.

Elora sighed when the huge man finally withdrew his member from her aching pussy. After she came down from her intense orgasm, she had lain there awkwardly as he treated her with an uncomfortable amount of tenderness and affection. Part of her appreciated the sentiment, but the majority of her heart rebelled against it. Ugh. Where has the peace gone that I thought I’d found? she groaned internally. Though she’d found that her heart had settled considerably, in comparison to how she had felt before, she was far from sure about anything.

“You probably have a lot of questions.” James said softly as he stood and helped her up.

The elven maid turned to face her master and gave him a skeptical look. How could he know what is going on inside my heart? she wondered.

Seeing the look on her face, the einherjar smiled softly and held the elf’s hands. “I’m going to ask you some questions, and I want you to answer them honestly. Your words will never leave this room. I swear it. Okay?”

Elora nodded, her eyes tracking his and searching for any sign of deceit. “Okay.”

“Good. Let’s start with an easy one. You hate me, but also don’t. Correct?” he asked.

The elf’s eyes widened a little, surprised that he had figured that out. “Yes.”

James gave her a troubled smile but then nodded. “A hard one next. A painful one. You love and hate your ex-fiancé.”

A look of pain flashed in Elora’s eyes, and her lips trembled slightly when she answered. “Yes.”

“Okay.” the Champion nodded. “Your body enjoys pain, and it confuses you.”

Elora’s eyes narrowed as she replied through clenched teeth. “Yes.” Damn him for realizing. she cursed silently as she went red with embarrassment.

The big man’s smile softened as he stepped towards the small elf, and slowly pulled her into a hug. “Like anyone, you want to be loved and cherished. But you also want to be punished, to be redeemed for your sins.” he whispered against the top of her head.

Tears welled up in the elf’s soft brown eyes as she quietly admitted the truth. “Yes.” she sighed, before suffering a small hiccup.

James comfortingly rubbed the woman’s back, and kissed the top of her head. “It’s okay.” he said softly. “I can help you with all of that.”

“How?” Elora sobbed, her tears now flowing freely down her cheeks.

“I’ll make some rules.” he stated simply. “For starters, I am your Master. You will address me as such… whenever you wish to be sincere.”

The maid sniffed and blinked in confusion at his words, then pushed back slightly so that she could look up at his face. “What?” she asked meekly.

“If you want to be punished, you can call me Sir, as you have thus far. Every time you do so, you will accrue a punishment for later.” he went on.

The elf blushed prettily and looked away, but didn’t try to pull free of his arms. “I can do that, Master.”

“Good.” James replied and kissed the top of her head again. “You’ll also make some changes to the way you dress, to remind you of the changes in your status. You’re my concubine now, after all. It wouldn’t do for you to forget it.” Summoning a roll of green ribbon and a pair of scissors from his Inventory, James cut off two short pieces, then sent the rest back.

“What do I do with these, Master?” Elora asked as she accepted the ribbons; her voice almost mousey, it was so quiet and demure.

“Use them to tie your hair into twintails.” her master explained. “That is how you will wear your hair from now on. Also,” James slid his hand under her skirt and gave her butt a light slap, which caused Elora to gasp and jump in surprise. “you are not to wear panties anymore. I want your ass free for spanking at any time.” he added with an evil grin.

The indignant look on the elf’s face was only heightened by the furious blush on her cheeks. “Anymore? As in never?” she asked incredulously.

“Never.” James confirmed as he pressed his forehead against hers, staring into her eyes.

“But… Master!” Elora protested. “Your… seed is leaking from… me. It’s running down my leg!”

“Excellent.” The einherjar gently gripped the elf’s chin and tilted her head back to kiss her, before whispering in her ear. “Let’s hope the others notice.”

The elven maid gasped and froze in her master’s arms. The idea of being caught like that was mortifying to her, but what really surprised Elora, was how much the thought of that shame and humiliation turned her on.

“Yes. I see you are beginning to understand.” James growled softly, stealing another kiss from her lips. “You are to be my toy. My plaything to pleasure, punish or humiliate as I see fit.”

The elf trembled as she clung to her master tightly. “But… I can ask for it, or not?”

“You can let me know what you need by the way you address me.” the Champion confirmed. “But it won’t always be your choice.”

“Thank you… Master.” she whispered and laid her head against his chest.

“You are very welcome, Elora. My sweet, broken little thing.” he whispered back and hugged her tightly. “But don’t go changing on me completely now, okay?”

“Master?” the maid inquired, looking back up at her lover’s face.

“I’d miss that fiery, spirited young woman who was serving my household, if she just up and disappeared. It’s perfectly okay for you to let your feelings for me show, no matter what they might be.” the einherjar explained.

Elora frowned as she thought about how she’d been acting. “Mistress Hrein will likely be upset with my lack of discipline.” she pointed out.

“Perhaps so,” James agreed. “But let me worry about that. I will let her know that I will see to your discipline personally. Of course, she is still the head of my harem and must be respected. I’m sure you already know what lines to cross and what not to.”

Elora nodded firmly, then hesitantly reached for his hand. More gently than she had ever handled anything, she slowly raised his hand to her lips and kissed it. “Thank you, Master. For everything.”


CHAPTER 15


Elora emerged from her bedroom shortly after James, fussing with her hair and trying to straighten her dishevelled uniform. Oh Master! They’re going to know! she cried internally in frustration. By the time they reached the kitchen, where it seemed the entire household had gathered, she had her clothing and hair mostly sorted out.

Nearly everyone was seated at the table, with only Elina working at the counter. The mute maid looked up from her food prep when the two walked in, and immediately focussed her attention on Elora. Her normally wide eyes went just a little bit wider, as if she realized something just by looking at her twin.

The intense stare from her sister was making Elora anxious, so she barely noticed Nyakuro sniff the air as she walked by the nekomata’s seat.

“Meow?” the cat-girl purred, quirking a brow in interest as she studied the elven maid. Before the poor elf could go any further, Nyakuro reached out and tugged on her arm, bringing her to a stop. When Elora turned to face her, the curious cat hooked the hem of the maid’s skirt with her claws and lifted it enough to expose the woman’s thighs.

Elora’s first reaction was to swat the nekomata’s hand away in indignation, but then she remembered her place. She is a wife. the elf reminded herself. But I am only a concubine. They are free to do with me as they wish. This thought simultaneously angered and aroused the elven maid, who did her best not to squeeze her legs together while blushing furiously.

Thankfully Nyakuro was seated near the head of the table, thus Elora was angled such that the cat-girl didn’t expose her to everyone else in the room. Only the nekomata and their master got an eyeful of the wet streaks running down her inner thighs.

The playful feline grinned at Elora like the cat that got the canary. This unsettled the elf slightly, which only worsened when the cat-girl slowly licked her lips, and stared at the maid as if she were prey.

Coming to the woman’s rescue, James loudly cleared his throat, then gently unhooked Elora’s skirt from the cat-girl’s claws, before lowering it back into place. To silence the Nyakuro’s subsequent yowling, the einherjar leaned over and whispered into her ear. “Later, kitten.” His warm breath caused his wife’s adorable cat ears to twitch, much to his own amusement.

Having barely settled the cat-girl down, his excitable fairy wife streaked up to Elora’s face and blurted out the question on everyone’s minds. “Did you have sex with Master!?” she nearly shouted.

The party’s reactions were as varied as the personalities present. Hrein seemed to pay the question no mind, as if she had been expecting this development from the moment Elora had led her husband away. Nyakuro was already certain of the answer, so she focussed on cleaning her hand with tiny licks and rubbing an itchy spot on her nose. Ever the most intense one in the room, Elina stared at her sister with rapt attention, as if willing the woman to spill the beans. Little Zahra, being the only child present, merely tilted her head in curiosity, as she wondered why the fairy was so excited. Her older sister, Lāmina, likely had the most negative response; the poor elf going white as a ghost with dread. Of course Elora herself was the most embarrassed by the question, her already present blush deepening past crimson.

“I… now serve Sir James as a… concubine.” she admitted sheepishly.

James placed a comforting hand on the maid’s shoulder. Wanting to give her a little cover, he offered up a piece of practical information. “Elora here has selflessly accepted the conditions of my Enslave spell, which means she will be able to access the mirror portals we are building.”

Though she had felt his magic enter and bind her during their joining, she hadn’t realized the meaning of the sensation. Reaching up, she was surprised to feel a soft leather collar encircling her neck. She could also feel the slight chill caused by her ghostly collar, telling her clearly that it was still present as well. To an onlooker, it would appear as if the larger spiritual collar encased the leather one within its misty frame.

As she got over the shock of the situation, the pale complexion of Lāmina’s face gradually shifted to an angry red. Without saying a word, the temple maiden slammed her hands on the table and shoved her chair back in fury. Before anyone could respond to her outburst, the young elf turned and stormed out of the room.

“Nya.” Nyakuro muttered with a frown, watching the girl go.

“Sis?” Zahra called after the fleeing woman, then got up to follow her out. Only Hrein’s hand on her shoulder stopped her from doing so.

James stared at the open door with a troubled expression. “Should I chase after her?” he asked the room in general.

“Only if thou dost wish to marry her straight away.” Hrein replied with a disapproving frown.

What’s with that look? Does she disapprove of me marrying Lāmina? Or of how I’ve handled the situation? I’m pretty sure Lāmina said she had cleared it with Hrein… Ah… I think it’s the latter, isn’t it? Damn. James’ mind raced.

“So… I shouldn’t, then?”

This time it was Acrasia who scowled at the einherjar. “Only if you want to be an asshole and hurt her.” she advised sharply.

“Right… I’ll be back.” James said with a sigh, then jogged out the door after the pissed off temple maiden.

It didn’t take long for the einherjar to catch up with the elven maiden. She was walking down the trail with a purposeful stride, but she wasn’t actually running. “Lāmina!” he called after her. “Lāmina! Please wait!”

The angry elf took another couple of steps, but eventually came to a stop. She didn’t turn around or look at him, but it seemed she was willing to listen, at least.

“I’m sorry.” James said earnestly, when he was finally close enough for a conversation without shouting.

“Do you even know what you are apologizing for?” she snapped, briefly glancing over her shoulder at him.

Though he was never a ladies man in his previous life, this was far from the first time he’d pissed a woman off, so he was ready for this question. “I do, actually.” he admitted.

“Oh? And what would that be?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest and still refusing to turn around.

“For hurting you by not acknowledging your feelings.” he stated in a near whisper, hanging his head in remorse.

The young elf’s face twisted up as a storm of emotions flashed in her eyes. Sniffing softly and turning her head away to keep him from seeing the forming tears, she asked a simple question in a cracked voice. “Then why did you do it? You know how I feel.”

James bit his lip and carefully considered his answer. The truth was, he simply thought of her as too young. But he knew that argument wouldn’t hold water with her. She was of legal age to marry, and he was certain his own wife, Nyakuro, was no older. Kitten does look older than Lāmina though… he thought as an excuse. The nekomata’s fuller figure made her look much more mature than slender elves who were decades her senior. It’s really just a problem with these eternally youthful elves.

“Well?” Lāmina asked, growing impatient.

“Sorry. I’ll be honest, but this is an important moment. I need to make sure I say it right.” the einherjar explained.

“Is it?” the elf asked in a vulnerable voice, turning her head slightly to look at him at last. “Is it important to you?”

“Very.” James replied firmly, taking a single step towards the maiden. “You are very important to me Lāmina. That’s why I want to do things right with you. And that is why I hesitate.”

The temple maiden frowned, but wasn’t entirely displeased with his answer. “What do you mean?” she asked, finally turning to face him.

The Champion sighed and looked up at the afternoon sky. “You’re so… innocent. You’re intelligent, and diligent, and loyal. Not to mention insanely pretty.” he glanced down at her and flashed her a crooked grin.

Lāmina’s frown deepened. “I can be…” she started to say something, but James cut her off by holding up his hand.

“No, Lāmina. Please. Don’t change any of those things about yourself. They are all precious and I absolutely treasure each and every one of those qualities.” the Champion said. Sighing again, he continued. “But that’s the thing with something we consider precious, right? We want to be careful with it. We’re afraid of making a mistake, and so we hesitate when we interact with it.”

“You make me sound fragile. I’m not made of glass, Sir.” the elf said with a scowl.

The Champion groaned and rubbed his eyes. He wasn’t really being clear with her. “You’re so… pure. I feel like, if I touch you, I’d be staining something sacred.”

“You could never stain me, Sir.” Lāmina insisted, taking a step towards her intended. “To… to be with you would be… a blessing.” she muttered with rosy cheeks.

James took one more step to close the distance between them, then reached out to take her hand in his own. “I’m not a good man, Lāmina. There’s a darkness inside me that… well, you don’t think a good man would enslave so many women and bed them, do you?”

The elven maiden frowned and bit her lip. It was a difficult point to argue, but she tried her best. “It’s a fact that women are drawn to powerful men, Sir. It was inevitable that a great man such as yourself would have a large household.” she argued without meeting his eyes.

“There is a big difference between drawing women and enslaving them, and you know it.” he countered.

“But!” she started to protest, hesitated for a moment, and then continued once she found her words. “But you make your wives stronger! They are better off as your slaves than most any free woman would be.”

James closed his eyes and shook his head. “The truth is, I would enslave them even if I couldn’t grant them power.”

The elf blinked and pulled away half a step in astonishment; his stark words had taken her aback. Not understanding why he would say such a thing, her sapphire eyes searched his face for any trace of dishonesty or mirth. Failing to find any, she asked the obvious question. “Why?”

“Because it’s in my nature to do so.” he admitted with a sigh. “I… crave control. I need to dominate and lead the women in my life. I only feel complete when I can protect and provide for my partners. I… want to own them. Completely.”

To her ears, his words described a deeply twisted form of love, if it could be called that at all. Only someone truly evil would want to strip another of their free will… wouldn’t they? she wondered, slightly aghast. But even in the face of his dark revelation, her heart sang out in protest. He saved me! He saved my sister! He’s the Champion of a goddess, and most of all, his wives, the very women he has enslaved, truly love him! Breathing deeply, the elf stared into the man’s eyes, determined to see why lie beneath. To her surprise, the answer came from somewhere most unexpected.

He truly is a twisted soul. My Champion is capable of both great good and great evil. He doth take pleasure in the pains of others, but also shareth in their joy. Hel’s voice rang out in her mind. In sooth, all hearts doth carry both light and dark, my child, but he to a greater extent than most. Thou must decide whether thou canst accept the darkness within him, if thou art to be his wife.

Lāmina gasped at the sudden contact from her goddess. What would you have me do, my Lady? she prayed.

I would have thee follow thy heart. the Goddess of Death answered simply.

Then I will embrace my love for him, and accept whatever darkness dwells within. the elf swore to the goddess, her hand to her heart. The temple maiden felt the warmth of her goddess’ pleasure wrap around her soul, and knew that she had made the right decision. Taking a deep breath, Lāmina stepped forward until she was pressed against the Champion’s chest, and reached up to place her hand against his cheek. “I accept you, Sir. All of you.” she declared softly, gazing deep into his emerald eyes.

James wasn’t sure what had just transpired, but it appeared that Lāmina had struggled with some internal debate, and then reached a firm decision. Regardless, he felt that there was little more he could say that would dissuade the maiden from her chosen course of action. He couldn’t insult her by asking if she was sure, or offering to let her change her mind. He knew better than to doubt a woman’s love like that. With all of that in mind, he wasn’t quite sure what to do next. Deciding on a small show of affection, he smiled down at the lovely maiden, and gently stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers. “How did I ever get so lucky?” he whispered.

“I am unsure, Sir, but I am certain that it is the women in your life that feel blessed.” she countered with a look of total devotion.

The einherjar took a deep breath. He wasn’t used to this kind of serious, unwavering pursuit. Sure, Hrein was completely devoted to him, but even she had her doubts. No other woman had ever looked at him quite like Lāmina did. It’s almost as if she worships me… he thought.

That is not far from the truth, my Champion. Hel informed him, slipping into his thoughts.

Isn’t that wrong, though? You are her goddess, so shouldn’t she only worship you? James protested.

Surely thou art not going to claim to be monotheistic after all thou hast seen? Hel scoffed.

No but… is it really okay for a priestess to have divided loyalties like that, though? the einherjar argued.

Are they divided, though? Dost thou not claim me as thy goddess? Wouldst thy followers not therefore follow me as well? the Goddess of Death pointed out. Thou art my Champion, James. Any faith in thee is a good thing for myself.

I suppose… the Champion reluctantly agreed.

Lāmina recognized the look of someone holding a conversation within their own mind, and rightly supposed that James was speaking with their goddess. As such, the elven maiden waited patiently for the einherjar to focus his attention back on the present.

Glancing down, James saw the short woman looking up at him and realized he had to say something more. She wasn’t going to give up, and he was out of excuses for putting her off. Or am I? he wondered as a thought occurred to him. “Lāmina… will you tell me about elven customs in regards to courting?”

The pretty elf smiled brightly, as if filled with hope that her dearest wish might come true. “Of course, Sir. If it is an arranged marriage, courtship usually lasts a month. This gives the wedding guests time to travel, if need be. If the marriage has not been arranged by the bride’s parents, then courtship can last up to a year. This is so the potential bride and groom can get to know one another before they take their vows.”

“That… makes sense.” James nodded. Perhaps I can stretch the courtship out to a full year, then… he hoped.

I would not count on it, my Champion. Hel warned him with a surprisingly feminine giggle.

Lāmina stared at him, biting her lip with an expectant look in her eyes. It’s pretty clear what she wants. I guess there’s nothing to do but bite the bullet, eh? the einherjar sighed internally. Slowly dropping down to one knee, which almost brought them eye level (but he still had a few inches on her), James gently took her hands in his and looked her in the eye. “Lāmina. Would you do me the honour of allowing me to court you, with marriage in mind?”

Tears welled up in the young elf’s eyes, but this time they were happy tears. “Yes, Sir. Nothing would make me happier.”

The einherjar smiled at his newest fiancé, then leaned in to give her a delicate kiss. The moment their lips touched, the maiden trembled with barely contained joy. Despite her excitement however, the elf kept the kiss chaste and didn’t press for more. After a few heartbeats, James broke off the kiss and looked into Lāmina’s eyes once again. “It makes me really happy too, for the record.” he whispered with a roguish grin.

The ecstatic elf sobbed with happiness and covered her face with her hands. After a few deep breaths, the lovely maiden regained her composure enough to speak. “We should speak of the wedding.” she said with clear excitement.

James tried his hardest not to show his disinterest in yet another wedding, but deep down there was little he wanted to talk about less. “I’m afraid I don’t know anything at all about elven customs, let alone weddings.”

The temple maiden nodded and adopted a serious look. “Actually, I was thinking we should create our own customs, as members of Hel’s new church.”

The einherjar quirked a brow. “That certainly makes sense. I see you’ve given this some thought.”

The maiden blushed prettily and looked away. “It may have been on my mind… a lot.” she admitted.

Hel’s Champion chuckled softly. Ah. What am I going to do? How can one man handle so many amazing women? Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, James made a suggestion. “Actually, why don’t we get Hel’s input on the ceremony?”

Lāmina’s eyes went wide, then she nodded vigorously in response. “Yes! That is a wonderful suggestion, Sir!” she nearly shouted.

The Champion shrugged. “I just thought, since she’s the head of the religion, she should have as much say as possible in designing its rites.”

“I agree, Sir.” the elf nodded emphatically.

“Good. Can I leave that to you, then?” he asked with a guilty smile.

Lāmina narrowed her eyes, but couldn’t hide her playful smirk. “Trying to get out of the planning, Sir?”

“Er… poco?” he said in Spanish, while holding his thumb and forefinger about an inch apart.

The young woman laughed at his antics and shook her head. “It’s fine, Sir. I know you are very busy.”

“Thanks.” he said with an apologetic grin.

Sighing, she regarded him with a slightly more serious countenance. “It really is fine, Sir. To be honest, that was my planned position within your house.”

“What do you mean?” the einherjar asked, a little confused.

“When I spoke with Hrein about marrying into your house, she explained that every member had to bring something unique, or at least useful to the family. You can’t just go around marrying all of the pretty girls who bat their eyelashes at you, Sir.” the maiden said with a wink.

Yeah… I’m totally getting a reputation as a sucker for a pretty face. the knight grimaced slightly.

“For me, that means becoming Hel’s priestess and running her temple. You are her Champion, which places you at the top of her religion, just below the goddess herself, but you are far too busy to handle the day to day running of the church. As such, I hope to earn her trust and ascend to the position of High Priestess one day.” the elf went on.

“Doesn’t she already have a High Priestess, though?” James asked.

Lāmina nodded again and confirmed that he was correct. “On Earth, yes. But she has none here on Terra. Zahra and I are the first to enter her service here, aside from you, Sir.”

“I see. That makes sense.” the einherjar said, nodding a little. “Well then, may I escort my lady back to the temple?” he asked, offering the woman his arm as he stood up.

“Yes. That would be lovely, Sir.” she agreed with a smile, lightly hooking her arm in his.

The two walked arm in arm back to the temple at a leisurely pace. The weather was beautiful, which was the norm within Titania’s veil, so the stroll made for a pleasant, if exceedingly short, date.

Upon reaching the temple steps, Lāmina withdrew her arm from his, but clutched his hand in her own. “Thank you for accepting me, Sir. I know you already have a lot on your plate, and no end of women who have their eye on you, so… thank you.” Saying her piece, the maiden lowered her head and kissed the Champion’s hand.

“Lāmina…” he breathed, with a slightly furrowed brow. Before he could continue however, the maiden turned and rushed into the temple.

“We’re courting!” she shrieked, announcing their relationship to all and sundry. A series of cheers and congratulations were shouted back, making the einherjar a bit hesitant to follow her in.

“I think… perhaps I’ll do some cultivation. Out back.” he said to no one in particular. I’m not avoiding wedding talk. Not at all. I just need to work on my Towards the Light spell for the mirror portals. That’s it. he tried to convince himself as he walked around the temple.

Taking a seat on the mossy earth, James called up his Status Screen, and read over the description of said spell.
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“Hmm.” he hummed as he considered the wording. I never worried about the fact that it had to be cast in the sky before, because anyone who couldn’t fly wouldn’t be able to traverse the tunnel without falling into the void. The einherjar shivered when he thought of the unnerving blackness that surrounded the tunnel created by the spell. I get the feeling that anyone who wandered away from the path might be lost forever.

Pushing thoughts of the creepy darkness out of his mind, he returned his focus to the wording of the spell. I doubt it will work if I try to cast it into the mirrors without changing it first. he assumed. Plus, it makes for a great escape trick if I ever get trapped anywhere. I need to be able to cast it indoors. Stroking his chin, he considered removing the words ‘in the sky’ from the spell completely. Mentally poking at the spell, with the intent to change the phrasing, caused the text box to outline in green and triggered a separate notification.

Phrase Alteration: Cost: 100 Spirit / word + 100% increase in Qi Cost.

James whistled at the cost, but supposed that was fair, given the increase in flexibility. “So 300 Qi, eh?” he muttered to himself. Checking his current levels, he found that his Dantian only contained 285 Qi at the moment. Been casting a lot of magic in the last day or two. he noted. Well, it’ll take me 100 minutes to cultivate the first 200 Spirit, and I’ll recover 67 more Qi in the first hour, so I should be all right. he thought as he quickly did the math.

With that plan in mind, he settled into a meditative state and began to cultivate. It wasn’t far from supper time when he finally finished refining the 300 Spirit required. “Okay. Here goes.” he whispered to no one in particular, and attempted to alter the spell. The act triggered a mild feeling of nausea as the information was rewritten in his head. When he opened his eyes a moment later though, he found that he had been successful. Unsurprisingly, the name of the spell had changed as well, along with the description.
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“Excellent.” the Champion nodded as he read over the spell. Casting the spell would cost him significantly more, but the requirements were far less limiting. “That should do it.”


CHAPTER 16


The girls were all smiles when James entered the kitchen, with the exception of the twins, of course. It was obvious that they had been talking about his latest engagement, and several flashed him teasing grins, knowing full well how he felt about weddings and such.

It hasn’t even been a week since you married Acrasia, and you’ve already had sex with one new woman, and are now engaged to another! What the hell are you doing, James!? The einherjar questioned his own sanity, but did his best to smile back at the women in the room.

Once the Champion had taken his seat, the maids began serving supper. It was yet another dish crafted from the crocodiles he’d hunted for them. I’ll be so glad when it’s gone… it’s far too fishy for my tastes. he thought, but kept his complaints to himself.

As Elora placed his meal in front of him, James lightly touched her arm to get her attention. The elven maid started at his touch, and looked at him with a slightly worried expression. “M…Master?” she eventually stammered.

“I’d like to speak to you after supper. There’s nothing wrong, I just want to show you how to access my blessings.” he explained.

His words visibly put the young lady at ease, so she curtsied in response before returning to her duties. “Very well, Master.”

Not wanting her to be too comfortable, he whispered a compliment as she walked away. “Those twintails look wonderful on you, by the way.” He could tell that her sensitive elven ears had picked up on his statement, because the moment that he said it, the woman paused in her step and began to blush furiously, before rushing back to her work.

The meal was pleasant overall, but the girls showed no signs of their excitement abating; so when everyone was finished eating, James thanked the maids and prepared to teach Elora a quick lesson on using the his Inventory and Status Screens.

“I don’t understand, Master. Why would I be able to use the blessings Lady Hel gave you?” the elven maid asked with a scowl on her face.

“It was a wedding gift from Hel.” the einherjar explained. “She granted my wives the ability to access my blessings through their collars. It works via the connection between the collars and my ring, so you should be able to use them too.”

“But I’m not your wife, Master.” Elora pointed out.

James smirked at the way she emphasized the term ‘Master’ in an almost sarcastic way, just as she used to call him ‘Sir’. “True.” he agreed. “But that doesn’t mean our souls aren’t linked in the same way as theirs are.” Leaning in to whisper in her ear, he quietly added another important fact. “Nor does it mean that I don’t care for you deeply, slave.”

Elora felt her heart skip a beat upon hearing his admission, and tried to back away from her master, but he didn’t let her. Slipping his arm around her waist, he continued to show her the ropes of summoning the Status Screen, but secretly hugged her tight, physically showing the elf the affection that he claimed to have for her.

“You can say ‘Status Screen’ aloud to call it up, but that isn’t necessary. The key is intent. If you think the words ‘Status Screen’ with the intent to call it up, that will work just as well.” he stated, guiding his maid through the steps.

Following his instructions, the elven maid found it easy to view her own status, once she gave it a try. This was despite the intense distraction she felt from having his hand resting lightly on her stomach.

“The Inventory works much the same way. It’s just based on intent. Summoning something or sending it away just takes a thought. I’d appreciate it though, if you could focus on sending things like perishable food to the basement, and things like books to the other floors.” James went on.

“Basement, Master? You mentioned before that your ‘Inventory’ was actually a manor of some kind, but I find it hard to imagine.” Elora inquired; so distracted by his hand, and the new magic she had access to, that her tone lost its usual sardonic edge.

“Hmm. Perhaps you should wait to use it then, at least for the moment. I’ll take you with us when we go to Hel’s realm tomorrow, so that you can see the manor and get an idea of what is stored within.” the einherjar suggested.

The elf frowned at the idea of visiting the realm of the dead, but then realized that she would likely be spending most of her time there soon anyway, and sighed in resignation. “Very well, Master.”

The Champion smiled and nodded, giving her a teasing pat on the ass when he let go of her waist. “I need to get a bit more work done before bed, so I’ll leave you be for the evening. Thanks again for supper, Elora.”

The elf stiffened slightly at the overly familiar contact, but sighed a moment later and regarded her owner with a resigned smile that was quite unlike anything he’d seen on her face before. “Thank you, Master. For showing me.” she said sincerely.

Now it seemed to be James’ turn to be shocked, for he hadn’t been expecting that kind of reaction from her at all. He didn’t have time to ruminate on it however, since the moment the maid turned away, his First Wife slipped into his side, wrapping her arm around his waist.

“Master? Might I have thine attention for a moment?” the valkyrie asked.

“What? Of course you can, my love. My attention is yours any time you wish it.” the einherjar replied with a huge smile, then leaned in to kiss his wife on the forehead.

Hrein smiled back and stood on her tiptoes to kiss him on the lips. “I am glad to hear this, Master. I know thou art a busy man. But I digress. I was wondering if thou wouldst spend this eve teaching me thine art of cultivation.”

James nodded thoughtfully. “I guess I haven’t spent as much time teaching you the techniques as I have Nyakuro, have I?”

The valkyrie shook her head slightly. “Thou hast not, Master. And now that I may access mine own Status Screen without thine assistance, I believe it would be a waste not to put more effort into learning.”

“I agree.” James stated right away. “I’ll spend the evening going through basic meditation and Qi sensing techniques with you. Acrasia.” he called after his fairy wife, who had started silently slinking out of the room the moment Hrein had mentioned training.

“Nooo! Master! Please! I don’t want to learn boring stuff!” the fairy wailed, dramatically falling to her knees.

The einherjar chuckled at her antics. “Then I guess it’s a good thing I had something a little more fun in mind for you, eh?”

“Huh?” the leannán sídhe looked up, drying her fake tears. “You mean, I don’t have to learn to cultivate?”

“Nah.” James replied, waving off her concerns. “But that doesn’t mean you get to laze about like you have been.”

“Nooo!” she began to wail again, as if he’d sentenced her to a life of hard labour. The moment her master cleared his throat however, the antics stopped. The good little fairy knelt on the floor, giving her master her full attention.

James smiled at his tiny slave. She was silly and playful, and painfully lazy at times, but she was a good and obedient wife. “It may be a little boring, but I really think you will like it once you get the hang of it…” he began.

Acrasia’s eyes narrowed with doubt, but she didn’t interrupt his explanation.

“At least, that’s what others have told me about learning how to read music.” he went on.

“Music, Master?” his fairy wife asked.

“That’s right. I need you to learn how to read music, so that I can teach you an entirely different kind of magic from my own.” the einherjar told her. This seemed to pique the fae’s interest, since she left the floor and fluttered up in front of him.

“What kind of magic, Master?” she asked excitedly.

“Well, we’ll start with the Pied Piper’s charm that we received as a wedding gift. I may be wrong, but I have this theory that magic can be woven into music, to create different effects.” James explained.

“Why dost thou believe that, Master?” Hrein chimed in, curious about the topic herself.

“The panpipes Gemon gave us as a wedding gift are magical, and what he said at that time intrigued me.” the einherjar began, with a thoughtful expression. “He said that the sheet music he gave us, the Pied Piper’s first tune, wasn’t magical in and of itself. This leads me to believe that the pipes are the source of magic, and it is only when combined with an appropriate piece of music, that the spell effects take place.”

The valkyrie and fairy both nodded thoughtfully at this, seemingly in agreement with his assessment thus far. Since they hadn’t disagreed, he went on to elaborate further on his theory.

“I’ve also heard many stories of creatures using music to create magical effects, even without the use of instruments. Like a siren’s song, for example.” James said.

“Then… dost thou think that thy blessing could strip the magic from the pipes? Thereby allowing thee to grant said magic to Acrasia, to use with a variety of learned tunes?” Hrein hypothesized.

“That’s exactly what I was thinking. You truly are brilliant, my love.” the Champion confirmed with a grin.

Hrein blushed slightly at his compliment, but went on with her theory. “Since Acrasia doth not wish to learn thine art of cultivation, she must then learn each piece of music in the ordinary fashion.”

This statement made the fairy frown. “Aww. That will be a lot more work, won’t it?” she whined with a pout.

“I’m afraid so, my pet. Guess there’s no getting around doing something boring. You’ll just have to choose which one it will be.” her husband said, while trying not to laugh.

The leannán sídhe puffed her cheeks in annoyance, but decided that she still wasn’t interested in learning how to cultivate. “I’d rather practice making music, than sit around being quiet.”

“All right, then. From now on, when my other wives and I are training, you are to practice learning how to read music. Go see if Effie is willing to teach you. I’m willing to pay her if that is required.” the einherjar commanded.

“Yes, Master.” Acrasia assented, though with less enthusiasm than she’d had earlier. With slightly slumped shoulders, the fairy flew off to find the sylph, and ask if she would become her tutor.

“Nyakuro?” James called out to his other wife.

“Meow?” Nyakuro replied, padding out from under the table. The nekomata had returned to her natural form after she had finished eating, and thus resembled an ordinary black cat, albeit with two tails.

“I’d like you to join us for training this evening. I have some ideas on how to enhance your Dancing Flames spell, so I’ll need you to cultivate the necessary Spirit.” the einherjar explained.

“Meow.” the cat replied with a firm nod.

“Excellent. Let’s head outside then, shall we?” James suggested, and headed for the back door.

Once all three of them were seated on the moss, James took a moment to examine Nyakuro’s Dancing Flames spell. There were a lot of enhancements that he wanted to make to the spell, but he also had some other ideas that he wanted to experiment with, so he had to be careful with his approach.

“The first thing we need to know is just how hot the fire actually is.” he said, prodding the spell entry with his mind. It didn’t take much before the entry responded to his investigation, and the wording began to change before his eyes. “In Fahrenheit, specifically!” he quickly added, in a sudden burst of inspiration. The text within the box continued to warp until it settled in its new form.
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“Perfect.” the Champion said with a grin. Doing a quick calculation in his head told him that changing the unit of measurement from Fahrenheit to Celsius (but keeping the numeric value of 600 the same), would give him an increase in temperature of a little more than 85%. Checking the cost of such a change, he was glad to find out that it was the usual 100 Spirit. “Nyakuro. I want you to cultivate 200 Spirit for me, please. I’ll train with Hrein in the mean time.”

“Meow.” the nekomata confirmed, then dropped into a meditative stance.

It’s so cute when she does that in her cat form. James noted with a grin, before turning his attention to his First Wife.

For the next two hours, the three of them trained. During that time Nyakuro managed to cultivate 240 Spirit, which was more than James had asked for, but it would be put to good use. The einherjar himself had only been able to cultivate for a little under an hour, during the time that Hrein had been practicing her meditation. This let him refine 100 Spirit for his own use.

When the first two hours were up, James called a halt to the training, so that he could focus on improving Nyakuro’s spell. Unsurprisingly, the Champion found that he couldn’t directly manipulate the Spirit that his wife had collected. As a result, he had to slowly walk the nekomata through the process of using his Analysis blessing to enhance a spell. Thankfully, the cat was a quick study, and caught on much more quickly than he would have expected.

Though she had not yet mastered Qi manipulation, Hrein paid close attention to her husband’s instructions to Nyakuro. She hoped that, when the time came for him to teach her the same techniques, she would impress him as much as the nekomata seemed to have.

As planned, they used her first 100 Spirit to change the unit of measurement from Fahrenheit to Celsius. He then used 100 Spirit of his own to double the numeric value to 1200. “There. That’s a lot hotter, now.” James said with a grin as he examined the spell.
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“Still a fair bit shy of melting iron though, if I recall correctly.” the einherjar muttered, stroking his beard. Thinking back to when he was enhancing Hrein’s Holy spell, he remembered that he could double a value by doubling the Qi cost of the spell. It would make it more expensive for her to cast, but oh so much more powerful. Let’s do it. he decided, and immediately effected the changes.
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“Okay. I think this is where we have to split it.” James stated in a half whisper, still thinking out loud.

“Meow?” Nyakuro purred and rubbed against his leg.

“Sorry, kitten. I’m thinking we need to copy this spell over to me now. I plan to try and create three different spells from it, but we won’t get them finished tonight.” he explained.

“Three spells, Master?” Hrein inquired.

“Yeah. I’m planning on having a few different versions for us to use. I’ll push Nyakuro’s version to be used as a ranged spell meant for precision work. For you, I’m thinking we can use it like your Holy Smite spell, where we enchant a projectile with it, and have it explode on impact. My version will be for enchanting mêlée weapons, coating them in flames without harming the bearer or the weapon itself.” James explained in detail.

Hrein’s eyes grew wide at the potential firepower he was planning on bestowing upon them, but then realized she wanted even more. “Master…” she said hesitantly.

“What is it, my love?” James asked with a warm smile.

“Dost thou think it would be possible to grant each of us multiple versions of the spell?” the valkyrie inquired with a hopeful look on her face.

“Meow! Meow!” Nyakuro enthusiastically agreed.

“Hmm. In the past, when I transferred an upgraded version of a spell, to someone who already had a lesser version, it overwrote the latter. But then, that is what I was trying to do at the time…. Perhaps, with the intent to keep them separate, I might be able to achieve it? Or perhaps it would create a compound spell, that allowed you to choose which variation you wanted with each casting. Somewhat like my Remedy spell.” the einherjar pondered out loud.

“Then… I believe we should try doing so, Master.” Hrein stated with a firm nod.

James chuckled at her enthusiasm for anything combat related. “I agree, my love. The versatility it would give each of us is too great to pass up. In all honesty, if it works, we should give it to everyone in the family.”

“I concur, Master.” Hrein agreed.

“Well then. We’ll need to make the first split. Nyakuro, please copy Dancing Flames to my spell list from your own.” James requested of his wife. “After that, I’ll spend the next hour cultivating another 100 Spirit, while you cultivate 100 from Hrein. You remember what I taught you about drawing Qi from another person, right?”

“Meow.” Nyakuro nodded confidently.

“Okay. Let me show you how to copy and paste a spell between spell lists, then we can get back to our meditation. Once you refine the 100 Qi from Hrein, you can grant her the spell as well. Sound good?” James suggested.

Both women nodded emphatically, clearly excited by the potential of the spell. And so, the next hour was passed as planned, with James gaining an extra 20 Spirit for the full hour’s cultivation. He dropped the extra Spirit into enhancing his Intelligence, bringing the enhancement to 93% and his Total IQ to 241. Incidentally, by gaining the spell and the Qi to cast it, both James and Hrein had the capacity of their Dantian expanded. This brought the einherjar’s Total Capacity to 880 Qi, while the valkyrie’s became 550 Qi.

This left James with 100 Spirit to spend before they called it a night. After some thought, he decided to use this Spirit to alter his own version of the spell. With a little effort, he was able to restrict the range of the spell from 5 feet, down to imbuing a part of his body or a mêlée weapon. Despite the change only costing 100 Spirit, the einherjar was surprised at the significant changes this caused in the spell’s descriptive text.
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“Well shit. That’s… pretty awesome.” the Champion laughed out loud. Doesn’t that seem like an overpowered change for a mere 100 Spirit though? he thought to himself. Calling up Nyakuro’s spell list, he compared the two spells and considered the changes. I suppose the ability to control the fire was subsumed by the protection the new spell grants the caster. That makes sense, I suppose.

“What dost thou plan to do now, Master?” Hrein asked, interrupting his contemplations.

“Now, my love, we go collect Acrasia, then head to bed. It’s a bit early, but I want a few hours to enjoy my wives before we sleep.” James replied with a roguish grin and a wink.

Hrein blushed at the innuendo, but grinned back at her husband all the same.

“Me-ow.” Nyakuro purred while shifting to her cat-girl form. Her heavily lidded eyes and coy smile told the einherjar that she was definitely on board with his plans.

“No need to come for me, Master!” Acrasia called out from across the yard, as she flew towards them. “At least, not yet.” she added with a giggle.
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Elora yawned and stretched as she sat up in bed. As the maids in the household, she and her sister had to get up an hour earlier than everyone else, in order to ensure that breakfast was ready when they came downstairs.

Folding her blanket and setting it at the end of the bed, the maid silently regarded the piece of furniture beneath her. The army cot that James had loaned her was far from the most comfortable sleeping arrangements she’d ever had, but it was still a lot better than the simple ‘Z-Rest’ that he’d lent her sister. That thin foam mattress did little to add comfort to the stone temple floor, but she supposed it was better than nothing. I should probably ask him for better furniture at some point… perhaps after we move to his manor. she thought idly as she stood up.

This thought caused the elven maid to frown. Even after officially becoming his concubine the day before, she hesitated to ask him for anything. This was because, even though she understood that as her master, he was responsible for her care, the elf hated the idea of owing him anything. And I am a slave, after all. Really, I have no reason to complain. My life is already many times more comfortable than any other slave I can imagine… she reminded herself.

Looking over at her sleeping sister changed that line of thought, however. The elf would do anything to protect her twin, or improve her life even just a little. “Come on, sleepyhead. It’s time to get up. We need to make breakfast for… Master.”

Elina moaned softly, then rolled over to face her sister and opened her eyes. The differently coloured orbs seemed to take a moment to focus, but then the maiden adopted her usual blank expression and made to get up.

If she were honest with herself, Elora was a little surprised to find that her twin had slept in their room at all. The mute maid usually snuck out of their room at some point, and would spend the night watching their master in the throes of passion with his wives, and even after, when they slept. “I really wish she’d get over her unhealthy obsession with that man…” she grumbled to herself, while tying her hair up into twintails.

Glancing to her right, she saw that her sister had already dressed, and was fiddling with her own hair. It seemed that Elina had found a piece of string somewhere, and was trying to copy her twin’s new hairstyle. “No! Don’t do that.” Elora scolded her twin.

Elina made no sound other than a quiet hiss, as her sister tried to remove the tie from her hair. With a level of aggression that surprised Elora, the mute maid shoved her sister away and glared at her, before returning to what she was doing.

Elora stared in shock as her sister finished tying up her hair, and left the room. No… I only wear my hair like this because he makes me… I don’t want her to wear hers like that… the elf silently protested. I don’t want him to see her that way…
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James woke to the amazing feeling of having Acrasia between his legs. The greedy fairy had already enhanced her Aim stat by a further 10% the night before, and it seemed like she was going for another 5% at least. Laying his head back down on the pillow with a groan, the einherjar decided it was well worth the loss of Qi, even if he hadn’t fully recovered yet. He idly toyed with the idea of just staying in bed with his wives all day, but wound up deciding against it. Soon though, he promised himself, we are all going on a vacation.

The leannán sídhe proved once again that James was the luckiest man in any world. Despite the vigorous exercise they had all gotten the night before, it didn’t take long for her to coax her master to completion, and receive the rewards she desired.

Before his fae wife could start a second round, which she absolutely would if he left her to it, James gently pulled the much smaller woman into an embrace and sat up. Using his Inventory Trick, he helped the sleepy women around him with their morning ablutions, and prepared to start the day.

“Good morning.” the Champion called out to the kitchen as he entered the room.

“Good morning, Sir.” “Good morning, Master.” Lāmina cheerily replied, in contrast to Elora’s snippier greeting. Their words were eventually followed by a sleepy “Mornin’ Sir.” from a tired looking Zahra, who rubbed her eyes and looked like she was going to fall asleep in her seat.

James chuckled at the sight of the cute little girl groggily slumped over the table with her arms outstretched, and her cheek resting on the cool surface. He was just about to ask her if she had slept well, when Elina surprised him by stepping into his line of sight. The woman was definitely in his space, and was staring up at him with her usual wide eyed expression. How do her eyes not dry out when she’s like that? the Champion wondered idly.

Elina opened her mouth, and appeared as if she were going to speak, causing those watching her to wait in anticipation. She hadn’t truly spoken since the night of the attack, and if she were to start speaking again, it would be a good sign that she was on the road to recovery. After a few moments however, she simply exhaled loudly and closed her mouth; her gaze never leaving the einherjar’s face.

James gave the elven woman the warmest smile he could muster, hoping a positive attitude on his part might help support her mentally. “I see you’ve done up your hair like your sister’s. It’s very pretty.” he complimented her. The einherjar thought he saw her lips curl into the faintest of smiles at his words, so he decided to push a little further. “I have some more green ribbon if you like. Green’s my favourite colour, so that’s why I gave it to Elora.”

Elina’s mouth opened a crack, and she slowly nodded her head. Taking this to mean that she was interested in the ribbon, James summoned the roll from his Inventory along with a pair of scissors, and cut her a couple of strips. The moment that he handed them to her, she immediately untied the strings she had used to bind her hair, and replaced them with the short ribbons. When she was done, she looked up at him again, this time with an even more evident smile.

“Very pretty.” the Champion commented, and gently patted the elven maid on the head. This unexpectedly caused the mute woman to react by throwing her arms around him, and hugging him tightly.

Unsure what to do, James looked to Elora for advice. The other elven maid simply glowered at him, then turned away in a huff. Seeing the woman’s reaction, the einherjar simply shook his head and sighed, then hugged the maid back.

After a minute or two, it seemed as if Elina had no intention of ending the hug, so James ever so gently separated himself from her. I don’t want her to feel like I’m rejecting her. he thought to himself as he carefully pried himself away. The man was genuinely concerned that the woman’s delicate mental state might not handle any sort of rejection well. More than anything, he wanted to make her feel safe and welcome, in the hopes that such an environment could help speed her recovery. With this in mind, he turned the woman towards her chair, and gently escorted the elf to her seat. This way it seems more like I simply want her to sit down for the meal, than just get her off me. he told himself.

Once Elina was seated, the Champion went around granting the usual blessings and Polyglot spells to everyone before breakfast. He lamented the cost of 280 Qi each morning, but he knew he would much rather spend the Qi, than leave the ladies unprepared should some kind of situation arise.

“What are we doing today, Master?” Acrasia asked as breakfast was being served.

“I plan to make a short trip to Eljudnir in order to drop off the gold Litr will need to finish making the mirror portals, and give him the rest of his pay. After that, it’s back to training.” he informed the fairy, who gave the expected groan in response. “You should be glad about that, though.” he added with a grin.

His last statement caused the leannán sídhe to cease her antics, and look at him with suspicion. It was well known to everyone who lived at the temple just how much Acrasia hated any kind of work or training. “Why is that, Master?” she asked hesitantly.

“You’ve wanted a spell with serious offensive power for quite a while, haven’t you?” he asked, knowing full well that she very much did indeed.

“Yes…” she replied, still wondering what he was alluding to.

“Well, Hrein, Nyakuro and I were working on a set of powerful fire spells last night, and I hope to finish them today. One that I think you might like in particular, is a spell that would allow you to empower your arrows, to make them explode.” the einherjar explained.

The fairy’s eyes grew wide in surprise when she heard this, and she clasped her hands together excitedly. “You’re going to give me something like that, Master!?”

James nodded and grinned at his fae lover. “Yup. Of course you will be busy today too. I’d like you to go pick up a couple more bottles of Fae Wine from Maggy’s, and put them in the Inventory. You can just take the money out of the Inventory, too.” Turning to Hrein next, he asked the valkyrie for a favour. “Would you mind being the one to open the portals to and from Lady Hel’s domain today, my love? I’d like to conserve my own Qi for cultivation, if I can.”

“Of course, Master.” the shield maiden replied with a warm smile.

“Great. Let’s eat!” the Champion proclaimed with a clap, happy with his plans for the day.


CHAPTER 17


While Acrasia was out shopping, James made good use of the time by giving Hrein a bit more instruction on the art of cultivation. Meanwhile, he had Nyakuro cultivating her own Qi into Spirit, for use enhancing her version of the Dancing Flames spell.

“You’re coming along well, my love.” the einherjar told his First Wife as he stood up from their training. “You’re developing a solid foundation of the basics, so it should only be a few more days, and I should be able to grant you the True Cultivation technique, without it causing you a great deal of pain.”

“Is that why you don’t just give it to us, Master?” Acrasia asked as she landed nearby, clearly back from her shopping trip. “Because it would hurt us?”

“I was wondering the same thing, Master. It seemed strange to my mind that thou couldst grant us knowledge of spells, but not other types of knowledge.” Hrein added.

“That’s part of the reason.” the Champion admitted. “The other part is that, by practicing the cultivation on your own first, you are developing stronger meridians and preparing your body to use the energies involved.”

Hrein turned her head and exchanged glances with Acrasia before looking back at her husband. “But Master, we are not mortals. Our bodies are already accustomed to channeling arcane energies.” the valkyrie pointed out.

“Yeah! I’ve been cultivating off your stuff ever since we met, and I’m fine!” Acrasia interjected.

James scratched his chin and considered what the women had just said. If you add in the fact that I’ve been flooding their bodies with my own Spirit to enhance them all along, then that should be proof that their meridians must already be sufficiently developed. Looking back at his wives, he gave them a crooked smile. “I guess I’ve just been overly cautious.”

“Yay!” Acrasia cheered and flitted around in a circle. “I don’t have to study!”

“You still have to learn the basics of reading sheet music.” James corrected her with a scowl.

“Aww.” the fairy pouted and dropped to the ground.

Hrein smiled down at the fairy, mildly amused by her antics. Though she preferred to live a more disciplined life, and was glad that her master was the same in that regard, she felt it was good for morale to have a light hearted member of the family, like Acrasia.

“Well then. I guess that the first order of business when we get back, will be to grant you two that technique.” James stated with a smile. “And on that note, if you could open the portal for us, my love, I can go and deliver the gold and silver to Litr.”

Hrein opened her mouth to reply, but then thought better of what she was about to say. “Master, how much gold and silver doth the dvergr require?”

“It was 20 talents worth of gold, and another 2 silver drachma. I also promised him a couple of bottles of Fae Wine for his troubles.” the einherjar explained.

“Then why not allow me to deliver thy goods, Master? I believe thy time would be better spent here, cultivating, whilst I could run thy errands.” the valkyrie suggested. The fact that he frowned instead of immediately agreeing puzzled the shield maiden, as she believed it was the logical course of action. “Is something the matter, Master?”

Hel’s Champion gave his First Wife a troubled look. “Sorry, my love. You can do as you suggested, it’s just that… I worry, that’s all.”

Hrein tilted her head in curiosity. “What cause have thou to worry, Master?”

“Never split the party…” James mumbled to himself, before looking his wife in the eye. “I’m just afraid of losing you. I don’t like you being far away.” he admitted.

Hrein smiled softly and reached out to touch her lover’s cheek. “It is sweet that thou dost not wish to be separated from me, but thy fears are needless, Master. Hel’s domain is safe for me to visit, and I shall be back within the hour, I promise thee.”

James nodded, knowing that he was being unreasonable. “Okay.” he reluctantly agreed. “Be careful, my love, and hurry back to me. I love you.” Leaning in, he kissed his wife for several long minutes before she finally broke it off and backed away.

“And I love thee, Master. I will be back soon.” she promised.

James watched as the valkyrie cast her spell and left the realm of the living.

“It’s okay, Master. She’ll be right back.” Acrasia said softly, kissing James on the cheek.

Taking a deep breath, the einherjar nodded, then took a seat on the mossy ground once again. “I’d better get to work, or Hrein will be mad at me for wasting time.” he stated, then settled into a deep meditative trance.

True to her word, Hrein was back in a little under an hour, and none the worse for wear. Landing a short distance from where her husband was meditating, she smiled as she thought of how hard he was always working for their family. I must continue to do my utmost to support this man, and to ensure the greatness of his house. she told herself, reaffirming her commitment to her husband and their family.

Acrasia lightly kissed her master on the lips, drawing him out of his meditation, to let him know that Hrein had returned. She had no doubt the stubborn valkyrie would simply have waited for their husband to finish cultivating, but she was equally sure that her lover would prefer to know that his First Wife had made it home, safe and sound.

James gave his fairy slave a warm smile when he opened his eyes, to see her hovering there in front of his face. Spotting Hrein a short distance behind her, the einherjar instantly knew why Acrasia had interrupted his cultivation, and he was grateful for it. “Thank you, my pet.” he whispered.

“You’re welcome, Master.” the leannán sídhe replied with a giggle, before fluttering away.

“Thy gold and silver hath been delivered, Master. Litr claims the mirrors shall be finished inside of a week. By the second day of Aquarius, at the latest.” Hrein announced as she moved to sit next to her husband.

“That’s great… wait, what’s today?” James asked, mildly confused.

“This day doth be the 27th day of Capricorn, Master.” the valkyrie informed him.

“So… does that mean the months are named for the Zodiac here on Terra?” he asked.

“Yea. Each month doth follow the passing of the old Zodiac, Master. Didst thou not use a similar system on Midgardr?” Hrein replied, tilting her head in curiosity.

“Er, no. Not exactly. The existence of the Zodiac constellations were common knowledge, but most people couldn’t point them out in the sky. Can you?” The einherjar found it intriguing that the people of Terra had broken their year up in such a way, rather than by lunar cycle, which is how the idea of ‘months’ had begun on Earth.

The shield maiden shook her head. “Of course not, Master. The beings once trapped in the sky have been returned to the realms of the living, and thus walk the land once more. This is common knowledge here on Terra.”

“Uh, okay.” James replied brilliantly. I think it’s more likely that, Terra being a different planet, those same stars would form different constellations than they would on Earth. If they’re even visible from here… the einherjar thought to himself. But… isn’t the fact that Scorpius and Karkinos are wandering around down here kind of worrisome? “Wait. If you can’t see the constellations, how do you keep track of the dates?”

“By calendar.” the valkyrie replied with a shrug.

James blinked at her exceedingly simple answer. “So… the people of Terra track the passage of the year by Zodiac signs they can’t even see? I wonder why they are even considered relevant then?”

“I do not possess such knowledge, Master. Perhaps their old magic still affects the world?” Hrein shrugged again. “Were thy months named for something more important in the lives of the people?”

“Ah.” James opened his mouth to reply, but quickly realized that the names of the months back on Earth, at least in the English language, were mostly nonsensical. Yeah… September being the ninth month, October the tenth, and December being the twelfth, doesn’t make a lick of sense now, does it? he remembered. “Actually… no. It used to be a simple system, but a few rulers stuck a couple of extra months in there and messed things up. Now the names of the months don’t actually mean much.”

The valkyrie nodded slowly in understanding. “I see.”

Silence reigned for a few moments, but then James felt the need to get back to work. “Thanks for making that delivery for me, my love. And for the information as well. It was educational.” he said with a smile.

“Of course, Master.” Hrein replied with an equally warm and loving smile.

“I’ve cultivated 120 Spirit so far, so I can grant you the True Cultivation technique. If you’re ready for the headache, that is.” the einherjar said with a wry grin.

The valkyrie nodded firmly, instantly back to being all business. “I am ready, Master.”

“Good. Here it comes.” he warned her. Calling up their Status Screens, he spent 105 Spirit to copy and paste the technique to his First Wife. The stoic valkyrie didn’t so much as wince however, as the new information was written directly into her mind. “Your discipline is as impressive as always, my love.” the Champion said softly, and kissed her on the lips.

“Me next, Master?” Acrasia said hopefully. She had already spent an hour waiting at his side, while the valkyrie had been visiting Hel’s domain.

James shook his head. “Not yet, my pet. I need to cultivate for another hour or so, and then I can grant it to you.”

The fairy pouted upon hearing this, but didn’t complain vocally. “Okay.” she said with a slightly disappointed voice.

The ex-soldier chuckled and momentarily wished that she was in her human-sized form, so that he could hug the cute fairy, but decided not to ask for her to change, since it would be a waste of Qi. “Nyakuro, kitten, you’re pretty much tapped out, aren’t you?” he inquired.

The black cat tilted her head curiously, as if it took her a moment to figure out what he was talking about. Eventually she nodded though, believing that she understood. “Meow.”

“In that case, rather than wasting your time, I’d like you to cultivate Qi from Acrasia until lunch. Okay?” Turning to regard Acrasia, who was now frowning deeply, he spoke softly to the fairy. “I know it’s uncomfortable when someone does that to you, but it’s better than cultivating it yourself, right?”

The leannán sídhe pondered his words for a minute, but ultimately agreed with his statement. “Yeah. It’s less boring, at least. I can spend the hour thinking of all the things I want you to do to me tonight, instead.” she added with a saucy wink.

Her ever playful nature caused the Champion to chuckle again, and put him in a good mood to begin his meditation. There was a lot to do, and something was telling the einherjar that he might be more pressed for time than he thought.

Seeing her husband enter his meditative stance, Hrein looked within for the knowledge to do so as well. For the first time in her life, she was going to cultivate Qi into Spirit, and the excitement of it made the process of calming her mind all the more difficult. By the time she managed to focus herself to a sufficient degree, she had lost almost half of the allotted time.

When the valkyrie felt her husband’s hand on her arm, she knew that her first session of cultivating was at an end. As she opened her eyes, she tapped into her master’s blessing and opened her Status Screen. The shield maiden was thrilled to see that her efforts had borne fruit, but she was still disappointed in herself, for how little Qi she had managed to refine. I should have been able to to refine 120 Spirit in an hour, but mine efforts only resulted in a meagre 50. she silently lamented.

“Wow. 50 Spirit on your first try? That’s damn impressive, my love.” James said with obvious respect.

“Truly, Master?” Hrein dismissed her status screen and focussed her eyes on her husband’s face. It was plain as day how impressed he was, given the expression he was wearing.

“Definitely. I think I only managed to refine a single point on my first try. Or maybe five? Either way, I’m sure it was in the single digits.” he told her while nodding emphatically.

“Dinner is ready, Master.” Elora suddenly called from the back door of the temple.

“Thanks Elora! We’ll be right there!” James yelled back with a wave. “Okay ladies. I want to make a few quick upgrades before we head in. Is everyone ready?”

The women around him all nodded, so the einherjar had them call up their Status Screens. “We’ll start with granting Acrasia the True Cultivation technique. She may never use it, but it will be good for her to have.”

Immediately following through on his words, James copied the technique from his own screen and pasted it into Acrasia’s. This caused the little fairy to grab her head and drop to the ground like a rock, all while wailing as if someone had hit her with a mace.

“Okay, Nyakuro. You’re up next. I see that you have over 300 Spirit to work with. Great job, kitten!” the einherjar exclaimed and reached down to scratch the black cat behind the ears. This caused the nekomata to purr in contentment, and the cuteness of the scene wound up delaying the group by several minutes.

“Oops. Guess we should hurry up, eh?” James muttered when he remembered what he was supposed to be doing. “So, since you have 300 Spirit already, I’d suggest changing the unit of measurement from feet to yards. Remember though, you only want to change the units, not the numerical value. This’ll triple your range.”

The nekomata seemed to have some trouble at first, so James gently guided her through the process step by step. This wound up taking even more time than expected, but it was a valuable learning experience for all of the women present.

Nyakuro proudly meowed when the changes finally clicked into place, and made her Status Screen visible for everyone to see.
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“Good stuff, kitten.” James complimented the cat again. “Okay everyone. Let’s save what we have left, and we’ll see what we can cultivate after dinner. Now, let’s head in before Elora gets too mad.”

His wives giggled at the comment, but stood and headed for the door with him. They all seemed to be in good spirits, which in turn made James very happy.

“Sorry we’re late!” James called out as the party entered the kitchen and made for their seats.

“It’s fine, Sir. I tried to roast the tapir, but without a proper oven, I fear it won’t turn out the way I’d hoped.” Elora replied with an odd combination of snark and disappointment in her voice.

I think she’s honestly trying to do the best that she can, regardless of how she feels about the job or me. James thought to himself. “I’ll try to get us a proper oven, as well as all of the furniture and household items that we need, once we move to the manor. According to Hrein, we should be able to move in less than a week.”

Elora nodded as she and her sister served the others seated at the table. “Very well, Master.” she said somewhat sternly. As she plated her owner’s meal, the man lightly gripped her by the elbow and whispered in her ear.

“You’re only getting away with that slip up because I was late.” he said with a slight growl.

“Hmph.” the elf huffed and gave her master a somewhat haughty grin before walking away.

Did she… was she hoping to get punished? the einherjar wondered, trying to keep from grinning himself. Perhaps she enjoyed our last encounter more than she’s willing to admit… no, I’m sure that’s the case.

Dinner turned out to be a simple affair, and much to Elora’s chagrin, the meat was definitely overcooked. Still, no one faulted the elf, for it was clear that she was doing the best that she could with what she had. After the meal was finished, James thanked the maids for preparing it, and escorted his wives back out to the rear of the temple.

Once everyone was in position, sitting in a circle with Hrein and James opposite one another, the einherjar laid out the afternoon’s training plan. “Okay. Nyakuro, I see that you are still very low on Qi. We’re going to have to get you more spells soon, if for no other reason than to expand that Dantian of yours. Same with you, Acrasia.”

“You’ll be giving me the fire spell soon, won’t you, Master?” the fairy interrupted.

“I will, but we need to finish upgrading it first. For now, I want you and Nyakuro to both cultivate from your Qi pool. And before you complain, I’m sure you can put up with it for a single hour.” James instructed his fae wife with a very mild glare.

Acrasia positively deflated before her master’s stern look, and reluctantly agreed to try. “Yes, Master.” she said in an utterly dejected voice.

Trying not to shake his head, he glanced over at his nekomata wife, and saw that she was nodding while attempting not to laugh. “Good. You two take care of that, then. Hrein, you and I will cultivate from our own pools. We’ll stop in an hour to see how everyone makes out.”

Each party member tried their best to follow his instructions. Not surprisingly, both Hrein and Nyakuro were able to complete their task to perfection, as did James himself. Acrasia, on the other hand, failed miserably.

“I’m sorry, Master!” she cried. Despite her best efforts, the fairy was only able to focus long enough to refine 5 Qi into Spirit during the entire hour. The simple fact was, knowledge wasn’t enough. One required discipline, and a great deal of it, to practice cultivation. And discipline was something that no fae had in abundance; least of all the leannán sídhe.

James sighed and shook his head. Honestly, I’d expected this, but I had hoped for a little better showing. he silently lamented. It really is no wonder that the fae have never taken over a world, despite their natural powers.

“I’m sorry.” Acrasia said again, her lips trembling slightly. It was clear the little fae felt like she had disappointed her husband, and this hurt her deeply. I can’t fight, and I can’t study… what good am I? she began to wonder, as she slipped into a fit of depression.

Her thoughts were cut short however, when the man she loved suddenly scooped her up in his hands and kissed her. “I love you, Acrasia.” he whispered, cradling her to his chest. “I truly appreciate how hard you tried for me, but we all have our strengths and weaknesses. This just isn’t one of your strengths.”

“I love you too, Master.” the fairy murmured. “But I don’t have any strengths. Only weaknesses.”

James chuckled softly and gently chided his tiny wife. “You silly goose.”

“Honk!” the party was shocked when a certain water fowl loudly interjected from nearby.

“Haha! Not you, Mère! I meant Acrasia.” James laughed. This caused the whole group to burst into laughter, even the previously distraught fairy.

“I’m not a goose, Master! I’m not even a bird!” she giggled and wiped away her tears.

“This is plain to see.” the einherjar agreed. “But you are wrong in saying that you don’t have any strengths. You brought us important intelligence from Guayabo just the other day, didn’t you? And who distracted, and then blinded, that massive T-Rex we fought?”

Acrasia smiled softly, slowly letting go of her dismay. “I guess that was me.” she admitted.

“Damn right it was you, my pet. I would never trade you for anything in the world, and that’s a fact! So don’t you get it in your pretty head that things are otherwise.” James told her firmly.

Not caring about the wasted Qi, Acrasia shifted to her more human-sized form and wrapped her arms around her husband’s neck. The huge einherjar hugged her back and then just held her for a few minutes, giving her time to settle down.

Finally, the cute fairy pulled back with a sniffle and stared into her lover’s eyes. “You said everyone has a weakness, but you don’t, Master.”

“Ha!” the einherjar scoffed. “I think everyone’s figured out by now that I’m a sucker for a pretty face.”

All three women nodded sagely at his statement, which caused another bout of laughter among those in the circle. Once the laughter died down, James tried to get the training back on track.

“Acrasia, I want you to use that 5 Spirit to enhance your Aim stat.” the einherjar suggested.

“Okay, Master!” the fairy replied with a bright smile, clearly feeling a lot better. She had no trouble following his instructions, since the leannán sídhe had naturally been enhancing her stats, with the Qi that she had been refining from him during their lovemaking. This little boost pumped her Enhancement to 65%, and thus her Total Aim to 148.

“Since we’re on the topic, this is probably a good chance for you two ladies to get some practice enhancing your own stats as well.” James decided.

Hrein frowned at the suggestion. “Would that not be a waste, Master?”

The einherjar shook his head. “Not at all. It wasn’t what we had planned for the Spirit, but improving your stats is never a waste. We’ll all need to be fully enhanced before we can ascend to a higher form of being anyway. At least, that’s what Hel told me.”

The valkyrie’s eyes narrowed slightly, wondering just what her husband’s long term goals were for them, but decided that it wasn’t the right time to ask. “Might I make a suggestion then, Master?”

“Of course. I always want to hear whatever you have on your mind, my love.” James replied with an easy smile.

“Mayhap Nyakuro and I should only use what Spirit we have in excess. That is to say, beyond a multiple of 100, to enhance our stats at this time. This way we would gain the practice thou dost desire, whilst still retaining the bulk of our Spirit to use as we had planned.” the valkyrie proposed.

“That works. It’s a good idea, my love.” the einherjar agreed. “Let’s do that, then.”

And so, James spent the next few minutes guiding the two women through the relatively straight forward process of enhancing their stats with Spirit. Hrein chose to enhance her Endurance by 70%, and thus brought her Total Endurance to 10. Nyakuro, on the other hand, selected Agility as her stat to increase, pushing her Enhancement to 60%, and thus her Total Agility to 128.

James decided to save his excess 30 Spirit, and see how much he had left over at the end of the day. He already had plenty of practice enhancing his stats, so he didn’t see this as a problem. Instead, he spent 100 Spirit on making his Hel’s Gate spell more efficient, thereby reducing the Qi Cost by half, to 50. Glancing over the spell, before turning his attention back to his wives, he was happy with what he saw.
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“Hrein, I think you should spend your 100 Spirit on changing the range of your Dancing Flames spell. I want you to focus on losing the 5 foot range, and instead having the spell imbue a weapon to explode on impact, just like your Holy Smite.” the Champion explained.

“Yea, Master. I shall do as thou sayest.” the valkyrie replied and began to focus on the spell. With utmost care, she pushed the Spirit she had collected into the spell description, and willed it to change. The mystical information seemed to resist her attempts at first, but eventually gave way, altering the text to be more in line with what she wanted.
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“Hmm. The control seems to have been subsumed in holding the enchantment inside the weapon until contact is made.” James remarked, looking over the spell with his wife. “I wouldn’t try holding it in your hand, though.”

“Definitely not, Master.” Hrein agreed firmly.

“Nyakuro, I think you should enhance the range of your spell from 5 yards to 10.” James instructed his nekomata wife.

“Meow.” the little black cat nodded, and proceeded to do as he had suggested. Unlike Hrein, she already had a little experience manipulating spells in this way, so she had an easier time of it. A minute or so later, the spell was upgraded.
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“Okay. That’s good.” James commented, nodding slowly as he looked the spell over. “We have a little over three hours until Elora calls us for supper. I want to spend a full three just cultivating, and then we can see what we have to work with. Hrein, you and I will simply cultivate from our own Dantian, as we have been. Nyakuro, you are going to have to switch it up. Start with Acrasia, then take an hour from me, and finally one from yourself. Understand?”

Both women nodded sharply, indicating that they were okay with the plan, and ready to commence. Not wanting to waste a second more, the three dove into their cultivation.

The first hour passed as one would expect, with nothing unusual occurring. It was the second hour that caused the einherjar some minor trouble. Having the Qi in his Dantian siphoned off by someone else, while cultivating from it himself at the same time, resulted in quite the unpleasant experience for the einherjar. To him, it almost felt like having a stomach cold, or perhaps like having an icy lead weight sitting in the pit of his stomach. The external draw of Qi wasn’t quite enough to disturb his meditation, but it certainly made it more difficult. By the time the second hour had passed, the warrior felt more tired than he ever had in his life. Nonetheless, he continued to push himself to complete his task, and managed to cultivate as normal for the final hour.
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Having heard her master’s plan beforehand, Acrasia knew that she was free to roam after the first hour. Thus, when she no longer felt the uncomfortable sensation of having her Qi drawn away, she flitted off to keep an eye on the maids in the temple. The two women were working diligently at cleaning the entire place, so she didn’t disturb them, other than to ask for a favour.

“Hey Elora. I’ll be hanging out in the kitchen while Master and the others are training. Can you let me know when supper is nearly ready? That way I can warn them early, and they won’t be late.” the fairy asked sweetly.

The elven maid turned to regard the fairy. It was clear that she should be doing some sort of training as well, if her husband and his other wives were; at least to Elora’s way of thinking. Still, she’s at least trying to do something to help. the elf admitted silently. “Very well. I’ll let you know about 15 minutes before supper is ready to be served.”

“Thanks Elora!” the leannán sídhe shouted and waved, before zipping off down the hall.

The stubborn elf watched the tiny fae fly off for a moment, before shaking her head and returning to the task at hand. “Fairies.” she muttered to herself.
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Thanks to her foresight, Acrasia was able to rouse the others from their meditation with plenty of time to complete their tasks, before they had to be at the table for supper.

“Thanks Acrasia. That was good thinking.” James complimented his wife with a warm smile.

“Hehe.” the fairy giggled and did a little pirouette in the air. “No problem, Master!”

“Okay. Let’s deal with Hrein’s spell first, since it’s not the most useful in its current form.” the Champion stated as he looked over everyone’s Status Screens. “I think you should try to add a measurement to that ‘burst’, my love. Concentrate on having it give you a diameter in feet.”

“Actually, Master, I had a thought.” Hrein said, rather than immediately following his orders.

“Oh? What’s up, my love?” James asked, more than happy to hear her idea.

The stoic valkyrie tilted her head back and scanned the skies. “I do not see anything amiss, Master. What was it that caught thine attention?” she asked after a moment.

Hel’s Champion bit his lip to keep from laughing at his overly serious wife. “Sorry, my love. ‘What’s up’ is just a phrase that means ‘what’s on your mind’.” he explained.

“Ah. I see.” Hrein replied with a nod, finally understanding what he meant. “It occurred to me that thy system of changing a unit of measure, to increase the effectiveness of spells is a sound one. However, the change from inches to feet would be far more advantageous than from feet to yards.”

“You’re… not wrong.” the einherjar agreed. “And I agree that would be the optimal way to do it. But…” he paused for emphasis, “it would cost 1200 Qi for that single upgrade.”

“Ah.” the shield maiden said again. “Then thy decision is not based upon the most effective route to power, but the path thou dost think is best whilst still making steady progress.”

“Exactly.” James admitted. “If I were going for pure power, I would never reduce the cost of spells before granting them to you, for example. It would allow all of you to have larger Qi pools, but we’d have to spend 100 Spirit per person to reduce the costs afterwards.”

“Hmm.” Hrein tapped her lip thoughtfully. “Perhaps thou shouldst rethink that strategy, Master.”

James frowned as he thought it over, and then decided she was right. “Yeah. I guess. It made more sense when we could cultivate a lot less Spirit in the run of a day, but now we could afford it. 1200 Spirit to go from inches to feet is still too steep a cost though, in my opinion.”

“Yea, Master. I do agree with thine assessment. I had not considered that factor.” the valkyrie conceded. I am glad that he doth value mine opinion enough to listen, though. Hrein thought to herself with a warm smile.

With that issue resolved, Hrein went with her husband’s original plan and focussed on adding a measurement to the burst of flames. This cost her 100 Spirit, but added a 5 foot diameter to the explosion. “Shall I spend the other 200 Spirit to enhance the spell to a 10 foot radius, Master?” she asked, predicting his next moves.

James chuckled at her foresight. “Sounds good, my love. You always know what I’m thinking.”

The valkyrie blushed slightly and smiled at his compliment, then enhanced the spell as planned. Reading it over afterwards, she noticed that the name had changed as well.
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“Well shit. We invented the Fireball spell.” the ex-soldier laughed. “I mean, the delivery method is different, but it works.”

“Is this significant to thee, Master?” Hrein asked out of curiosity.

“It’s just something from a game I played in my younger years. Nothing to worry about, my love.” James replied, patting her hand. “Shall we take a look at yours next, Nyakuro?”

“Meow.” the nekomata answered with a nod.

“Can you concentrate on the word ‘small’ for me, please? I’d like a clearer description than that. Specifically, a diameter in feet.” the einherjar prompted his feline wife. The black cat did as he asked, and a few moments later the word ‘small’ changed to ‘1 foot diameter’. “There we go. Perfect. Thanks, kitten. I imagine you know what to do?”

Nyakuro nodded, then spent 300 Spirit changing the unit of measurement from foot to yard. With a flick of her tails, she spun her Status Screen around to show her master the change.
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“Excellent.” James muttered, scratching the cat behind the ears, as he stroked his beard with the other hand. Now all that’s left before supper are my own spells. Let’s see. What should we upgrade? Honestly, I’m rather tired of dying just to resurrect other people. I should finish working on Rebirth, then give it to Hrein. I think it’s important for more than one of us to have access to that spell, and she seems like the most logical choice. Poking at the spell with his mind, he tested a few things before committing any Spirit to it. Ouch. 200 Spirit to give it a range of 5 feet? Well, whatever. Let’s start with that. Then increase it to 10 feet, so I don’t get caught in the blast. Deciding this was his best path forward, the einherjar pushed the Spirit into the spell description.
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Still want to enhance it a bit more before giving it to Hrein, though. Changing that range from feet to yards would make it a lot more handy in battle. Satisfied with his afternoon work, James stood up and pulled his First Wife to her feet. “Let’s go see what Elora has on the menu, shall we?”

The main course of the evening meal was a simple cut of grilled tapir, with apple slices on this side. In order to offer the family a bit more variety in taste, Elora and her sister used the Moulach Cauldron to create 6 extra servings of stew, which they divvied up among the household.

Though supper had mostly been a quiet affair, what little conversation there was had revolved around the temple maidens and their duties. Very few people visited the temple each day, since the maidens still couldn’t offer any services other than prayer, which a believer could accomplish at home, on their own.

“I wish our wedding day would come faster, Sir.” Lāmina muttered with a sigh.

James nearly choked on a piece of potato from the stew, at hearing the elf’s lament. After coughing for a moment to clear his throat, the einherjar gave the young lady a troubled smile. “I’m afraid we’ll have to wait just a little longer, Lāmina.”

“I know, Sir.” she sighed again. “It’s just that, once I am your wife, I’ll be able to bless our congregants and heal their wounds. I’m certain that will do much to spread faith in our Lady Hel.”

The Champion frowned, but couldn’t disagree with her assessment. “I do believe you’re right, but I still don’t want to rush this. Just… keep planning the wedding and… we’ll start looking at dates.” he promised.

His words brightened the maiden’s mood considerably. “Yes, Sir! I promise it won’t take long!” the young lady declared with the most brilliant smile imaginable. Barely finished her meal, the elf was off and headed for her personal chambers.

“Wait for me, sis!” Zahra shouted, jumping down from her seat with a face still covered in stew. Little legs just a pumping, the eight year old dashed after her older sister.

James watched them go and wondered just how much longer he’d be able to put the wedding off. But before he could fall too deeply into his own thoughts, Hrein drew his attention by patting his hand. The valkyrie smiled at him knowingly and slowly stood up from the table.

“We should finish our training for the day, dost thou not agree, Master?” she suggested.

“Yeah. You’re right. Thanks, my love.” the einherjar agreed with a nod. “Thank you for supper ladies, as always.” he said, acknowledging the maids for their efforts.

Feeling somewhat refreshed after the meal, James and his three wives took their usual positions on the mossy earth behind the temple. Once everyone was settled in a circle, the einherjar laid out the evenings plans. “Nyakuro, since you are still low on Qi, I think you should only cultivate for a single hour. Use Acrasia as your source, and then spend the remainder of the time practicing your katas. Acrasia, after Nyakuro has cultivated your Qi, you can spend the rest of the evening training with Effie. By the way, did she mention what she wanted in return for her help?”

Acrasia nodded quickly. “She said one drachma a day would be okay. I think she’s really curious about your ability to teach spells to other people, but won’t come right out and ask about it.”

“That’s fine. I think that’s a fair price, given how useful it will be. You can take her pay from my Inventory each day.” James stated, hoping that she would be a fast learner. Leannán Sídhe are said to be the muses which inspired great artists throughout history, so perhaps she’ll have a natural talent for music?

“Thanks, Master! I already know a little, but Effie is teaching me a lot. I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it in no time.” Acrasia said with a cheerful smile.

“That’s great, my pet. I have total faith in you.” James told her, by way of encouragement.

“Dost thou plan for thyself and I to continue our cultivation as normal then, Master?” Hrein asked.

“Yeah. We’ll all train for three hours before calling it a night. I don’t want to be totally tapped out of Qi tomorrow, just in case something comes up.” the einherjar confirmed.

With the plan set, the four members of the Fir household went about their training for the evening. By the end of it, Nyakuro had cultivated another 120 Spirit, giving her a total of 180 to spend. James and Hrein had each gathered 360 Spirit during their three hours of meditation, leaving Hrein with 420 to use, and James with 450.

The einherjar immediately spent 300 Spirit to increase the range of his Rebirth spell from 10 feet to 10 yards. This left him with precisely 150 Spirit to use, which happened to be the exact amount needed for his plans. “Hrein, my love. I’m going to grant you a spell now, okay?” James warned her. It wasn’t that he expected the valkyrie to refuse the spell or anything. He simply wanted her to be prepared for the mild headache she was about to experience. Now that I think about it, learning spells like this didn’t used to cause headaches at all, did it? the ex-soldier pondered for a moment. I wonder if it has something to do with the amount of magical knowledge we are accruing, in addition to the method? Hopefully it won’t get worse. Shaking his head to clear his mind of distractions, James focussed on the upgraded Rebirth spell, and copied it to Hrein’s spell list.
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When the valkyrie saw the spell he had given her, her eyes widened and her mouth opened in shock. “Master! Thou hast given me Rebirth! The power to bring the dead back to life!”

“Well, I thought it was an appropriate power, given your role as a valkyrie. Also, though I am Hel’s Champion, if I had a champion of my own, it would be you.” the einherjar stated with a slightly sheepish grin.

A swirl of emotions flooded the Chooser’s heart at hearing those words from her master. As awe inspiring as the power she’d just received was, his statement that he would choose her as his champion affected her even more deeply. The valkyrjur, as a race, were noble warrior women who longed to serve their masters with honour and distinction. Nothing could mean more to such a person than being named their lord’s champion. “Master… thou dost honour me greatly with thy words.” she stated softly with a slight tremble in her voice. Bowing her head deeply, she took his hand in her own and kissed the back of it.

Though he hadn’t realized the gravity of what he’d said when he said it, the Champion in no way regretted making the statement. “I merely spoke true and from the heart, my love.” he answered sincerely.

It took a few minutes before the solemn moment passed, but eventually the two were ready to get back to finishing their evening’s work. Learning the spell had the expected effect of increasing the capacity of Hrein’s Dantian by 50 base points, which meant her new Total Capacity was 650 Qi.

Nyakuro didn’t have as much Spirit to spend as the others, so all she could accomplish was increasing the diameter of the fire, produced by her Dancing Flames spell, from 1 yard to 2.
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The nekomata knew that there was still more work to be done on the spell before it was complete in her mind, and she lamented the fact that her Dantian was so small compared to the others. I really hope Master gives me more spells soon, to make me stronger. she thought to herself.

This left the black cat with 80 Spirit in her reserves. Not enough to enhance a spell in any way, nor to learn a new one, Nyakuro decided to use it to enhance her stats. Using half of it, she pushed her Agility Enhancement all the way to 100%, giving her a new Total of 160 Agility. The other 40 Spirit went to enhance her Endurance, which raised her Total Endurance to 8.

Hrein studied her spell list and contemplated the next moves she should make. It was obvious that she should upgrade the blast radius of her Fireball spell from 10 feet to 10 yards, so the valkyrie did that first.
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This consumed 300 Spirit, and left her with 120 more to work with, which was just enough to grant the spell to someone else. Knowing how Nyakuro felt about her small Qi capacity, Hrein tried to add the spell to the nekomata’s spell list, in the hopes of expanding her Dantian. Try as she might however, the Chooser found that she couldn’t alter her sister wife’s Status Screen. Curious why this might be the case, she voiced her confusion to her husband. “Master? I have finished upgrading the Fireball spell, and would like to grant it to Nyakuro, but it seems as though I cannot affect changes to her Status Screen.”

“Hmm?” James scratched his chin in thought. “I wonder if that is because they come from the same root spell, or if there is some other reason?”

Hrein shook her head. “I do not think that doth be the case, Master. Thou hast done so in the past, as thou didst mention earlier this day.”

“So… I can do it, but you can’t? But Nyakuro was able to grant you and I the spell in the first place.” he mumbled to himself as he considered the implications. “Maybe it has to do with something like write permissions?” Looking directly at his First Wife, he told her what he wanted her to do. “Hrein, please copy the Fireball spell to Nyakuro’s spell list, but be very careful not to overwrite her Dancing Flames. We want it to remain a separate spell.”

Hrein furrowed her brow in confusion. “But Master, I…” she began, but stopped herself short. Nay. Trust in thy Master to know that which he doth. the valkyrie reprimanded herself. Nodding firmly, she again attempted to do what her master commanded. This time she felt the spell slide easily into Nyakuro’s spell list, but that was when another problem reared its ugly head. The Fireball spell seemed drawn to the Dancing Flames spell as if they were a pair of magnets. It took a fair amount of concentration on the Chooser’s part to insert the new spell correctly, without having it overlap the old one. In the end though, the Fireball spell snapped into place directly below Dancing Flames, but didn’t overwrite it.

While Nyakuro was thrilled to see a new spell appear in her list, the nekomata was quite disappointed when it failed to add anything to her Dantian’s capacity.

“I guess spells with the same root don’t give you more Qi.” the einherjar commented, looking over the cat’s Status Screen. “At least not if they have the same Qi cost.” Turning to address the valkyrie, he explained his theory on why she hadn’t initially been able to grant the spell to Nyakuro. “The only reason I can grant you ladies spells is because I own you. That is a key component of my blessing from Hel. Neither of you own each other, nor do you own me, despite my being your husband. That means that you can only alter each other’s Status Screens with my express permission.”

“Ah.” Hrein nodded in understanding. “That doth make sense, Master.”

With their gathered Spirit spent, James declared their evening training over, and led his wives back to the temple. They hard worked hard all day, and it was time for them to relax and enjoy each other’s company, before sleep.


CHAPTER 18


Titania looked about to see who was in attendance, before announcing court to be in session. It seems that James isn’t here this morning, either. she noted with a slight frown. It wasn’t technically required that the knight attend court every morning, but she missed his presence when he didn’t.

“Court is now in session.” the Fairy Queen declared loudly, as the clock struck ten.

Effie unfurled the day’s scroll and prepared to announce the first item on the docket, but the sylph was interrupted before she could even get a word out.

“Queen Titania.” a high pitched, feminine voice called out with a hint of derision. “Your King has long since run out of patience with your dallying, and calls for you to join his court immediately.” A slightly plump fairy fluttered arrogantly through the doors and down the aisle towards the throne. Her hair was black as pitch, and cut in a pixie style, while her eyes were an icy blue in colour, and narrowed as if in distain for everything that she saw. Though she was only a couple of inches taller than your average pixie, her head was abnormally large, which gave her an almost childlike look. Aside from her bright red dress, which was woven into a design reminiscent of a spider web, the only thing she wore was a soft leather collar around her neck.

“Lempatrix.” Titania hissed with a slight curl to her lip. If there was anyone in her husband’s court that she despised, it was his herald, Lempatrix. Ex-husband. the queen reminded herself.

Oberon’s herald performed a neat curtsy; certainly not out of respect for Titania’s station, but simply so that she wouldn’t bring shame to the Fairy King’s court. That was her guiding principle, after all. All things for my King. she thought to herself with a wicked smile. “Do not worry for your people, Your Majesty. King Oberon will send someone to rule over them, once you return to your proper place below him in the Unseelie Court.”

“We will never return to Oberon’s side.” the Queen of Fairies declared. “We are the Queen of the Seelie Court, and we have no king.” The anger on Titania’s face as she made the declaration was clear for all to see, and though it was unsettling to those in attendance, it wasn’t surprising. Everyone in Elphyne was well aware of the split between the Seelie and Unseelie Courts, as it was the very reason the city existed in the first place. What was a bit of a shock however, was her stating that she had no husband. Every fae alive had heard the tales of the King and Queen’s wedding, as it was the subject of a great many plays and poems. Thus, they were all quite aware of the oath she had taken - to love, honour and obey, till death do us part. Now, the fairies were well aware that marriages often didn’t work out among humans, but oaths were far more binding to the fae. None would ever even consider breaking one, for the ramifications would be dire.

“You… dare!” Lempatrix sputtered with rage. “You would dare to break your oath to your liege and husband!?”

“He is neither our liege, nor our husband, any longer. That oath was fulfilled when we perished.” Titania said with a sly grin. “And now we are free of his madness.”

This time the queen’s words caused gasps of realization and humour among the crowd, which only angered Oberon’s herald all the more.

“I know not what foolishness you speak of, Your Majesty, but I assure you that King Oberon will not stand for this.” Lempatrix shouted, her fists balled up in rage.

The Fairy Queen leaned back in her throne and waved a hand dismissively. “It is no concern of ours what King Oberon stands for, or sits for, for that matter.” Her tepid joke caused a few chuckles among those in attendance, but the Unseelie Herald was clearly not laughing. To further get under the other woman’s skin, Titania added another little jab. “Besides, you should be happy, Lempatrix. You have always been jealous of our old position. Now you can have it! You can share his throne, instead of just his bed.”

“Enough!” Lempatrix screamed, the queen’s jibes having pushed her over the edge. “I will not stand for you to mock me, or my King! For too long my liege has been patient with you just because you have a slightly pretty face. But this time I’ll see to it that you are the one to bear the head of an ass!”

Titania flew to her feet in an instant, her face a mask of rage. “You insignificant worm! A common whore like you dares speak to us in such a way!? In our own court!?” the queen shouted, her voice so filled with power that the lights dimmed and the very walls trembled. Her outburst caused most of those in the audience to cower in terror; some hiding beneath their seats in the futile hope that a slim bit of wood could protect them, should the enraged monarch literally bring down the house.

The Unseelie Herald calmed slightly, but stood her ground (or rather, continued to hover in place) before the Queen’s wrath. “I was sent to bring you back, and that is what I shall do, come Hell or high water.” Lempatrix hissed, dramatically raising her hands.

Titania sensed the other woman gathering arcane energy to cast a spell, and struck before the herald even got the chance to begin her incantation. “Gust!” the Fairy Queen yelled, hurling magic from her outstretched hand with speed and power unmatched by any but the most ancient of sorcerers. Less than a second later, her Gale Force Gust was joined by another from her own herald, Effie. The twin jets of air struck the Unseelie fairy and flowed past her, causing benches to flip over and people in the crowd to scream, as they were tossed back.

But Oberon’s Herald remained unfazed. Not so much as a single hair had been blown out of place by her opponents’ demonstration of power. An evil laugh escaped her purple painted lips as she slowly lowered her hand to point at the queen. “Foolish wench. Your magic cannot touch me, so long as I bear my King’s protection.”

Queen Titania doubted the protection Lempatrix boasted of was nearly as all encompassing as the strumpet believed. But what can I do? she thought as her mind raced to find a solution. No time to grab my sword. My offensive spells are too powerful to be used in such close quarters… they’d kill everyone in the room. The guards are moving too slowly…. No. They’re frozen?!

Lempatrix smirked as Titania ran out of time. “Queen Titania. In King Oberon’s name, I command thee to -“ her words were suddenly drowned out by a thunderous crack, and a 9 mm round slamming into her back. That same bullet blew out of her chest a split second later, and hurled the fairy’s body through the air until she smashed into the stone below, leaving a skid of blue blood half way across the marble floor.

“Sorry I’m late.” James called out to his queen as he lowered his Smith & Wesson M&P.
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I guess Acrasia is going to demand her ‘snack’ every morning from now on. James thought as he shuddered in pleasurable release. Not that I’m complaining. It seemed to the einherjar that the lusty fairy was becoming more insatiable every time he bedded her.

“Shall we spend our day training again today, Master?” Hrein asked after stealing a long and sensual kiss from her husband.

“That’s the plan, my love. I want all of us to gain as much power as possible, while we have the time to do so.” he replied, reluctantly getting out of bed. Using his Inventory Trick, he cleaned himself and his wives, lamenting that they never took time to relax in the baths anymore.

Once everyone was ready, the foursome headed downstairs to greet the other members of their household. Though technically Lāmina and Zahra weren’t actual members of House Fir, no one doubted that the elder sister would eventually join, which would bring Zahra into the family as well.

As per the usual routine, James went around blessing the girls with his spells in preparation for the day. And just like always, the einherjar lamented the massive cost in Qi, but reached the same conclusion that he did every morning - that there just weren’t any other options.

The family all enjoyed a leisurely breakfast of thinly cut tapir (Elora’s attempt at making bacon), with berries and some cream that a few local fairies had stolen from a farm outside Guayabo. The cream was a rare treat, but the tricksy pixies had acquired it specifically to donate to Hel’s temple. The residents were definitely grateful.

After breakfast, those that would be involved in training made their way out back. They managed to cultivate for an hour, despite Acrasia’s ear splitting practice on the panpipes nearby. James called the women out of their trances, wanting to go over how they should spend their acquired Spirit. He was just about to lay out his plan, when Hel’s voice rang out in his head.

James! Thou must make haste to Titania’s court! Hurry! the Goddess of Death urged her Champion.

Without a word or a second’s hesitation, the einherjar jumped to his feet and flew as fast as he could towards the palace. Directing his thoughts to Hel, he tried to ask what was going on. Hel! Is she all right? What’s wrong? At 70 miles per hour on the straight away, the only reason it took him over a minute to reach the palace, was because he couldn’t ascend that fast, nor could he fly straight through the trees. Despite these impediments, he was there in under 3.

Seeing their husband take off like that told the women of House Fir all they needed to know. Hrein was right on his tail, summoning her spear and shield from his Inventory with a simple thought. Acrasia zipped through the air like a bolt of greased lightning, as it was immediately obvious what his destination was, and she feared that her mother and friends might be in trouble. Only Nyakuro had a slow start, since she had to shift into cat-girl form on the run, and summoned her wings before she had even completed her transformation. Nonetheless, the nekomata was only seconds behind the others, and was making for the palace at incredible speed.

Dashing down the palace hall, James could see Titania standing in front of her throne, casting a spell. He saw the wooden benches go flying, and that’s when he noticed the tiny fairy that was clearly his Queen’s target. His keen eyes picked out the 8 inch tall woman’s hand movements, and saw her point a finger at the fae monarch.

Act now! Hel screamed in his mind.

The Champion winced at the deity’s shrill voice in his head, but didn’t hesitate to heed her warning. Summoning his favourite 9 mm pistol, he levelled it at the mysterious fairy’s back and squeezed the trigger.

[image: ]


“Sorry I’m late!” James called out to his queen as he lowered his pistol. Using an Inventory Trick, he cleaned the weapon before sending it back to his Inventory. “Nyakuro, find my brass and send it back to the manor, will you?” he whispered, hoping the nekomata would cotton on to what he was talking about. When the cat-girl meowed, he took that as a positive response, and gave the wounded fairy his full attention. Walking over to the downed fae, he glared down at the dying woman with baleful eyes.

“What… did you… do to me?” the Unseelie Herald gasped as she clutched the wound in her chest. The creature standing over her was unlike anything she had ever seen, and had used some sort of magic she’d never heard of to strike her down.

Without bothering to answer the troublesome sprite, he bent down and scooped her up in his hand to get a closer look. He was surprised to see a collar around her neck that had an uncanny resemblance to the one Acrasia wore. “Leannán Sídhe?” he growled.

Lempatrix scowled and coughed up blood while trying to speak. “Unhand me, you brute!” she managed after a violent coughing fit.

Rather than do as she asked, he simply rotated his wrist until he could see her back, and extended a single claw. With surprising care, he slipped the curved weapon under the neckline of her dress, and tore the fabric straight down the back. The fairy screamed as he switched his grip and tugged the tiny garment free from her body before discarding it.

“What are you doing!?” she miraculously managed to shriek.

The einherjar turned to face the court, while seeming to ignore the fairy in his hand. “In the name of -“ the herald started to yell, but her incantation turned into desperate screams the moment he popped her into his mouth, and bit down on her frail body. The rich taste of her fae blood flooded over the beastly Champion’s tongue, as he slowly ground her crunchy bones between his teeth. Huh. Kind of odd hearing another person screaming inside my head. he thought idly as he chewed.

One of the fairy’s arms slipped between his teeth as she flailed, and wound up being bitten clean off, then dropping to the floor. “Oops! Ten second rule!” James tried to mumble with his mouth full, while snatching up the arm and popping it back into his mouth.

The entire Seelie Court stared on in horror as their knight slowly devoured the powerful fae that had dared to challenge their queen. Though none had realized it yet, his show of animalistic brutality served a purpose. It was a message. One that clearly stated that anyone who dared to threaten his Queen, would meet the most horrifying of ends.

Hel’s Champion continued to chew the leannán sídhe until he was sure she was dead. He’d seen videos of Korean girls swallowing live baby octopi, and he’d thought then that it was a good way to choke. Besides. Who knows what a spell caster could do if she were alive in my stomach? he thought with a shudder.

When Lempatrix’s screams had finally gone silent, the einherjar swallowed the entire mass of gore. Oddly, he didn’t find the idea of eating a fairy as disgusting as he’d thought he would, and he’d even enjoyed the taste. When the former herald hit his stomach, James became aware of a strange level of energy being emitted from his food. Focussing his mind on his own innards, he found that the familiar warmth was in fact, Qi. And a fair amount of it at that. he noted. Calling up his his Status Screen, he was shocked to find that his body was automatically cultivating the Qi from the fairy he’d eaten. What’s more, he had an option. Either he could cultivate her significant pool of Qi and refine it into Spirit, or he could make use of his Analysis blessing and learn one of the spells written into her soul. But he could only do one or the other, and he had to make his choice before her soul was broken down into pure Qi, and spell pattern was lost.

“Sir James?” Queen Titania called out to her knight in a somewhat hesitant tone.

James held his hand up without looking at the monarch. “One moment please, Your Majesty.”

Having spent a fair amount of time with the Champion, the Fairy Queen recognized the introspective look on the man’s face for what it was. He is doing something with that strange blessing of his, like when he is working on spells. Nodding her assent, Titania slowly made her way back to her throne and took a seat. Every set of eyes in the court were on James, and no one made a sound until he stepped forward to address them.

Let’s see here. Only have time to learn one spell before her soul pattern breaks down. Looks like I was right that she was a leannán sídhe, and a powerful one at that. Oh? What’s this? James focussed on a single spell description that his blessing was showing him.
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Oh hell, yeah. Now that’s what I’m talking about. Having quickly reached his decision on which spell to take, James immediately started to cultivate and draw the spell pattern into his mind. Because it was such a powerful spell, it took the einherjar over half an hour to complete his absorption of the fae magic. Not only did he gain the knowledge of the spell that he’d wanted, but he also increased his Dantian’s base capacity by the 75 Qi required to cast it, just as if he’d learned the spell from an artifact or scroll. This pushed the Total Capacity of his Dantian to a whopping 1030 Qi. I can’t wait to give each of the ladies this spell! I’ll never have to be worried about us being separated again! he silently cheered.

Opening his eyes with a big stupid grin on his face, the knight was surprised to see that the entire court was still waiting on him to speak. “Uh… oh. Sorry about that.” he apologized. Damn… I totally forgot court was in session, and that I’d asked Titania to wait… well, shit. he mentally berated himself.

The Fairy Queen tried to hide her smirk at seeing the knight’s discomfort, but couldn’t help herself from getting a dig in. “I do hope you have a good reason for keeping us waiting, Sir James.”

Thinking quickly, Hel’s Champion went for making an impact with his next words. The whole point of eating the sprite was shock and awe, right? Let’s turn that up a notch. he decided. “Apologies, Your Majesty.” the knight said in a solemn voice while bowing to the queen. “Devouring you enemy’s body took but a moment, but devouring her soul took a mite longer.” he stated in a deep and growly voice before licking his chops.

When he stood up straight, the knight saw that each and every member of the court was utterly aghast, and even the queen had gone pale with shock. Only his wives looked unfazed by his terrifying statement. Eh… maybe that was a bit too much? he thought awkwardly.
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James found himself sitting on the couch in the queen’s study, with all of his wives gathered around him. Hrein was sitting to his right, and Acrasia alit on his left shoulder, while Nyakuro curled up in his lap in her natural form.

Across from him, Titania was sitting behind her desk, wearing a deeply troubled expression. “Did… you really eat her soul?” the queen asked with wide eyes.

“Eh. Not all of it. Just the juicy parts.” he joked. Hrein’s sudden elbow to his ribs made the einherjar rethink his approach to the conversation. “Ugh. Sorry. That was a joke.” he admitted.

The Fairy Queen scowled, not quite sure how to take his flippant attitude. On the bright side, he at least seems more comfortable around me… she told herself. “Would you mind explaining to me what exactly you did do, then?”

The knight took his time and did his best to explain why he had eaten the fairy in the first place, and followed that up with the surprising discovery he had made. “So, in the end, I was able to learn a spell from her called Summons. I plan to give it to each of my wives, as well as our maid, Elora. That way we can be called back in an instant if necessary.”

“Hmm.” Titania hummed as she tapped her lip with her finger. “Summons, was it? Your description of the spell reminds of the enchantment she placed on my hu… on Oberon’s horn. That specific enchantment allows him to call his armies to his side, simply by blowing the instrument.”

“A handy bit of magic, that.” James stated, nodding in appreciation for the powerful artifact.

“And one that I would dearly love to replicate.” Titania admitted, while giving her knight a meaningful look.

The Champion quirked a brow and regarded his queen. “Did you have something in mind, Your Majesty?”

“Oh stop that.” the fae queen snapped. “I do not need a reminder of our positions. I am well aware that you cannot grant me spells, because I cannot submit to you.” and that we cannot have one another. she silently added in her head.

“Didst thou have some plan in mind, Ma’am?” Hrein interceded.

Titania turned her gaze to the valkyrie and sighed. “No. Not really. But this attack has thrown into light the glaring weakness of my own security.” Looking back at James, she gave the einherjar an apologetic smile. “I might have been in serious trouble, had my galant knight not come to my aid, yet again.”

The Champion returned her troubled smile. “And I never would have even known, if it wasn’t for Hel’s warning.” he sighed. “We really do need to find you better personal security, AND build our military forces much faster than we have been.” Thanks for that, by the way. I really appreciate you looking out for us, Hel. James thought, hoping the goddess would be listening in.

Thou art most welcome, my Champion. the Goddess of Death replied.

Titania groaned and leaned back in her chair; rubbing her eyes as if they were tired from a long day, despite it only being late morning. “This would all be so easy if you could just…” the queen sighed without finishing he sentence. She knew well why he refused to enslave men, or even women who he didn’t want as lovers. Eternity was a long time to spend at someone’s side if you didn’t want them in every way conceivable.

“Um. Does this mean that you’re going to eat fairies from now on, Master?” Acrasia asked all of a sudden, interrupting everyone’s thoughts.

“What?” James asked, a little taken aback that she would even suggest such a thing as a regular course of action.

“The way you described it, you could get more spells and stuff if you ate more fairies. Or do you think maybe you could eat other things too!?” the tiny fairy proposed while clapping her hands.

“Uh. No. I think it only worked because her soul was entirely encased in my own energy field when she died. It wouldn’t work on anything too big to eat alive.” the einherjar guessed. “And honestly, I’m kind of disgusted by the thought of eating men for some reason, so even if I did eat fairies, it would only be the women. I will admit that she was surprisingly tasty, though.” he added thoughtfully.

Acrasia’s eyes widened slightly at his small revelation. “What did she taste like, Master?”

James tilted his head in thought as he contemplated the leannán sídhe’s complex flavours. “Kind of like… buttermilk cupcakes… I guess? With a hint of cinnamon.”

His fairy wife shivered as she recalled the time she had been most of the way in his mouth, during one of their many lovemaking sessions. “Do… do you think I’d be tasty?” she asked in a hesitant half-whisper.

“Er… let’s not go there, okay, my pet?” the hunter replied with a disarming smile.

“Yes… I think that might be enough talk of eating fairies… “ Titania agreed, giving her knight a meaningful look. While she did appreciate the fearsome reputation his little stunt had garnered him, it wouldn’t do if her people thought him a simple monster, who might eat them on a whim.

Trying to get the conversation back on track, James brought up his primary concern. “What do you think Oberon’s next act will be, Titania?”

The Fairy Queen grimaced but acknowledged his worries. “That is a very good question, James. Since she was bound to him in the same manner that your wives are bound to you, he is no doubt aware of her passing.”

“I did notice the collar she wore. I figured she was a leannán sídhe when I saw it.” the einherjar stated.

“Yes. Oberon has the distinction of being the first man known to resist the advances of a leannán sídhe, and thereby cause her spell to rebound, enslaving the caster instead of her intended prey.” the Fairy Queen explained.

“So, that just brings me back to my question. Do you think he will attack again?” James asked again, pushing the issue.

Titania grit her teeth and glowered at the wall for a moment, but eventually closed her eyes and nodded. “Yes. He will not give up. I have no doubt that he intended for her to compel me to return with her magic. The only course remaining to him now is physical force.”

“Assassins? Or kidnappers perhaps? Or do you think he will come himself, at the head of an army?” the ex-soldier listed out the possibilities as they occurred to him.

“The latter, most likely. I doubt he would send assassins, since he wants me under his heel, not deceased.” the queen answered with distaste.

“Then we definitely need an army. If his forces are anything like they were in the myths on Earth, we can’t defend Elphyne with our meagre forces.” the Champion stated resolutely. “We have no more time to waste.”


CHAPTER 19


James paced back and forth in his room at the temple. Oberon reportedly had an army of a hundred thousand elves at his disposal, which was how he had captured the Emerald Isle so handily. And we have what? Less than 20 troops, not counting me or my wives. To make matters worse, Titania had no new ideas to offer him, despite them spending over an hour in debate.

“Well, at least he can’t bring his full forces to bear against us.” the ex-soldier muttered with a sigh. The queen had explained that, while the size of Oberon’s army was considerable, they were in constant conflict with Avalon, and so he would have to leave at least half their number behind for defence.

“Still. 50k is nothing to sneeze at.” the einherjar grumbled. A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts before they could spiral any further into gloom.

“Master? Dinner is served.” Elora called out as she opened the door a crack.

“Thanks, Elora. I’ll be right down.” James replied with a forced smile.

The elven maid nodded and turned to leave, but spotted her owner begin to pace once more. It was clear from the look on his face that something was troubling him deeply. His wives didn’t say anything when they returned from the palace, but their silence speaks volumes. Especially the fairy’s. the elf noted.

Irritated at not knowing what was going on, and unwilling to pretend nothing was amiss, the fiery concubine pushed the door fully open and strode up to her master. Without a word, she grabbed the sides of his face and turned his head, so that she could look him in the eye. Her intent had been to give the einherjar a good telling off, but seeing the troubled look in his eyes changed her mind. On impulse, she pulled his face down as she stood on her tip toes, and kissed her master soundly.

James blinked in shock as the maid’s tongue slipped past his lips, and his whirling thoughts ground to a halt. He knew that their relationship had changed somewhat, ever since he’d claimed her as his concubine, but he never would have imagined that she would initiate a kiss like this.

Breaking off the kiss just as suddenly as it began, Elora took a step back and scowled at her master. “There. Your head clear now, Sir? I don’t know what all of you are so wound up about, but dwelling on it by yourselves won’t help.”

The einherjar took a moment to pull his thoughts together, then smiled gratefully at his maid. “Thank you, Elora.” he said, slipping his arms around her. “But you’re still getting spanked later.” he whispered in her delicately pointed ear.

The elven maid gulped, and blushed furiously upon hearing his words, but raised her arms and hugged him in return. “Thank you, Master.” she whispered back, biting her lip and fighting the sudden urge to squeeze her thighs together.

James released he newest lover after a few minutes of holding her tight, then held her at arms length and looked her in the eye. “I mean it. We’ll talk about what’s going on over supper, so everyone will be in the loop, so to speak.”

Elora nodded firmly, then found she couldn’t bear his gaze any longer, and looked off to the side. “L-let’s go then, Master.”

As promised, the Champion filled everyone in on what had happened at the palace, as well as the pertinent points of his conversation with Titania afterwards. All of the elves present were alarmed that someone had attacked the queen, but relieved that James had arrived in time to help her.

On hearing of Hel’s role in the events, Lāmina immediately stopped eating and prayed to the Goddess of Death in thanks.

“Thou hast no need to thank me, child, for I was simply watching over one of our own.” Hel explained aloud.

“One of our own?” James repeated her words back to her. “Titania is one of your followers now, my Lady?”

The Goddess of Death responded with an unusual level of warmth in her voice. “Verily. Since thine arrival on Terra, thy deeds hath brought more worshippers into the fold than I ever would have imagined. A number of elves and fae pray to me each night, and that number groweth daily.”

“Well, that’s certainly a bit of good news.” the Champion admitted, leaning back in his chair.

“Indeed.” Hel agreed.

“Sir, if I may make a suggestion?” Lāmina interjected.

James acknowledged the young elf with a nod and a smile. “Of course, Lāmina. What is it?”

“Might I ask that you add all of us present to your list of summons?” she asked.

The ex-soldier stroked his beard in thought as he considered her request. “I suppose it couldn’t hurt, but I don’t see why I’d need to. I have no plans to summon any of you four into battle, or anything like that.”

The temple maiden shook her head in denial. “No, Sir. That was not my intent. I was thinking that, should we be in trouble, and you were unable to reach us, you could rescue any or all of us simply by calling us to your side.”

The man’s brows raised at her seemingly simple statement. “Rescue…. Lāmina, darling, you are as brilliant as you are beautiful!”

The elf’s cheeks turned rosy at her fiancé’s compliment, but she couldn’t hide the smile that blossomed on her face. “Thank you, Sir.”

“Seriously though! That’s perfect. I had only thought to use the spell to summon my wives to me in battle, should we be separated, or for Elora to summon us here, should Elphyne come under attack while we were absent.” James exclaimed. “But if Titania will allow me to mark her with the spell, that lessens the risk of her being kidnapped a great deal.”

“Her Majesty may not wish to submit to thy mark, Master. It would be most strange for a knight to have the power to summon his liege at will.” Hrein pointed out.

“Hmm. True. But it would give me no power over her once she arrived. That said, I suppose it could be abused by summoning her into a trap.” the einherjar conceded the valkyrie’s point after a brief bit of thought. “I guess all I can do is suggest it to Titania, and see how she feels about it.”

“Of course, Master.” Hrein agreed.

“That being said, I don’t want to waste another moment. I’m going to cast the spell now, and mark all of you, as Lāmina suggested.” the einherjar warned the women in the room, then set about casting the spell. “All ye who hear my voice take note. When the time doth come that I call for thee, thou shalt heed my summons, and hasten to my side forthwith!”

The women all gasped as palm sized circles of golden light appeared in the air before them, then sank into their bosoms to mark their souls.

“It’s warm.” Zahra muttered, holding her hands to her chest where the magic had entered her.

Hrein narrowed her eyes and stared suspiciously at her husband. “Didst thou have some requirement to speak in an archaic dialect during the casting of thy spell, Master?”

James chuckled self-consciously and rubbed the back of his head. “Er… I just wanted it to sound a bit more… magical?”

The valkyrie sighed and shook her head slightly, before giving her master a teasing grin. “I suppose my voice doth sound magical to thee then, Master?”

Switching gears immediately, James leaned in so that his face was mere inches from hers, and replied in a husky voice. “You should see how your voice affects me, my wife.”

Though she had intended to flirt with her lover, Hrein was unprepared for him to turn the tables on her so quickly. “Thou art unfair, Master…” she muttered under her breath as she broke eye contact and blushed prettily.

Unwilling to let his beautiful wife escape so easily, the einherjar grinned roguishly as he chucked her chin and stole a kiss. “Mine.” he growled as he claimed her lips.

Despite her normally stoic attitude, the shield maiden melted under his touch and leaned into the kiss with a soft moan. “Yea, Master. Always.” Hrein whispered breathlessly.

A slight pang of jealousy rippled in Elora’s heart as she watched her master kiss his First Wife. No! That is definitely not what this is! she immediately denied the thought, the moment it crossed her mind. Shaking her head violently, the elf tried to clear her head of the unwanted thoughts. I… I should remind him that he’s in a hurry. Yes. That’s all this is. I’m just doing my job as a maid… Elora told herself. “M…Master…” she stuttered quietly as she battled with her own feelings.

Though she couldn’t read her sister’s mind, she really didn’t have to. It was clear to Elina that her twin was experiencing some sort of emotional turmoil, and that their master was at the centre of it. The mute elf was well aware of all that happened in the temple, despite the difficulties she had expressing herself to those around her. Elora… she thought as she watched the other woman fidget and wring her hands.

Hrein sighed when her husband broke off the kiss, and gazed at the man with a dreamy look in her eyes. I think… I may be falling more in love with him each day… the valkyrie realized.

Seeing her look at him like that, James wanted nothing more than to scoop the beautiful woman into his arms and carry her off to bed. And he was seriously contemplating doing just that, when he became vaguely aware of his head maid trying to get his attention. Turning to look at the flustered elf, he wondered what she wanted. “Elora?” he asked in a gentle voice.

“I… I just wanted to… to remind you that, uh, you were, uh, in a hurry. You know, to give everyone the spell?” the maid stammered. “Master.” she added quickly at the end, then curtsied as if she didn’t quite know what to do with herself.

“Right…” James said slowly, wondering what was going through the maid’s head. “Well, I suppose we should get back to cultivating then, eh? If everyone is finished eating?”

A series of positive responses came back, so the einherjar nodded and stood up from the table. “Right then. Thanks for lunch ladies.” James said with a smile and a nod to each of the maids.
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After James and his wives had left, Lāmina approached Elora while she was cleaning up. “You don’t have to hide the fact that you are falling in love with him.” the temple maiden stated with a slight frown.

The sudden accusation caused Elora to drop the plate she was drying, which shattered on the temple floor. “I… I…!” the maid began to protest, but the maiden cut her off with a chopping motion of her hand.

“I don’t care. It’s better if you love him, as that means you’ll be motivated to serve him properly. Either way, I just wanted you to know that, if it happens, you don’t have to hide it. It’s fine.” Knowing full well that Elora wasn’t ready to deal with her own emotions, the younger elf turned on her heel, and walked away without waiting for a response.
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Following through with the plan, James and his wives spent the hour immediately following dinner in training. By the time they were finished, Nyakuro’s reserves were nearly tapped out again, but both she and Hrein had 240 Spirit to work with, as did their husband. This was due to the cultivating they had done before having to rush to the palace, in addition to the hour after lunch.

“Hrein. Nyakuro. I think we’ll start by having each of you copy the Summons spell from my list, and I’ll use my own Spirit to grant a copy to Acrasia. Any objections?” James suggested.

When each of the women indicated that they had no issues with the plan, the three of them set about making it happen. It cost them each 175 Spirit to achieve the results they wanted, but the benefits were immediately obvious. In addition to learning the spell, each of the ladies gained a 75 point increase in their Dantian’s base capacities. This meant that Hrein’s Total Capacity rose to 800 Qi, while Acrasia’s topped out at 470 Qi, and Nyakuro’s capped off at 390 Qi. This was a significant increase for all of them, but especially for the fairy and nekomata.

“Okay. Before I get distracted by another project, I am going to cultivate for another hour. I want to have the Spirit to grant Elora this spell. In the mean time, Nyakuro, you can cultivate from Acrasia. Hrein, just standard cultivation for you.” the einherjar stated.

Thus, another hour passed with Acrasia trying to practice her panpipes, while fighting the urge to groan at the unsettling feeling in her stomach, caused by the nekomata’s cultivation of her Qi. As soon as the hour’s training came to an end, the tiny fairy zipped off to the temple, anticipating her master’s desire to have Elora join them.

Doing things piecemeal like this was definitely less efficient than cultivating for several hours straight, then using the Spirit for various projects, but James was okay with an hour or two’s loss. What was more important to him at the moment, was making sure everyone was getting what they needed as soon as possible.

Now that she had 185 Spirit to spend, Nyakuro was eager to enhance her Dancing Flames spell further. Without further delay, she dumped 100 Spirit into changing the word ‘diameter’ to ‘radius’ in the spell’s description. Interestingly, this change seemed to cause the spell to reword itself slightly, but ultimately described the same effect.

[image: Dancing Flames VIII]



Thinking the spell might be finished, the nekomata proudly showed James her Status Screen.

“Very nice, kitten! Just a little more to go, and I think you’ll be done.” the einherjar congratulated his cute little slave.

“Nyan?” the nekomata moaned, slightly disappointed. What more does he want me to do with it? she wondered.

James tilted his head as he smiled at her and contemplated her facial expression. “Let me guess. You want to know what I think the next steps should be, right?”

“Meow!” Nyakuro nodded in reply.

“Well, see how it says ‘controls a fire’?” he said, putting emphasis on the word ‘a’. “A person would read that to mean one fire, right? So, that means we should be able to change the word ‘a’ to ‘two’, and thus double the amount of fire you can create.” he explained.

The cat’s eyes widened slightly, as she realized how simple a mistake she had made. Before she could be too hard on herself though, James continued.

“I was thinking that we should also add the word ‘or’ after the word ‘and’, as that might allow you to control fires that you didn’t create on your own. Much like you can control corpses.” the einherjar added.

“Oh!” Nyakuro nearly shouted, her eyes widening even further.

“Now, hopefully the spell won’t be too much of a stickler and only allow you to control fires that are exactly 2400º, as that would be rather useless. Most spells seem to allow us to amp them up, or reduce their power, by using more or less Qi when casting them, so with any luck it won’t be an issue. Nonetheless, it’s something we should practice.” he went on.

“Mhm!” the cat hummed as she nodded emphatically.

“Somewhere safe, and away from town.” James added for good measure.

“Master? Might I copy thy Flaming Sword spell?” Hrein asked.

“Of course! Help yourself, my love. I think that will be a great spell for you.” the einherjar agreed.

“I thank thee, Master.” the valkyrie replied with a nod, before going ahead with the spellcraft. This cost her 120 Spirit, which left her with 65 to play with later.

Hrein had just finished copying the spell to her own list, when Acrasia emerged from the temple with Elora. The elf and fairy made their way over to the group and took seats on the mossy earth.

“Thanks for coming, Elora.” James greeted the maid with a warm smile.

“Of course, Master.” the elf replied a bit stiffly.

“As we discussed earlier, I’m going to grant you the Summons spell. After that, I want each of us here to take a turn marking the others for summoning. Sound good?” he stated, making sure to look each woman in the eye before starting. When all four women gave their assent, the Champion granted Elora her first spell.

Elora gasped as the magical information was written into her brain. It was a sensation unlike anything she had ever experienced before, and despite the very mild pain, she found the process fascinating. When the copying was complete, her Dantian expanded rapidly, pushing her capacity to 80 Qi, which was a massive increase from the mere 5 that all elves had naturally. None of her stats were enhanced with Spirit, and so 80 Qi was also her Total Capacity.

Excited by her newfound knowledge of the arcane, Elora desperately wanted to try casting a spell. “Master! May I cast it now?” she asked with more animation than James had ever seen in her.

The einherjar chuckled at her enthusiasm, and encouraged the elf to do as she wished. “By all means, my dear. Mark us all for summoning.”

Though it wasn’t necessary in the least, the elven maid raised her hands and pointed them at the group of people gathered before her. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Elora spoke the same incantation her master had earlier, in a loud and clear voice. “All ye who hear my voice take note. When the time doth come that I call for thee, thou shalt heed my summons, and hasten to my side forthwith!”

James grimaced slightly as the almost cringeworthy words were spoken back to him, while Hrein openly laughed at his discomfort.

“I daresay that shall be the official incantation for this spell from now on, Master.” the valkyrie teased.

The einherjar groaned slightly, but accepted the fact that this would be something that they would likely tease him about for years to come.

Once the magic had settled, Hrein cast the spell, and was immediately followed up by Acrasia, each trying not to laugh as they mimicked their master’s incantation. The problem arose when Nyakuro tried to do the same.

“M-meow… Meowster!” she whined, unable to form the words to speak the incantation, or really any words at all.

“Ah. I see.” the einherjar muttered, understanding the issue at play. “Not being able to speak a human tongue hasn’t hampered your ability to cast spells thus far, because we don’t usually use incantations. But this spell specifically requires the targets to hear the caster speak.”

Nyakuro meowed sadly and hung her head in dismay. It was the first time she had failed to live up to her master’s expectations, and the experience was both embarrassing and depressing for her.

“Don’t worry, kitten.” James said in a comforting voice while gently petting the black cat. “I’m sure you’ll be able to cast it soon. But I guess this proves that we can’t spend all of our time solely training in combat arts and magic. I’ll ask Lāmina to give you language lessons in Elven during times when you are out of Qi for cultivation. Of course it’s fine if you continue to learn Japanese from your uncle as well.”

“Meow.” Nyakuro nodded solemnly, silently vowing to master speech in record time.
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Once again Acrasia found herself playing the role of her master’s messenger, but she didn’t mind the job in the least. I’m glad that he depends on me, and it’s far less boring than sitting around all day. she told herself as she entered the temple. The other three were going to continue cultivating for another hour, while James had tasked her to ask Lāmina about the language lessons.

Flying into the sanctuary of the temple, the fairy spotted the woman she was looking for standing by the main doors. “Lāmina?” she called out to the temple maiden.

“Ah. Miss Acrasia.” the elf turned to address her friend with a smile. “This is Aiya, the seamstress who was making our uniforms. She’s just come to deliver them.”

“Acrasia-dono.” the nekomata seamstress greeted the fairy, bowing deeply at the waist. “It is an honour to meet you in person.” she stated after straightening up.

“Oh. Uh, likewise, miss Aiya.” Acrasia replied awkwardly, attempting a midair curtsy.

“I hope you find the uniforms satisfactory, Lāmina-sama.” Aiya stated in an overly serious tone.

“I’m sure they will be lovely. Thank you again for your hard work.” the elf assured the woman with a friendly smile.

“Of course. Please let me know if I can be of further service. I bid you good day, Lāmina-sama. Acrasia-dono.” the nekomata bowed again to each woman, before taking her leave.

After the seamstress seemed like she was far enough away to be out of earshot, Acrasia excitedly tugged on Lāmina’s sleeve. “Let’s see what they look like! Try it on!”

The elven maiden giggled at her friend’s enthusiasm but nodded her head in agreement. “Yes. Let’s head to my room, then. By the way, what are you doing out here? I thought you were training with the others?”

“Oh! Master asked me to ask you if you would mind teaching Nyakuro how to speak Elven.” the blonde fairy explained.

“But of course. I would be happy to help in any way that I can.” the temple maiden replied with an earnest smile.

“Great! She should be coming in, in about an hour.” Acrasia stated. “Now let’s see those clothes!”

The two entered the small chamber that Lāmina and Zahra used as a shared bedroom. Gently placing the bundle on the couch the elf used as a bed, she began to untie the string that bound the parcel together. Within, she found two separate bundles, one being significantly smaller than the other. The elf quickly figured out that the smaller set was the uniform for Zahra, while the larger was clearly for her.

Setting Zahra’s uniform aside, Lāmina proceeded to unfold her own. As she did so, she discovered a neatly written note tucked inside. The note detailed how to don the uniform and the rules for how to treat it with respect. Apparently, the seamstress had designed the outfit in the same style that miko, or shrine maidens, wore back in her homeland. The letter explained that the nekomata had been surprised to see that the Temple of Hel so closely resembled the shrines of her culture, and so she was certain that a miko’s uniform would suit it well. The cat-girl went on to say that she had made some slight alterations to the design however, to match the temple where Lāmina lived and worked. For example, the colour scheme was different from what Aiya’s culture would normally dictate. Where a miko’s hakama (what looked like an ankle length, pleated skirt to the elf) would be red, Lāmina’s was a dark green. The kosode (which was a beautiful and voluminous top similar to a kimono) was black, as opposed to the white Aiya’s people would wear. The last few pieces of the uniform were a pair of tabi (split toed socks) and wooden sandals.

Acrasia shifted to her more human-sized form and assisted the maiden in trying the new uniform on. It took them a while to get it right, as with any learning process, but they eventually succeeded in getting the elf dressed correctly.

“Wow! You’re so pretty!” Acrasia exclaimed as Lāmina performed a small twirl to show off her uniform. “It’s almost enough to make me want to wear clothes!” the fairy giggled in excitement.

Lāmina laughed lightly and gave the fairy a brilliant smile. “Thank you, Acrasia. I really like them too. And they’re so comfortable to move in!”

“And I’m sure Master will love it.” the fairy said with a wink.

Lāmina gave her friend a shy glance and blushed prettily as she murmured to herself. “I really hope so.”
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By the time supper time rolled around, James and Hrein were ready to take a break. Nyakuro had gone for her language lessons nearly an hour before, and was just returning to let them know the evening meal would soon be served.

“Meowster! Sup-per.” the nekomata called in broken Elven.

“Oh! Very good, kitten! Join us for a moment, then we’ll all head in together.” James yelled back while giving the cat-girl an encouraging smile.

The nekomata’s face lit up at her owner’s compliment, and she quickly ran to his side for some head pats. Rubbing herself against him, the cat-girl purred loudly while he showed her some affection.

“You each have 205 Spirit to work with, right?” he asked after a moment of indulging in the feel of her soft and silky hair.

“Yea, Master.” Hrein replied with a nod.

“Meow! Uh… hai!” Nyakuro finally answered in Japanese.

“Good stuff. Let’s start with Nyakuro then, shall we? First, let’s see if we can increase the number of fires you can create or control to two.” James suggested.

The cat-girl nodded and quickly burned through 100 Spirit making the change her master had wanted. Luckily, the alteration was a simple one, and was ultimately successful.

“Excellent. Next, let’s see if we can add the word ‘or’ after ‘and’, as we discussed before.” James reminded his feline wife.

“Meow!” the nekomata exclaimed and went to work, trying to change the spell. After a couple of minutes struggling with the text, Nyakuro whined and shook her head.

“Doesn’t want to change, huh?” James asked, scratching his beard. “Let me try something.” Summoning a lighter and a piece of paper from his Inventory, James set the paper on fire, then held it out towards Nyakuro. “See if you can use your spell to control the flames. Try to move them around, then put them out.”

The cat-girl nodded and narrowed her eyes in concentration. After a few seconds, James noticed the flames spread much more rapidly, before suddenly being snuffed out. Right after the fire died, Nyakuro meowed loudly and gave the einherjar a huge grin.

“Well then. It looks like the spell wouldn’t change, because controlling fires was already part of its function.” the Champion chuckled softly. “Congratulations, kitten. I think your spell is complete.” he added, petting her on the head.

“Mee-ow!” the nekomata cheered and began to jump with joy.

“I think you are safe to spend your remaining Spirit on enhancing your stats, okay kitten?” James asked, to which the cat-girl promptly nodded. “Hrein, would you like to copy her Dancing Flames spell now? I’d ask you to save your remaining Spirit for later, though.”

“I shall do as thou dost command, Master.” the valkyrie replied with a smile and a nod. Spending 120 of her gathered Spirit, she quickly copied the spell into her list.
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“I do believe these spells will come in most handy, Master.” Hrein commented after reading through the descriptions once more.

“I totally agree, my love. And now it’s my turn.” James grinned as he copied first the Dancing Flames spell from Nyakuro, and then the Fireball spell from Hrein. I’ve always imagined that controlling fire was one of the most quintessential forms of magic. And now I can finally do it!

Hrein watched her husband grin like a child on Christmas morning, and couldn’t help but smile herself. It doth mine heart good to see him so happy. she realized.

Looking over her Status Screen, Nyakuro decided to spend 60 Spirit to finish off enhancing her Endurance, which gave her a new Total of 12. After that, she put the remaining 45 Spirit into enhancing her Aim stat, which brought her Total Aim to 87. I wish I could cultivate with Master tonight instead of taking more Elven lessons. the cat-girl thought to herself with a sigh. Growing stronger is so much more fun!

James and his two more combat oriented wives entered the temple through the back door and made their way to the kitchen. The sight that awaited him there made the einherjar pause mid step, which caused Hrein to bump into him from behind.

“How do I look, Sir?” Lāmina asked as she performed a slow twirl, to show off her new uniform. Between the beauty of her clothes, and the shy look on her face when she asked, the Champion found the elven maiden to be absolutely enchanting.

“I’m stunned by how lovely you look, my dear.” he replied earnestly.

Her fiancé’s words of praise caused the elf to blush so deeply, that even the tips of her ears turned red. “Thank you, Sir.” she mumbled quietly, before rushing to her seat at the table.

After the evening meal was over, and James had thanked his maids for their work, the various members of the family went their separate ways again. Nyakuro accompanied Lāmina for a few more hours of Elven language lessons, while the latter watched over Zahra playing in the yard in front of the temple. Acrasia visited Effie back at the palace, and continued to learn how to read music from the sylph.

As planned, James and Hrein spent the three hours before bed in quiet meditation. They each refined another 360 Qi into Spirit from their own reserves, and discussed how best to use it.

“If thou wilt allow it, I shall use my Spirit to grant Nyakuro the Flaming Sword spell, then grant Acrasia both Fireball and Dancing Flames.” Hrein proposed.

“Well, that certainly works for me, but shouldn’t we share the burden? That wouldn’t leave you much to add to your own stats.” James pointed out.

The valkyrie shook her head. “I am certain that thou hast a great many plans to use thy own Spirit, so it will benefit us all a great deal more, if thou hast the freedom to spend thy Spirit as thou dost see fit.”

“Hmm. You’re not wrong. I could definitely make use of it.” the einherjar admitted. “All right. I’ll take you up on your offer. Let’s go ahead with that plan, then. Thanks, my love.”

“Of course, Master.” the shield maiden replied with a prize winning smile. “That doth leave me with 85 Spirit to enhance myself with. I think I shall put 30 into completing the enhancement of mine Endurance, which will bring it to 12. The remaining 55 should go towards mine Aim, to give me a Total of 93 in that stat. What thinkest thou of that, Master?”

“I think that’s a great plan, my love.” he agreed with a chuckle. “You’re already a force to be reckoned with on the battlefield, and soon you’ll be an absolute terror.”

Hrein laughed at his statement, but enjoyed a momentary vision of herself slaughtering an army of their foes in battle. “Thou dost say the nicest of things, Master.” she said with a smirk.

Shaking his head with a grin, James turned his attention to his own Status Screen. After a few minutes of deliberation, he decided to follow Hrein’s example and only use his excess Spirit for himself. “I think I’ll give Elora the Energy Siphon technique, as well as enhance her Dantian by 100%. That’ll give her a lot more Qi to work with on a daily basis.”

“Thou art good to her, Master.” Hrein said quietly with a gentle smile.

James sighed and looked up at the stars overhead. “I hope so. I try to be. She deserves it.”

The valkyrie shook her head slightly, but didn’t contradict her husband. Few men would forgive a woman for trying to kill them. she thought to herself. My Master is a good man.

“I think I’ll also enhance Acrasia’s Strength stat. It couldn’t hurt for her to be a bit stronger, and having her able to lift 160 pounds off the floor while still in her tiny form, even if only for a few seconds, could come in really handy.” he added, unaware of his wife’s thoughts.

“I think that doth sound wonderful, Master.” the valkyrie agreed, while gazing at her man with admiration.

That leaves me with 65 Spirit to work with. I’ll put 7 into my Intelligence, which gives me a final IQ of 250. Not bad. the einherjar thought to himself. Guess I’ll put the remaining 58 into my Charisma stat. Hel said it was necessary before we take the next step, whatever that is. That brings it to a Total of… 79. Wonder if I’ll notice any changes?

Taking a deep, relaxing breath, James turned to his wife with a smile. “I’m done out here. Shall we head inside, my love?”

Once inside, the two sought out their companions, and made good on their plans. Nyakuro was thrilled to receive Flaming Sword from Hrein, and planned to use it with her claws, the next time she got the chance.

Acrasia was absolutely delighted to finally have some offensive spells, and heavy hitting ones at that. “Fireball will work great with my new bow!” she declared happily. Of course Dancing Flames was nothing to sneeze at either, and she knew it. “Thanks Hrein!” she cried, and gave the much taller woman a hug.

Besides learning the spells, the fairy also gained the usual benefit of an increase to her Dantian’s capacity. Since she hadn’t had access to any of the fire spells previously, she gained 20 Qi with the first one, but none for the second. That 20 Qi pushed her base capacity to 255 Qi, which in turn pushed her Total Capacity to 510.

“I have a little gift for you too, my pet.” James stated while calling up her Status Screen.

“You do, Master?” the fairy asked with excitement.

“Yup. Take a look.” the Champion said as he pumped her Strength stat full of Spirit.

The leannán sídhe moaned out loud as all of her muscles were suddenly infused with life force. “Ugh. What did you do to me, Master?” she asked, rubbing her arms in an effort to remove the tingling feeling.

“I enhanced your Strength stat. Not only is your new Total 80, it’s that high no matter what size you are.” the einherjar explained.

The fairy’s eyes widened slightly. “Really? Then… I’m twice as strong as I was before, even when I was big?”

“That’s right.” James confirmed with a nod.

“Wow!” Acrasia exclaimed and zipped around in the air. “Hrein! Let me try to lift you!”

Laughing, the valkyrie humoured her tiny companion and held her hand above her head. The six inch fairy wrapped her twig-like arms around the warrior’s wrist and pulled with all of her mini might. Much to the surprise of nearly everyone present, Acrasia was able to lift Hrein clear off the floor, and held her in mid air for about 5 seconds before her minuscule wings gave out.

A round of cheers and clapping congratulated the pretty fairy on her feat of strength, which made her grin ear to ear with pride.

Once everyone had quieted down, James turned his attention to the head maid. “Elora, I want to give you a little boost, too.”

The elven maid quirked a brow and looked at her master skeptically. “I suppose a bit of extra strength couldn’t hurt, Master.” she hesitantly agreed.

The einherjar shook his head. “I’m not giving you strength. Or not muscular strength, at least. I’m going to enhance your Dantian’s capacity to the maximum, and then grant you a technique that will allow it to refill at twice the normal rate.”

Elora blinked in surprise. He’s… giving me more magic? she realized.

“I had initially planned to have you help me with magical experiments, if you recall.” James stated, to which Elora replied by nodding.

“Yes, I recall that, Master.”

“Well, I’ve changed my mind. I… I want to help you, Elora.” the ex-soldier said quietly, taking the woman’s hands in his own. “I want to make your life better. Make your daily chores easier, and give you the ability to defend yourself if necessary. Don’t worry, though. I still don’t plan to take you into battle.”

“I… I appreciate that, Master.” she replied a little shyly.

James smiled down at his concubine, and pushed his Spirit into her, while accessing her Status Screen. The first thing he did was boost her Dantian’s Total Capacity all the way to 160 Qi. He then copied his own Energy Siphon technique, and pasted it into her Status.

Elora groaned softly at the sensation of the massive amount of life energy flowing through her midsection, and making drastic changes to her spiritual organs therein.

Meanwhile, Lāmina watched the entire event with a hint of jealousy in her eyes. She doesn’t even love him, and yet here I have to wait. It’s not fair… Taking a deep breath, the elf tried to dismiss her own envious thoughts. No… it’s not fair, but I shouldn’t begrudge her this. Sir James will grant me his love soon. He promised. Pushing down a sigh, the temple maiden forced herself to smile and congratulate the maid, along with everyone else.


CHAPTER 20


Acrasia started her morning with her favourite breakfast, which, when combined with the previous night’s activities, boosted her Total Aim to 175, at 95% enhancement.

“Yum.” she whispered playfully, after licking her lips. The smouldering look she was giving her husband told him in no uncertain terms, that she would be more than happy to keep going. And for once, it looked like he just might give in to her temptations, but for a sudden knock at the door.

“Master!” Elora’s voice called through the door. “I’m sorry for the interruption, but the queen has sent for you, Sir.”

“All right. Thank you, Elora!” James yelled back. “Oh! And can you gather the ladies for their blessings? I’ll catch everyone on the way out.” he added as he slipped out of bed. Glancing down at the now pouting fae, the einherjar grinned and gave her a playful wink. “Later, my pet.”

“Boo.” the fairy whispered and continued to pout.

As James came in for a landing on the walkway leading to the palace, he noted that the queen was standing outside the doors, rather than waiting in her throne room as he would have expected. Far more surprising though, was the company she kept. Standing next to the Fairy Queen was a magnificent horse, with a coat of purest white, and a long spiralling horn protruding from its forehead.

“Sir James!” Titania called out to her knight with a wave. The unicorn turned its head to see what had drawn the fairy’s attention, and immediately began to snort and stomp its hoof upon spotting Hel’s Champion.

It was then that James noticed the numerous wounds that blemished the creature’s hide. It looked as if someone had repeatedly stabbed the beast in the flanks, and perhaps tried to hamstring it as well. “By the gods, what happened, Your Majesty?” the einherjar asked in a quiet voice, in an attempt to not frighten the animal any further.

“Shh. Easy, easy. He is a friend. I called him here to heal you.” the fae monarch whispered to the unicorn in a calm and soothing voice, while petting the equine’s face.

Though the mystical beast seemed to calm slightly, thanks to the queen’s efforts, it was still exceedingly clear to James that she was beyond wary of the einherjar. Not wanting to pressure the animal, he stopped his approach a fair distance away. Close enough that I can speak without yelling, but still give her lots of space. he told himself.

The sound of his valkyrie wife landing behind him caused the Champion to glance over his shoulder. The look on her face was one of pure wonder, as she slowly walked up to his side.

“So majestic, Master.” she whispered.

The unicorn seemed to hear her comment, and whinnied softly in response.

A gentle grin split James’ lips as he nodded to the unicorn without taking his eyes off his wife. “Looks like you’re up.”

“Master? What dost thou mean?” Hrein whispered in confusion, careful to keep her voice low, lest she startle the beast.

“I mean, she clearly likes you a lot more than me. It seems the queen summoned me here to tend to the unicorn’s wounds, but I think you can handle the job just fine. Wouldn’t you say?” the einherjar explained.

“Me, Master?” the shield maiden asked, a little wide eyed. “Yea. Yea, I can tend to the unicorn, Master.” she confirmed after a moment.

“Well, go on, then.” James said with a soft chuckle, while giving the valkyrie a light push on the back.

Hrein nodded firmly, then turned her attention fully to the mare. Ever so slowly, the shield maiden approached the animal, holding her hands out before her, as if to show that she meant no harm. When at last she was close enough to reach out and touch the beast, the valkyrie did so with the utmost care.

The unicorn nickered and tossed her head slightly, but didn’t pull away. Instead, it remained relatively still and let the young woman place her hands on its flank. Keeping an eye on the ferocious looking creature standing several feet away, the intelligent animal tensed slightly in surprise, when it suddenly felt the valkyrie’s magical energy enter its body. A heartbeat later, it felt the various wounds covering its hide begin to close, and the unicorn knew that the beautiful young woman was healing her.

When the wounds were fully healed, and all harm to the animal had been erased, Hrein let her hand wander a little, and indulged herself in petting the magical creature in a comforting manner.

“See? I told you they are friends. Now, I must speak to my knight, the man whom you are so wary of, and tell him what has transpired.” Titania explained to the unicorn, speaking in a soft and gentle tone. “You may keep her company, if you wish.” she whispered to Hrein with a knowing grin.

Rather than try to force the unicorn to accept James, the Fairy Queen walked over to her knight and stood at his side, while gazing back at the valkyrie and her new friend. “It is good that you came so quickly, Sir James.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” the einherjar replied with a slight bow. “Would you mind telling me what happened?”

Titania frowned and bit her lip in consternation. “They were attacked, James. Poachers from Guayabo tried to kill her and her mate for their horns, but she got away.”

James grimaced as he considered what he’d been told. I had a feeling it was going to be something like that. “I don’t suppose we know what happened to her mate?”

The lovely fairy sighed and hung her head. “I can only assume he is dead.” A moment of silence hung in the air before she continued. “James, I am sorry to ask this of you, but would you please consider finding his remains and bringing him back to life?”

The knight turned to regard his queen and placed his hand on her shoulder, while giving her a comforting smile. “You need only ask, Titania. I’ll always help your friends.”

The Fairy Queen gave the Champion a troubled smile. “They are not really my friends, to be honest. It is just that… unicorns are exceedingly rare, James. I believe they are the only pair to live in the Forest of Eternal Youth.”

The einherjar furrowed his brow in curiosity. “Where’s that?”

“Hmm?” Titania hummed, her attention having been momentarily stolen by the sight of the valkyrie laughing as she stroked the unicorn’s mane. “Where is what, James?”

“The Forest of Eternal Youth.” James replied with a grin.

The fae queen blinked for a moment, then turned her head to regard the knight with a frown. “It is the forest that covers the land south of Mount Sugar Bread, and surrounds Elphyne.” she explained.

“Mount Sugar Bread?” the einherjar remarked with a quirked brow.

The fairy now fully turned to face the much larger man, and placed her hands on her hips. “The volcano where your friend Huáng makes her nest? Seriously, James, you need some lessons in geography.”

Hel’s Champion sighed and shrugged his massive shoulders. “Afraid I can’t deny that. What little I know of the area comes from what you and Huáng have told me.”

Titania sighed and shook her head. “Anyway, the point is, they are far too rare to let this stand. Without a mate, she will undoubtedly be the end of her line, and I cannot let a fae species die out, even if they aren’t technically my citizens.”

James nodded in understanding. “All right. I’ll take my wives and search for the male’s corpse. This would go a lot easier if she will guide us, though.”

The fae monarch gave the knight a grateful smile. “I will ask her to do so. I am sure she will be eager to see her mate returned to life, and she seems to trust your wife, at least.”

“Just one more question though, if you don’t mind.” James asked as Titania turned to leave.

“What is it?” she replied, turning back to look at him.

“Well, I presume the unicorn’s horn is valuable, or the poachers wouldn’t bother hunting them for it. So what’s to keep them from doing the same thing all over again?” the hunter pointed out.

“Alicorn.” Titania informed her knight. “That is the substance made from a unicorn’s horn. It can be made into a drinking vessel, which will purify any poison placed within it. Alternatively, it can be ground into a powder and made into a universal antidote. I have also heard tales of their hides being made into a magical leather, which can protect the wearer from disease. I have never had occasion to examine such clothing however, so I could not tell you if the stories are true or not.”

“Damn. Valuable indeed, then.” James muttered.

“Quite so, my knight. Kings are known to pay fortunes for a single horn. Though not quite as priceless as say, the tail feather of a phoenix, unicorn horns are exceptionally valuable. So to answer your question, I doubt the poachers will cease their activities unless they are forced to do so.” Titania confirmed.

“Any chance we could convince the unicorns to move within Elphyne’s walls, where we can keep them safe?” the hunter suggested.

“I will certainly propose that they do so again, but they refused my offer the last time I made it. Unicorns are… reclusive creatures, James. They much prefer to roam free in the wild, than to be penned up in a garden. Even one as beautiful and safe as our city.” the Fairy Queen explained.

“I understand. Perhaps we can talk about this more when I get back.” James stated.

“Indeed. That would be for the best.” Titania agreed.

The trek through the jungle took the better part of the day, but the female unicorn seemed to know where she was going, at least. Once Titania had explained the situation to the mystical creature, she was positively raring to go, and neighed impatiently when James stopped at the temple to collect the rest of his wives.

“Ugh, how much further, Master?” Acrasia complained as she brushed aside another vine. Though the fairy loved nature, she much preferred the controlled climate of Elphyne, over the sweltering heat of the summer rainforest.

“Nyan.” Nyakuro groaned in response to the leannán sídhe’s belly aching. At least you don’t have fur. she thought to herself. I have no idea how the werejaguars can stand it! In an effort to conserve Qi, both the fairy and nekomata remained in their natural forms during the journey.

“Be glad for thy Master’s blessings. I, at least, am pleased that we hath no need to carry our gear.” Hrein pointed out. I do hope that he findeth a way to lighten my shield, however. she silently prayed.

James glanced back at his wives trailing behind him. There was no need for stealth on this mission, so he had no issues with them talking, but he did worry that perhaps they were a bit too relaxed. Or am I just still stuck in the desert? he wondered. Once a man goes to war, he never looks at things quite the same, ever again. “Keep your eyes peeled, ladies. We don’t know what’s out there, and we don’t want to get ambushed.” the ex-soldier reminded his party. Better safe than sorry, even if I am just being paranoid. he decided.

“Yea, Master.” Hrein answered for all the wives, then summoned her spear as a precaution. “Should we be in battle formation, Master?”

The einherjar shook his head slightly, then called out to the unicorn in the lead. “Are we more than an hour out?” he asked in as gentle a manner as he could. It was clear that the beast was still quite wary of him, but it seemed to tolerate his presence, at least.

The unicorn paused and looked back at the Champion, as if to confused by his question.

“Our spells only last a couple of hours in some cases. I’m asking if we are close enough to cast them.” the hunter explained.

The equine creature tilted its head slightly, clearly not having any concept of ‘hours’. Just because it was intelligent enough to understand speech, didn’t mean it had a full grasp of humanity’s customs or creations.

Looking up at the sky, James realized they didn’t have long before sunset. “Will we reach your mate before it gets dark?” he tried again.

The unicorn snorted softly and nodded her head.

“Okay. Give us a moment to prepare then, please.” Turning to face his wives, he summoned his rapier. “Look sharp, ladies. I want everyone prepped for battle before we go any further.”

“Of course, Master. But if I may, would the poachers not have left long ago?” Hrein asked, summoning her shield.

“Most likely, but if they left most of the carcass behind, that is sure to attract predators.” the hunter explained.

“Ah. I see. I thank thee for sharing thy wisdom, Master.” the valkyrie replied with a bowed head.

For Nyakuro, preparing for battle meant shifting to her cat-girl form and summoning her wings. It only took a moment for the changes to take effect, but it was better for her to be ready to react in an instant.

The sun was just beginning to set when the party entered the clearing where the unicorn’s mate rested. As a result, the thick canopy of trees cast long shadows over the verdant glade, giving the place an otherworldly feel, and putting the einherjar on edge.

The ex-soldier slowly crept into the clearing with his weapon hand leading. Breaking the treeline, he startled the flock of vultures that had been feasting on the unicorn’s corpse, and sent them fluttering into the air. “I think it’s safe, but keep an eye out for anything lurking in the shadows.” Scanning the area as he approached the dead horse, James felt fairly confident there weren’t any large predators nearby. I don’t smell anything other than the carrion, and I imagine the vultures would have flown the coop if anything dangerous was around.

Kneeling down next to the corpse, he sent his weapon away and called up his Diagnosis spell. Might as well be sure… though the stench really has me convinced. As expected, the spell showed that the unicorn had long since deceased. Glancing over his shoulder, he could see just how distressed the unicorn mare was. The majestic animal kept pacing back and forth along the edge of the clearing, watching James intently, yet staying as far away from him as she could. “Okay. I get it. You don’t trust me.” he grumbled. “Hrein. Would you mind doing the honours? I think she’ll be happier if you take care of this.”

The valkyrie nodded firmly and moved to stand a short distance from the dead unicorn. “I shall cast the spell upon thy command, Master.” she stated, raising an outstretched hand towards the remains.

“Right.” James said with a nod, and moved to a safe distance. “Nyakuro, I want you to have a Dancing Flames spell at the ready. The last thing we need is this forest going up in flames when Hrein casts Rebirth. Everyone else, stand back.”

When everyone was in position, James gave the go-ahead, and Hrein cast her spell. In the next instant, the unicorn’s body was utterly consumed by flames and reduced to a pile of ash. The moment Nyakuro could tell that the spell was complete, the cat-girl cast Dancing Flames to snuff out the numerous small fires that had indeed caught among the foliage.

The large pile of ash began to shift, and a great white stallion emerged from the rapidly cooling embers. The male unicorn looked panicked, as it clearly had no idea what was going on, and the last thing it remembered was it and its mate being attacked by humans.

The female unicorn made a loud whinny and dashed to her mate’s side. Her gentle snorting and nickering somewhat calmed the larger male, but he was still confused and very much on guard.

James watched and waited silently as the two animals rubbed against one another and pranced in a circle, clearly overjoyed to see one another safe and sound. Eventually, the stallion seemed to gain some level of understanding as to what had occurred, and that the people in the clearing were not enemies.

Unexpectedly, the male unicorn broke away from the female and trotted over to stand before Hrein. The female moved to stand at his side a moment later, and both animals lowered their heads the the valkyrie.

The young woman was shocked, to say the least, but clearly very pleased at the unicorns’ show of trust. With a hopeful look on her face, the Chooser took a hesitant step forward, and slowly reached out to pet the equine creatures. The smile that split her face was absolutely brilliant when the animals let her make contact, and allowed her to stroke their faces and manes.

“Well done, ladies.” James whispered, just loud enough that everyone could hear him.

After petting the unicorns for a few minutes, the valkyrie regained her usual composure and stepped back from the animals. “I apologize, Master. I did not mean to delay our departure.”

“Nonsense.” James dismissed her concerns with a light wave of his hand. “None of us would deny you the chance to interact with them. If anything, I’d say we’re all just jealous.” he added with a grin. The other two women firmly agreed, and vocally complained that they weren’t so lucky.

Hrein smiled at the others, then turned to address the unicorns. “I assure thee that my husband is a man of honour, and it would please me greatly if thou wouldst allow him to approach thee.”

The male unicorn gave James a bit of the side eye, and then shook his head with a snort.

The poor valkyrie didn’t know whether to laugh or sigh, so she settled on a troubled smile and made a second request. “Wouldst thou at least allow my sisters to pet thee?”

The two unicorns looked at the other two ladies in the clearing, then turned their attention back to Hrein and nodded.

Acrasia let out a mostly restrained shout of joy, and then zipped over to the mare. Her mouth was moving a mile a minute as she excitedly introduced herself to the unicorn, and did her best to befriend the animal. From the mare’s reaction, she must have been accustomed to the antics of excitable fairies, as she hardly blinked an eye at Acrasia’s verbal avalanche.

Nyakuro, on the other hand, cautiously walked over to stand at Hrein’s side, and very slowly extended her hands for the horses to sniff. Within moments, all three woman seemed to have made fast friends with the unicorns, and James was left standing alone on the other side of the clearing.

Nearly an hour passed, but James didn’t interrupt, and let the girls have their fun. I’ll probably be in talks with the queen late into the night, so the least I can do is be patient with them now. he told himself. The ladies didn’t make him wait too much longer after that, though, with the other two following after Hrein when she bid the unicorns goodbye.

“I thank thee for thy patience, Master.” Hrein whispered and kissed her husband on the cheek.

“No problem, my love. It’s not every day a woman gets to pet a unicorn, after all.” James replied with a chuckle. “Everyone set?” he asked, doing one final head count as he prepared to take to the air. It was then that he noticed that the pair of unicorns had followed the ladies over, and were standing but a few feet away from him. “Oh? Come to see us off, have you?” he asked the white horses.

The stallion must have understood what he’d said, for the beast very emphatically shook his head no.

“Er… was there something else that you wanted, then?” the einherjar inquired.

Once again it was the male that replied, this time by snorting and nodding his head up and down.

Turning to face the unicorns more fully, James regarded them with a furrowed brow. “I don’t suppose you want to come with us?”

This time both of the unicorns whinnied and nodded, clearly trying to convey that was exactly what they wanted.

“I see. Well then, ladies, I guess we’re hoofing it.” James shrugged with a grin.

Acrasia giggled while Nyakuro outright groaned at the pun. Hrein merely shook her head in silence, while trying not to smirk.

James briefly chuckled at his own joke, then set off down the trail; relying on his keen night vision to lead the way back to Elphyne.

The party had been travelling through the dark forest for a couple of hours when the ex-soldier called a halt. “I smell something…” he growled in a low voice.

Nyakuro raised her nose and sniffed at the air, trying to discern what her husband had detected. There’s something there… but I can’t tell what it is. she thought to herself. Definitely has the smell of blood to it, though. Definitely a predator. Slowly extending her claws, the cat-girl began to growl softly as well.

“You smell it too, huh?” James whispered, to which Nyakuro nodded in confirmation. “All right. Everyone stay alert. Nyakuro, I want you to cover our rear. Hrein, Acrasia, keep a lookout to the sides. We keep the unicorns in the middle and keep them safe.”

Each of the women made a quiet response, indicating that they understood and would obey their orders. Once everyone was in position, James got the party moving again.

Only a few minutes passed before the expected ambush was sprung. The creatures came at them from all angles, and it was hard to tell just how many of them there were. It was difficult to make out the details in the darkness, but the monsters appeared to be reptilian in nature, with greenish grey scales, and stood around four feet tall. They stood on two legs like a human, but their posture was hunched over, and they hopped about in a manner similar to what one might expect of a kangaroo. To add to their otherworldly appearance, the strange beings had extremely large eyes, and a row of foot long spines that ran from their head, all the way down to the base of their tail.

With a roar, James summoned his rapier and leapt at the nearest attacker. The creature was surprisingly quick on its feet, and dodged his thrust with relative ease. Perhaps more surprisingly, rather than try to escape, the monster lunged at the einherjar and tried to stab him with its long, sharp tongue.

“Chupacabra!” Acrasia screamed and took to the air. The fairies of Elphyne told many horror stories which featured the terrifying goat-suckers, as they were a real threat to those who left the safety of the city at night. The moment she cleared the treetops, the fairy shifted to her larger form and summoned her new bow.

Hrein reacted faster than anyone else, and skewered the first attacker with her spear before it even landed. Though her sight was hampered by the darkness, she could see just well enough to make out the creepy creatures’ outlines, as they darted in and out of the trees. When another tried to leap onto her back, the valkyrie swung her shield and crushed her opponent between the heavy piece of metal and a solid pochote - a cedar-like tree which grows wicked spikes all over its trunk. The chupacabra wailed in agony as it tried to push the shield away, but the small creature was no match for the shield maiden’s strength.

Of those on the ground, Nyakuro was easily the quickest on her feet, and even the nimble goat-suckers couldn’t match her for speed. The nekomata’s black claws flashed in the night, as the cat-girl moved among her foes, tearing out throats and gouging eyes with each flick of her wrist. She hadn’t recognized the monsters until the moment Acrasia had screamed their name, but now that she did, she looked forward to dragging their corpses back to Elphyne, to show her uncle and brag about her kills.

James lined up his sword to stab one of the bounding critters, when an arrow suddenly sprouted from its forehead. Risking a quick look around, he saw half a dozen of the creatures lying on the ground, with arrows protruding from vital places. A familiar voice giggled darkly, as another arrow was loosed, and unerringly found its mark in a goat-sucker’s eye. “Aw hell no! I’m not getting left out!” the einherjar growled, and sent his rapier back to his Inventory.

Foolishly thinking its prey had lost his weapon, a chupacabra launched itself at James the moment his sword disappeared. The seven foot tall Champion spun with much faster reflexes than one would expect of a man his size, and grabbed the sneaky little reptile around its neck. The chupacabra lashed at the man’s arm with the wicked claws growing on its fingers and toes, in a desperate attempt to get free. But despite how easily it shredded the flesh of the einherjar’s forearm, Hel’s Champion merely grinned with madness and slowly clamped his free hand onto the monsters head, digging his claws into the creature’s skull nice and deep. The goat-sucker began to thrash violently and screamed in terror as its body was pulled one way, while its head was pulled the other. With a sickening pop, the monster’s head was torn free, and the jungle’s real predator roared in victory.
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The male unicorn caught the scent of the chupacabras shortly after the strange tiger-man did. His first instinct was to bolt, as the wily creatures were a constant threat to the animals living in the jungle. Ever since they arrived in their strange flying contraption, the goat-suckers had been a menace to Terra’s inhabitants. Or at least, those in the warmer climes of the continent.

Through some strange magic the beast-man had, the unicorns understood what he was saying, as if he were speaking Elven, even though he clearly wasn’t. The man seemed to order his mates to protect the stallion and his mare, which made no sense to the unicorns, since it was clearly smarter to run from the tiny beings.

Nonetheless, the tiger-man and his pride waded into battle with the goat-suckers. The vicious little creatures were quick to attack - and equally quick to die. The females in the party seemed to dominate their smaller foes with shocking ease, and brutally massacred the entire flock of supposed predators by the time their male had slain a single one.

As a normally peaceful herbivore, the male unicorn could almost physically sense the bloodlust emanating from the humanoids whom they called friends. The valkyrie in particular seemed to have a heart keyed to the song of battle, though her husband and nekomata companion surely didn’t lack in their thirst for blood. Even the energetic fairy seemed to lose herself in wild laughter as she slew her enemies one after the other.

Though their predatory behaviour wasn’t aimed at the unicorns, it still frightened them to a certain degree, as one might expect of a prey animal. As the battle drew to a close, their roars of victory caused the stallion’s powerful heart to pound with fear… and something else. Something primal, something deeply etched into the souls of horses on every world, awoke in the unicorn’s psyche. Images of charging through battle lines of armoured enemies, while bearing the screaming valkyrie upon his back, flashed in the stallion’s mind. The scent of blood, the sound of drums beating, and horns blaring in victory nearly overwhelmed the beast, and it moved him. It stirred his soul like nothing ever had before, and he knew then what path he would follow.


CHAPTER 21


“Master! I’m sorry to wake you Sir, but Her Majesty the Queen is here to see you!” Elora called out, knocking loudly on the bedroom door.

“Huh? What? Oh… uh. Yeah, okay. Thanks Elora. I’ll be right down.” James stammered, forcing himself awake. The women surrounding him groaned as he slipped out of bed and pulled on a pair of bottoms.

“Oh. Before I forget…” the einherjar muttered to himself as he leaned in to kiss each of his wives. Using the contact, he cast his usual array of spells on each of them, then used his Inventory Trick to clean himself up before heading downstairs. “Don’t want the Queen to think I stink.” he grumbled.

“Oh! Sir James! Good morning!” the Fairy Queen cheerily called out when her knight entered the room.

“Good morning, Your Majesty.” the Champion replied with a bow, while trying and failing to stifle a massive yawn. The trip back to Elphyne had taken several hours, and they had stopped to cultivate the Qi of their fallen enemies, meaning it was only a few hours before dawn when they had finally turned in.

The fae monarch watched as the einherjar greeted each of the women in the kitchen by placing his hand on their head, and wishing them a good morning. “That is… an interesting ritual, Sir James.” the fairy stated with a curious look on her face.

James grunted and gave a slight nod, as he battled yet another yawn. “Ugh. Sorry. Late night.” Pulling out a chair and spinning it around, James sat down to the queen’s right, and rested his arms on the chair back. Plopping his chin down on top of his hands, the ex-soldier explained his morning routine with bleary eyes. “I cast Blessing and Polyglot on each member of the house each morning.”

Titania frowned slightly, and shifted in her seat so that one leg draped over the other. He is very informal this morning. I guess he must be quite tired. the regal fairy noted. “I can guess what a Polyglot spell does, though I see no reason to cast one inside the city. I am quite curious as to what manner of Blessing you can grant, however.”

“Eh. The Polyglot spell is just in case they have to leave the veil surrounding the city for any reason. As for the Blessing, it simply boosts their luck by 20% for the day, and grants them immunity to curses for 24 hours.” the einherjar explained sleepily.

“That… is quite the blessing, James. I would be most pleased if I could receive such a blessing each morning.” the queen hinted heavily.

James sighed internally. Even as tired as he was, he couldn’t fail to pick up on the queen’s hint. I really don’t want to add going to the palace every day to my morning routine. I’m busy enough as it is…

The perceptive fairy quickly noticed the look of hesitation in her knight’s eyes. Hmph! He should be glad to have reason to speak with me every day! the fae monarch groused internally. Still… he is quite busy. Perhaps if I make some kind of donation to the temple? That would be normal, would it not? Turning to Lāmina, the Fairy Queen smiled sweetly. “Lāmina, dear. I must say, your new uniforms look quite lovely. Can you think of anything else the temple might require?”

The young elf was sharper than most people gave her credit for, so she instantly understood what game the queen was playing. Looking back and forth between the monarch and her fiancé, the temple maiden wondered what she should say.

“Truly, anything at all.” the Queen of Fairies prompted the elf again.

“W-well, uh… I guess, some furniture wouldn’t hurt?” Lāmina replied with a guilty smile. I’m sorry, Sir! But that couch is just too uncomfortable! she apologized to James in her head.

“Oh!” Titania exclaimed with a clap. “Furniture, you say? What kind do you need? As it happens, The Seelie Court recently took possession of all the property belonging to the former House Dáinn, and we weren’t sure what to do with it.”

“Uh…” the temple maiden stammered, her eyes widening slightly as she looked to James for help.

The einherjar sighed, but then forced a smile and addressed the queen. “To be honest, there are several pieces I was looking to purchase, once we moved to my manor in Eljudnir. A larger table is among them, as well as four proper beds for the ladies.”

“Mhm! Yes! I will see to it that four beds are delivered. In fact, it is only right that I have all of Elora and Elina’s furniture sent over, as well as any personal effects of theirs that were left behind. I will also send a table and chairs that will be more appropriate for your growing family. One that is not made from… iron…” Titania added the last with an arched brow.

“Ah. Yeah. That would be great, Your Majesty. Most generous of you.” James replied with a guilty chuckle. “Ahem. And I would be happy to ensure that you receive a Blessing each morning, Titania.” he added, after clearing his throat.

“Splendid! I am most pleased to hear that, Sir James.” the queen told her knight with a brilliant smile.

After a somewhat awkward moment of silence, James decided to cut to the chase. “So, I’m assuming you are here about the unicorns?”

“Quite so!” the Fairy Queen confirmed with a nod. “Imagine my surprise when I heard that there were two unicorns lounging behind your temple this morning, James.”

“Yeah. I was going to speak with you about that later on. It was really late by the time we got home, so I had planned to catch a little shut-eye before going to see you.” the einherjar explained.

“I see.” Titania stated, steepling her fingers and touching them to her lips. “Might I ask why they are remaining here at the temple, though?”

Hel’s Champion shrugged. “Honestly, I haven’t the foggiest. I was surprised when they wanted to follow us home last night. Finding someone who can talk to them is on my list of things to do.”

“Well then, you are in luck, Sir James.” the Fairy Queen said with a playful smirk. “I would be happy to assist you in speaking with them.”

“That would be very handy, Your Majesty.” the einherjar replied, standing up from his seat. “But first…” the knight reached out and lightly placed his hand atop the queen’s head, momentarily surprising her. He was sure he heard her gasp when he granted her his blessing, but her face was the very picture of calm by the time he withdrew his hand.

James led the way out back, behind the temple. All three of his wives followed him, as did the queen. Upon spotting the party, the two unicorns trotted over to greet them, or more specifically, Titania and Hrein. Looks like they still aren’t overly comfortable with me. the einherjar noted to himself.

The Fairy Queen spoke to the unicorns in hushed tones, welcoming them to Elphyne, and subtly inquiring if they would be staying. The male snorted and whinnied in response, which, given the shocked look on her face, the fae woman seemed to understand. After a moment, Titania turned to regard James and his wives with a somewhat troubled expression. “It would seem that the stallion wishes to serve Dame Hrein as a mount… in battle.”

A few things stood out to the einherjar upon hearing the queen’s words. “Dame Hrein?” he whispered unintentionally, while thinking something slightly rude. Would a unicorn even be useful as a mount? They can’t even fly.

Titania tilted her head slightly at hearing the Champion’s reaction to her statement. He does not seem overly impressed… “Yes. She is your wife, is she not? The wives of nobles are always granted a rank equivalent to that of their husband.” the Fairy Queen explained. Turning her attention to the valkyrie, she went on. “I must say, this is most unusual however. Unicorns are notoriously reclusive by nature, and avoid confrontation whenever possible. Truly, you should consider his offer a great honour, Hrein.”

“Indeed I do, Your Majesty.” Hrein nodded, and then bowed her head to the unicorns.

“Then, you accept his offer?” Titania asked, quirking her brow.

“Master?” Hrein turned her head to look at her husband, as if seeking his approval.

James thought about it for a moment, but decided that it couldn’t hurt. “I don’t see a problem with it, but if we’re being honest, a good number of our tactics involve flight. That kind of limits their ability to join us in battle.”

The valkyrie frowned, as did the queen, but for different reasons. While Hrein simply took his words at face value and was contemplating a solution to the problem, Titania was genuinely taken aback by the Champion’s disinterest in the unicorns’ offer.

I cannot believe it… most kings would trade their second born for such a noble mount! the fae monarch nearly gaped at her knight. A unicorn’s ability to protect their liege from poison alone is worth a fortune in gold. And yet he…

“Dost thou thinkest that we could alter my Manifest Wings spell, Master? Such that I could cast it upon others?” Hrein suggested, unknowingly cutting off the queen’s thoughts.

“Hmm.” the einherjar hummed as he stroked his beard. “That’s a good idea, my love. A very good idea.” Giving his First Wife an approving smile, he turned to address the unicorns. “What do you think? Care to join us in the skies above?”

The female unicorn took half a step back, but her mate nodded and snorted enthusiastically.

“I think that’s a yes. What do you think, Your Majesty?” James asked the queen.

“Huh?” Titania blinked, a tiny bit astonished by the course the conversation had taken. “Um. Yes… yes.” the fairy nodded, after regaining her composure.

“What about the other one?” Acrasia asked excitedly. “Who gets to ride her?”

“Uh, I’m not sure she’s volunteering for service.” James replied, trying to keep his fae wife from getting her hopes up.

Seeing her chance, Titania immediately began to speak to the mare in gentle and comforting tones. After a few minutes of apparent discussion, the Fairy Queen turned to her knight with a victorious smile. “The mare has agreed to serve as my own mount, and I have sworn to care for her, and any future offspring she may bear, to my utmost ability.”

James chuckled. Thought I sensed a bit of jealousy in her when she translated the offer for Hrein. “That’s great news, Your Majesty. Would your mare like a pair of wings as well, to match her mate’s?”

The white mare nodded, albeit somewhat hesitantly.

Seeing the concern in the animal’s eyes, the einherjar leaned in a little and spoke in a stage whisper. “Just because you have wings, doesn’t mean you have to fly any higher, or more often than you’d like.”

Oddly enough, the Champion’s words seemed to help the beast relax a tiny bit.

“Master? Shall we cultivate now, so that we may grant the unicorns wings before the Queen takes her leave?” Hrein suggested.

“Do you mind waiting for an hour or so, Your Majesty?” James asked, wanting to confirm the monarch’s intentions. “You can join us for breakfast afterwards, if you like. That said, it will likely be quite simple fare.”

“Hmm.” Titania hummed while tapping her lip in thought. “Perhaps I shall return to the palace while you two meditate. I will have some breakfast brought with me, so that your maids can take a break today.”

“Very well.” the einherjar agreed with a nod. “I’ll see you in roughly an hour then.”

“I’ll let Elora know!” Acrasia shouted as she zipped off towards the temple.

Not wanting to waste an opportunity to train, Nyakuro joined James and Hrein in their short cultivation session. They were able to meditate for an hour and a half before Queen Titania returned with a small cadre of her own maids.

“It is closer to lunch than breakfast time, so I decided we would have brunch.” Titania declared as her maids spread checkered blankets on the ground.

“Are we having a picnic?” James asked with a quirk of a brow.

“Indeed. Have you finished your cultivation?” the queen replied with a question of her own.

“Yeah. We should have enough Spirit refined to do what we had planned. Hrein?” the einherjar turned and nodded to his First Wife, to kick things off.

“Yea, Master. I shall make the adjustments to the spell forthwith.” the Chooser nodded firmly and focussed on bringing up her Status Screen. I desire to change the word ‘Caster’ to ‘Target’. she told herself as she mentally poked at the spell description. Between the Spirit she’d gained from cultivating the chupacabras’ Qi, as well as her more recent efforts, Hrein had 245 Spirit to work with. Changing the spell description cost the valkyrie 100 of that Spirit, as well as doubled the Qi Cost of the spell, but the alteration was successful.
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Approaching the unicorn stallion, the valkyrie held her hand out in front of her. “If thou dost accept my gift, I shall grant thee wings.” she stated softly, gently stroking the stallion’s face.

The mystical beast bowed his head and knelt upon his forelegs, as if accepting knighthood from his liege. Hrein took this to mean that he accepted her offer, and cast the spell. The moment her magic entered the equine creature, magnificent white wings sprouted from his back, and flared in the late morning sunlight.

Before anyone could do anything but marvel at the breathtaking sight, the stallion stood and prepared to take off at a run, but Hrein stepped in front of him just in time. “No!” she shouted sternly. “I understand fully how excited thou must be, but I will not have thee harming thyself through careless action!” the shield maiden scolded the beast. She then followed up in a softer, more understanding tone. “Thou must be patient and disciplined if thou wishest to be my mount. I do swear to teach thee how to fly, this very day even, but thou must wait.”

The stallion snorted and neighed to show his displeasure, but didn’t try to run off again.

Turning to the mare, Hrein offered to cast the spell upon her as well. When the unicorn nodded in consent, the valkyrie did so, producing the same results as she had with the stallion.

In an attempt to appease the impatient stallion, Titania plucked an apple from the brunch basket her maids had prepared, and offered it to the unicorn. The animal happily gobbled down the piece of fruit, as the Fairy Queen sang softly in his ear and stroked his luxurious mane, which resulted in the unicorn calming significantly. Not wanting her own mount to feel left out, she made the same offering to the more demure mare, and spent a few moments just conversing with the animals afterwards.

While Titania was spending time with the unicorns, James walked up to his First Wife and hugged her from behind. “Hey, my love. I think I’ll copy that spell from you, even if I don’t need it for myself. It might come in handy to be able to cast it on other people.”

Hrein nodded and gave her husband a warm smile. “Of course, Master.”

Giving the beautiful woman a kiss on the cheek, the einherjar spent 130 Spirit to copy Manifest Wings to his own spell list. Just before he released the spell however, he noticed an odd tingling sensation in his back. When he relaxed his mental grip on the magic, it was drawn towards his wings, and away from his mind, as if by some magnetic force. The Champion instinctively understood that he would only get once chance to copy the spell, so he had to choose carefully whether he wanted to learn the spell like normal, or allow the magic to infuse his wings. Simple enough decision, really. Let’s see what happens if I let it go where it wants. When the ex-soldier released the magic, it instantly flowed into his back and wings, causing the large black appendages to warp and twist ever so slightly, altering their shape and size in subtle ways. Though the process was painful, the einherjar merely grunted and bore with it, as he figured the changes were most likely beneficial. At least, I hope they are… he told himself.

When the magical growth came to an end, James carefully examined his new wings. The leathery membranes somehow looked a bit thicker, and the bone structure was definitely more sturdy. The front edges of the wings seemed to have fine scales growing on the skin, and perhaps most notably of all, a sharp ivory claw now extended from the wing’s thumb. “Huh. I guess it looks more draconic than bat-like now.” the einherjar muttered to himself. Calling up his Status Screen, he noted there was also a change in his Flight Speed. The base speed had gone from 35 miles per hour to 50, which matched Hrein’s, and gave him a new Total Flight Speed of 100 miles per hour. He also noted that he had neither gained the spell in his spell list, nor had his Dantian’s capacity grown at all. Lastly, an interesting entry had been made in his Bestial Biology section:
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“Well shit. Now that’s cool.” he exclaimed in surprise.

“What is, Master?” Hrein asked, turning around to face her husband.

“Rather than learn the spell, it enhanced my natural wings and flight speed.” James explained. “Take a look.”

Hrein and his other wives gathered around to take a peek at his Status Screen, as well as inspect the physical changes in his wings. After a few minutes, even Titania gave in to her curiosity and approached the group, asking her knight what had happened. Once he was finished giving an explanation to the queen, Hrein asked the obvious question.

“But Master, how did my spell make thy wings immune to fire?” the valkyrie wondered with a thoughtful frown.

“My best guess is that the magic simply reinforced the draconic Qi that created my wings in the first place. Not sure how that would work, but if you recall, the draconic Qi was overpowering my own soul, and even disrupted the creation of my body, until it was given an outlet. Perhaps some forms of Qi are simply more potent than others?” the einherjar surmised.

The gaggle of women nodded as if agreeing with his assessment. Though it was pretty much pure speculation, no one had any other theories that they could offer.

“Do you think the spell would make me faster too, Master?” Acrasia asked suddenly.

“Hmm. Perhaps? Are you willing to risk a change to your beautiful wings?” James asked his fairy wife.

The fairy thought over his words carefully. As a leannán sídhe, her beauty was a very important part of who she was. But… I’m already weaker than everyone else. I can’t afford to fall even further behind… and I definitely will if I don’t take risks. Determined not to let fear stand in her way, Acrasia boldly declared that she wanted to try. “I’ll do it, Master!”

James nodded and looked to his First Wife. “Sorry, my love. I don’t have quite enough Spirit left to grant her the spell. Would you mind doing the honours?”

“Of course not, Master.” Hrein replied with a serious expression. Taking her time and carefully guiding the spell into Acrasia’s wings, instead of her spell list, the valkyrie pushed the magic to enhance the fairy’s flight.

The tiny fae gasped as she felt the magic enter her, and she was forced to endure the subsequent burning sensation in her wings. Oh no. Please don’t make my beautiful wings ugly! she prayed. A few heartbeats later, the pain stopped and the fairy hesitantly looked at her wings. She was relieved to see that the general shape and size hadn’t changed much, though they did occasionally ripple with myriad colours, when the light passed through them in a certain way. More surprising still, was the fact that they were clearly shedding a lot more Fairy Dust than they had before. Checking her Status Screen, she noted the expected increase in Flight Speed, which now matched her husband’s, as well as an additional entry under Techniques:
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“A full ounce a day!” Acrasia exclaimed, causing the others to look intently at her Status Screen.

“That is incredible!” Titania nearly shouted.

“How much would a fairy usually produce?” James asked, thinking that an ounce didn’t sound like much.

“A pixie sized fairy like her would normally take a week or more to produce that much Fairy Dust.” the Queen of Fairies explained. “Only a queen such as myself would usually produce such a huge amount.”

“Due to the size difference of your wings?” the einherjar asked, not intending to be indelicate.

“That is only partially true. The size of our wings is certainly a factor, but it is also the rate at which we draw in Qi from the surrounding area and convert it to dust.” Titania elaborated. “If you expend the effort to collect her dust, this could be a very profitable turn of events for you, Sir James.”

“And how would I do that?” the knight asked, noting the sour look on his wife’s face when the queen suggested it.

Titania smirked, knowing full well how much Acrasia would hate the answer, just as most fairies would. “Why, that is simple, James. She must stay in a location where the dust can be collected where it falls.”

“Ah. And now I know why the dust is so valuable. No fairy is going to stay put for that long. At least not willingly.” James realized.

“Precisely so, my knight.” Titania confirmed with a slight giggle.

“Well, there goes that idea.” he said with a shrug before turning to his fairy wife. “Don’t worry, my pet. I won’t ask you to do something like that unless we need desperately the dust for something specific.”

“Thanks, Master!” Acrasia’s expression brightened considerably at his assurances, and the fairy flew up to land on his shoulder, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

Seeing his fairy wife so happy, James chose to give her another little boost. Using 100 of his remaining Spirit, he fully boosted her Running Speed, so that she had a Total Running Speed of 20 miles per hour, regardless of what form she was in.

“Thank you, Master!” Acrasia giggled when she noticed and gave him another kiss, this time on the lips.

This left Nyakuro as the only one in the party with a significant amount of Spirit left. As a martial artist, it wasn’t uncommon for her to attack with both hands, or even her feet, so she decided that she wanted to double up on the amount of flames she could hold with the Flaming Sword spell. She did this by changing the word ‘a’, which she took to mean ‘one’, to ‘two’, at the cost of 100 Spirit. Doing so altered the spell sufficiently that it changed the very name of the spell yet again.
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Content with the changes, she used another 100 Spirit to double the number of corpses she could control with her Dance of the Dead spell. Looking over the results, she smiled satisfaction.
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This left her with 45 Spirit, which she dumped into her Aim stat, bringing the enhancement up to 90%, and thus giving her a Total Aim of 114.

Likewise, James and Hrein spent their remaining Spirit in a similar fashion. James pushed his Charisma enhancement from 58% to 73%, bringing his Total Charisma to 86. Hrein, on the other hand, did the same as Nyakuro and increased her Aim stat. The additional 15% enhancement brought her Total Aim to 102.

With all of their number crunching and micromanaging of their Status Screens complete, everyone was more than ready for brunch. The queen’s maids had set out two large blankets - one for the the queen and House Fir, and the other for themselves. It was a beautiful day out, and there was no reason for the staff not to enjoy a picnic as well, after all.

Though everyone did their best to enjoy the delicious meal, the presence of the unicorns was a constant reminder of the issues the queendom was facing. Eventually, Titania gave into her nagging worries, and voiced her concerns.

“James, what will we do about the poachers?” the queen asked with a sigh.

“I’m going to hunt them down and eliminate them.” the ex-soldier said simply, as if it were the obvious thing to do.

The Fairy Queen raised her brows. “You will? But how will you know who is guilty?”

James swallowed a bite of his sandwich and laid out his plans. “I’m going to head to Guayabo this afternoon, and speak with Geoffrey. I’m sure he can at least point me in the direction of who currently possesses the alicorn. As you said before, the poachers are likely doing this for money, and that horn is valuable.”

“Hmm. You are likely right. A well connected merchant should have some idea of who is involved. That said, I think it unlikely that the alicorn will be sold in Guayabo. It would make much more sense to sell it in a large city, like El Dorado to the south.” the fae monarch theorized.

“Geoffrey mentioned El Dorado before. The City of Gold, right? Just how far away is it?” the einherjar asked, very curious about such a legendary city.

“It is a little more than a thousand miles south of here, and hidden behind a veil like the one protecting Elphyne.” Titania explained. “Though they are more welcoming than they used to be, primarily due to a desire for trade, they are still quite selective about whom they let into their city.”

“But someone selling alicorn would have no problem getting in, I take it.” James hazarded a guess.

“None at all.” Titania replied with a scowl.

“Well, that’s settled, then. I’ll speak to Geoffrey and gather what intel I can, then hit the poachers on their way south. If I wait until they are out of sight of the town, there shouldn’t be too much immediate backlash, and we can prepare to send a much stronger message.” the einherjar stated, standing up from his seat on the blanket.

“Are we leaving now, Master?” Hrein asked, jumping to her feet as well.

James shook his head. “I’ll give you an hour to make good on your promise to… you really need to give him a name.” he finished with a frown.

The valkyrie walked over to the male unicorn and began to pet his neck. “I have never possessed a mount before, so I have no idea what to name thee.” she said to the stallion with a soft smile.

The big unicorn neighed, then nudged the shield maiden with his head.

“He wants you to climb on.” Titania translated for the mystical horse.

“Truly? Very well, then.” Despite the height, Hrein was able to vault onto the unicorn’s back with a single smooth motion. Once she was mounted, the stallion snorted happily and began to prance around the glade with obvious pride. This caused the beautiful valkyrie to laugh, as she enjoyed her first ride on the world’s very first winged unicorn.

Once the stallion had made a couple of trips around the glade, Hrein spotted an apple hanging from a tree, and was struck with a bit of inspiration. Summoning her spear, she leaned over and whispered to the unicorn. “Dost thou seest yon apple?” she asked, pointing with the tip of her spear. “If thou dost charge towards it and past, I shall pluck it from the tree with my spear, and grant it to thee for lunch.”

The white stallion whinnied and snorted in agreement, before lowering his head and preparing to charge. Then, like a bolt of lightning, they were off, racing across the glade at incredible speed. With an ease born of years of intense training, the valkyrie’s spear hit its mark as they flew past, severing the apple’s stem without marking its lush red skin in the slightest.

James watched as the pair slowed down and turned around to retrieve the apple. The sight of the valkyrie on winged-horseback reminded the ex-solider of Bellerophon on Pegasus, and thus the airborne icon he had seen many times. This of course brought to mind the men who wore the maroon berets, and the friends that he had lost so many years ago.

Shaking his head in an attempt to dismiss the painful memories, he instead focussed on the present, rather than the past. Specifically, the beautiful and amazing wife he had now. Taking a deep breath, he thought of how lovely Hrein was, as she rode bareback on the unicorn. “Oh.” the einherjar muttered, suddenly inspired. “Ride of the Valkyries.”

Walking over to join his First Wife while she waited for the unicorn to eat the apple, James smiled up at the woman. “What do you think of the name Richard?”

“For whom? The stallion?” the valkyrie asked.

“Yeah. It’s a proud name. A strong name. And I think Cosima would be great for the mare.” the Champion suggested.

“Who were they?” Hrein asked, the names not ringing any bells for her.

“A married couple who loved each other dearly, or so I’ve read. And had a keen interest in valkyries, I might add.” James supplied with a grin.

“Hmm. They were important people on Midgardr?” the Chooser inquired.

“Definitely. Their legacy lives on nearly two hundred years later, and most everyone would recognize it, even if they don’t know where it came from.” the einherjar assured her.

“What dost thou thinkest? Doth the name Richard please thee?” Hrein asked the unicorn.

The stallion snorted and nodded his head in agreement.

“Very well then. And what of thee? Shall we call thee Cosima?” she asked the mare, who wasn’t far away.

The smaller unicorn whinnied and snorted, which Titania translated as an affirmative.

“Well then. Please allow me to welcome you to Elphyne once more, Richard. Cosima.” the Fairy Queen declared with open arms and a brilliant smile.


CHAPTER 22


James watched the queen leave with her entourage, and told Hrein that she had time to keep training Richard before they left. He then told his other wives that he had something to take care of before heading to Guayabo, and walked over to stand before his head maid. With a stern look on his face, the einherjar looked down at Elora, who looked back up at her owner with a puzzled expression. What could he want? the elf silently wondered.

Without breaking eye contact, the ex-soldier reached out to take hold of the spiritual chain, which dangled from the thick collar that encircled the maid’s neck. “Come with me.” he growled, and led her away like a dog on a leash.

The Champion’s actions raised a few eyebrows among those present, but the one most surprised was Elora herself. The elf was utterly humiliated by being treated in such a way, and in public no less, but could do nothing but obediently follow along behind her master.

The einherjar led his slave back to her own quarters, then pulled her inside before closing the door. Releasing her leash, the big man moved to sit on the cot which she used as a bed, before finally addressing her. “Did that embarrass you?” he asked in a strict tone of voice.

The elf stood near the door, hanging her head in shame. He knows damn well it did! Why is he asking such a stupid question? Elora thought furiously. Rather than lash out at her owner though, the maid grit her teeth and forced her tone to remain respectful as she answered. “Yes, Master.”

“Good. That was your first punishment. You’ve earned a few lately, after all.” the man replied while trying not to smirk.

Elora’s eyes slowly widened as it dawned on her what this was all about. Gradually, she raised her head until her gaze met her master’s, and she saw the look on his face. He’s… not angry. That was for show. He… he’s going to punish me, like I deserve. Like I wanted… like I NEED. Swallowing hard, the elven maid began to fidget, rubbing her hands together as if she didn’t know what to do with them. Belatedly, she realized that he had spoken to her, and that she should respond when spoken to. “Y-yes, Master. I… I deserve to be… p-punished.” Somehow, speaking the words out loud embarrassed her to an even greater extent, and caused her to blush even more fiercely.

James nodded solemnly. Even though a part of him enjoyed punishing the cute little elf, he continually reminded himself that the goal of this session was to give her what she needed, not to satisfy his own urges. Well, maybe just a little… he secretly admitted. “Are you wearing panties?” he asked in a firm voice.

“N-no, Master. You told me I wasn’t allowed to wear p-panties anymore.” the maid stuttered slightly, while squeezing her legs together in an attempt to calm the growing warmth between them.

Watching Elora squirm both amused and aroused the einherjar, but he tried not to let it show on his face. Let’s torment her a little more… he thought to himself. Quirking a brow, he pretended to doubt her answer. “Is that so? Prove it. Show me.” he commanded.

Elora opened her mouth slightly, as if she were about to gasp but held it in. She had expected something like this, like perhaps being ordered to disrobe, but it was still somewhat shocking to her. Still, the elven maid did as she was told, and slowly lifted the front of her skirt, exposing herself to him in the process.

“Hmm. Good. But you still broke a rule.” James growled softly.

“Master?” Elora gasped, wondering what she might have done wrong.

“Come here.” the einherjar stated firmly, pointing at the floor in front of him. “And keep that skirt up as you walk.”

“Yes Master!” the elf instantly replied and hurried to do as she was told. Standing directly in front of the large man, the maid squeezed her legs tight, as she desperately tried to ignore the fact that he was openly staring at her naked privates.

“See? You’re closing your legs. Perhaps Acrasia hasn’t informed you yet, but a slave never closes her legs. They are always to be parted, in invitation to her Master.” James explained in a low growl. Leaning in close, he whispered in her ear. “Just like these lips of yours.” he added, before stealing a long, sensual kiss from the elf.

Elora was breathing hard by the time her master broke off the kiss, and it took every ounce of her will power to do as he commanded, and open her legs. Despite the fact that she had only parted them a couple of inches, she had never felt more exposed in her life.

“Do you feel that?” the einherjar asked in a deep voice, pulling back to look the elf in the eyes as he spoke. “Do you feel the cool breeze between your legs?”

“Yes, Master.” Elora whispered, barely able to speak from shame.

Slipping his hand between her thighs, James slowly ran the edge of his finger along her slit. His sudden touch caused the maid to gasp again, but what shocked her the most was how wet she was. She could feel how easily his finger slipped between her folds, as he continued to toy with her at his leisure.

“You seem to like this, so I think we’ll make a couple of alterations to your uniform.” he teased, unable to hide his grin.

The elf desperately wanted to deny his statement, but knew it wasn’t her place to do so, and so she kept silent. Besides… it’s the truth, isn’t it? her inner voice hissed accusingly. Biting her lip to keep from moaning, the maid subconsciously began to rub against his hand. At least, she did until she realized what she was doing, then immediately froze in mortification.

The Champion chuckled evilly as he watched her face twist with humiliation. “Ah, Elora. Such a pretty little slave.” he teased. “We’re going to put a few eyelets near the bottom of your skirt, two in the back and two in the front. Then we’re going to put buttons up here.” The einherjar raised his hands to touch a spot beneath each of her breasts, and purposely allowed his thumbs to brush against her nipples through her shirt. “Do you know why?”

“Why, Master?” the maid asked breathlessly.

“So that you can flip up the front or back of your skirt and hold it in place, any time I command you to.” the man informed her with a sadistic grin.

Elora shivered at the thought of being forced to go about her duties with her skirt flipped up, for all and sundry to see. A deep shame filled her heart, which caused the muscles between her legs to twitch and spasm with arousal, which only intensified her shame even further, drawing the maid into a vicious emotional cycle.

Seeing that she was just about ready for the next stage of his plans, James gave the girl a stern command. “Bend over my lap, and lift the back of your skirt.”

A sharp intake of breath was Elora’s only response for a moment, but then she hurried to comply with his orders. “Yes, Master!” she squeaked as she took her position.

Gazing down at the fair skin of the elf’s soft ass, James was sorely tempted to forgo his plans and simply have his way with her. No. Be patient. Her needs first, remember? he told himself. “I am going to spank you now.” the einherjar warned her. “You are going to count each strike, and you will thank me for it immediately after. Do you understand?”

Elora’s mind raced with apprehension. He’d spanked her a little before taking her virginity last time. Is he going to fuck me again? she wondered, half hoping that he would. No, more than half. We’re trying to be honest with ourselves, remember? her inner voice scolded her.

A sudden loud smack pulled the elf out of her thoughts, and her owner’s voice growled in her ear.

“I asked if you understood.”

“Yes, Master!” she yelled, perhaps a little too loudly.

“Good. Let’s begin.” James almost purred. Getting himself lined up, he slipped his left hand between Elora’s legs, such that it was resting on her thigh but still an inch or so from touching her privates. Feeling the maid stiffen in his lap, the einherjar grinned to himself. This is going to be fun.

Raising his hand, the Champion swatted the maid’s left ass cheek.

“Ah!” the elf cried out. Suddenly remembering that she was supposed to count, she quickly spoke the words she had been instructed to. “One! Thank you, Master!”

Smack. The einherjar’s rough hand slapped the right cheek.

“Ah! Two! Thank you, Master!”

Smack. James repeated the process, back and forth, spanking the elf soundly. It didn’t take long for her milky white skin to blush a deep pink under his assault, and once he noticed tears forming in her eyes, the einherjar knew it was time to step things up a notch. Ever so gently, he began to touch her delicate folds and press his middle finger against her entrance, while he spanked her with his other hand. This caused Elora to shudder and gasp in surprise, which told the ex-soldier that he was on the right track.

Elora moaned loudly as she felt her master’s finger slowly slip inside her. She was already so aroused from the spanking that he had no trouble penetrating her, despite the girth of his digit and the tightness of her passage. “Ten! Thank you, Master!” she cried, tears running freely down her cheeks as the painful punishment continued. But the pain was soon joined by pleasure, as the man slowly sawed his finger in and out of her sopping wet pussy, all without disturbing the cadence of her beating. By the time her count reached fifteen, he had added a finger teasing her clit to the powerful sensations rocking her body.

“Ahhhh!” Elora screamed at the top of her lungs. She had meant to say ‘twenty’, but the stinging agony in her ass combined with the incredible orgasm that tore through her, and left the poor elf incapable of speech.

James watched as his head maid shuddered and twitched on his lap, as she bonelessly lay there and gasped for breath. Grinning to himself, he leaned down and whispered in her ear. “So lovely. You did so well, my pretty little slave. But you failed at the end. You didn’t say ‘twenty’, nor did you thank me for spanking you. You know what that means, right?” he teased, but didn’t give her time to respond. “It means you have another punishment coming, some day soon.”

Elora shivered at hearing his dark promise, and secretly hoped he wouldn’t make her wait too long. “Thank you, Master.” she muttered.

Stroking her hair affectionately, James spoke to his slave in a soft, comforting voice. “Rest. Catch your breath. Then, when you are ready, you can kneel and thank me properly for your punishment.”

“Yes, Master.” she replied with slightly more energy. The thought of taking him in her mouth utterly disgusted the elf, but to her shame and horror, she found that disgust also seemed to trigger her arousal. Elora groaned and pressed her hands to her face. Just what kind of deviant am I!? He’s supposed to be the perverted one!

After taking a moment to come to terms with her latest bout of self discovery, Elora lowered her hands and moved to shift to her knees. It was when she uncovered her eyes, that she caught sight of something however. The door, which she as certain her master had closed, was slightly ajar. Worse, there, near the floor, she could see her sister peeking into the room. How… how long has she… she’s been watching!? Elora’s thoughts ground to a halt and she froze on the spot.

Sensing that something was amiss with the young lady, James asked his slave if she was all right. “Elora? Is something wrong? Are you okay?”

“Elina! No!” Elora finally managed to shout. Her words caused the mute maid to quickly back away from the door and bolt down the hall. The elven slave struggled to regain her feet, but her legs were still weak from the punishment. When she was finally able to take a step, James stopped her in her tracks.

“Master! Please!” Elora pleaded, turning back to look at her owner with a horrified expression.

“Of course.” the einherjar said calmly. “Just… make sure she understands. Okay?”

Elora swallowed hard, but nodded in agreement. “Yes, Master.” Though she thoroughly dreaded the idea of having to explain her needs to anyone, let alone her twin sister, she couldn’t let Elina think that James had been abusing her. Which is definitely what it must have looked like. she understood.

Dropping his hand from her stomach, James let the maid go after her sister. As he watched her run out the door, he allowed himself to collapse onto the cot and breathe a sigh of frustration. “Cock blocked by my own maid…” he grumbled to himself. Rolling over to gaze at the open door, he silently hoped that Elora would be able to explain things to her sister properly.
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Acrasia looked up to see her husband step out the back door of the temple. He didn’t look overly pleased, but he wasn’t obviously angry or anything like that either. Maybe he ate something sour? the fairy wondered.

I really should head for Guayabo now, but… I’m just too wound up. the einherjar thought to himself as he surveyed the scene before him. Hrein was laughing and running alongside Richard as she taught the unicorns the basics of flight. Acrasia had been munching on a small pile of blueberries she had picked from… somewhere nearby. But now she was staring at him with appraising eyes, as if she were trying to figure something out. Likewise, Nyakuro had been going through a series of katas, but now stood still, watching him like a hawk. Is there something on my face? he wondered, brushing his beard and checking for crumbs.

Deciding that he wasn’t going anywhere until he’d been sated, the einherjar considered the situation. I don’t want to disturb Hrein’s training, so I’ll leave her be. But that still leaves me two wives to play with. he thought with a feral grin. Silently, he pointed first at Acrasia, then at Nyakuro, and curled his fingers in a come-hither motion. Without waiting for them to respond, the Champion turned and walked back into the temple, heading for his own bedroom.

Acrasia stepped into the master bedroom, already in her human-sized form, and naked as the day she was born. Nyakuro was right behind her, having also shifted forms, and likewise attired. Their master was sitting on the bed, watching them with an almost predatory grin, and like them, he wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing either.

“Come here, ladies.” he commanded.

“Yes, Master!” Acrasia nearly shouted as both women eagerly obeyed, rushing to kneel in front of their owner.

Nyakuro’s tail swished languidly on the floor behind her, as she gazed up at her husband’s face. His eyes were filled with desire, and she could tell that he was simply choosing how he wanted them.

Unable to hold himself back, James reached down and roughly grabbed the women by the collars, and pulled them up as he leaned forward to kiss them. His lips pressed against one’s, then the other’s, as he alternated back and forth, kissing each of his wives passionately. The women melted against him as their tongues slipped between lips, in what quickly merged into a fervent three-way kiss. Hands roamed indiscriminately, caressing and fondling the sensitive skin of their partners, with equal attention paid to the individuals on either side of them.

Sliding his hands under each of their bottoms, James easily lifted the much smaller women into his arms, and pulled them onto the bed. Sitting up, he let them collapse onto their backs, and gazed admiringly at their naked forms. Each was a vision of beauty, but they were as different as night and day. While Acrasia was fair skinned and slender to the point of looking delicate, Nyakuro was darker skinned and had the sleek muscles of a runner or perhaps a gymnast. She also had much larger breasts, bearing a generous set of C-Cups in comparison to Acrasia’s more modest A’s, but James knew better than to ever point that out. Not that I actually prefer one over the other anyway. he honestly admitted to himself.

“Are you just going to look at us, Master?” Acrasia asked with a playful grin, as she lightly ran her hands over her own body.

The einherjar chuckled at her teasing. He knew without a doubt that the fairy was always just as eager to play as he was, if not more so. “Climb on top of Nyakuro. I want to see you two kiss. And keep your legs good and spread.”

“Yes, Master.” Acrasia replied breathlessly as she slid onto the nekomata. Nyakuro was three inches taller, at 5’ 2”, so the fairy didn’t line herself up eye to eye with the other girl. Instead, she positioned herself so that their breasts were pressed together, ensuring that her pretty pink nipples rubbed against the cat-girl’s sensitive brown ones, with every subtle movement of her body.

Nyakuro reached for a pillow and tucked it under her head, so that she could gaze down at the blonde fairy without straining her neck. To be honest, the nekomata had no real interest in women, at least sexually, but she was very interested in the way her master was watching them. And to be fair, she is very pretty. the cat-girl admitted to herself. For a moment, Nyakuro just stared into Acrasia’s gorgeous silver eyes, but then she lowered her gaze to the fairy’s slightly parted lips. Even to her, they looked incredibly soft and inviting, and soon she found herself tenderly kissing the leannán sídhe, and exploring the other woman’s mouth with her tongue.

If the einherjar had been turned on by spanking his naughty maid, watching two of his gorgeous slaves make out was going to drive him wild. Unable to hold back any longer, the Champion reached out and gripped the women by the ankles, then turned them on the bed until their legs were hanging over the side.

Taking a seat on the floor, he positioned himself so that he had an up close and personal view of their naked slits. Lined up one atop the other, James delighted in comparing the two. Both women had thin, delicate folds that disappeared within their mounds, even with their legs spread wide.

When the einherjar used his thumbs and forefingers to gently pull them open at the same time, he couldn’t help but think that they looked delicious. Not waiting another second, the man slowly ran his tongue between Nyakuro’s beautiful brown lips, right up into Acrasia’s pretty pink ones. As one might expect, they tasted pretty similar, though the cat-girl’s pussy was a tad saltier, whereas the fairy’s tasted strongly of honey.

Both women shivered against one another and deepened their kiss, when they felt their husband’s tongue licking them between their legs. After a few long strokes, he seemed to be content with comparing their tastes, since they felt his thick fingers slowly push into them at the same time.

Once again, James marvelled at how tight his wives were. The leannán sídhe was definitely tighter, being dangerously petite as she was, but the nekomata was still smaller than any woman he’d had on Earth, and he was a hell of a lot larger than he was back then. The cat-girl was also noticeably hotter than the fairy, with her insides being almost too warm for comfort. Judging by how wet they were, the einherjar decided that they were ready for a little more, and began to finger-fuck the women simultaneously.

Nyakuro found the situation mildly confusing. Making out with a woman was definitely different from doing so with a man. The fairy’s body was much softer than her heavily muscled husband’s, and her skin was smooth and silky to the touch. The feeling of another woman’s breasts pressing against her own (even if they were much smaller), was also an odd sensation, but none of these things were unpleasant. When she added in the powerful strokes of her master’s fingers in her pussy, it almost felt like she was having sex with Acrasia. That thought was derailed a moment later though, when James added his tongue to the mix once more. The einherjar was slipping his long, supple appendage between the girls as he fingered them, licking tenaciously at their clits, and causing them to shiver against one another in pleasure.

The girls’ moans as they kissed one another, along with the scent of their arousal, became too much for the einherjar to resist. Kneeling up between their legs, James withdrew his finger from Nyakuro’s pussy and replaced it with his cock. The nekomata groaned loudly as he pushed into her, not stopping until he filled her completely. After taking a moment to revel in the sensation of her tight passage squeezing his member, James began to rock his hips at a pace that matched his finger inside Acrasia.

Once he’d enjoyed a dozen or so powerful strokes in Nyakuro’s hot pussy, the Champion switched to Acrasia’s sweet honeypot. Even after being loosened up by his finger, the fairy’s tunnel was almost impossibly tight and felt unimaginably good. And so it went, with the einherjar enjoying one of his wives for a while before switching to the other, always keeping the women content with either his fingers or his manhood.

Eventually, the cat-girl lost the race. The nekomata yowled loudly and hugged Acrasia tight to her body, while her insides clamped down on James’ member, which pushed him over the edge as well.

The Champion roared in release as he came deep inside Nyakuro, filling her womb with his seed. Panting from his exertions, the beast of a man let his gaze fall on the beautiful fairy, who was pushing back against his finger desperately.

“Please, Master!” Acrasia whined. “Don’t forget to fill me too!”

James chuckled at the horny fairy’s begging, but would never think to deny her. “Don’t worry, my pet.” he assured her. “I’ll fill you next.” True to his word, the einherjar slowly withdrew his still hard cock from Nyakuro’s pussy, and lined it up with Acrasia’s. Slick with their combined juices, it slid easily into the petite woman.

The blonde fairy groaned as he filled her up once again, but gasped in surprise when he picked her up and held her aloft, still impaled on his manhood. Holding her by the waist, he slowly moved her up and down, as if using her as a tool to stroke himself.

“Turn around, kitten. My pet is hungry, and you are going to give her something to eat.” James commanded.

Understanding his intent, the cat-girl shifted on the bed until she had turned 180º. Once she was in position, her master lowered the fairy until she was once again lying atop the nekomata, but this time in a sixty-nine.

As soon as Acrasia could reach, she dove into the other woman’s pussy, eagerly lapping at her husband’s seed as it trickled out of her. But as much as she loved the taste of her master’s cum, the sudden sensation of Nyakuro’s rough tongue on her clit, combined with the feeling of James fucking her from behind, drove the leannán sídhe to distraction.

It wasn’t long before the einherjar’s powerful thrusts drove the fairy to her own quaking orgasm. The sheer intensity of her climax drew another from her husband, and soon he was emptying his balls deep inside her.

Utterly spent, but in a wonderful mood, James unhurriedly pulled back from Acrasia’s perfect pussy. As his shaft slowly withdrew from the fairy’s wet tunnel, large gobs of their mixed secretions dripped directly into Nyakuro’s waiting mouth. The nekomata knew better than to waste her master’s cum, and so she licked and sucked at Acrasia’s slit, until she’d swallowed every drop.

The Champion was just about to order Nyakuro to clean his cock, when he noticed Hrein walking in the door.

“At first I did wonder where thou might have gone with thine other wives, but thy cries of passion soon answered that question.” the valkyrie stated with a smirk as she walked towards him.

“Hrein, my love.” James greeted his First Wife with a grin. “You must be finished with your training, are you?”

The Chooser slowly dropped to her knees and extended her tongue, before taking long, sensual licks of his member, all without breaking eye contact with her husband. Only after she had carefully cleaned his shaft did she speak. “Yea, Master. But I do hope that thou wilt train me again later.”

“Definitely.” the einherjar growled, as he watched the blonde shield maiden slip the head of his cock between her lips. The way she licked and suckled the tip of his penis told the ex-soldier that he was going to be even later leaving than he’d thought.


CHAPTER 23


Acrasia checked her Status Screen. They had finished with their ‘play time’, and were preparing to head out on their journey to Guayabo. Having sex with her master had given her the usual boost of 5 Spirit, so she used it to finish off the enhancement of her Aim stat. This gave her a final Total of 180 Aim, which was pretty damn good in her opinion. In fact, it was only 20 shy of what an enhanced mortal could theoretically achieve.

Flying up to her husband, the tiny fairy landed on his shoulder and waited for him to address his wives. I know it’s another combat mission, but he hasn’t told us the plan yet. she noted as they waited for Nyakuro to catch up. The nekomata had wanted to have a quick wash after their little ménage a trois, even though James had cleaned them all with his Inventory Trick, so she was running a bit late.

“All right, ladies. Here’s the plan.” James announced when Nyakuro finally arrived. “With our new upgrades to Flight Speed, we should be able to make Guayabo in under 50 minutes. I intend for us to fly in the open for the majority of the trip, but cloak ourselves with Druid Covering spells as soon as the town comes into sight. This way, we don’t lose track of each other on the way there. Once cloaked, we’ll RV in the alley outside Mr. Eaton’s shop. Any questions?”

“RV, Master?” Hrein asked.

“Sorry. RV is short for rendezvous. In other words, join back up as a group.” the ex-soldier explained. “In fact, while we have a moment, let’s go over a few hand signals for silent communication.”

The einherjar spent the next 20 minutes or so going over all of the hand signals he’d used in the army, as well as a few common phrases that he thought the women would find useful. As soon as the lesson started, Nyakuro cast her Manifest Wings spell, so that she’d have a little extra time for her Qi to recover. The nekomata still had a relatively small reserve of magical energy, so she regained her Qi very slowly in comparison to the others.

When he was finished, James remembered one other small item of note. “Hrein, before we go, I would like you to mark Richard with your Summons spell. That way you can call on him whenever you need to in battle.”

The valkyrie gave her husband a knowing grin. “It is already done, Master.”

“Oh. Good stuff.” he complimented his wife with a warm smile. “Let’s be on our way then, shall we?”

As anticipated, the journey to Guayabo took less than an hour to complete, and the party met back up just outside Geoffrey’s store, without issue. Since it was a place of business and not a home, James forewent knocking and simply opened the door to step inside. Not surprisingly, there were a few other customers already in the shop, but they all gave James and his wives a wide berth after they entered.

Not wanting to disrupt the man’s business, the einherjar led his party to an unoccupied section of the room, and waited for the other customers to clear out. It didn’t take long, since the townsfolk didn’t feel like hanging around with the beast-man there, and conducted their business rather quickly.

When they were the last ones present, James approached the counter with a friendly smile. The middle aged shopkeep greeted the Champion with open arms. “Sir James! Welcome back to my shop. What can I help you with today?”

The einherjar reached out to shake the merchant’s hand as he spoke. “A few things, but first, how is your daughter doing?” he asked with a serious expression.

“Ah. Clarissa is doing wonderfully, thanks to you.” the man sighed in contentment. “She was sick for so long that I had started to…” Geoffrey frowned and stopped himself from finishing the statement. Forcing down the negative feelings, the stocky man reminded himself that his beloved child was okay now, and raised his head to give the much taller man an earnest smile. “She’s out back playing right now, but I’m sure she’ll be along at some point. What other business did you have today?”

“Well, I have an assortment of items to sell, as well as some information that I am looking for.” James stated with a shrug. He really did have a few things he could unload, and he figured it was better to give the merchant some business, rather than just ask him for a favour. “I could also use more jerky and bread, if you have some for sale.”

“Sure. Same price as before, so 50 obols a loaf, and 9 obols a pound for chicken jerky. I also have beef, which is the same price for you.” the merchant offered.

“I’ll take you up on that, then. How about ten loaves of bread, and elven pounds of beef jerky? That would be 6 drachma, right?” James asked, appearing to fish the coins out of his pocket.

Geoffrey nodded. “And 1 obol in change for you.” the merchant corrected his customer.

“Nah. Keep the change, my friend.” James waved off the copper coin. “Now that I think of it actually, do you sell livestock?” Once he’d begun thinking about food, he realized this might be a good opportunity to stock up on the kinds of supplies that Elora could use to make their daily meals a lot nicer.

“I don’t keep them in stock, but I can certainly arrange sales for you. What do you need, my friend?” the merchant asked with a grin. This just might be a profitable day after all. the man realized to his delight.

“Well, let’s see. I could use a cow for milk. Some hens for laying eggs. Maybe half a dozen or so? What else? Still have a stockpile of meat, but we could definitely use more spices, oil, and things like that.” the einherjar started listing off anything he could think of.

“Sounds like you’re stocking up a larder. Need any fruits or vegetables?” Geoffrey asked, pulling out a slate tablet and a piece of chalk.

“No. We have plenty of those in Elphyne.” James shook his head.

“Hmm. Here’s a list of my recommendations then, along with the prices. I haven’t included anything too rare or expensive, so if you want any of those things, just ask and I’ll add them to the list.” Mr. Eaton suggested, holding out the tablet for James to read.

	Cow: 13 Drachma, 33 Obols

	Hens (6): 1 Drachma, 20 Obols

	Butter Churn: 1 Drachma, 67 Obols

	Cheese (1 wheel): 6 Obols

	Olive Oil (⅓ Gallon): 54 Obols

	Honey (⅓ Gallon): 54 Obols

	Vinegar (⅓ Gallon): 8 Obols

	Flour (4 ½ Gallons): 67 Obols

	Salt (4 ½ Gallons): 67 Obols

	Total: 18 Drachma, 76 Obols



James looked over the list and nodded. “Looks great. I’ll take the lot of it.” Summoning 19 drachma to his pocket, he handed the silver coins over to the merchant.

After counting out the coins, Geoffrey reached under his counter to access his lockbox. A few seconds later, he piled 24 copper obols on the counter. Pushing them aside for the moment, he folded his hands and looked up at his customer. “You said you had a few things to sell, so let’s settle up that business, and I can add it to your total, there.” he said, nodding to the copper coins.

“Right. First off, I have these.” the Champion stated, looking around quickly to ensure no one else was in the store, before summoning four sets of bronze collars and chains from his Inventory. The older man had seen him summon things before, and knew that particular secret, so he wasn’t too surprised when James did it again. “And these.” the ex-soldier added, summoning the stylish outfit Ingálvur had been wearing when he’d been captured.

“Hmm.” Geoffrey carefully inspected the elven clothing, but only gave a cursory glance to the shackles. After a few calculations in his head, the merchant made an offer. “I can give you 16 drachma and 33 obols for the lot.”

“Done.” James agreed, offering the man his hand to shake.

Mr. Eaton shook his hand, then slid the stacked coins back to the centre of the counter. “I’ll just add the rest to this pile. So in total I owe you 16 drachma and 57 obols.” Counting out the correct number of coins, the shopkeeper piled them on the counter in neat stacks.

“Thanks.” James replied, accepting the change.

“I’ll bring out your regular goods next, and send Clarissa to order the livestock.” Geoffrey said, making his way around the counter to head for the exit. Once he’d opened the door, he hollered for his daughter to come over. James didn’t get a good look at the girl, as she didn’t come inside, but he heard her strong and healthy voice when she answered her father, and she sounded much better than she had the last time he’d seen her.

After the girl had run off to complete her task, the merchant started moving about the store to gather up the supplies James had ordered. It didn’t take the shopkeeper long, as he was well organized and knew where everything was in his shop. Once he had it stacked neatly by the counter, James sent the items to his Inventory. “Remind me to give Elora a list of what we bought when we get home.” the einherjar asked of his wives.

“So, while we wait for my daughter to get back with your livestock, why don’t you tell me what information you are looking for?” Geoffrey suggested, taking a seat behind the counter.

“We’re looking for someone selling a unicorn’s horn.” James stated carefully, watching the merchant for any sign of recognition.

Mr. Eaton frowned and shook his head slightly. “Way too expensive for anyone around here to be selling. I can assure you that no one has approached me about buying any.”

The einherjar grimaced slightly. “I’d been hoping you would have heard something.”

“Hmm.” the merchant stroked his neatly trimmed beard. “I haven’t heard anything specifically about a unicorn or its horn, but I do know that Tlacahua left town with a sizeable caravan this morning.”

“The slave trader?” James asked with a scowl.

“Aye. Took everything with him, too. Every slave he had, and all of his guards. They’re heading south.” Geoffrey confirmed with a nod. “Which is where I’d go if I had something of great value to sell, like say, a unicorn’s horn.”

The hunter nodded along with the merchant’s supposition. “I’d bet my bottom dollar that’s exactly what is going on.”

The merchant gave his customer a strange look, but didn’t bother asking about the odd turn of phrase. Since there wasn’t much else to talk about, nor any other business to handle before Clarissa got back, the two men spent the time discussing the merchant’s daughter and her recovery.

Roughly half an hour later, the small raven haired girl walked in the door, looking slightly flushed from having run most of the way. “I got the moo-cow, Father. The chickens, too.” she stated, turning to close the door behind her.

James found it cute, watching her manipulate the door handle, which was the same height as her. I guess cute kids are just cute, no matter what they are doing. the einherjar thought to himself. “Wow. You went and got them all by yourself?” James asked, crouching down to bring himself a little closer to her height.

The small girl looked at him warily, then shook her head. “Old Farmer Clem brought them for me. He put them in the back.” she answered shyly, before running to her father and hiding behind his legs.

The Champion sighed and gave the other man an apologetic smile as he stood up. Geoffrey just chuckled as he patted Clarissa’s head. “She’s just being shy. Don’t worry about it.”

“Yeah. It’s great to see that she’s doing so well, though. She looks quite healthy, even though it’s only been a few weeks.” the healer commented.

“Aye. Thanks to you.” the merchant said with an honest smile.

James nodded. “It was my pleasure. Mind if I ask a favour, though?”

Geoffrey quirked a brow, but nodded slowly. “Sure. What do you need?”

“I’d just like you to hang onto the livestock for us. We’ll slip by and pick it up tonight sometime, but we won’t bother you when we do.” the einherjar requested.

“Ah. Yeah. That won’t be a problem at all.” Looking down at his daughter, he smiled and confirmed where they were being held. “You said they were in the back, right? In the warehouse?”

The girl nodded energetically, causing her messy hair to flail about. “Yeah. The moo-cow took a big poo.” she said earnestly.

James fought to suppress a chuckle, then cleared his throat. “Mind if I look in on them before I go? I’ll be sure to close up after I leave.”

“Sure, go right ahead.” Geoffrey agreed. “Stop by any time you are in town. Maybe next time we can sit down for a drink.” the merchant offered as James and his wives moved towards the door.

“Thanks. I’ll do that.” James replied with a wave and a friendly smile before stepping outside. Once the party had all left the shop, the einherjar led them around back, where the warehouse was located. Stopping at the door, he whispered to his First Wife. “Don’t let anyone in. I’m just going to mark the animals with my Summons spell, to make it easier to get them home.”

“Ah. I had wondered what thy plan was. This is most wise, Master.” Hrein agreed and took up her post outside the door.

A few minutes later, James walked back outside, having completed the small task, and called his wives into a huddle. Whispering so that they wouldn’t be overheard should someone pass by, he explained the next stage of his plan. “Okay. Ladies, I want you ready for combat. Nyakuro, that means I’d like you to be in cat-girl form. Acrasia, I want you big enough to use your bow.”

“Meow.” the nekomata confirmed quietly, then shifted forms as requested.

“Yes, Master.” Acrasia nodded with a serious look on her face. Like her sister-wife, the fairy immediately changed forms.

“As usual, we’ll cloak ourselves with Druid Covering before leaving town. I will drop the spell when I engage Tlacahua, but I want you three to remain hidden throughout the fight. And yes, there will be a fight, but I am going to talk to the slave driver first.” After looking each of the women in the eye to ensure they understood, he continued his explanation. “There’s no reason for us to give up the tactical advantage of stealth. I’m going to approach the enemy from the front. Hrein, I want you at the back of the caravan to cut off any attempts at escape. Nyakuro, you are to flank from whichever side you feel most comfortable, but I want you to sow confusion and attack the middle. Acrasia, you are on overwatch. Snipe at any guards from the air. Any questions so far?”

“What are we going to do with the slaves, Master?” Acrasia asked with an unusually serious expression.

“We’ll give the females the same choice as before, but we’ll take the males back to Guayabo and sell them to Geoffrey, if we can.” James stated without hesitation.

The Fairy frowned slightly and looked askance at her master. “Couldn’t we let them go?” she muttered, not intending for her husband to hear her.

The einherjar shook his head. He was a little surprised that the leannán sídhe would even care, but she seemed to be growing a bit softer in some ways, while more brutal in others. “Letting them go isn’t a good option.” he said softly, giving his wife a sympathetic look.

“Why not?” Acrasia asked, scowling slightly.

“Because the females would be more likely to choose risking the trek to whatever the next settlement is, if given that option. And we need those women. Elphyne needs those women. I won’t force them to marry elves, but I won’t save them unless they will.” the ex-soldier explained.

“So… you see a difference between abandoning someone to their fate, and causing that same fate?” the blonde fairy stated more than asked. The deepening frown on her face clearly indicated that she didn’t see things the same way.

“That’s right. To me, those people are already slaves. I didn’t enslave them, ergo I am not the cause of their misery. They have the potential to be resources though, and I never waste resources.” the Champion explained further.

Acrasia folded her arms over her chest and glared at her husband. “I disagree, Master.”

James was truly surprised by the fairy’s behaviour. She’d never taken a stance against him over anything before. She’s normally so carefree. It’s so weird to see her angry… he thought to himself. “That’s fine. You’re allowed to disagree, and I encourage all of you to have your own opinions. I earnestly believe that you can serve me better by presenting perspectives I may not have considered.”

The leannán sídhe was slightly taken aback by her owner’s statement. For once, she wasn’t sure what to say in response.

“I see…” Hrein muttered, entering the conversation. “Thou dost value our intelligence, and would make use of it, but retain the right to make final decisions. Doth that sound correct, Master?”

“That’s exactly right, my love.” James replied with a soft smile. “Of course, in an emergency there isn’t time for debate, so I would expect my orders to be followed immediately and without question, in such situations.”

“Such as combat.” Hrein acknowledged with a nod.

“Yes. Or a medical emergency or anything like that.” the einherjar confirmed.

Acrasia bit her lip and stared up at her husband, as if there was more she wanted to say, but was unsure if she should speak her mind.

James noticed this of course, and encouraged the small woman to speak up. “Tell me what you’re thinking, my pet.”

“It’s just… I don’t understand. Sometimes you are nice to people, and other times you are mean. Like when we met Chantico and Atzi. You freed them and didn’t even ask for anything.” the fairy pointed out.

Hel’s Champion nodded in understanding. “I see where you are coming from. Perhaps I can explain things a little better for you. I, personally, don’t believe that humans have any intrinsic value. That said, I would prefer to live in a polite, pleasant world, and thus work towards pushing the world in that direction, by attempting to behave in such a manner, myself. With that in mind, I will generally treat people with kindness or even generosity, so long as it doesn’t cost me too much to do so. In the case of Chantico and Atzi, it cost me little to let them go, and could potentially serve to improve relations with the Beast Tribe at the time. In the case of the slaves Tlacahua has with him, I value Elphyne’s need far greater than any potential good will I might get from setting them free. It really just boils down to priorities for me, and strangers are seldom much of a priority in my opinion.”

“You… really aren’t a good person, Master.” Acrasia said with a sigh.

“No, I am not, my pet.” the einherjar agreed, stroking her hair lovingly.

“Then… is everything you do for some benefit?” she asked, staring at the ground.

“No. As much as I try to act on logic and reason, the truth is that I am moved by emotion far more often than I’d care to admit. Sometimes I see someone, and I just want to help them, even if it means taking a risk myself. It doesn’t make sense to me, but I’ll usually just go with my instincts in cases like that. Unless, there is a greater risk to something or someone that I care about. Then logic will be followed.” James admitted.

“You risked us getting hurt when we fought the slavers to save Chantico.” Acrasia argued with a slight pout.

The Champion nodded. “I will risk us getting injured, or worse, in combat. The simple fact is, slavers, poachers, and their ilk are a danger to the citizens of Elphyne, which I’ve sworn to protect. Further, if their numbers grow enough, they might pose a danger to us specifically. Ergo, the logical thing to do is to eliminate them, as well as any other enemy forces, when the opportunity presents itself.”

“Better to risk thyself in battle, than to let the enemy grow stronger.” Hrein agreed with a nod.

“Precisely.” James confirmed.

Acrasia sighed and slumped her shoulders, but looked up at her husband with a defeated look in her eyes. “I understand, Master. But I don’t like it.”

James slowly dropped to one knee and leaned over, so that he could be eye to eye with his fairy wife. “I’m glad to hear that, sweetheart. I love you, and I love the kindness that is growing in your heart. I truly believe that you can be a good influence on me, and that you will help balance our family in a way that we need.” he said with an earnest smile.

The fae gave her lover a troubled smile, but then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him lightly on the lips. “Thank you, Master. I love you, too.”

James flew over the caravan and took note of their defences. Tlacahua was seated on a covered wagon, next to a driver. The wagon was near the front of the caravan, but there were four armed guards on horseback ahead of him. Another two mounted guards trailed along behind the long chain of slaves bringing up the rear. Beyond that, there was one more wagon, this one clearly filled with supplies for the long trip, which trundled along behind Tlacahua’s.

Each of the guards were equipped similarly to what the soldiers in Guayabo had used. This meant that the men were wearing a sort of padded cloth armour that the ex-soldier didn’t know the name of. I suppose it looks like it might stop an arrow or something. he noted skeptically as he examined the diamond shaped stitching from afar.

In addition to the armour covering their torsos, each man also wore a carved wooden helmet, which resembled the snarling face of one animal or another. They also bore wooden shields on their left arms, which were rather fanciful in design, in the einherjar’s opinion. Those colourful paints would stand out like a sore thumb in the forest. the flying warrior silently criticized. The movement of the feathers would draw attention, and the beads would make unnecessary noise.

Shaking his head, the Champion directed his attention to the enemy’s offensive capabilities. Each man had a short spear slung from his back; the wooden hafted weapons topped with sharp obsidian heads. He could also see the primitive knives which were so common in Guayabo, sheathed on their thighs.

Deciding that he had performed enough reconnaissance, the Champion dropped down to land in the road, ahead of the slow moving caravan. The lead horses neighed loudly and bucked under their riders, when the beast-man dismissed his Druid Covering spell and suddenly appeared before them.

“Hold! Hold!” the foremost guard yelled, which James then recognized as the one called Chicahua.

James folded his arms over his broad chest, and patiently waited for the guards to get their horses under control. When at last the beasts had settled down, he saw Tlacahua approach from behind them. The short and stocky man stopped next to the lead guards and regarded the einherjar with a calculating glare.

“You have a reason for stopping my caravan, Champion?” the slaver asked, his voice bearing a dangerous edge. It was clear that the man was prepared for a fight, but seemed willing to talk in case he didn’t have to.

“Actually, I do. Some poachers attacked and killed a citizen of Elphyne, just so they could steal his horn.” the einherjar stated loudly.

The slave driver’s eyes narrowed dangerously. He didn’t speak for a moment, primarily because he knew there would be no talking his way out of this. Finally, the slaver scoffed and spit to the side. “You can’t be serious. Some dumb beast is a citizen now? It was nothing more than a pretty horse, and it wasn’t even in your city.”

“The Forest of Eternal Youth is Seelie territory, and any criminals caught there will be put to death.” James countered simply. “So, let’s make this easy, shall we? You provide me with the names of the poachers, as well as the alicorn itself, and you can walk out of here alive.”

Tlacahua couldn’t help but snort at the offer before laughing. There’s no way I can abandon my men like that, and he knows it! If I were to give them up, the rest would turn on me. The only way I make it out of this alive is to fight… and run. The burly slaver slowly looked around to take in his surroundings. No sign of the elves or that damn Beast Tribe, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t nearby. I doubt he’d be foolish enough to try this on his own. “Get ready to fight.” he whispered to the guards on either side of him.

James grinned and lowered his arms, slowly extending his claws. “Just so you know, I have excellent hearing.”

Not waiting for their enemy to take the initiative, the two foremost guards levelled their spears and spurred their horses into a charge. Before they could make it more than a few feet however, the einherjar struck them with a spell.

Now’s a good time to test it. James thought with an evil grin. Pointing with his finger tips, the einherjar focussed on the cloth armour of the riders, and cast Dancing Flames. Bright blue fire erupted from the guards, the magical flames encompassing their entire bodies from head to toe. In the first second, their clothing was reduced to ash, and the intense heat caused their skin to boil and blister. The unlucky men tried to scream, but the scorching air seared their lungs as they inhaled the flames, allowing the warriors to die silently in their saddles. Not that they remained mounted for long. Suddenly bearing a living torch on their backs understandably panicked the horses, which threw their riders within seconds of them bursting into flames. No, it was simply that the men were dead long before their charred corpses hit the ground, the brutal heat having cooked them alive in the span of a heartbeat or two.

“Oh. That was more effective than I thought…” James muttered to himself, snuffing the flames out so that he didn’t cause a forest fire.

The attack caused instantaneous chaos among the caravan. The slaves all screamed and tried to run in different directions, causing the chain of bodies to collapse in a tangled mess. The two remaining guards at the front merely sat there in shock, while their leader tried to spur them on to fight. An arrow suddenly sprouted from the eye of the lead wagon driver, who then toppled out of his seat, dead as a doornail. The driver of the cargo wagon found himself gasping for breath, and clutching his neck in a desperate attempt to stem the flow of blood, which ran from the four gaping wounds that had suddenly opened up his throat. Lastly, the rightmost guard at the rear of the caravan moved to spur his horse forward, when he suddenly noticed that his partner was bent over in his saddle, with a bloody spearhead protruding from his open mouth. Though he couldn’t see the rest of the weapon, the guard could clearly see that the back of his buddy’s helmet was split like a coconut hit by a machete.


CHAPTER 24


Ingálvur cursed his luck, and the damnable beast that put him in this mess, for the thousandth time that day. His bare feet were beyond sore, having blistered badly within the first few miles of the trek. The ignominy of being chained to a bunch of worthless human chattel and paraded through the streets naked was bad enough, but the vicious whipping he received whenever he tried to speak was beyond the pale. These ignorant buffoons should be grateful to hear my melodious voice and bear witness to my wisdom, but they are too crude to even understand that! the elf silently hissed, spitting on the road in impotent rage.

The former merchant’s long blond hair, now matted with dirt and straw, hid the man’s face as he walked with his head bowed low. If anyone were to watch him carefully, they’d notice that the elf walked with an odd gait, one that couldn’t be fully explained by the wounds on his feet. But no one was watching him carefully, and if anyone did happen to look his way, they really wouldn’t care about such a thing. All they’d see was a pitifully scrawny slave, who likely wouldn’t survive the 900 mile march to El Dorado.

The former wealthy merchant was trudging along, wallowing in his own misery, when the screaming started. Before he had any clue what was going on, the slaves around him tried to bolt in different directions, and wound up dragging him to the ground. There, amidst the press of bodies, he saw one of the guards get impaled by… something. He couldn’t see what it was, but the man’s blood was freely running down some invisible object, as he was lifted into the air and held aloft.

Though his usual response to seeing blood was to scream and cry like a little girl, the cowardly elf felt something dark and cold settle over his heart, which had the effect filling him with an unnatural calm. Thanks to whatever magic had blanketed his mind and senses, the sneaky bastard was able to keep his composure, and take advantage of the situation.

With a quick glance to his sides, to ensure no one was watching him, the elf reached back and slipped a finger into his own ass. Squeezing the digit into the tight orifice was unpleasant to say the least, but once it was in, he managed to grip the object he’d hidden inside with the tip of his fingernail. With what seemed like an agonizing slowness, given the frantic situation he was in, Ingálvur managed to pull the dull copper nail free of his sphincter.

Moving as fast as he dared, the elf brought the shit stained tool around to the lock on his collar. He’d been lucky enough to find it lying in the dirt where he slept, back in Guayabo, and had painstakingly dulled the tip by grinding it against the stone foundation whenever he thought no one was looking. Once he was satisfied that it wouldn’t puncture his insides with a careless movement, he’d stowed it away where the sun wouldn’t shine, and waited for his moment. That moment was now.

In his youth, Ingálvur had been slightly more adventurous, if not more courageous. He had entertained himself with slipping in and out of the manor, wary of his father’s watchful eye, to dally with the easier women in the poorer sections of town. He didn’t possess the charisma to seduce a proper lady, but his father’s coins went far enough to buy him some company in the right kind of establishments.

Of course, getting more than his monthly allowance wasn’t easy, as his tight fisted father always had his hard earned cash under lock and key. Hence his learning to pick locks in his early twenties. Not that the pampered merchant would have ever figured out how to do such a thing on his own, but by a twist of fate, he happened to meet a rather roguish young man who possessed all manner of interesting skills.

One night, his drinking and carousing had drawn the attention of a few less savoury types; men who coveted the coins which seemed to flow so freely from the foolish young fop’s pockets. When he’d stumbled out of the brothel later that evening, drunk as the proverbial skunk, three such men accosted the elf and dragged him into a nearby alley, with plans to relieve him of some of his precious burden. After the thugs had emptied his pockets, but before they could do the same to his skull, a wiry young man had appeared from the shadows and singlehandedly chased the other men off.

Relieved that his life had been saved, Ingálvur took an instant liking to the charismatic young sailor, who would one day become the father of one Lieutenant Brann. The merchant’s son, and the son of a sea dog, quickly became thick as thieves, which for all intents and purposes, they were. Ingálvur’s new friend taught him a number of useful skills, such as picking locks to get at his old man’s coins, while the young merchant greased palms and helped the scallywag climb the social ladder.

Thus the old merchant found himself in possession of the skills necessary to escape his enslavement at this very moment. Fitting the copper nail into the bronze lock on his collar, the elf quickly popped the cheap device, and freed his neck from the hated band of metal. Before anyone could notice, the sleazy bastard slipped out of the tangle of bodies, and into the bush growing near the road. From there, it was a simple matter of making his way a little deeper into the forest without being caught.

When at last, the sounds of battle seemed distant enough, the elf let out a relieved sigh and stood to stretch his aching back.

“Congratulations.” a dark and somewhat sibilant voice commented, followed by a slow clap.

Ingálvur froze where he stood. He was no master woodsman, in fact, he had far less of a connection with nature than most elves did, but he was shocked that he hadn’t noticed the strange looking man before he spoke.

“Be at ease, my friend.” the stranger said with a shark-like smile. “I’m here to help.”

“Who are you?” the elf demanded, not trusting the man with the oddly styled eyebrows in the slightest.

“You can call me Angelo.” the apparent human said with an ostentatious bow. “In case you’re wondering, I’m the one who left that nail on the floor for you to find. So you see, I’ve been helping you for quite some time.”

The greasy smile Angelo flashed him gave Ingálvur the willies, but he was naked and alone in the woods, with no real plan to survive. I’ll have to pretend to trust him, at least until we get somewhere safe. the elf told himself, and forced his best salesman’s smile onto his face. “Thank you for that, then. Do you have some plan to get us out of here?”

Angelo continued to smile as if he were every man’s best friend, but anyone with a bit of sense would have seen the evil lurking in the man’s red eyes. “Of course. I have some supplies stashed nearby, as well as a couple of mounts on the other side of Guayabo.”

“Other side?” Ingálvur asked with a frown. “Where are we going?”

“Why, to visit your cousins in Elphen, of course.” Angelo replied with a dark chuckle.
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Nyakuro quickly peeked inside the covered wagon to ensure no one was hiding inside, before heading to the front of the caravan to join her master. Hrein had already taken care of the two guards at the rear, and the two wagon drivers were dead as well. So that just leaves the enemies up front. the nekomata calculated as she silently crept forward.

Slipping past the final wagon, the cat-girl stood in a low crouch, taking in the scene before her. There were two crispy bodies slowly cooling in the middle of the road, and a guard lying on the ground a bit further on down the highway. From the looks of it, he may have tried to make a run for it, but judging from the arrow protruding from the back of his neck, Acrasia hadn’t let him get far.

The last of the guards had been unhorsed, and was limping slightly as he tried to circle around James to attack him from the back, while his employer waved a machete menacingly at the einherjar. Inspired by the overcooked slavers in the street, the nekomata focused on the injured guard and cast Dancing Flames. The sudden burst of azure fire fascinated the nekomata, and caused her husband to quickly shift away from the rapidly dying warrior. Thankfully, Hel’s Champion had been just outside the radius of the magical flames, but like standing too close to a campfire, it was uncomfortably hot until he moved a good distance away.

Nyakuro watched as the blue blaze quickly consumed the vile human, like the wick of a six foot tall candle. I would have expected him to scream… the cat-girl though idly as she listened to the sizzle and pop of the mortal’s flesh melting, but the only other sound the man made was a constant hiss, as all of the liquids in his body were boiled off in seconds. What surprised her the most however, was the pretty colour of the flames. Since she hadn’t had the chance to cast the spell after it had been upgraded, she’d had no idea that it would produce anything other than the yellow-orange flames she had been used to. I’ll have to ask Master why they are blue. Nyakuro noted silently.

Tlacahua knew there was no way for him to win this fight. The rest of the guards weren’t running to his rescue, which meant they had either run away or were dead. As he watched the last of his men be consumed in azure flames, the slave driver considered his options. “I don’t suppose you’ll let me walk away?” he grunted at the Champion, as he put a little more distance between them.

“Too late for that.” James growled and shook his head.

“Thought so.” the native warrior muttered and spun his machete. Determined to meet his fate with courage, the short but muscular man gave a terrible war cry, and flung himself at his opponent.

Moving much faster than his mortal foe, the einherjar stepped in to meet the man’s swing, and caught his weapon hand by the wrist. With his free hand, James summoned his trusty Buck knife, and drove it up into the other man’s skull, from under his chin. Thanks to his immense strength, the ex-soldier had no difficulty holding his enemy up, while the dying man gurgled and twitched on his blade, until the light left his eyes.

When he was sure that his enemy was dead, James sent his weapon back to his Inventory, and let the corpse fall to the ground. “Sit Rep!” he called out, carefully scanning the area for any remaining threats. One by one the women appeared nearby, dismissing their Druid Covering spells.

“All foes are slain, Master.” Hrein reported in a calm and clear voice. “And I am uninjured.” she added, after realizing that he’d want to know that as well.

“I’m okay too, Master.” Acrasia chimed in.

“Daijoubu… desu, Meowster.” Nyakuro replied last, with a little difficulty.

James nodded firmly, then visibly relaxed. “Good work then, ladies. Let’s not waste time or resources, though. Acrasia, I’d like you to keep watch on the slaves, while the rest of us cultivate the Qi of our fallen foes. They’re only human, and there were no mages among them that I am aware of, so it shouldn’t take long.”

“Yes, Master.” the fairy replied before flying a short distance away.

With nine dead enemies, it was easy to divvy up the Qi among them. Hrein started by gathering the Qi from the two guards she’d slain at the rear of the column, while Nyakuro began cultivating from the two drivers. James started with Tlacahua and the closest guard to him, but was surprised to find that the slave merchant supplied 15 Qi, despite being human. Maybe he was something else? Or had a mixed heritage, perhaps? James wondered after he finished. That left three guards remaining, which meant one for each of them. All told, James walked away with 35 Spirit, while the girls each got 30, after less than 20 minutes of work.

“Do me a favour and help me loot the bodies, ladies.” James commanded next. While his women went to work checking the guards, the einherjar started with Tlacahua himself. The most obvious pieces to take were the five thick rings adorning the slaver’s fingers, as well as the small hoop earrings in his ears. Next, James moved to take the two heavy gold chains hanging around the slave trader’s neck, and that was when he discovered a key hidden under the man’s shirt. “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” the einherjar muttered to himself as he inspected the iron key. “Better put this somewhere safe for now.”

After sending the key and jewellery to his Inventory, the Champion continued to search for spoils. On the dead man’s belt, he found a small purse containing 6 drachma and 52 obols, along with another key, though this one was bronze. Not wanting to waste anything, he sent the merchant’s dagger and machete to his Inventory as well. Lastly, James summoned a pair of pliers, and divested the dead man of his four gold teeth.
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Nyakuro prowled over to check the charred remains for anything valuable. She didn’t think she’d find much, since the fires burned so hot that virtually everything was reduced to ash. Only the warrior’s skeleton appeared to have retained its form, and even it was scorched as black as coal. I wonder if I can use my spell on it? the cat-girl pondered as she examined the corpse. Extending her index finger, the nekomata curiously poked the dead man’s skull with the tip of her claw. Even this light touch caused the skull to collapse into a pile of ash, which caused a chain reaction through the rest of the skeleton, with the whole thing disintegrating in seconds.

With a huff, Nyakuro poked the ashes with her foot, and was surprised to find something hard and hot buried beneath. Crouching down to clear the dust away, she found a melted pile of copper, which had most likely been the man’s pouch of coins. Using her claws to flick the hot metal away from the remains, she left it to cool while she checked the other corpses.
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When Hrein and Nyakuro returned, they hadn’t found a whole lot of value. A total of three spears and five daggers were the only items of interest, other than the precious metals. 147 copper obols were the sum total of actual ‘treasure’ the girls found during their hunt, in addition to the three piles of melted copper that the cat-girl had brought back. James stowed the lot of it in his Inventory, and decided it was time to check the wagons.
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Acrasia stood guard over the slaves, while the rest of the party cultivated and collected the loot. It was boring work, but someone had to do it, else the desperate people might try to escape.

One of the larger men was watching her carefully, and looked as if he might try something, so the fairy drew her bow and pointed the arrow directly at the man’s head. “Don’t. Just don’t.” she said with an exasperated sigh.

The man frowned, but then laid his head back down on the ground, without saying a word.

Ugh. This is no fun at all. the fairy complained in her head. Seeing the slaves lying on the ground like that reminded Acrasia of the conversation that she’d had with her husband, a short while ago. It wasn’t that she hated the institution of slavery or anything, she was quite happy serving her master after all, but she simply didn’t like to see people mistreated. There are good Masters, and bad Masters, she thought to herself, and the humans in Guayabo are bad Masters.

Ultimately, she saw humans as lesser beings, obviously inferior to the fae, but that didn’t mean they should be abused. They should be kept like good pets! the leannán sídhe decided, nodding in agreement with her own thoughts. Everyone loves kittens and puppies, and no one likes bad people who hurt them! Humans are the same. Sure, it’s fun to tie their shoelaces together or steal their food, but we shouldn’t really hurt them. Unless they’re bad. Or rude. Or smelly.

“Stand up!” Acrasia commanded the line of slaves. “But don’t try anything stupid!” Taking a step back to keep her distance, the fairy watched as the group awkwardly climbed to their feet. The reason she wanted them to stand was simple. She couldn’t see where the chains were joined to their collars, while they were lying on the ground. I’m sure Master will be mad if I just let the men go… but he would forgive me, right? the fairy told herself. Thinking she had time to free the males, the short fae peered carefully at the bronze collars around their necks. Ah! They’re locked! Damn! Now how will I free them!? With a resigned sigh, the leannán sídhe slumped her shoulders and gave up on her plan to disobey her master. “Defeated by a lock again…” she grumbled quietly.
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James crawled into the back of the covered wagon. For the most part, the interior appeared to be set up as a mobile living quarters for the slave trader. A thin mattress took up most of the floor, while a few trunks and a large chest filled the remaining space. The trunks contained a variety of personal items, such as clothing and copper cooking utensils, which Tlacahua would have needed on the trip. These would be good for Elora. the Champion thought as he sent the trunk of cookware to his Inventory.

Turning his attention to the iron bound chest, the einherjar grinned with anticipation. “This must be where he stores his valuables.” James muttered as he examined the sturdy iron lock, hanging on the front. “Good thing we found the key.” he whispered to himself with a grin, summoning the small item from his Inventory.

Carefully inserting the key into the lock, the einherjar gave it a turn and heard a satisfying click. Oops. Should have checked for traps. he joked to himself with a chuckle, as he tugged the lock free. After sending it to his Inventory as well, the ex-soldier flipped the latch and lifted the lid on the chest.

The only warning was a loud hiss, which barely registered in James’ consciousness, before the large snake latched onto his bicep. Its four foot long, sinuous body wrapped around his arm, as its venomous fangs sank deeply into his tender flesh.

Hel’s Champion fought off the horror that swelled in his chest, and made his heart feel like it was about to burst. It was one thing to be startled, and quite another to live out your own worst nightmare. “I hate snakes…” James growled as he forced his fear down, pushing it deep into his gut.

Lashing out with his free hand, the ex-soldier grabbed the serpent behind its broad, flat head. This caused the horrible creature to hiss angrily, and tighten its coils around his arm, no doubt injecting even more venom into his bloodstream. Not sure what else to do, he hauled the animal’s mouth off of him, which turned out not to be the brightest of ideas. The serpent’s curved fangs tore and rent his already inflamed flesh, causing the large warrior to cry out in agony.

Though he had no idea what kind of snake it was, James was certain it was venomous. A foul liquid was oozing from the wound, and the area around the bite was rapidly swelling, not to mention very painful. He didn’t have time to study the animal carefully, but he did note that it was generally brown in colour, with a yellow belly and dark triangular patterns running along its back. “You’re one nasty bastard, aren’t you?” the einherjar snarled as he glared at the snake.

As it turned out, this was also a rather foolish move on the part of the einherjar. The serpent flicked its fangs outward and sprayed James in the face with its venom.

“Gah!” the warrior yelled, as the burning toxin seeped into his eyes. In a fit of rage, James prepared to cast Flaming Sword on his hand holding the snake, but thankfully his First Wife caught on to his intentions, before he made yet another foolish mistake.

“Nay Master! Do not cast it! Thou wilt put the entire wagon alight!” Hrein yelled as she leapt into the wagon, and lashed out with her spear. With incredible precision, the orichalcum spearhead sliced into the serpent’s neck, a mere hairsbreadth above her husband’s hand, instantly decapitating the vile creature.

Banishing her weapon back to their shared Inventory, the valkyrie hurriedly placed a hand on her lover’s shoulder. “Thou mayest drop the serpent’s body, Master. The beast is dead.” she whispered calmly.

“Little shit spit in my eyes!” James hissed angrily as he flung the lower half of the snake away from himself.

“We doth need to treat the poison.” Hrein suggested, quickly looking around for something to wipe the fluid from her master’s face. Opening a trunk and pulling out a clean white shirt, the valkyrie carefully dabbed the area around his eyes.

“Venom.” James grunted.

“Master?” the shield maiden asked, paying more attention to clearing away the deadly liquid than their conversation.

“Venom. Not poison.” the einherjar grumbled sourly as he let his wife treat him. “Look for the alicorn when you’re finished. It should be around here somewhere.” he groaned as she touched his eye with the cloth. “Please.” he added belatedly.

“Of course, Master.” Hrein replied, setting the shirt down. Thankfully, it didn’t take long for her to find the alicorn, since it was resting in the first place she looked. Unsurprisingly, it was being kept in the treasure chest, along with Tlacahua’s small hoard of coins. Picking up the severed unicorn’s horn, she carefully placed it in her husband’s hands. “Here, Master. Though I am unsure how to activate its magic.”

James gently pressed the natural artifact back into the valkyrie’s hands. “I want you to use my Analysis blessing and cultivate from it. Draw the magic into yourself, and learn the spell it holds.”

Hrein frowned deeply. “But Master, art thou sure that is wise? What if I fail? Then thou wilt have no cure. Should it not be thee who should do this?”

“I can’t see, my love. The snake’s venom has robbed me of my sight, and I can’t heal my eyes until the toxin is neutralized.” the einherjar explained, while gritting his teeth in agony.

Taking a deep breath, the valkyrie pushed away her fears of failure, and prepared to do as her owner had asked. “Yea, Master. I shall do this.” she agreed somewhat hesitantly. Shifting into the lotus position, the shield maiden held the alicorn in her hands, and activated her master’s Analysis blessing. Next, Hrein cleared her mind and began the meditation ritual she had been taught, seeking to cultivate not only the dense Qi stored within the horn, but also the pattern of the magic itself.

The young woman gasped as the pure and powerful energy started to flow from the unicorn’s horn, directly into her soul. She had never experienced anything quite like it, as it differed significantly from the method by which James had taught her spells in the past. So this is what it is like… she thought briefly, before redoubling her focus.

In a mere five minutes, the talented young valkyrie finished absorbing the magic of the alicorn, and successfully learned the secrets held within. This of course had the expected effect of expanding her Dantian’s capacity to a new Total of 820 Qi as well. A quick look at the spell confirmed it was just what her master needed.
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“Be at ease, Master. I shall purify the serpent’s venom forthwith.” Hrein whispered softly, as she placed her hand against her lover’s cheek.

James sighed with relief as the magic entered his body through his wife’s hand, and the burning sensation in his eyes lessened until it vanished entirely. Not waiting another moment, the einherjar cast Remedy upon himself twice in quick succession, once to heal his eyes, and the next to mend the wound on his arm. “Thank you, my love.” the warrior uttered softly and gave his wife an earnest smile, before slipping his arms around her in a hug.

“I worried.” Hrein admitted quietly.

“I know. But I knew you could do it.” he whispered teasingly in her ear.

The valkyrie blushed slightly, then kissed him tenderly on the lips. “I thank thee for thy confidence, Master.”

“Always.” he replied, looking her in the eyes and resting his forehead against hers. “I have the utmost faith in you, Hrein.”

The two spent a quiet moment like that, just staring into each other’s eyes and holding one another, until the sound of Nyakuro moving around outside broke the silence.

“I suppose I should grab the coins before we go, eh?” James suggested, glancing over at the small hoard.

“Why not take the whole chest, Master? Unless thou hast something better to store thy treasure in?” Hrein proposed.

“You know what? You’re right. I definitely shouldn’t leave such a cool treasure chest behind.” the einherjar agreed with a chuckle. Laying his hand atop the chest, he sent the whole kit and caboodle to his Inventory. A quick glance at his Status Screen told him that he’d just gained 42 gold talents, and 500 silver drachma. “That’s… a lot of money.” James muttered with raised eyebrows.

Not knowing exactly how much they’d received, since she hadn’t seen the notification, Hrein simply smiled and turned to slip out of the wagon. Truth be told, the valkyrie wasn’t overly interested in riches anyway, only inasmuch as they would allow their house to grow and benefit from them.

Before leaving the wagon, James wanted to dispose of the snake’s remains. Summoning his Buck knife, he made to stab the serpent’s head, rather than picking it up with his hand. The moment the tip of the blade neared the disembodied head, the creature opened its mouth and bared its fangs, as if to silently hiss at the einherjar.

“Evil thing…” James muttered as he shrank back and shuddered in disgust.

“Master? Art thou not going to cultivate the serpent’s Qi before discarding its corpse?” the valkyrie asked with a slightly puzzled expression.

“Uh. No thanks. Actually, it’s your kill, so you should claim the Qi.” the einherjar replied, forcing a smile.

“Very well, Master.” Hrein accepted with a knowing grin.

“I’ll uh… just get out of your way, then.” James stated and slipped past his wife.

“I shall see thee shortly, Master.” the valkyrie said with a small wave.

Hopping down from the back of the wagon, the einherjar shivered again as he went to search for Acrasia. “Why’d it have to be a snake?” James grumbled to himself.

James saw Nyakuro before he spotted Acrasia. The cat-girl was perched atop the supply wagon, and dutifully keeping an eye out for any incoming dangers. “See anything?” the einherjar asked his wife in a low voice.

“Nyan.” the nekomata replied with a slight shake of her head.

“Fair enough. Thanks for keeping watch.” James said while reaching up to stroke one of his lover’s tails.

The cat-girl glanced down at her husband, and purred happily at his gentle caress.

After allowing himself a moment to indulge in the feel of the nekomata’s soft fur, the einherjar continued on until he reached the end of the caravan. Acrasia was standing guard over the line of slaves, as he’d asked, but the woman seemed uneasy about something.

“Everything all right, my pet?” James asked as he approached the blonde fairy.

“Yup. Everything’s fine, Master.” the fae replied with an obviously forced smile.

“Okay…” The Champion could tell that something was up, but decided not to press the issue for the moment. Turning to address the slaves, he raised his voice so that they could all hear him clearly. “Listen up! Here’s what’s going to happen. The girls are coming with us, to be adopted into elven families in Elphyne. The women have a choice. One: move to Elphyne, take an elven husband, and bear him children to become free women, or Two: be sold back in Guayabo. As for the males, all of you will be returning to Guayabo for sale.”

The slaves began murmuring among themselves, and a few seemed outright distraught by the news. Rather than wait for them to get too worked up, James pressed on.

“Acrasia.” the einherjar called his wife’s name loudly.

“Master?” the fairy almost jumped in surprise.

“I’m going to start unlocking the collars of those coming with us. Make sure you put at least two arrows in any that try to run. Understood?” the ex-soldier ordered, loud enough that everyone could hear.

“… Yes, Master.” Acrasia answered a bit despondently.

The einherjar pulled the bronze key he’d found out of his pocket, and started by unlocking the collars of the young girls. There were four who clearly hadn’t reached adulthood yet, so he rounded them up and had them stand next to the supply wagon. “Okay. Which of you women will be joining us?”

Most of the slave women looked at one another, and a few looked to men who were nearby, with only two eventually raising their hands to join the girls.

“Hmph.” James grunted, and freed the two volunteers. “Go stand with the girls, and don’t try anything funny. You won’t get far, trust me.” There were another half a dozen women still standing in the line, which disappointed the knight more than a little. I was really hoping more of them would join us… he thought to himself.

Acrasia glanced at her husband out of the corner of her eye. I know we need more women for Elphyne… but Master is scaring them. Taking a deep breath, and knowing that she was risking pissing off her husband, the fairy took a step forward and made an announcement. “If all of the women will agree to take husbands in Elphyne… we will free all of the men and boys.”

The einherjar’s eyes widened at her unexpected offer, and he turned to stare at his wife. More surprising than her suggestion though, was the reaction of the slaves. As soon as she’d finished speaking, many of the men and women began to argue. After listening in for a few seconds, it became clear that some of the slaves were related, and a few were husband and wife.

“I can’t let you sacrifice yourself like this!” one man said to a woman who might have been his sister.

“But we’ll both be free, after a fashion. Please, you have to let me go.” the woman pleaded.

“Is what she said true?” another woman asked, staring intently at the einherjar.

James looked to his beautiful wife with a heavy scowl. “How do you expect them to survive, Acrasia? It’s unlikely they can just head back to Guayabo, and they don’t even have clothes let alone supplies.”

The blonde fairy hung her head in shame, but walked up to her husband and knelt before him. “Please let them have the wagons, Master.” she beseeched her owner in a trembling voice.

James folded his arms over his chest and growled softly. He really didn’t like being undermined like this, but he had to admit that they were likely to get more women with this deal, which were worth more than the gold that he’d get for selling them and the males. After a moment’s thought, the einherjar gave his answer. “My beloved wife has asked me for something that is within my power to give. So it shall be done.” he growled.

Acrasia’s head snapped up at his words, and she stared at him open mouthed, with tears in her eyes. A grateful smile slowly formed on her lips, before she laughed joyously and flung herself at her husband, hugging him tightly and peppering him with kisses. “Thank you, Master! Thank you!”

James calmly stroked the fairy’s hair and hugged her back. “It’s fine. I’m not going to deny the women I love, if I can help it.” he said with a sigh.

Once Acrasia calmed down, the einherjar gently pried her off and moved to free the women, all of whom seemed to agree to his wife’s offer.

Nyakuro watched as James worked his way down the line, freeing women from their chains. In particular, her eyes were drawn to a couple who were holding hands and openly crying. Her keen cat-ears had no trouble at all picking out their tearful conversation.

“It’ll be okay. Raise our son well, and take care of yourself.” the woman whispered softly to her husband, as tears rolled down her cheeks.

“I’ll miss you so much, Cualli. I’ll always love you.” the man sobbed as he held her hands tightly in his own.

The scene couldn’t help but remind the nekomata of her own family being torn apart not so long ago, and her eyes began to water as she watched another family endure that same pain. With a shaky breath, the cat-girl dropped down from the supply wagon and walked over to her husband. Lightly placing a hand on his forearm, the woman dropped to her knees and begged. “Meowster…”

James looked down to see his dark haired wife gazing up at him with sad, wet eyes and trembling lips. “What…?” he asked in surprise, not understanding what had upset her so. The nekomata turned her gaze to the crying couple, who were holding a young boy between them. When the einherjar followed her gaze, he saw the same thing she did, and finally cottoned on to what she wanted.

“Oh for fuck’s sake…” the ex-soldier groaned aloud. “Fine!” he yelled, ensuring that all and sundry would hear him. “Any grown women that want to go with the males, can go! I don’t care.”

Nyakuro meowed softly in appreciation and gave her husband a brilliant smile, before kissing his hand and hugging his leg. Similarly, Acrasia flittered up to wrap her arms around his neck and hug him from behind.

“You are a good man, Master.” she whispered in his ear.

James grunted and shook his head slightly. “No. I just love my wives.” he quietly disagreed.


CHAPTER 25


In the end, about half of the women agreed to move to Elphyne, leaving him with three women and four girls to transport back to the fae city. To make the move as easy as possible, he pulled the human females aside and marked them all with his Summons spell.

While James was preparing to open a series of portals, to get him back to Elphyne faster, Hrein approached the group carrying the body of the dead snake. “Dost thou desirest the carcass for anything, Master? Mayhap its skin would be worth something?” the valkyrie asked while clearly fighting to hide a smirk.

James gave his First Wife the side eye and shook his head. “You can give it to the tanners in Elphyne if you want. They might have some use for it.”

“Very well, Master. I have also collected the head, in case anyone could make use of its fangs or venom glands.” Hrein added.

“Okay. Good work. Give it to the tanners, and ask them to pass it along to the elven herbalists that live… somewhere in the city. I’m sure I met a couple back when I was putting together a census. They’re the only ones I can think of that might want it.” James said, after giving it some thought.

“Ugh! A fer-de-lance.” Acrasia grimaced when she spotted the snake in Hrein’s hand. Giving the valkyrie a wide berth as she made her way to her husband, the fairy leaned against the much taller man without taking her eyes off the dead serpent.

“You’re familiar with that kind of snake?” James asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.

Acrasia nodded but continued to watch the snake warily. “They’re called the Ultimate Pit Viper, ‘cause they’re so nasty. If one bites your leg, and a healer can’t help you, the whole leg will rot off in a couple of weeks. And that’s if you’re lucky! If it bites you somewhere bad, you can die.”

“Hmm.” the einherjar hummed in thought as he stroked his chin. By rot, she probably means necrosis of the flesh. Or perhaps gangrene setting in? Either way, nasty stuff indeed. “Well, I’m glad that Hrein was able to purge the venom from my system then.” he finally stated, giving his First Wife a grateful smile.

“Yeah. They’re a real problem around here. That’s why we fae gave them such a hated name.” Acrasia added, shifting her body slightly, so that James was between her and the headless snake.

“Fer-de-lance? That means something like ‘iron of the lance’, right? Like a spearhead?” the einherjar guessed.

The leannán sídhe nodded, but didn’t really have much more to add. “Yes, Master.”

“Huh. Interesting.” the Champion noted. Returning his attention to the task at hand, James turned back to address the women and girls who would soon be citizens of Elphyne. “Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Sir James of the Seelie Court, and Champion of Lady Hel. These are my wives, Hrein, Acrasia, and Nyakuro.” he stated, indicating each wife as he introduced them. “Though I am a knight, I consider myself a healer first and foremost. As such, I will be giving each of you a short exam, and ensuring that you are in perfect health before taking you to Elphyne.”

The women and girls seemed a little nervous when the large beast of a man approached, but calmed slightly as he went through the process and showed each of them the display of his Diagnosis spell. Despite the fact that none of the human females could read, they each found the small illusory screen fascinating.

As it turned out, all three adult women, and one of the older girls, were suffering from one form of venereal disease or another. All seven former slaves also had minor injuries, as well as scarring on their backs, and in some cases, other parts of their bodies.

Before the einherjar began their treatment, he informed each lady of which maladies they suffered from, and warned them that removing the scars would hurt, albeit only for a few seconds. While he was at it, he also took care of any body hair they had, or might have in the future, in the case of the children. He did this because he knew that the elves saw body hair as unsightly, primarily due to the fact that they had none at all themselves.

By the time he was finished, James had burned through 500 Qi, just in casting Remedy spells alone. And it’s going to cost me another 100, just to open the portals to Elphyne. the einherjar sighed, his mind already tired from working so much magic.

With a quiet groan, the ex-soldier stretched, and cast Hel’s Gate, opening an inter-planar tunnel to Eljudnir. Sticking his head into the dark vortex, he quickly noted that, while the portal itself was touching the ground, the interior of the tunnel remained the same. That is to say, one would still need to fly in order to reach the light at the other end of the tunnel, without being lost to the void. Hmm. I wonder if I could alter the spell at some point, to change the word ‘path’ to ‘bridge’? Would that produce a result more like the Bifröst, I wonder? the einherjar pondered as he stared into the unending darkness.

“Master?” Hrein called out to her husband with a hint of worry in her voice.

“Hmm? Oh, sorry. I was just contemplating the nature of this spell, that’s all. I’ll be on my way now. I’ll summon all of you in a few minutes.” James told her with a reassuring smile.

Sure enough, less than two minutes later, he was standing outside the Temple of Hel in Elphyne, having opened a second portal almost immediately after entering Niflheimr. “Now. Who all do I want to summon?” the Champion muttered to himself. Clearly I want to bring my three wives over, and the seven former slaves. Oh! And the livestock I bought. After running over the list one more time in his head, to ensure that he hadn’t forgotten anyone or anything, James cast his Summons spell. A heartbeat later, a huge magic circle appeared on the ground in front of him, and everyone he’d planned to summon was teleported into it.

“Wow! That was amazing, Master!” Acrasia exclaimed.

The cow and chickens didn’t appear to be so enthused, however. The brown boss mooed her displeasure for all to hear, while the hens clucked and flapped around the yard in a wild panic.

James sighed as he realized just how much work would be required to care for the animals. Actually… where am I going to put them? he wondered, shocked at his own lack of foresight. The poor ex-soldier had been so entranced by the idea of having fresh cream and eggs added to their diet, that he had overlooked some rather serious issues. Groaning internally, the einherjar shook his head and decided to focus on the more important issue at hand. “I’ll deal with that later.” he grumbled to himself.

Hearing the disturbance from inside, the residents of the temple came running out, to see what the racket was all about. “Wow! A moo-cow!” little Zahra screamed, dashing over to hug the four legged beast.

“What a… surprise, Sir.” Lāmina commented, as she gracefully descended the stairs.

“Uh, yeah. I was just thinking that Elora might like a supply of fresh cream and eggs, so…” James explained while rubbing the back of his head in embarrassment.

“So you bought a cow and hens.” Elora finished for him with a frown.

“Well, it might be a bit more work, but I’m sure you can handle it.” the temple maiden said to the head maid with a smirk.

Elora scowled at the younger elf, but didn’t say anything in response.

“Actually, that’s not all I picked up either.” James went on to say, hoping to improve the maid’s mood a little.

This time it was Lāmina’s turn to scowl. “Don’t tell me you bought all of those women for your harem, Sir.”

“Huh!? Oh, no! Not at all. These ladies are new citizens of Elphyne, that’s all.” the einherjar emphatically denied, waving his hands in the air before him. “No, I meant this.” Opening up his Status Screen, he made it visible to the others, and flipped to the Inventory section. Stepping closer to the elven women, he showed them the supplies he’d purchased, as well as the copper cookware he’d acquired.

“Hmm.” Elora hummed as she scrolled through the list. “These will make my job much easier, and allow me to cook a much wider variety of dishes.” After a moment, the head maid looked up at her owner and gave him a troubled smile. “Thank you, Master.” she said a bit shyly.

“You’re welcome, Elora.” James replied, beaming at the young woman with pride.

“Ahem.” Lāmina pretended to cough, then smiled sweetly at her fiancé. “Since these ladies aren’t staying with us, might I suggest that you escort them to the palace, Sir? I’m sure Síofra will be able to help them get settled.”

“Ah. Right. As for the livestock…” the einherjar began, but was cut off by Lāmina again.

“Actually, I have some good news. It seems you are quite lucky today, Sir.” the elf said with a grin.

“Oh?” James asked, intrigued by what she might be about to say.

“The Queen had several acres of land cleared for the unicorns to roam in. Ten in total, I believe. The pasture is just down past the stream, on the outskirts of the Fae Quarter.” Lāmina informed him.

“Oh!” the einherjar said again. “That would be perfect for the cow. We’ll have to build a barn at some point, as well as a coop for the chickens. I imagine the unicorns would appreciate somewhere to get out of the weather occasionally, too.”

“I’m sure they would, Sir.” the temple maiden replied with a warm smile. “Furthermore, if the cow lives in the same pasture as the unicorns, you won’t have to worry about cleaning up dung.”

James furrowed his brow slightly upon hearing the elf’s words. “Why not? Not that I’m complaining, mind you. I just don’t understand how that would be the case.”

Lāmina grinned, loving the fact that she knew something that her fiancé didn’t. “The Queen took it upon herself to speak with the creatures of the pasture, and asked them to keep it clean. Her powers over nature truly are astounding.”

“Creatures?” the Champion asked, hoping for a little more information.

“The earthworms and dung beetles specifically, in this case. I heard that she called a great number of them from the surrounding forest, to ensure that the field was well kept. The land itself was cleared by the dryads, by the way. Rather than destroy the natural plant life, as humans would have, the dryads carefully uprooted the trees and bushes, so they could be relocated elsewhere. Several apple trees and berry bushes were brought in to take their place as well, which should provide the unicorns, and now your cow, with some wonderful treats to nibble on.” she explained more thoroughly.

“And help with soil retention.” James pointed out.

“What?” Lāmina asked with a look of mild confusion.

“Uh… it just means that the roots of larger plants, like trees, help keep the soil from being washed away in the rain.” the ex-soldier explained.

“Hmm.” the pretty elf furrowed her brow as she thought over his statement, but then shrugged and simply accepted it as fact. “If you say so, Sir. Anyway, Zahra and I will give the twins a hand moving the animals to the new pasture. That should free you up to take care of the new citizens, yes?”

“Yeah. That would be a big help. Thanks.” James smiled and gave the much smaller woman’s shoulder a light squeeze.

James and his wives escorted the former slaves down the road, towards the palace. I wish I had some clothes or blankets to give them, but I just don’t have enough. he thought, sighing inwardly. Hopefully the queen will have something for them.

Though the women and girls were rather embarrassed to be paraded through the streets naked as they were, the local fae didn’t pay any attention to that whatsoever, what with many of them wandering around in the nude as well. What was far more alarming to the fae, was the simple fact that humans were in the Fae Quarter at all.

The einherjar’s procession didn’t make it very far, before several of the queen’s handmaidens rushed out to meet them, each bearing cloaks to loan the women and girls.

“We heard news that you were bringing an entourage of women towards the palace, Sir James. Am I correct in assuming these are to be new citizens of Elphyne?” an elven woman asked, curtsying when she came to a stop in front of the knight.

It took the einherjar a moment to place the elf, but her close resemblance to Elora and Elina helped speed things up. “Lady Síofra.” James greeted the twins’ mother. “You’re right. I was hoping to run into you. I believe the Queen has tasked you with getting human women settled?”

“You are correct, Sir James. I will take these ladies into my care. The girls will be adopted into elven families, and I will arrange marriage interviews for the women.” Síofra confirmed.

“That’s great. Thanks. By the way, how is the last young lady doing?” the knight inquired, a little concerned that things might not be going quite as smoothly as he’d hoped. The slight frown that appeared on the elf’s face proved that he had been right to worry.

“There have been… issues.” Síofra admitted.

“What kind of issues?” James asked, fighting to keep from scowling at the elf.

“To be frank, though we did find a willing marriage partner for the young woman, she has not had an easy time adjusting to the household.” the elf sighed before going into more detail. “The other ladies of the house, the elven wives, speak about her when they think she isn’t listening. Apparently they refer to her as the ‘hairy brute’, and deride her appearance and lack of grace in the company of their husband.”

Hel’s Champion frowned at the news, but he couldn’t really say it was unexpected. Elves are naturally more elegant and delicate looking than their human counterparts. They’re also much longer lived, have more talent with magic, and so on. It was inevitable that they’d look down on any humans in their midst. Add to that the natural jealousy that would be directed at a new woman in the house and, well… Glancing at the elven lady, who looked somewhat ashamed to admit such things, the einherjar made a small suggestion. “I can easily take care of the body hair problem. In fact, I already have for these other women.” he added, nodding towards the group of former slaves being led down the road by the handmaidens.

“That would be appreciated, Sir James. It won’t fix everything, but… well, let us just say that there were some concerns voiced that any child created by the union of an elf with a human wife might be…” the elf coughed before quietly finishing her statement. “more animal… than elf.”

The einherjar cringed, quite sure in his guess as to which individuals posited such a theory, and who had the misfortune of overhearing it. Taking a moment to think back on the various myths and legends he’d read in his past life, James found an incongruity with the current situation. “You know, it’s weird.” he muttered, barely loud enough for the elf at his side to hear him.

“What is, Sir James?” Síofra asked.

“There are so many stories about fairies stealing human children and replacing them with changelings… that this blatant bigotry doesn’t make sense.” the einherjar stated.

“Ah. I understand what you mean, Sir James. But you misunderstand a few things, I think.” the elf replied.

“Oh? Which things?” the Champion asked, honestly curious what he had missed.

“Firstly, it was the faeries that stole the human children, not the elves. Second, those children were not raised as their own in most cases. Instead, they were raised as servants.” she explained.

James sighed and nodded. “I see. Then… do you think we might take a few small steps to change how these human women are viewed?”

“Such as?” Síofra inquired.

“Well, it’s undeniable that these women are necessary for the continuation of the elven race, here in Elphyne at least. Quite frankly, that makes them almost heroic in a way. I understand that the elves won’t like to be reminded of that fact, though…” James began. “So, let’s take the focus off them being human altogether. Spread the rumour that I have changed each of them with my magic, such that they are no longer entirely human. This isn’t completely untrue either, since I am removing their ability to produce body hair. It isn’t much of a change, but it is a change nonetheless.”

“Hmm.” Síofra tapped her lips as she contemplated his suggestion. “We’ll need to do more than that, though. Perhaps change the way we refer to them? Instead of ‘human women’, they could be ‘Elf-Wives’ once married to an elf.”

“That’s good! And maybe… ‘Elf-Mothers’ once they’ve given birth? That would make the adopted girls ‘Elf-Daughters’ as well.” the einherjar added.

The elven lady nodded enthusiastically. “Yes. It won’t change the problems overnight, but it might help to change people’s perspective a bit.”

“And every bit helps. Let me know if I can help in any other ways, okay?” James offered.

Síofra graced the einherjar with a warm smile, and lightly patted his arm. “Thank you, Sir James. I will do that. And please say hello to my daughters for me, will you?”

“I will.” he agreed with a smile. “Where should I meet with the young lady to take care of the hair business?”

“I can do that, Master!” Acrasia suddenly volunteered.

“You will?” James asked, quirking a brow in surprise.

“Yeah. Hrein said you will be busy cultivating soon, since there is a new spell that you need to work on.” the fairy replied with a look of distaste. “So I can go do this for you.”

“Okay. Thank you, my pet. Take care, and come home safe when you’re done.” the Champion accepted his tiny wife’s offer.

“See you soon, Master!” Acrasia shouted back as she flitted off down the road.

“She doesn’t even know where she is going…” Síofra muttered, watching the fairy go.

James chuckled and shook his head. “I’m sure she’ll be back to ask you soon enough. Have a good evening, Lady Síofra.”

“You as well, Sir James.” the elf replied politely.

Since the day had grown late, Acrasia didn’t manage to avoid training after all. It didn’t take the fairy long to complete her task, and though she dallied quite a bit on her way back, she found the others waiting to have supper when she arrived.

Due to the fact that Elora hadn’t known when to expect the rest of the household to show up, supper was a simple meal of Irish Stew and a loaf of the fresh bread that James had brought back from Guayabo.

Because supper was later than usual, the family only had two hours to train before their usual bed time. This meant that Acrasia was able to squeeze in a little time with Effie, improving her ability to read music. James and his other two wives took the opportunity to get some solid cultivation in, though.

Each managed to refine 240 Spirit in that time, which they added to the small pools they had acquired from their foes earlier in the day. This left James with 275 Spirit to work with, while Hrein had 285, and Nyakuro possessed 270.

As Hrein had guessed, the einherjar’s top priority was enhancing the new Antidote spell, before learning it himself. Reading through the spell description, he immediately realized that he wanted to expand its effectiveness beyond ordinary toxins. “I want it to neutralize all forms of poisoning, not just toxins like venom or poison.” the einherjar muttered out loud.

The valkyrie frowned at his statement. “I do not understand, Master. What other types of poisoning are there?”

“Well, radiation poisoning for one.” the ex-soldier replied. Realizing that he would need to explain further, he immediately went into more detail. “Radiation is basically energy or really small particles that can make you very sick or even kill you outright. I don’t expect to run into it here, on Terra, but it can’t hurt to be prepared.”

Hrein considered her master’s explanation, but it didn’t really make sense to her. The magic of her Polyglot spell tried to translate ‘particles’ as really small pieces of something, but she failed to understand how that would lead to poisoning, if the substance wasn’t poisonous already… Which the spell should take care of normally. she thought to herself.

Failing to notice his wife’s confusion, James focussed on improving the spell through ‘gain of function’, as he had done with the Remedy spell in the past. This attempt cost the einherjar 100 Spirit, but was ultimately successful.
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“Okay, my love. I’d like you to double the effectiveness by changing the word ‘one’ to ‘two’.” James suggested to his wife.

“Yea, Master.” the valkyrie agreed, and spent 100 of her own Spirit to accomplish the task. She then showed the results to her husband via her Status Screen.
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“Good work. Nyakuro, I would like your help next.” the einherjar asked his nekomata wife.

“Meow?” the black cat wondered what he would ask of her.

“I’d like you to copy the spell from Hrein’s spell list, and paste it into mine.” James explained. “I’ll work on it more from there, so that everyone can benefit.”

“Meow.” the nekomata replied, then did as she was asked. This cost her 110 Spirit, and allowed James to learn the spell, as well as boost his Dantian’s Total capacity to 1050 Qi.

“Now, I want to combine the Antidote spell with my Remedy, but I don’t want to be wasteful. If I just add the new spell to the old one, the Qi cost will jump to 20, but give no additional benefit. That means I might as well double the Qi beforehand, and increase its effectiveness in the process. I doubt anyone will be suffering from four simultaneous forms of poisoning very often, but I suppose it could happen.” the ex-soldier rambled as he toyed with the spell, effecting the changes he had in mind.

“Master? Why art thou combining it with thy Remedy spell?” Hrein asked, unable to see the benefit in doing so.

“There are improvements that I want to make to Remedy, before giving it to all of you. Combining them beforehand means that I don’t have to pay to make the same improvements to Antidote before giving it out as well.” James told his wife while he focussed on dragging the new spell over the older one. As expected, combining the spells in that fashion caused a sharp spike of pain deep in the einherjar’s head, which took several moments to clear up. He then immediately spent another 100 Spirit to improve the efficiency of the spell, cutting the Qi cost by half. Happy with the results, he showed them to his wives.
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“The name hath changed again.” Hrein noted with a frown.

“Yes, it has.” James agreed with a grin. “Nyakuro, kitten, do me a favour and double the amount of infections it can treat, will you?”

“Meow.” The nekomata complied with his request, and spent another 100 of her own Spirit. Though she didn’t understand a lot of the terminology in the spell’s description, even she had to admit that it appeared to be a powerful spell.

[image: Panacea]


“Surely it is finished now, Master?” Hrein asked, wondering just what her husband had in mind for the spell. I still do not see the benefit of adding Antidote to Remedy if that is the case… she silently admitted.

“Nope. We need 200 Spirit for the next step, though. Which means it will have to wait until tomorrow. Thanks for your help though, ladies.” James replied with a playful grin.

“Shall we reserve the use of our remaining Spirit until the morrow then, Master?” the valkyrie suggested.

“I’d appreciate that, actually. Might really speed things up.” he agreed. Standing up and stretching, the einherjar decided that it was time to call it a night. “Come on, ladies. That’s enough work for the day. Now it’s time to have some fun.” the Champion announced with a roguish grin.

“I’m coming, Master!” Acrasia yelled across the yard, having just returned from her music lessons.

“Not yet, you aren’t. But you will be soon enough.” James teased.


CHAPTER 26


Elora tossed and turned restlessly in her bed. The ornate piece of furniture had been delivered earlier in the day, and at first she had been thrilled to have her old bed back. There was simply no comparing a proper mattress to the uncomfortable cot that her master had given her to sleep on.

But now, late at night, she lay wide awake and unable to sleep. The huge canopied bed simply reminded her too much of her old life, and all the hopes and dreams that she had held so dear in days gone by. And they’re just too big! Ugh! she groaned inwardly, determined not to wake her sister.

Without the use of her master’s Inventory blessing, the elf never would have fit the first bed through the chamber’s door, let alone stuffed two such behemoths into the tiny room. As it was, the two oaken frames barely fit within the room, taking up virtually every inch of available space.

Elora sighed and rolled over for the hundredth time that night. I wonder what master’s mansion will be like? she mused, trying to imagine a lavish estate in the underworld. Will I have my own room, or will I share one with Elina? After a moment, she asked herself another question; one she had been avoiding. Would I even want a separate room now? The two twins had shared a room as children, but had been given their own rooms once they had reached their teenage years. At the time, Elora had refused to admit how lonely it was without her sister sleeping next to her each night, but now that they were living in such close quarters again, the elf was loathe to give it up.

Rolling back over so that she faced her sister, the maid’s mind wandered to another topic that she had adamantly refused to consider. I wonder what it would be like to sleep in Master’s arms? Realizing what she’d just thought, the young woman nearly screamed, and buried her face in her pillow to keep from doing just that. Too busy kicking her feet and flailing about in bed to notice anything going on around her, the embarrassed elf failed to spot her twin silently slip out of the next bed over, and creep out the door.

Several minutes passed before Elora calmed down enough to notice that her bedroom door was wide open. The fact that she had an uninterrupted view of said door, made it immediately obvious the the other bed in the room was empty. Oh no… the elf thought, as she quickly scrambled over her sister’s bed to reach the exit.

Running down the hall, Elora made for the stairs which led to her master’s chambers. If Elina had flown the coop, there was only one place she was likely to go. Damn it! Every night! Why must she spy on our Master every bloody night!? the maid cursed in her head as she chased after her sister.

Sure enough, when the head maid reached the top floor, she immediately saw that the master bedroom door was ajar. Creeping up as silently as she could, the elf pushed the door open a little wider, so that she could peer inside. What she saw however, made the woman gasp so loud that she feared she might wake the occupants.

Sprawled out on the bed in all of their naked glory, were James and his wives. As usual, their bodies formed a tangled mess, that would only come undone when the magic, which held Acrasia and Nyakuro in their humanoid forms, ran out.

As if Elina had timed her entrance perfectly to coincide with that moment, both women suddenly shifted and became much smaller, without waking anyone in the process. But it wasn’t the sight of James or his wives naked, nor the time limit on the magic running out, which had caused Elora to gasp. No, it was the sight of her sister a few seconds before that.

Loosening her shift as she slowly approached the sleeping family, Elina let the thin material slip from her shoulders and fall into a puddle on the floor. Without the slightest pause in her pace, the thin elf continued to walk forward until her naked legs touched the side of the bed.

Elora was beside herself with both confusion and worry. While her sister had often snuck into their master’s bedchambers, and even spent the night spying on him and his wives, the crazy woman had never taken her clothes off to do so in the past. Even if the elf found that act disturbing however, it was nothing compared to what she saw next. The head maid’s heart was in her throat as she watched her twin sister climb into the bed, and crawl between the legs of their sleeping master.

The elf wanted to scream. To rush in, grab her sister, and drag her away before the situation got any worse. But a single thought got stuck in her mind, and made her unable to act. Is this… what she wants?

With wide eyes, Elora watched as Elina lowered her head and began to kiss and nuzzle the einherjar’s manhood. The big man groaned in his sleep, but was so used to Acrasia’s nighttime antics that he didn’t wake, even as his member slowly became rigid from the attention.

The head maid covered her mouth with her hand as she stared at the other elf in shock. She couldn’t tear her eyes away as the younger twin quietly parted her lips, and took the einherjar’s organ into her mouth. With obvious affection, Elina slowly worked her lips and tongue over the head of their master’s cock, as if worshipping the man’s rapidly growing erection.

James groaned a bit louder, and seemed like he was on the verge of waking up, so Elina carefully withdrew his manhood from her mouth. Holding it gently in her hand, the elf silently crawled forward until she straddled the sleeping man’s hips, her virgin pussy hovering mere inches above her intended lover’s sex.

Elora would swear that at that moment, her keen elven ears could hear Elina’s heart pounding in her chest, but perhaps it was her own heart that was thumping so loudly. One thing was certain, however. The slender elf was a vision of beauty; the silver moonlight shining in the window illuminated her porcelain skin, as she gently lowered herself onto her lover’s hardened shaft.

Elina’s lips parted in a silent gasp, when the head of James’ cock parted her delicate folds for the first time. Pausing only for a few heartbeats, so that she could relish the moment and commit it to memory, the elf stared down at the einherjar’s sleeping face, with wide unblinking eyes.

A wet and tender heat slowly enveloped James’ manhood, with the tightness of it finally forcing the man’s consciousness to surface. Slowly blinking away the sleep in his eyes, the einherjar looked up to see a familiar, if unexpected face. Light brown hair was tied back into a cute pair of twintails, exposing the elf’s delicately pointed ears and slender neck. A little further down, her modest breasts heaved, as the woman breathed heavily with pain or excitement. “Elora?” James groaned, thinking that he must still be half asleep.

Elora couldn’t believe her ears when she heard her master speak her name. He thinks she’s me!? The thought made the elf reel with a veritable whirlwind of emotions. He thinks I would sneak into his bed!? Does he want me to!? The psychological weight of the situation caused the elf to collapse against the doorframe, barely able to stay on her feet.

Elina frowned upon hearing her sister’s name on her lover’s lips, while they were having such an intimate moment. Partly in frustration, and partly as a way of claiming the man’s attention, the elf slammed her hips down and impaled herself fully on his shaft. The pain of her torn hymen continued to bother her, but Elina was not a woman who would let a little pain keep her from taking what she wanted. Being what she wanted.

James groaned in pleasure as he closed his eyes and let his head fall back to the pillow. Sliding his hands over his lover’s body, he gently caressed her alabaster skin, carefully exploring her peaks and valleys with his sensual touch. Why is she here? It’s so unlike Elora to come onto me like this… Niggling questions kept slipping into his thoughts, while the einherjar tried to push them away and simply enjoy the moment. No matter how hard he tried however, he had the distinct feeling that something wasn’t quite right. I’m missing something… he realized.

Taking hold of him by the wrists, Elina guided the Champion’s hands up her body, until his calloused palms covered her perky A-Cups; which he instinctively began to grope and fondle. The pleasure of his strong hands massaging her sensitive bits, pushed the mute woman to speak for the first time, since the tragedy that took her voice and sanity. “James.” she groaned in a voice so quiet, that it was nearly inaudible.

Long minutes passed, and her tiny whimpers and moans gradually grew louder as she rode the huge warrior; eventually becoming a sort of broken mantra, which she muttered as her head whipped violently back and forth.

Maker. Breaker.
Fixer. Stabber.
Slaver. Master!



she cried, flinging her head back and cackling madly as she shuddered with orgasmic release.

The elf’s insane laughter caused the realization of who she was, to hit James like a ton of bricks. His eyes flew open just as the pressure in his loins passed the point of no return, and her intense, bicoloured gaze filled his mind, as he painted the maid’s womb with his seed.

“Elina!” the einherjar half shouted, half groaned as his body shook from the powerful climax. Unable to think, or do much of anything other than ride out the orgasm, James was forced to watch helplessly, as their union triggered the magic of her contract. Before his very eyes, a black leather collar twisted and formed from the shadows of the night, sealing itself around her neck, and binding her as his slave for eternity.

“What have you done?” the einherjar gasped when he finally regained his senses. “Elina…” Reaching up, he tenderly stroked the elven maid’s cheek. Feelings of guilt boiled in his gut, along with a secret joy that he tried to deny. I broke my promise to Elora… was all that he kept thinking, even though he knew that he hadn’t intentionally done so. The fact that he had secretly wanted to claim the other twin as his own, was more than enough to weigh the man’s soul down with guilt. That she had come to him of her own volition mattered little. At least as far as Elora will see things. he thought disparagingly.
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Elora slowly slid to the floor, her hands trembling, and her legs unable to support her any longer. Even in the dim moonlight, she had been able to see the instant James’ spell had taken effect, and the slave collar had formed around her sister’s throat. Two thoughts struggled for supremacy in that moment, with the slightly weaker of the two being a mental shout. How dare he! her heart rang out with righteous rage. To bind my sister as a slave, after promising me that he would not! How dare he claim her after I bargained myself to him, to ensure her freedom!

As angry as she was, deep down Elora understood that this situation was of Elina’s own making. So a part of her felt guilty for blaming James, despite her insistence in doing so. She also felt responsible for not stopping her sister before all of this could happen. But neither of those were the main reason she felt guilty, though. No, what troubled her the most was that second thought; the one that rang out even louder than her righteous indignation.

Thank Hel… Elora’s heart had trembled with relief. The deep, dark truth that she had hidden from everyone, even herself, had bubbled to the surface in that moment. Now we’ll be together forever. Ever since she had broken the Faustian Pact, and bound her soul to James for eternity, the elven maid had feared losing her sister. The idea of existing for eons without her twin had nearly broken the elf’s heart, and had planted the seeds of her most secret desire.

At least she will be loved. Elora finally admitted as she curled herself into a ball on the floor. Another of the maid’s many worries had been that Elina’s condition would prevent her from ever finding someone to love her. The elf was well aware of the contract her father had written, selling her twin off to Hel’s Champion as a concubine. Even though Elora was the one in possession of the torn piece of parchment, the Queen had declared it legally binding, which meant no other citizen of Elphyne would look at Elina as a free woman, even if James treated her as such.

Tears flowed freely down the elf’s cheeks, as she quietly sobbed in the darkness. The tangled knot of emotions slowly began to unravel, as Elora began to accept the disparate, and often conflicting, feelings in her heart. The guilt, anger, joy, and relief all swirled and ebbed, combining and dissolving into one another, until a peaceful calm finally settled over her soul.

Wondering how she had found peace so quickly, the elf sniffled and wiped the tears from her eyes, before looking up to find her twin standing over her. The look on Elina’s face was one of quiet happiness, as she gazed down at her troubled sister. Slowly, the silent elf crouched down and took Elora’s hands in her own. The warmth of her touch, and the gentle smile on her face, unleashed a wave of relief over Elora’s heart all over again.

The head maid began to sob openly, and collapsed against her sister, only to be enveloped in Elina’s embrace. The comforting strength in her sister’s arms allowed the elf to let go, and truly accept all that had happened to them over the past few weeks.
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By now everyone in the master bedroom was awake. Thankfully, even Acrasia had enough tact to keep her silence, as the women and their husband watched the two sisters in the doorway. No one bothered to ask any questions, as all of the ladies had been jostled awake by Elina’s enthusiastic performance in the bed. While they had all been more than a little surprised to find her there, riding their husband as if her life depended on it, none of them would deny her the right to be with him. As far as Hrein was concerned, the woman was already fated to be one of the Champion’s concubines, since an admittedly one sided conversation she’d had with the elf, some time ago.

James sighed with relief as he watched over the twins from across the room. Among the dozens of other thoughts screaming through his head, ever since he realized it was Elina atop him and not Elora, he had worried most about how he would break the news to his head maid. At least she knows… I’ll still have to apologize later, though. he told himself. That was not a conversation the einherjar was looking forward to.
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Morning came early, and James was startled awake by Elora loudly rapping at the door. “Good morning, Master. It’s time to get up.” the head maid called out before walking away.

The einherjar blinked as he sat up and stretched. Try as he might, he couldn’t detect any more than the usual level of hostility in Elora’s voice, which baffled him slightly, if he was honest with himself. Jumping out of bed, James ran to catch up with the elf before she reached the stairs. “Elora, wait!” he tried to whisper loudly, in that odd way that people do when they only want one person to hear them.

Elora sighed, and James could tell she was rolling her eyes, even though he could only see the back of her head. “Yes, Master?” she asked in a voice that wasn’t nearly as frosty as he would have expected.

“About last night…” he began, but was instantly cut off when the elf raised her hand to stop him.

“I know.” she stated simply and gave him a flat stare.

It was only then that the einherjar began to wonder just how much Elora had seen the night before. After a moment’s thought, he decided that an apology might not be what she wanted or needed right now. Instead, he gave her a promise. “Elora… I swear that I will do my best to take care of her. Of both of you.”

Elora nodded sharply and graced him with a look that was only slightly disapproving. “Very well, Master. I shall hold you to that.” The maid gave a quick curtsy and turned to leave, but found the way blocked by a somewhat flustered looking temple maiden.

Lāmina finished ascending the stairs, and strode towards her fiancé with purpose in her step. “Good morning, Sir.” she greeted the einherjar with a slightly icy tone. “I happened to run into Ms. Elina just now, and would you care to guess what I noticed?”

James coughed and tried to think how best to word his answer, while Elora glanced over her shoulder and smirked in his direction. “I’ll be on my way now, Sir, and leave you two lovers to discuss matters in private.” The way she locked eyes with Lāmina and smiled when she said the word ‘lovers’, told the other elf in no uncertain terms, that it was a dig at her expense. The maid was ruthlessly emphasizing the fact that she was sharing the Champion’s bed, while his supposed fiancé was not. Having taken effective shots at both parties, the maid departed with her head held high.

The einherjar tried to resist rubbing his temples and ignore the headache that he was certain was coming. Giving his elven sweetheart the most winsome smile he could muster, he tried greeting her instead. “Good morning, darling.” he said, emphasizing the term of endearment, then making a mental note. That’s a good one for her. I think I’ll stick to that one from now on.

Lāmina’s soft pink lips formed a moue, that James thought was eminently kissable, so he went with that instinct and kissed the fair maiden. This had the double effect of cutting off the complaint she had been forming, as well as improving her mood ever so slightly.

Wrapped up in her fiancé’s arms, the elf leaned back a little to look him in the eyes, when the kiss ended. “Not fair!” she protested, slapping him lightly on the chest. “We’re engaged to be married, and you’ve taken yet another concubine before bedding me!”

James cleared his throat and hugged the slender elf tight. “Please darling, that isn’t fair. I didn’t know it was Elina last night. Not until it was too late.” he protested. “And besides, I don’t want to just… bed you. I want our wedding night to be our first time, and something special.”

Lāmina continued to pout as she laid her head against his chest. Listening to his strong heartbeat calmed the young woman somewhat, but she wasn’t ready to forgive him just yet. “How could our first time not be special? You’re such an idiot sometimes, Sir.” she grumbled. After a moment of just enjoying the feeling of being in his arms, she asked another, rather obvious question. “And how could you not know whom you are making love to?”

With a sigh, James filled the young elf in on what had happened the night before, and how Elina had come to be one of his concubines.

The temple maiden frowned as she thought over the story, but didn’t seem convinced that he’d given her all the details. “But she has a collar like Acrasia’s. If it were a Faustian Pact, shouldn’t her collar be like her sister’s?”

James considered her argument for a moment, but then shook his head. “Elora’s spiritual collar and chains are the result of her breaking her part of a Faustian Pact. I think… with Elina, the Pact activated another of my magics, the Enslave spell, to fulfill itself.”

“Hmm.” Lāmina hummed in thought. “I suppose that makes sense.” Sighing in acceptance, the young elf looked up at her fiancé and gave him a mock scowl. “Very well. I forgive you, Sir. This time.” Allowing a playful grin to grace her lips, the elf pretended to scold the einherjar. “But if you want me to wait, you had best be wearing clothes the next time you take me in your arms, Mister.” she teased, punctuating her words with a loud slap on his bare ass.

The Champion’s eyes widened in shock. The fact that he was naked had completely slipped his mind, in his rush to catch up to Elora.

Before the einherjar could respond, the slender elf giggled and slipped out of his arms, quickly moving back to the end of the hallway. Stopping at the top of the stairs, the young maiden looked over her shoulder one last time, and purposely looked him up and down. “Not that I’ll complain if you don’t.” she said with a wink, before disappearing around the corner.

James just stood there looking stunned for a moment, before shaking his head with a sigh. Turning around, the large man took a single step back towards his bedroom, when Lāmina called out to him again.

“Oh? This angle isn’t bad either.” she joked.

The Champion whipped his head around to see the elf part way up the stairs and leaning around the corner. He could hardly believe that this was the same innocent young maiden that he’d gotten engaged to just the other day.

“Sorry, Sir.” she said with a smirk. “But you deserve it.”

James’ eyes narrowed as he looked back at the young woman. “Was there something that you wanted?” he asked in a rough voice. Even if he had the best of intentions regarding her, she was still a beautiful young woman, and very tempting to the einherjar.

Lāmina quirked a brow at his question, and looked directly at his semi-erect phallus. After several long seconds, her cheeks reddened and she was forced to look away.

Ah. Looks like she’s not quite so brazen as she’s forcing herself to act. James noted with a smirk. Glad she hasn’t lost her innocence. I’d miss that about her. he admitted to himself.

The elf cleared her throat and looked him directly in the eyes. “Ahem. Actually, I wanted to let you know that the mirrors have been finished, Sir.”

“Oh?” James replied, his eyebrows raising in surprise. “That’s great. We’ll set them up today, then. It’ll be good to see Lady Hel, as well.”

Lāmina nodded slightly. “Indeed, Sir. She looks forward to your visit as well. And I am very excited to finally meet her in person, of course.”

“You were speaking to her already?” James asked, finally thinking to summon a pair of pants and put them on.

The young elf frowned slightly as the man quickly dressed himself, but didn’t hesitate to answer his question. “Yes, Sir. I pray to Lady Hel each morning. It was then that she let me know that Litr has finished the mirrors. She also mentioned that it will be nice to speak with you every day, once we move into the mansion, Sir.”

Hel’s Champion gave the temple maiden a guilty smile, and rubbed the back of his head. “Uh. Yeah. I’ve been really bad at keeping in touch with her…” he admitted.

“She’s noticed, Sir.” Lāmina stated flatly. “But she forgives you.”

“And I’m a very lucky man that she does.” James nodded earnestly.

“Very lucky, Sir. It must be wonderful to have so many forgiving women around you.” she gently ribbed the tiger-man with a smirk.
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Breakfast was a somewhat hurried affair, as everyone was eager to get the day started. Excitement was in the air, since it seemed that moving day had finally come. Thankfully, things weren’t so rushed that James forgot his morning routine, or anything like that. Queen Titania had even made things easier on her knight, by showing up just after breakfast.

“I hadn’t forgotten your blessing, Your Majesty.” the Champion assured her. “I was heading over right after breakfast.”

“I did not think that you would, Sir James.” Titania replied with a smile. “I am simply here because Lady Hel told me last night, that the mirrors would be ready today.”

“Wow. It seems like she told everyone but me.” the einherjar grumbled.

“Perhaps you should pray more often?” the Fairy Queen suggested with a quirked brow.

James gave a slightly guilty laugh and agreed. “Haha! Yeah… I probably should.”

Titania nodded firmly, then moved to take a seat at the table. James held her chair for her, for which she smiled up at him in appreciation. After granting her his blessing, the einherjar figured it was time for him to head to Eljudnir.

“Okay. I’m going to head on over now. I’ll come back with one of the mirrors as soon as I can. See you all soon.” he informed everyone in the temple kitchen. Moving away slightly, James cast Hel’s Gate, and stepped into the portal.

After a short flight through the dark tunnel, the einherjar arrived in Hel’s courtyard. Dismissing his spell, the Champion made for the front door of Hel’s keep. It didn’t take long, since he knew the way quite well, and James found himself walking into the goddess’ throne room.

“James, my Champion.” the Goddess of Death greeted the einherjar.

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

Hel smiled slightly and stood from her throne. “Perhaps it is unseemly of me to admit, but I have looked forward to this day greatly.”

“Not unseemly in the slightest, my goddess.” the Champion countered with a smile. “Would you like to accompany me down to visit Litr?” he asked, holding his arm out to the deity.

“I would.” she agreed, gracefully accepting his arm.

The two made their way through the dimly lit keep, descending several sets of stairs before finally reaching the dvergr’s workshop, deep in the bowels of the castle. Where James had patiently waited for Litr to stop working during his previous visit, Hel afforded the legendary smith no such courtesy.

“Litr. We have come for the mirrors.” she declared loudly, as James held the door open for her.

“Blast it, girlie! I just started this piece!” the hairy man groused, tossing his hammer aside in frustration.

“Then thou art at fault for starting a project on this day. It was certain that my Champion would come for his mirrors this morn, as thou shouldst be well aware.” the goddess chastised the ugly little man.

“Bah!” Litr grumped and stomped over to the other side of his workshop. “Ye need ta push yer magic into these, afore they’ll do much o’ anything.”

“All right.” James nodded and moved to stand before the mirrors. Each one was eight feet tall, and four feet wide. The large panes of glass were expertly wrought, and possessed no visible flaws or defects, at least as far as the einherjar could tell. Surrounding the glass were black frames, seemingly cut from a solid piece of obsidian, and etched with Norse runes on all sides but the bottom. Those runes were then inlaid with pure gold, which Litr had insisted was necessary, to seal the magic into the artifacts permanently.

Reaching out to lay his hand upon the rune-carved surface of the stone, the Champion began to cast Hel’s Gate, but rather than let it form a portal as it usually would, he concentrated on filling the artifact with the mystical pattern instead. The process seemed to go smoothly for the first few seconds, but then the magic wanted to ‘go’ somewhere else. Shit! Right! It’s a portal, isn’t it? I need to connect it to the other mirror. The einherjar’s mind raced as he tried to figure out just how he was supposed to accomplish that. Stretching his arms as far as he could, the seven foot tall man barely managed to touch the second mirror with his fingertips. Using every bit of his experience with cultivation and Qi manipulation, the ex-soldier attempted to draw the magical energy through the air in an arc, from one mirror to the other.

Sweat began to bead on the einherjar’s brow, as he focused his mind on following the trail of Qi. Instinctively, he understood that there just wasn’t enough energy to complete the connection, let alone power both artifacts. I need to cast it again… he suddenly realized. But… I’m still casting the first spell… While casting Hel’s Gate, as with most of his spells, was usually an instantaneous affair for him, the spellcraft required a lengthy amount of continuous concentration in this particular instance. This was due to the complexity of imbuing the artifact with the spell pattern, instead of just forming said pattern and firing it off.

“I can do this.” he muttered, digging deep into his willpower, and drawing forth the Qi necessary to cast the spell again. Blocking out everything but the artifacts and the magic he needed, James focused his mind more intently than he ever had before. With an unmitigated level of concentration, the Champion temporarily partitioned his mind, and began to multitask in the truest sense of the word. Slowly, carefully, James cast a second Hel’s Gate, while still maintaining the first, and pushed it into the second mirror. For what seemed like an eternity, but in truth was only a couple of minutes, the ex-soldier empowered and guided the magics, until they finally snapped into place.

“By the Hells, lad…” Litr breathed, his voice rough with awe.

“Huh?” James asked, turning a bit too fast, and almost losing his balance. “Damn. I feel woozy.” he groaned, placing a hand to his head.

Hel was at her Champion’s side in an instant, supporting him with her unearthly strength. “Art thou all right, James?” the goddess asked, her voice thick with worry.

“Yeah. I’m fine.” he replied, giving his head a mild shake. It was then that he noticed that his hand felt wet and sticky. Glancing down at his palm, the einherjar noticed that his hand was smeared with blood. “Huh. Do I have a nose bleed or something?” he wondered aloud, and summoned a handkerchief.

“Of course ye do, ye great bloody oaf!” Litr unexpectedly yelled. “What in the Nine Hells possessed ye ta try that on yer own!?”

Clearing his nose into the hanky, James saw that he did indeed have a nose bleed, and quite a serious one at that. Well, at least the headache is passing. he thought, belatedly noticing the sharp pain in his skull. As his mind slowly caught up to the present, the einherjar processed the dvergr’s retort. “What do you mean, alone? Who else would cast the spell?” Finally lifting his head, he saw that both Hel and Litr were staring at him with wide eyes. “What?”

The master smith took a deep breath, then shook his head slightly. After a moment, he spoke in a much calmer voice. “There be two mirrors, lad. Surely ye knew that they both had ta be enchanted, aye? So why didn’t ye bring yer valkyrja lass over, ta enchant the other one?”

James blinked and stared back at the wiry haired dvergr. “It… never occurred to me.” the ex-soldier admitted with a shrug. “Wait. If you knew it would take two people to imbue the artifacts with power, why didn’t either of you tell me before I started?”

This time it was the craftsman’s turn to shrug. “I didn’t know ye were gonna try.”

Hel nodded earnestly, still supporting James from the side. “I believed thou wert merely inspecting the workmanship of the mirrors. Though I was surprised when thou didst begin to cast thy spell, I believed that thou must simply know what thou wert doing, and that thou didst possess some knowledge which I did not.”

James laughed heartily at the goddess’ statement, which caused the pretty deity to pout. “Wherefore art thou laughing, James?” Hel asked, mildly annoyed that he would laugh at her.

“I’m sorry.” the einherjar apologized, trying to rein in his mirth. “I really appreciate your faith in me, my Lady, but I definitely don’t possess a greater knowledge of the arcane than you do.”

The Goddess of Death frowned slightly, unsure what to make of his words. I do not know if he is brave or foolish, to attempt such things. she thought to herself. Well, no matter. He would never progress as he has, if he were averse to taking risks. All I can do is support him as best I can. Giving her Champion a look of concern, the goddess let out a resigned sigh. “Thou shouldst check thy Status Screen, as thou dost call it, to ensure no lasting damage has been done.”

James nodded at her suggestion. “Right. Good idea.” he agreed, and called up his Status Screen for them both to view. Everything looked fine at first glance, but then he noticed a new entry in the Techniques section.
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“Well shit. That’s handy.” the einherjar exclaimed with raised eyebrows.

“Indeed.” Hel agreed with a slightly puzzled expression. “That is a powerful technique, my Champion. One that only great wizards might possess.”

“Wizards, eh?” James muttered, stroking his beard.

“Well, if ye aren’t gonna keel over an’ die in me smithy, ye best be on yer way.” Litr proclaimed, interrupting their conversation.

“Thou shalt not be rid of us yet, smith.” Hel replied, glowering at the dvergr. “Thine assistance is required in placing the mirror in James’ mansion.”

“Hmph.” the dead man grumped. “Fine! Let’s get it over with then, aye?” Crossing his arms over his broad chest, the dvergr’s sour expression turned into a smirk. “By the way, just how do ye think ye’ll be gettin’ those mirrors outta here?”

James gave the short man a bored glance, and turned to face the artifacts. Placing his hands on the frames, he sent each of them to his Inventory without any trouble. Glancing over his shoulder, he met the dvergr’s gaze. “Like that.” he stated simply.

Litr scowled and grumbled loudly, but followed along when James and Hel left his workshop. Though it took a while to get there on foot, especially at a pace the short fellow could keep up with, the trio eventually reached House Fir.


CHAPTER 27


The mansion that the Goddess of Death had granted James was outside the curtain wall surrounding Hel’s castle, but within a section of town that was walled off from the rest. Designed to house deceased nobility and gods, the Noble Quarter rested atop a plateau, overlooking the rest of the walled city of Eljudnir, with only Hel’s castle sitting at a higher elevation.

As one might expect, the Noble Quarter was quite a large area in and of itself, with each mansion sitting in the middle of a private, walled off estate. Though these private walls stood an imposing fifteen feet tall, they were downright minute compared to the curtain walls surrounding Hel’s castle. Allowing entrance to each estate was a grand, wrought iron gate, that looked sturdy enough to keep an ogre at bay, at least for a while.

Summoning the key that Hel had given him when she’d gifted him the mansion, James unlocked the gate, and held it open for the other two to enter, before closing and locking it again behind them. With a building sense of anticipation, the Champion turned and let his gaze sweep across the estate, taking it all in. This is my home. he realized for the first time. Sure, he had owned the estate for a while now, but he hadn’t been able to live there until this very moment.

Taking a deep breath, the einherjar just took a minute to really get to know the grounds. The estate covered somewhere close to five acres, or so he figured, and was pretty much a perfect square in shape. The back of the property, opposite the gate, ran along the western edge of the Noble Quarter, and wasn’t so much a wall as a sheer cliff, which rose about fifty feet to become the plateau upon which Hel’s castle sat. The southern wall was actually the towering fortification of black stone which surrounded the entire city, beyond which was the infamous Fallandaforað, the legendary bottomless pit, which encircled Hel’s domain.

The estate itself was both grand and disappointing at the same time. The cobbled stone walkway leading to the mansion was classy and in good condition, but the rest of the yard was… bleak. Bare stone was all that could be seen, with not so much as a hint of vegetation, or even soil for that matter. The reason for this was obvious as well. Eljudnir, indeed all of Niflheimr, was a place of eternal darkness and cold, with no sun to warm it or give life to plants.

With all of that said, there was one feature of the property that really stood out. No one who entered could miss the enormous magic circle which Hel had carved into the grounds for her Champion. It was this gigantic work of spellcraft that allowed James’ Inventory blessing to function, by encircling the mansion completely.

Stopping several yards from the threshold, James studied the façade of his mansion. Unlike Hel’s castle and the city walls, the large house was built from grey granite instead of black. Likely for security reasons, or perhaps to help seal out the cold and wet weather, there were no windows on the ground floor, and those on the top two stories were sealed in glass. The einherjar did recall that the windows could open however, so that the people inside could close the shutters in preparation for storms.

Huh. I wonder where Hel got the wood to make the shutters? the einherjar pondered as he gazed at the ornate black rectangles flanking each of the windows.

“They are iron.” Hel stated simply, clearly having read the question in his thoughts.

“Ah. That makes sense.” James replied, nodding in understanding. “Wood would be exceedingly rare and valuable here, wouldn’t it?”

“Indeed it is.” the Goddess of Death confirmed. “Various forms of stone and metal are found in abundance here in Niflheimr, but little else.”

Finishing the trip down the rest of the walkway, James ascended the three steps of the semicircular porch, which acted as the threshold to his new home. The roof over the small area was supported by a pair of stone pillars in the front, which blended into a graceful arch overhead. Overall, the Champion really liked the aesthetic, which reminded him of some pictures he’d seen of Victorian mansions in his previous life.

The entryway itself consisted of a pair of solid looking black doors, which the einherjar already knew were wrought iron. What he hadn’t seen before though, was the House Fir crest embossed in the centre of each door. “Hel?” he asked, feeling both surprised and touched at the little detail.

A faint smile graced the goddess’ lips, knowing well what her Champion had noticed. “I had Litr here do some work on thy doors a couple of weeks back. Art thou not pleased with this?”

“I am.” James said sincerely. “It really makes this place feel mine.” he added, reaching out to lightly run his fingers over the crest.

“That was the intent.” Hel intoned with the barest hint of a smirk.

“Thank you. Both of you.” the einherjar replied, bowing his head to each of them in turn.

“Thou art welcome, my Champion. Now, let us go in, shall we?” the deity suggested.

“Of course! Please come in! And welcome to my home!” James said happily, summoning the sturdy bar from inside, and then pushing open the heavy doors. Once Hel and Litr crossed into the foyer, the einherjar closed and barred the doors behind them.

Turning around, James was once again reminded of just how amazing his new home was. The foyer was huge; larger than his entire apartment back on Earth. A grand staircase swept up the southern wall, and was easily wide enough for three people to pass one another without trouble. This led to a beautiful balcony overlooking the foyer, that circled around both the western and northern sides of the room. The einherjar remembered that there were no less than three spare bedrooms on the north side, while the west had two smaller rooms connected to a larger central one. He supposed that the central room was meant to be a living room or something, while the other two rooms were meant to be the master bedroom and a study, but James had different ideas on how to use them. I think I’ll use the big one in the middle as my master bedroom, turn the room on the right into a private washroom, and the one on the left into a playroom. The einherjar couldn’t help but grin as he finished the thought.

The layout of the rooms on the ground floor was less flexible. The back, or western side of the house, was dedicated to a large set of baths and a lavatory. The small room under the grand staircase had been bricked off, and was being used as the armoury. Similarly, the northern side of the mansion was occupied by a massive dining room, a good sized kitchen, and even a decent pantry.

The top floor of the building was accessed via a spiral staircase at the eastern end of the balcony, and housed no fewer than six more rooms; three of which James had already put to use. The einherjar had set up his electronics in one of the rooms above the the foyer, creating a TV room of sorts, but he doubted it would ever be of use. The room next to it had been turned into a game room, containing all of his games and other geeky collections that he’d picked up in his previous life. It was another room that he didn’t think would see a lot of use, but eternity was a long time, so perhaps his wives would be interested in playing D&D at some point or another.

The final room that was already occupied on the third floor, was the one he was most proud of. It was his library. The einherjar had set up his numerous bookshelves the very same day he’d moved in, and filled them with all of the books he’d collected over the years. Beyond his great love of books, James had done this with the idea that Hel, or perhaps even Hrein, would enjoy visiting the room and reading in their spare time, while he was searching Terra for a worthy mundr.

“I should take a look at the basement later.” the einherjar noted aloud. The stairs leading down into the huge dark room below the ground floor, were placed beneath the grand staircase, next to the armoury. “It wouldn’t be a bad idea to wall off a small part of the area, to use exclusively for my Inventory Trick. I don’t want people exposed to the filth, if we are going to be living here.”

“I shall have dwarven masons take care of that for thee.” Hel offered.

“Oh? Thanks. I appreciate that.” James accepted with a smile. “By the way, how do you pay the workers here? You’ve never mentioned any type of currency being used in Eljudnir.”

The Goddess of Death shook her head. “I am the goddess of this domain. The residents obey my will, without recompense. I do provide all that they doth require in their afterlife, after all.”

“Ah. I see. So there isn’t so much an economy here, as the residents simply performing what tasks you require of them, as needed.” the einherjar realized.

“That is correct, my Champion. Do not worry for their fates, however. There are a great many who live here in Éljúðnir, thus I do not require that they labour often. I demand only that they quarry such stone as needed to house the dead, mine what metals we require for said construction, and craft what is necessary.” Hel explained. “Fallen warriors serve in mine army, but have little to do other than train for Ragnarök, and stand guard on my walls.”

James nodded along as he listened to his goddess tell him what the afterlife was like for most of the Norse. A sudden thought occurred to him though, and he felt that he had to ask Hel about it. “But… what will happen to the fae who come here?” Thinking back to his view of Eljudnir as they had descended from Hel’s castle, he remembered that the city was dark and bleak in a way that most fae would hate.

The Goddess of Death frowned slightly, able to hear his thoughts and realizing that he was correct. “I must admit that I had not given their afterlives any special thought.” she answered grimly.

“Hmm. I’ll have to talk to Titania but… perhaps she can weave a veil to cover Eljudnir like she has for Elphyne? One that would allow you to control the weather here.” James suggested. “That way we might be able to grow things here, and make this place a more fitting afterlife for her people.”

Hel’s eyes widened slowly as she listened to her Champion’s idea. “That… would be wonderful, James.” she breathed. “I shall speak to the Fairy Queen about it, when next we meet.”

The einherjar chuckled and gave his goddess a warm smile. “Which should be very soon indeed!” he told her. “We just need to get these mirrors set up, since she’s waiting on the other side.”

“Well then, what are ye waiting for lad? Where do ye want it?” Litr asked, an edge of impatience in his voice.

“How about there?” James suggested, pointing to a spot on the western wall of the foyer, next to the door leading to the baths.

The dvergr shook his head. “Nay. The magic would work best if the portal faces north. Everyone knows that the land o’ the living is south o’ here.” Litr argued.

The einherjar quirked a brow at the short man’s statement. As far as he could tell, not only was Niflheim not a physical part of Earth, but it was a separate realm altogether. The concept of Eljudnir being north of somewhere on Terra, or in any physical direction really, didn’t make a whole lot of sense to the ex-soldier.

“I can sense thy confusion, my Champion. Whilst thou art correct that Niflheimr is in a separate dimension from the land of the living, and thus cannot be reached by travelling in any direction in space, intent is of the utmost importance when dealing with magic.” Hel informed him.

“Ah. Okay. I think I understand, then. So basically, the better I can conceptualize something, the easier it becomes to achieve with magic?” he asked.

“Thou art correct. And Éljúðnir is conceptually north of Midgardr, to put it in mortal terms.” the goddess explained.

“It’s also thought to be underground.” James pointed out. “Does that matter?”

Hel gave a slight nod. “It would be helpful to place the portal higher up, but it is not absolutely necessary. It will be sufficient to place it on the southern wall.”

“Hmm. Then I suppose we should put it there.” James suggested, pointing to a spot halfway between the bottom of the grand staircase and the eastern wall.

“Aye. That should work fine, lad.” Litr nodded in agreement.

“Good.” the einherjar stated, and moved to stand next to the spot he’d pointed to. Placing the edge of his hand against the wall, with the other ready to support the mirror and keep it from falling, James realized he was about to make a mistake. “I won’t be able to hold the mirror up like this, will I?” he noted aloud.

“No. Thou wouldst not. But I shall help thee.” Hel offered, and moved to stand across from him.

“Thanks, Hel.” James said with a smile, then summoned the mirror. Sure enough, it took the two of them to keep the heavy mirror from falling over, one on each side. Thankfully, Litr worked quickly once the artifact was in place, and used his magic to merge the obsidian frame with the granite wall and floor.

“There. That’ll nay be going anywhere.” the dvergr stated confidently.

“Thanks, Litr. One down and one to go.” James said with a grin.

“Well. If ye take me through yer portal, I can help ye do the same on the other side.” the ugly little man offered with a sly grin.

“Thou wilt not be leaving this realm, Litr.” Hel stated firmly.

The smith clucked his tongue and crossed his arms in irritation. “Fine. I’ll be on me way then.” he grumped and stomped off towards the door.

James hurried over and unbarred the door for the dvergr, then opened it and let the little man out.

“Don’t forget yer promise ta bring me more spirits!” Litr shouted as he stormed off down the walkway.

Not bothering to answer, the einherjar closed the door and barred it again. Turning to face Hel, another thought occurred to him. “Do you have a key to this place, Hel?” he asked.

“I do not.” Hel admitted, giving her Champion a curious look.

“Oh. I was just thinking that you should have free run of the place.” James said. “I’ll see about having another key made for the gate.”

The Goddess of Death shook her head slightly. “That is not necessary, my Champion. I would not be able to pass thy door without damaging it anyway.” she pointed out, lifting her hand to indicate the bar which was back in place.

“Hmm. I suppose.” James agreed with a frown.

“It is fine, James.” the beautiful deity said with unusual warmth. “I shall visit thy house as any guest would. I do appreciate the thought, though.”

“Then you are welcome here any time.” the einherjar stated, while giving her a look of obvious affection.

Hel gave the slightest of nods, then looked away as if she were a tiny bit embarrassed. “Thou shouldst hurry back to Terra. I am sure everyone is eager to complete this project.”

“You’re right, of course. I’ll be back soon.” he replied, quickly casting Hel’s Gate and jumping through it.
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James exited the portal to find himself in the clearing behind the temple. Not wasting any time, the einherjar hurried in through the back door, and made his way to the kitchen. As expected, everyone was still gathered there, eagerly awaiting his return.

“Is it done?” Titania asked, being the first to spot him as he entered the room.

“The mirror is set up in Eljudnir. Now we just need to set up the second one here.” the knight informed her. “We might need to call on the gnomes, though.”

“Oh? Why is that?” the Fairy Queen asked, tilting her head slightly.

“In order to keep the mirror upright, we’ll need to meld it to the floor and the wall.” James explained.

“Ah. Earth manipulation magic, is it? Then we shall be fine.” the queen replied with a proud grin.

James quirked a brow. He’d been well aware that the fae queen possessed a great deal of power, but he wouldn’t have guessed that she could work earth and stone with her magic.

Titania looked up at her knight and grinned playfully. “I see that you are surprised. Well, you should not be. As Queen of the Seelie Court, I have learned much of the magic of my people. When Wenceslaus brought his people here and sought my protection, I accepted the gnomes on the condition that he would teach me the basis of their magic.”

“I see. Well then, your assistance would be most welcome, Your Majesty.” the Champion replied with a slight bow.

“But of course.” the queen stated with a dismissive wave, before standing up from her seat. “Where do you wish to place it?”

“That’s the question…” James muttered as he strode into the sanctuary of the temple, followed by all of the women. “According to Lady Hel, we should place the artifact on the northern wall, facing south. That would mean putting it on the same wall as the main entrance to the temple.”

Lāmina frowned slightly as she came to a stop. “I would have thought it better to place it somewhere more secure, Sir.”

The einherjar nodded in agreement with the temple maiden’s point. “I think so too, but we don’t really want to have it anywhere that is too crowded, like the kitchen.”

“Then perhaps one of the bedchambers should be converted, Master?” Elora proposed.

“That’s… not a bad idea at all, Elora.” James agreed.

“I will go and clear out my bedroom then, Master. If that will suffice?” the elf offered.

“Yes. That’ll be perfect. Thanks, Elora.” The Champion turned to follow the maid back into the kitchen, but took a seat at the table, rather than following her the rest of the way. She may want some privacy when packing her effects. he realized.

It didn’t take the head maid long to send all of her possessions to the Inventory. When she was finished, she returned to the kitchen to inform her owner. After that, it only took a few minutes for James to summon the second mirror, and set it on the northern wall of the bedroom. Hrein helped him hold it in place, while Titania used her magic to fuse the artifact to the wall, in much the same way that Litr had done so in the mansion.

“That’s really handy magic.” James remarked as he watched Titania work. “I’d love to learn it some day.”

The Fairy Queen smirked and glanced at her knight out of the corner of her eye. “I am sure you would, Sir James.” she replied. “Perhaps you will get the chance some day.”

With the magical artifacts finally in place, all that was left to do was test them. Deciding to err on the side of caution, the einherjar chose to use his Analysis blessing on the mirror before trying to step through it. The results were promising.

Gate to Hel: Artifact. When activated, this mirror acts as a portal, which is connected to its twin in Éljúðnir. Activation requires the user to infuse the mirror with 10 Qi each time they wish to pass through. Only those who are keyed to the portal, or who are in contact with such a person, may step through.

“Looks like it should work.” James noted aloud. “Everyone stand back while I test it.”

“Master!” Hrein suddenly shouted, rushing forward to grab him by the shoulder. “Thou shouldst not be the one to test it! I cannot allow thee to take such a risk. I shall go in thy stead.” the valkyrie insisted, with an uncompromising look in her eyes.

The einherjar blinked for a moment, a little surprised by her reaction, but then smiled warmly at his First Wife. “Ah, my love. Your concern and bravery are both greatly appreciated. But you don’t need to worry. I had no intention of doing so recklessly.” Hold up a finger to silence further protest, James touched the artifact and pushed his Qi into it. The mirror rippled, like the surface of a pond when a stone was dropped in, and the view changed to show the interior of his mansion.

Disregarding his request for them to stay safely back, the women crowded around, each trying to get a better view through the looking glass. Chuckling softly, for he understood their curiosity well, the einherjar summoned a small ball from his inventory, and tried to toss it through the portal. He was momentarily surprised when the ball seemed to strike the glass and bounced off, unable to pass through.

“It needs to be in contact with you, Sir.” Lāmina pointed out.

“Oh. Right. I guess we can’t fire arrows through or anything, then.” the Champion noted. Picking up the ball, he tried pushing it through while holding onto it. This time, the object passed through easily, though the image in the mirror wavered, like disturbed water. Out of an abundance of caution, he stopped short of touching his fingers to the glass. “Hel?” he asked out loud. “Are you nearby? Can you see the ball I’m trying to push through?”

“Yea, my Champion. I am here. I can see thy toy.” the Goddess of Death replied, stepping into view on the other side.

Both Lāmina and Zahra gasped aloud, it being the first time either of them had laid eyes on their goddess. The elder sister immediately dropped to her knees and bowed her head, pulling her younger sibling down beside her.

Hel noticed the temple maidens, and nodded slightly in recognition of their obeisance. “Greetings, my children. It is a pleasure to meet thee in this manner, but it will be even more wonderful to have thee visit my realm. Please, be at ease and continue with thine experiment.”

The two younger elves slowly raised their heads, gazing upon their deity with reverence, but remained kneeling.

Meanwhile, the twin maids stood stock still, eyes wide as they stared at the goddess on the other side of the mirror. It was only now that the significance of these events was becoming clear to them. Up until this point, Elora and her sister had only seen the construction of the mirrors, and the subsequent moving of their household, as something as mundane as changing which building they lived in. Of course, they were well aware that the mansion that they were moving into resided in Hel’s domain, as they had been told this from the very beginning. Just as they had always known that their master was Hel’s Champion. But knowing something like that was far different from truly understanding it.

Elora visibly trembled as she gazed upon the deity before her. She had been struck with awe in the past, whenever she heard the powerful being’s voice, but still, her heart had yet to truly connect her master to the divine. The elf had never questioned his power, for that was obvious to see, but she had still viewed the man as a mere mortal, and a somewhat beastly one at that. But now, as she stood before a literal goddess, the patron of her master, the realization of whom she served truly dawned on her. The elf’s mind reeled under the deity’s unwavering gaze, sure that the unfathomably powerful woman could see directly into her soul. If… if I had known… understood… I never could have struck him… she realized, recalling the day she had stabbed the knight in an attempt to kill him. Terror and regret churned in the pit of her stomach, until she too fell to her knees before the Goddess of Death.

While she didn’t collapse like her twin, Elina cowered before Hel, covering her head with her arms, and hunching over in fear. To the best of her knowledge, the maid had never done anything that would anger the goddess, but it was clear that here, in this moment, she was being judged.

So engrossed with his experiment was James, that he completely failed to notice what was going on around him. While he held a great deal of respect, and even a deep fondness for Hel, he had never feared her. Never feared any of the deities, in fact. Oh, he was not immune to their overwhelming presence, the power they exuded simply by being, but he was just never concerned with what might become of him should he upset them. Before becoming an einherjar, James had honestly assumed that all that awaited him was oblivion. He never believed in eternal torment being the fate of those who angered the gods, as he had been an atheist in life. He had fully expected, and indeed had accepted, that his own destruction, utter and complete, was imminent upon death. It was something he had made peace with years ago, and was not a fate he felt any need to avoid.

Of course, things had changed slightly upon becoming Hel’s Champion. Clearly he could no longer remain an atheist, after having met Odin and the others, but even after meeting the All-Father, he hadn’t been convinced that his final destination would be any different. He’d had no desire to serve in Valhalla, or anywhere really, and had still expected that his soul would eventually break down and he would die a final death.

Then Hel offered to make him an einherjar. This beautiful and kind goddess, with whom he had felt an instant connection, had given him an option he never would have expected. Then she’d made him her Champion! She’d helped him find purpose in the afterlife that he had lacked all his days on Earth, and set his feet upon the path that led to a second life that was more full of love than he ever could have imagined. In truth, the ex-soldier felt that he owed his goddess everything, which was why he was determined to make her happy. Now, he no longer felt like he was merely awaiting the inevitable oblivion, which he had believed came for everyone. No, he now knew that he would live for eternity, and he would damn well make the most of it. This meant standing strong, even in the face of the divine, which amounted to a similar result as his lack of fear, but was different at the root of it. As Hel’s Champion, he would be expected to interact with the most powerful beings in the universe, as an ex-solider, he would adapt and overcome.

Taking a deep breath, James concentrated as he pushed the ball the rest of the way through the portal. A strange, cold sensation seeped into his fingers as they passed through the looking glass, causing the einherjar to shiver slightly. It’s not painful though, and I don’t seem to have any trouble pulling back. he silently noted. Convinced it wasn’t going to kill him, the Champion strode forward, and stepped through the portal. Unlike the effect of his spell, the transportation was instantaneous. There was no tunnel through the darkness, and other than needing to channel a bit of Qi into the frame beforehand, it was no different than stepping through a doorway. Well, except for that bone chilling cold. he admitted to himself.

[image: ]


The moment her husband had finished stepping through, the surface of the artifact returned to acting like an ordinary mirror. The valkyrie lost her view of the mansion in Hel’s domain, and saw only her own reflection, along with those of the other women present. Though it was a little troubling to lose sight of James so suddenly, she sensed that her connection to him through her collar remained strong.

While she had kept a close eye on the einherjar during the experiment, Hrein had been well aware of the reactions those around her had had. Most concerning among them, in the valkyrie’s opinion, had been those of the twins. Elora’s especially. The insightful shield maiden believed she had some idea what was on the other woman’s mind, as the terror on the elf’s face was beyond easy to read. Stepping over to the other woman, Hrein placed a hand on her shoulder while crouching down next to her. “Thou needn’t fear Lady Hel’s wrath, if thou art true to our Master.” she whispered in the head maid’s ear.

Elora jumped slightly at the sudden contact, and the feeling of Hrein’s warm breath on her skin. “M-mistress…” she stammered.

The valkyrie smiled slightly at this, but focused on what she perceived as her duty as the First Wife. “Lady Hel is aware of the circumstances which led thee here, as are we all, but I am certain that she will look fondly upon thee, if thy service to James is earnest.”

The elf swallowed hard, but nodded silently in response. There were a lot of feelings swirling around in her heart at that moment, and she didn’t trust herself to speak, but there was one thing she was certain of, beyond a shadow of a doubt. I will never betray him again. Elora swore to herself.

Even though Hrein had whispered, and the valkyrie’s words hadn’t been meant for her, Elina’s keen elven ears had easily picked them up, and she took them to heart. For quite some time, in her twisted mind at least, the elven maid had been utterly devoted to the Champion, with only her twin sister coming close in importance to her. Thus she understood, by way of the shield maiden’s statement, that she had nothing to fear from the Goddess of Death. Straightening up and breathing deeply, the maid calmed herself. Her master had passed through the portal, and into the Realm of the Dead, so she would follow.

Too excited to wait, Acrasia was the first to dash forward and activate the portal again. “Well? What are we waiting for!?” the cheerful fairy yelled, before flying through to the other side.

Nyakuro quickly chased after her, proving through her impatience that the portal took a moment to open, by bouncing off the solid glass at a dead sprint. Luckily, she was in her house cat form, and thus didn’t hit with enough force to damage the artifact. Giving her cute little head a shake, the black cat regained her feet, and carefully walked through the portal.

Hrein sighed at the thoughtlessness of her sister wives. Striding over to the portal, the valkyrie activated it with her own Qi, then ushered the remaining girls through by lightly touching their backs as they passed. Only once everyone else had gone, did she step through herself.


CHAPTER 28


With everyone finally gathered in his foyer, James turned to the women present and addressed them in a loud voice. “Welcome home, ladies!”

Titania quirked a brow, and contemplated reminding her knight that this wasn’t her home, but decided to remain silent for the moment. Perhaps I can use it to tease him later… she thought deviously.

With a quick glance, James saw the women looking around in wonder. It was clear that most of his wives were planning how they wanted to set things up in their new home, and were eager to explore every nook and cranny of the place. Equally clear was the discomfort that Elora seemed to be in. The head maid stood fidgeting near the portal, obviously wanting to jump right back through. Her sister, on the other hand, stoically stood by, as if awaiting orders. Lastly, both Lāmina and Zahra were deeply engrossed in conversation with Hel, their awe and reverence apparent on their young faces. Hel, of course, looked as calm and emotionless as ever… to most people anyway. James was sure he could see a hint of discomfort in the goddess’ eyes, as the reclusive deity had likely never encountered such ardent followers. Well… I’ll just leave them to her. It’s good for her to see how much she is loved and worshipped. he thought to himself.

Hel’s eyes narrowed slightly, though she kept her physical attention on the elves. I heard that, my Champion. the Goddess of Death groused.

James chuckled quietly, then decided to cut the powerful woman some slack. “Okay ladies! If I could have your attention, please!” the einherjar called out, clapping his hands. When all eyes were on him, he continued. “I’d like to take all of you on a tour. We can assign rooms, and then we can head back to gather our belongings for the move. How does that sound?”

A chorus of agreements met the man’s ears, and so things progressed as planned. The bedrooms were quite large, when compared to the living conditions back at the temple at least, so Elora and Elina chose to share a bedroom. Likewise, Lāmina and Zahra declared that they would also continue to bunk in the same room. Though I hope to sleep in his bed soon… Lāmina quietly admitted to herself. Both pairs chose rooms on the second floor, with Elina generously giving her huge canopy bed to the temple maidens, since she felt that Elora’s bed was big enough for the two of them. This secretly pleased her twin, though the head maid did her best to hide it.

James followed the idea he’d had for the layout of the master bedroom. He set up his bed and other furniture in the central room, leaving the small connected room to the south mostly empty. The attached room to the north was set up as a lavatory, primarily for the ladies, with the einherjar promising himself that he’d find a way to install plumbing in the near future. Conveniently, the central room had a large walk-in closet, which James rigged up with the closet rods and coat hangers he’d liberated from his old apartment. The women loved this feature, and quickly set about hanging their fancy dresses, while most of the einherjar’s clothing was folded and stashed away in a dresser. Ah well. Not like any of it fits me anymore, anyway. he thought with a shrug. Maybe I’ll get to see the girls in more of my t-shirts though…

Overall, it took several hours to get everything moved out of the temple, into the mansion, and then set up the way they wanted it. At one point, just after lunch, Titania showed back up with the table and chairs that she’d promised, along with more of the furniture the Fairy Queen said belonged to the maids. Once again, Elina was most generous with her share, giving almost all of it to the temple maidens for their own use. In turn, the younger elves donated their beds, which the queen had so generously bestowed upon them only the day before, to Sir James and the temple. This left one bed in his former bedroom at the temple, and one to be placed in an empty bedroom of his mansion, for the use of guests.

“Master.” Elora called out to James when he finally sat down to take a break.

“Hmm? What’s up, Elora?” the einherjar asked, a little tired from moving everything.

“It’s… about my sister.” the elf replied, frowning and wringing her hands.

“Ah…” James began, a little unsure what to say. I thought we’d already discussed this? he thought to himself.

“I’m… I’m worried that she’ll be trapped here, in the… afterlife.” the maid eventually managed to say. Having moved to the Realm of the Dead was really weighing on her, even though she was much happier with the space and comfort the mansion offered. It even has a proper oven! she had silently cheered when she saw the kitchen.

James furrowed his brow and looked at his head maid in confusion. “Why would she be trapped here?”

“Because… you haven’t given her any magic yet, Master.” Elora pointed out, a little crossly.

“Oh.” the einherjar said brilliantly. That… completely slipped my mind. he realized. She can access the portal, thanks to her collar, but she doesn’t have the Qi to activate it. “Right. Well. We’ll have to see about giving both of you more spells this afternoon, then. I want you to have plenty of Qi to work with, and it would be best if you could defend yourselves as well, in case of emergency.”

Elora nodded sternly, then turned to leave. She was stopped short however, when her master called out to her.

“Elora. I…” James started, not quite sure how to express his feelings.

Turning back to face the Champion, the elven maid waited patiently for him to finish.

“I just wanted to say that… I’m glad. Er… I’m happy that… you’re with me. Both of you.” he told her awkwardly.

The elf frowned, as if she were unsure how to take his small confession. At length, she sighed and nodded slowly. “Very well, Master. We are in your care.” With that, she curtsied elegantly, then turned and left.

James gathered up his wives, in preparation for some training. He figured that the first step to granting the maids more spells was simply collecting the Spirit to do so, so that was what he planned to do. Once he found the three of them however, he discovered another small conundrum. “Where should we cultivate?” he asked aloud.

Hrein tilted her head slightly, as if wondering why he would ask such a thing, but then her eyes widened as realization dawned on her. “Niflheimr doth not lend itself to mortal cultivation.”

The einherjar shook his head. “Though we have a large estate, there is nowhere outside that would be comfortable to sit for long periods of time. The persistent cold, not to mention the sleet and hail, would be very… distracting to say the least.”

The valkyrie nodded in agreement. “And I dare say Éljúðnir doth not possess similar quantities of Qi to Elphyne.”

“True. I’d think the Realm of the Dead would have less abundant life energy than the mortal realm to begin with, let alone a city full of fae, where there is literal fairy dust in the air.” James stated, expounding on her statement.

“I suppose that doth mean we should continue to train at the temple. Dost thou agree, Master?” Hrein asked.

James nodded. “I think that’d be for the best. Acrasia needs to go see Effie for more training anyway.” he pointed out, leading the ladies to the portal.

“Boo.” Acrasia pouted, but fluttered behind her husband obediently. “I was hoping we could use the new bedroom…” she whispered suggestively.

The Champion chuckled, but shook his head. “Tonight, my pet. I promise.”

While I admit that moving to our new home is exciting, I really do love this glade. James thought to himself, as he moved to sit in the lotus position. Not only is it beautiful, it’s warm… which reminds me. I need to pick up some firewood here to heat the mansion. Realizing that he had to do that before the stores in the city closed, the einherjar stood up.

“Master? Is something wrong?” Hrein asked, looking up at her husband from her spot on the mossy ground.

“Just realized that I need to get firewood to heat the mansion.” he replied with a shrug. “Have to take care of that before I can cultivate.”

The valkyrie gave her lover a knowing grin. “Thou must learn to trust thy household to tend to their duties, Master. Elora hath already seen to the wood’s collection.”

“Oh.” James blinked in surprise. “Well. That’s great then.” he said with a soft chuckle, while sitting back down.

“I have given Elora permission to use thy funds to purchase necessities for the house, such as food or firewood. Was that wrong of me to do, Master?” Hrein asked with a slightly worried look on her face.

“Not at all, my love. You’re right, I should have been trusting Elora to take care of these things all along. It’s just that… until recently, our budget has been somewhat modest, so I’ve been trying to penny pinch, as they say.” the einherjar assured her.

The valkyrie smiled softly at his response, glad that he approved of her actions. “I understand, Master. But thou hast far more important duties to attend, and thus art too busy to continue to look after such small details. So please trust in me, as thy First Wife, to see to the running of the household.”

James smiled happily and leaned over to rest his forehead against his wife’s. “Thank you, my love. There is no other that I would trust more.”

Hrein blushed slightly at his statement, but was clearly pleased with his words. “Thou dost honour me, Master.” she said quietly, before kissing him lightly on the lips. “Perhaps later I can show thee my gratitude for thy faith in me. But for now, we should train, yea?”

“I’ll look forward to that, then.” her husband replied with a wink and a grin. “But you’re right. Let’s work hard now, so that we can relax together later.”

Setting aside thoughts of what his beautiful wife might have in mind for the evening, James focussed his mind and dropped into the familiar meditative trance. Likewise, Hrein and Nyakuro joined him in cultivating, while seated to either side of him. Thankfully, they were able to meditate for a solid three hours without interruption. This meant they were each able to refine 360 Qi into Spirit, before Elora came to collect them for supper. Including the Spirit they had saved from the day before, this left James with 435 Spirit to work with, while Hrein had 545, and Nyakuro possessed 420.

After supper, James sat the two maids down, along with his two cultivator wives, and discussed how best to proceed.

“I think we’ll start by giving Elina the Summons spell, as well as enhancing her Dantian’s capacity and granting her the Energy Siphon technique, just like her sister.” James suggested. “Then this evening, she can mark Elora, each of my wives, and myself, with the spell.”

Elora nodded thoughtfully, while Elina merely stared at James with her usual wide-eyed, yet silent expression. “I agree that would be a good start.” Elora said, glad that her sister would have a way to call her in an emergency.

Nyakuro took care of granting Elina all three of the proposed changes, under James’ careful direction. This brought the maid’s stats in line with her twin’s, to the point of being an exact match. When it was all said and done, the nekomata was left with only 40 Spirit, which her husband directed her to use as she saw fit. She started by putting 10 Spirit into enhancing her Aim, which maxed her out with a total of 120 in that stat. After that, she pushed the remaining 30 into her Intelligence stat, hoping that it would make learning to speak Elven a little easier. With a new Total IQ of 110, she was probably right in that assumption. Once the black cat was finished helping out, she was dismissed to seek out Lāmina, for those very lessons.

“What shall we grant them next, Master?” Hrein asked, knowing that her husband would want to empower the maids further.

“Now that they each have 160 Qi to work with each day, I’m not as worried that they will run out and be unable to complete their usual tasks.” James replied. “So I think the best thing we can do for their safety… for everyone’s safety, is finish upgrading the Panacea spell and give it to everyone.”

“Thou didst say that the next step would require 200 Spirit, but thou didst not speak of what that step might be.” the valkyrie pointed out.

“I want to change the range of the spell from ‘touch’ to ‘5 feet’. You never know when we might find ourselves in a situation where we need to heal someone, but won’t be able to reach them.” the einherjar explained.

The shield maiden’s brows rose at this, and she silently rebuked herself for not thinking of that. “Thou art indeed wise, Master. I apologize for not seeing such a need beforehand.” Hrein stated, bowing her head deeply.

“No, no! It’s okay, my love. I just tend to think of these kinds of things a lot, so there’s no need to beat yourself up about it.” James proclaimed, trying to calm his wife. “But I would appreciate your help in making the changes, though.”

The valkyrie looked up at her husband with an eager look in her eyes. “Of course, Master! Please allow me to alter the spell.”

James nodded, and brought up his Status Screen for her to see. With great care, Hrein invested the 200 Spirit necessary to change the wording. As soon as she was finished, she immediately began making another change, hoping to impress her master with her keen insight. Spending another 100 Spirit, she doubled the number of targets by changing the word ‘a’ to ‘2’. Lastly, she used yet another 100 Spirit, to double the range from 5 feet to 10.

Seeing what his First Wife had done, the einherjar nodded with approval, and immediately invested 300 of his own Spirit, to upgrade the word ‘feet’ to ‘yards’. “And that’s… that.” he said with a sigh. “I think it’s finally finished. At least for now.” Looking over the final version of the spell, he felt suitably impressed.

[image: Panacea 3]


“It is amazing, Master.” Hrein said in awe. Even though she didn’t understand all of the terms and concepts encompassed in the spell’s description, she could easily tell that it was possibly the most powerful and comprehensive healing spell that she could imagine.

“Well, I’m glad you like it. Because it’s yours.” James stated, before copying the spell and adding it to Hrein’s spell list. The spell replaced both her Antidote spell, as well as her Advanced Treatment, which meant she didn’t gain any additional capacity for her Dantian, but the Valkyrie was still thrilled to receive such powerful magic.

“I thank thee, Master!” the shield maiden nearly shouted, launching herself at the einherjar and tackling him in a hug.

James laughed and hugged his wife back, glad to see her so happy. He knew that she would want the ability to help and protect those dear to her, so this sort of spell was right up her alley. When she finally pulled back, she still had a huge smile on her face. “I see that you still have enough Spirit to do a little more. How about you grant the spell to Elora here? We’ll cultivate for the rest of the evening, so that we can give it to the others later.”

Hrein nodded firmly in response to his suggestion. “Yea, Master. It shall be as thou sayest.” After doing as he asked, she was left with 35 Spirit, while he had a mere 25 remaining. The valkyrie knew without asking, that she should save it for after they finished cultivating for the night.

Elora was quite pleased to receive the new spell, as it meant she could heal herself, or any of the household, should they become injured. It’s nice to see my Dantian’s Total Capacity reach 180 Qi as well… she thought to herself. The elf was starting to see why her master got so excited about the gains from cultivation. It truly is the fastest path to power imaginable…

With Acrasia off taking music lessons, and Nyakuro studying the Elven language with Lāmina, James and Hrein were left to cultivate for a few more hours before bed. This resulted in them refining another 360 Qi into Spirit each, which gave them a reserve of 385 and 395 Spirit respectively.

When the ladies returned from their studies, Elina wanted to take the opportunity to mark everyone with her Summons spell, as suggested by her master. Though she was able to accomplish it, much to Nyakuro’s embarrassment, it was a slow and painful process, with the elf seemingly pushing herself to the limit, just to quietly and haltingly speak each word. This performance drove the nekomata to swear to herself all over again, that she wouldn’t rest until she could achieve the same thing.

Once that task was dealt with, James and Hrein went about granting the Panacea spell to the others that still needed it. The einherjar shared it with Acrasia and Elina, while Hrein copied it into Nyakuro’s spell list. This increased the Dantian’s Total Capacity for each of the girls, with Elina reaching 180 Qi to match her sister, while Nyakuro got to 400, and Acrasia made it to 520 Qi.

“What shall we do with the remaining Spirit, Master?” Hrein asked, noting that she had quite a bit left.

“I’m thinking that we should give Flaming Sword to Elora and Elina. Not only is it one of our strongest offensive spells, which they can use to protect themselves if need be, but being able to start fires sounds like a handy skill for maids to have.” James replied. “Moreover, I think the flames of Flaming Sword are easier to control, since you can choose what body part to light up, like say, just your finger.”

“Very well, Master. Shall I grant it to Elina, whilst thou dost grant it to Elora?” the valkyrie suggested.

As soon as the words left the Chooser’s mouth, Elina made a strange glottal noise and flung herself at James, clinging to the einherjar and shaking her head emphatically. This surprised everyone in the room, albeit to varying degrees. Somehow, Elora seemed to expect this, at least on some level.

Shaking her head, the senior maid clucked her tongue and glared at her sister, while planting her hands on her hips. “Elina! Just because you’ve become his concubine, doesn’t mean that he’s going to spoil you at every turn!”

The junior twin blinked for a moment at her sister’s sudden chastising, but then promptly stuck her tongue out and blew a raspberry. This seemed to shock the head maid even more than Elina’s earlier actions, leaving poor Elora utterly flabbergasted and unable to speak.

“Er… well, I suppose I can give it to Elina, while you give it to Elora, my love.” James suggested, feeling a little awkward about the whole situation.

“Mhm!” Elina hummed, while nodding her head emphatically.

“No!” Elora objected loudly.

“No?” James asked, growing more surprised by the moment.

“No.” the head maid said again, even more firmly. “You can’t encourage this type of behaviour in her.”

Elina silently glared at her twin, and clutched her master’s sash tightly in her small fists.

James sighed and considered his options. “If I’m honest Elora, I kind of want to spoil both of you. All of my women, really.” the einherjar admitted.

Elora’s face scrunched up in a mix of embarrassment and irritation. The pretty elf didn’t know what to say to that, and so she just stood there, glaring at her master.

Seeking to play the peacemaker, Acrasia flitted over to land on Elina’s shoulder. “Hey Elina, I know what it’s like to want all of Master’s attention. But he can’t always use his Qi on you. He only has so much to go around. Just like his cum.”

The elven maid gave the blonde fairy a puzzled look, which only spurred the leannán sídhe on to continue.

“So, I’m sure that, if you asked, he’d reward you for being a good girl. If you get along with your sister, maybe he’ll give you a kiss?” the beautiful fae suggested.

Elina’s eyes widened slightly, which was a little unsettling, giving how wide they normally were, and she turned to look up at her lover. “Kiss?” she whispered breathlessly.

James quirked a brow, then glanced at his tiny lover, who was bobbing her head up and down while grinning like a mad man. Turning his attention to his literally insane lover, he looked deep into her eyes as he addressed her. “If I give you a kiss, you’ll have to let Hrein handle granting you the spell. Are you going to be a good girl for me?”

Mouth agape like a gasping fish, Elina nodded furiously while pressing her body against his. “Kiss!” she practically demanded.

The einherjar tried not to laugh, and bent down to give the maid a long, tender kiss. As he did, the elf virtually melted into him, moaning loudly as she responded to his affections in kind. When at last he broke off the kiss, he glanced over to check Elora’s reaction. The other elf seemed even angrier than before, but he wasn’t sure if it was out of jealousy or protectiveness for her sister.

“Elora, come here.” he commanded.

The head maid scowled fiercely, but did as she was told without complaint. When she was close enough, James swept her into a hug with his other arm, and bent to kiss her too.

Elina gasped as she watched her master kiss her twin, but didn’t try to pull free of his arms. After a long moment, the einherjar pulled back and released both women from his embrace.

Good. She doesn’t look angry anymore… James noted silently, while studying Elora’s facial expression. The way he saw it, there were two likely reasons for her pique. One I couldn’t do anything about, while the other I could. So it only made sense to take a chance. he told himself. While he had her nearby, the Champion took the opportunity to open her Status Screen and grant her the Flaming Sword spell. This had the expected effect of bumping her Dantian’s Total Capacity to 220 Qi, in addition to allowing her to cast the spell. A glance was enough to communicate to Hrein that she should do the same for Elina.

After she finished, the valkyrie looked to her husband for guidance. “I have enough Spirit to grant one more spell, Master.”

James shook his head. “No. I want you to increase the efficiency of your Manifest Wings spell, instead. Halving the Qi Cost will go a long way in my plans for tomorrow.”

Hrein gave her lover a questioning look. “What art thy plans for the morrow, Master?”

“I want you to visit our troops in Elphyne. Offer every member of the guard, starting with Chimalma, a set of wings. Aerial supremacy could be the key to defending our home.” the ex-soldier explained.

The valkyrie once again found herself in the position of being surprised by her master. “Allowing our soldiers to fly would indeed give our forces a considerable advantage, Master.” the shield maiden agreed. “It shall be done.” she finished with a deep bow.

“Good. Thanks. Only grant wings to the soldiers who want them, and warn them that if they are dismissed, they won’t return on their own. After that, I would like you to give the volunteers flight lessons for the remainder of the day.” the Champion instructed.

“Yea, Master. I shall see it done.” the valkyrie reiterated. She then turned her mind to doing as she had been asked, and spent 100 Spirit increasing the efficiency of the spell. When it was done, the shield maiden realized that the spell had changed, but was perplexed by the new name. Showing it to her master caused the einherjar to laugh out loud, which only served to confuse the valkyrie further.
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“I do not understand, Master.” Hrein complained with a furrowed brow. “I know of no bovine creature, crimson or otherwise, that flies.”

James continued to chuckle and just shook his head. “Don’t worry, my love. It gives you wings. That’s all you need to remember.”

The valkyrie frowned, but accepted the man’s words without further complaint. “I have 65 Spirit remaining. Should I save it, Master?”

“Nah. Let’s give ourselves a little boost before bed.” the einherjar decided. “We can’t let our cultivation fall too far behind, after all.” Looking over his stats, James figured out how he wanted to spend the 45 Spirit he had left. I’m tempted to finish off my Charisma, but to be honest, I’m a little worried that doing so might trigger something. Hel did warn me about some mysterious change coming. So… I think I’ll put that off for now, and dump it into my Beauty stat. Not that I think it will make any difference with a bestial mug like mine, but I might as well have everything maxed out before whatever will happen, happens. Going with that plan, the Champion pushed his Total Beauty to 72. If he were able to see himself in the mirror, he might have noticed his pores shrinking and becoming less visible, while his fur and hair became just a little softer looking and more lustrous.

Hrein, on the other hand, finished off enhancing her Aim stat, bringing the Total to 120. She then put the remaining 35 Spirit into enhancing her Running Speed, giving her a new Total of 25 miles per hour. I cannot always count on fighting in the air. I must be fleet of foot as well. she told herself.

With all of their accumulated Spirit spent, there was no longer any reason to delay going to bed. And so, James wished his concubines goodnight, then led his three wives to their new bedroom, with plenty of naughty plans to break it in, so to speak.


CHAPTER 29


James stood up from the table after finishing breakfast. The ornate piece of furniture was a gift from the Fairy Queen, and was easily twice the size of his previous table, comfortably seating twelve diners. Unlike his old dining room table, which was constructed from a mix of slate, iron and wood, this table was carved entirely from a single piece of marble, and inlaid with silver. The only reason it was even possible to transport the obscenely heavy work of art, was due to Elora’s strategic use of his Inventory blessing. Thankfully, the chairs Titania had supplied were made from simple wood, with leather bound cushions, making them no harder to move around than any regular dining room set - even if they were masterfully crafted.

“Thank you for breakfast, ladies.” the einherjar said with a warm smile. The maids had gone all out this morning, making a variety of dishes, from pancakes served with sweetened cream and berries, to scrambled eggs with cheese, and even some of that tapir-bacon that Elora was growing ever more skilled at preparing.

Part of the reason for the lavish breakfast, from the maids’ point of view at least, was in celebration of settling in their new home. Of course, that wasn’t the only reason. I can’t believe I’m expected to cook for a goddess every day now! Elora fretted, wringing her hands nervously.

“Yea. I thank thee for thy service in preparing this feast. My Champion has most excellent servants.” Hel declared. Since James and his family had moved to Éljúðnir, the einherjar had insisted that his patron goddess join them for meals, whenever she was free to do so. He had even phrased it in such a way that made it difficult for the Goddess of Death to refuse, stating that he truly wished to spend more time with her, and that fact was one of his primary reasons for moving his household in the first place.

Poor Elora had hardly gotten used to having the Fairy Queen as a regular guest, and now she had to contend with the divine. This is what I get for stabbing a Champion, isn’t it? the elf internally sighed, all while keeping a pleasant smile plastered on her face.

“Aww. I’m so full!” Acrasia complained in a cheery voice, rubbing her overstuffed tummy. “The food was so good that I had to grow big, just to eat more!” In fact, the leannán sídhe wasn’t the only one who had changed forms, just to indulge in the delicious meal. Nyakuro had likewise shifted into her cat-girl form, once she saw the cream on the pancakes.

Sighing, the blonde fairy slid a little further down in her chair. “Honestly, Elora. That was almost as tasty as Master’s seed this morning.” Acrasia quipped, closing her eyes in contentment.

The elven maid grimaced, utterly disgusted by the thought of eating something so vile, but did her best to hide her reaction and treat the words as a compliment. “I… I’m glad you liked it, Mistress Acrasia.” she stammered with twitching eyebrows and a fake smile.

“Is it really so delicious?” Hel asked with a serious expression.

“Well! I have so much work to do today, that I really need to get going! Thanks for visiting, my Lady!” James practically shouted, clapping his hands loudly.

“What art thy plans, Master?” Hrein asked, taking pity on her husband and trying to help change the subject.

Having already taken care of his normal morning routine before breakfast, including visiting the queen to give her his blessing, the knight was free to look into a few other matters that he’d put off. “While you are out training our new air force, I’m going to look into some of the intelligence that Acrasia gathered from that priest of Yahweh.” he told her.

“Very well, Master. I wish thee great luck in thy search.” the valkyrie stated formally, then stood and curtsied, before excusing herself to tend to the day’s tasks.

James walked into the nearly empty room which he’d dubbed his ‘dungeon’. It wasn’t meant to be a real dungeon of course, but merely a playroom for him and his wives. So many things that I want to introduce them to… though I think Elora might get a lot more use out of my plans than the others. he thought to himself.

Despite his future plans however, there wasn’t much to see at the moment. The sole piece of furniture was the iron bound wooden chest he’d liberated from the slave driver, Tlacahua. Inside it, he’d stored all of the treasure he’d collected thus far, in addition to his small collection of coins from his previous life. Summoning the key to the iron lock, which he usually stored in his armoury, James sat down on the floor and unlocked the chest.

“Are you going to open that lockbox now, Master?” Acrasia asked, flying into the room at a relatively sedate pace for her.

“I will soon, but first I want to read these papers you gathered.” he replied with a smile.

“Boo. More boring stuff. I came because I wanted to see the shiny treasure.” the fairy protested.

“You came because of what I did to your clit…” the Champion teased.

Acrasia’s eyes widened slightly, and shone with excitement. “Are we going to play again, Master?” she asked, clearly hopeful that he would say yes.

James chuckled and shook his head. “Sorry, my pet. I shouldn’t tease you like that. We’re busy right now, but I promise to make good use of you later.”

“Boo!” the leannán sídhe protested again, pouting and puffing her cheeks in displeasure.

“Hehe. You really are too cute, my pet. But come, let us see what’s on these papers.” Removing the small stack, James turned his attention first to the bound scrolls, of which there were only two. The first turned out to be a magical scroll of healing, not unlike the one he’d found when he first arrived on Terra. I should give that to Titania as a gift. It wouldn’t hurt for her to have access to emergency healing, even when I’m not around. Making a mental note to do so, he unfurled the second scroll. Ah! Now this one is more interesting! the einherjar grinned with excitement. The scroll contained a spell called Exorcism which, unsurprisingly, attempted to push a spirit or demon possessing someone, out of their body.

Not wasting another moment, James activated his Analysis blessing, and began to cultivate the magic of the scroll. Less than ten minutes later, he was rewarded with the Exorcism spell appearing in his spell list, and his Dantian’s Total Capacity increased to 1080 Qi.
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“I hope I never have cause to use the spell, but it’s definitely one that I am glad to have on hand.” the einherjar quietly remarked.

“Hmm. I think Hrein would like that one too, Master.” Acrasia advised her husband, while reading over his shoulder.

“I think so too, my pet. I’ll be sure to give it to her at some point.” James agreed.

A quick glance at the rest of the papers revealed that they were mostly letters of some kind, and not magical scrolls. Well, as exciting as learning a new spell was, the goal was initially to gather intelligence anyway. the einherjar told himself, as he began to read the letters.
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“I guess that’s when he was first ordered to travel to Guayabo.” James muttered to himself, flipping the page over to read the next letter. As it turned out, most of the letters were boring correspondence between the cardinal and the priest, and half of the conversation was missing, naturally. The ex-soldier could only assume that Father Cannon had been honest in his reports, and kept his superior accurately apprised of the situation. The final two letters were definitely worth reading, however.
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“That’s… alarming. Especially that last part about preparing for their arrival.” the einherjar noted. “I’ll have to show these to Titania.” he muttered, before reading the final and most recent letter.
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“Agent of Satan, eh? You did say that he was rather creepy looking didn’t you, my pet?” James asked his fairy wife.

“Yeah. His eyebrows are weird…” Acrasia confirmed with a frown.

“Well, before I go running to the queen with this, I should make sure we don’t have anything more to add to it.” the knight decided. Picking up the two vials of clear liquid, the Champion examined them with his Analysis blessing.

Holy Water: Elixir. A potion created by adding purified salt to water, which is then blessed by a priest. It acts as a strong acid when coming into contact with beings who are anathema to the deity who blessed it, yet still consider Him their creator. This liquid can also be used to increase the chance of success for Exorcism or Banishment by 20%. Alternatively, it can be used in a ritual to sanctify or bless an area, object, or person.

“Hmm.” James carefully considered the object in his hand. “I don’t think I’d be able to make Holy Water if I try to cultivate from this. First off, I can’t imagine anyone seeing Hel as their creator, yet being anathema to her.”

“Would it hurt to try, Master?” Acrasia asked, more than a little curious.

The einherjar glanced at his tiny lover, and decided that she had the right idea. “I don’t see how. So you’re right, I should try.” Dropping into a mediative stance, the Champion attempted to learn the sacred magic which was contained within the Holy Water. As he had expected, the spell pattern somehow seemed incompatible with his very being, though he was able to glean some knowledge of the magic’s protective properties. Not sure how to incorporate that information into a complete spell, the einherjar took a chance and tried shunting the spiritual data into his own Blessing spell. Unsurprisingly, doing this caused a throbbing ache to develop deep in his brain, but the ex-soldier had never known when to quit. Pushing even harder, James could see Blessing’s description changing with his mind’s eye. Numbers were forming next to the words ‘resist possession’, which only made the Champion more determined to not only complete the restructuring of the spell, but to enhance it even further. I don’t want a chance to resist something like that. I want total immunity! he told himself.

Without a source of Spirit to draw on, the only thing he could do was allow the Qi Cost of the spell to balloon. By the time it stopped, the original cost of the Holy Water aspect had quintupled from 5 Qi to 25. This brought the entire cost of the Blessing spell to 50 Qi, which was far too high to be useful, in James’ opinion. Especially since I have to cast it so many times each morning! he silently lamented. Rather than allow himself to wallow in annoyance, the Champion immediately set out to fix the problem. This meant cultivating 100 Spirit to increase the efficiency of the spell, right where he sat.

A little over an hour passed before James came out of his meditative trance.

“Is everything okay, Master?” Acrasia asked with a slightly worried expression. “That took a lot longer than I thought it would.”

The einherjar nodded slowly in response. Though he had ultimately been successful, the experiment had proven something unexpected, along with the normal results. “We should refrain from cultivating here, in Eljudnir.” he stated, looking over at his wife with a furrowed brow.

“Is it dangerous?” the fairy asked, eyes widening slightly.

This time the warrior slowly shook his head. “No. But I understand now. This is the Realm of the Dead. Qi is, essentially, life force. There is vanishingly little alive in this realm, and so the Qi in the atmosphere… er, the air, is thin to begin with. Furthermore, I suspect that there is no natural way for it to be replenished here. We can’t avoid passively drawing in Qi while we are living in this domain, but we definitely shouldn’t try to soak it up any faster than necessary. Besides, as it turns out, the process is slower and more difficult here, than it is in the realm of the living.”

Acrasia frowned at her husband’s explanation, but understood the gist of what he was saying. “Okay. I think I get it, but I’ll let you tell the others, Master.”

James chuckled and gently patted the tiny woman on the head with his fingertip. “Perhaps that would be for the best. But for now, let’s check out the changes to my spell.” Making his Status Screen visible to the leannán sídhe, he joined his wife in reading over the new spell description.
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“Not bad. It also looks like my Dantian’s capacity went up by 5, giving me a new Total Capacity of 1090 Qi.” he noted aloud.

“That sounds like a lot, Master!” Acrasia exclaimed.

“It does… but I have the feeling that truly powerful beings can draw on much larger reserves.” James surmised. Letting a tired sigh escape, the einherjar turned his attention to the next task. “I suppose we should check out that lockbox now, eh?” he muttered. I know I’ve been making steady progress ever since being reborn. Hell, I think most residents of Terra would consider it insanely fast, in fact. But I can’t shake the feeling that something big is coming, and I just won’t be ready for it in time.

“How will you get it unlocked?” the blonde fairy asked, watching the bestial man pull the small container from the much larger chest.

“That’s not a problem.” the einherjar replied, summoning a hacksaw from his Inventory. “I’ll just cut through the lock.” Setting the saw blade to the shackle of the lock, James paused before he began to cut. “You should probably move back a bit, my pet. I don’t want you breathing in any iron filings or anything.”

Alarmed by the thought of choking to death on iron, Acrasia zipped out the door and peered into the room from around the corner. “Okay, Master! I think I’m far enough away.”

The Champion nodded, and then got to work. Even with his sharp blade, it still took the ex-soldier several minutes to cut through the iron lock. The moment he cast the broken piece of metal aside, Acrasia was right back on his shoulder, peering down at the lockbox with excitement.

Seeing no reason to delay any further, the einherjar lifted the lid, exposing the contents of the small chest to their curious eyes. Inside were an assortment of coins, which was to be expected, along with a few pretty gems. Sadly, there wasn’t anything else of interest in the box.

“Well, that’s that, I guess.” James muttered, scooping the treasures out of the lockbox and adding them to the pile in the iron bound chest. A quick glance at his Inventory readout told him that he’d added 9 drachma and 21 obols to his hoard, as well as two small sapphires and an emerald.

Figuring he still had about an hour until lunch, the einherjar figured it was a good time to take care of other small tasks. “I’ll go see Titania after dinner.” he told his fairy wife. “Which means I can help you with your magic until it’s time to eat.”

“My magic, Master?” Acrasia asked, tilting her tiny head in curiosity.

“Yeah. How about we see what we can do with those panpipes?” James suggested.

“That would be great, Master!” the fairy agreed, clapping excitedly.

Summoning the magical instrument to his hands, the einherjar activated his Analysis blessing and studied the primitive, yet masterfully made object. The item’s description basically stated that the pipes acted as a sort of tool, which added magic to any music played on them. It’s the ability to add magic to sounds which intrigues me… James thought as he poked at the reed pipes.

Gradually, he began to cultivate the magic, and more importantly, the knowledge of the spell pattern engraved in the instrument, from the satyr’s wedding gift. Though it took him the better part of half an hour, the einherjar was finally rewarded for his efforts. A new technique formed on his Status Screen, one which he would have to grant Acrasia as soon as he could.
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“Not bad for a morning’s work.” James commented as he stood and stretched. “Let’s lock up, and then see what’s for lunch.”
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James strolled towards the palace, and listened to the sound of a distant flute playing on the wind. For the most part, he found Elphyne to be an idyllic city, more like a peaceful garden than any metropolis that he’d ever visited in his past life. Letting his mind wander as he walked, he recalled the conversation over dinner. As it turned out, every single guard had taken Hrein up on her offer, and even old man Tatsuki had requested a pair of wings. The valkyrie told her husband that she had hesitated to grant the nekomata’s wish at first, until the wily shinobi pointed out that he would be better able to serve House Fir if he could fly. Apparently he claimed to already be a member of said house, since his niece had married into the family.

As planned, the shield maiden would spend the afternoon continuing to train those who’d been given wings, in the basics of flight. Meanwhile, the einherjar was heading to Titania’s court, to inform the Fairy Queen of the threat he’d discovered in the letters.

Passing by the eternally surly guards, the sole knight of the Seelie Court strode into the palace throne room.

“Ah. Sir James! What a pleasant surprise.” the queen called out when she spotted him entering the room. “We thought you would be busy with your new mansion today.”

“Greetings, Your Majesty.” the Champion replied, bowing courteously to the monarch. “I did indeed spend the morning at the mansion, but in the course of my work, I came across some information that I felt was necessary to share with you.”

“Oh?” Titania’s smile faded slightly when she recognized the serious expression on her friend’s face. “In that case, please join us in our study momentarily.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” James said, bowing again.
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“Well. That is most concerning, indeed.” Titania muttered, laying the last of the letters on her desk, and chewing her lower lip in thought.

“I agree. So… that begs the question. What do you want to do about it?” James asked, having a feeling that he already knew the answer.

The Fairy Queen looked her companion in the eyes and sighed. “I know what you are thinking, James. Or rather, I know what you have said in the past. That we do not possess the forces to occupy Guayabo, or even effectively patrol the lands surrounding Elphyne.”

“But… the humans are simply too dangerous to leave to their own devices.” the knight finished his queen’s thought. “Worse, it seems that they are actively planning an attack of some kind.”

“Quite right, my friend.” Titania confirmed. “It would seem that we are left with little option, but to strike before they get the chance.”

James frowned but nodded. “A preemptive strike is certainly called for here, since I doubt any manner of diplomacy would work. But that still leaves the question of the nature of said strike.”

“What do you mean?” the fae monarch asked.

“What do we want to accomplish with the attack? Do we want to wipe them out entirely? Force them to leave the area? Or is the plan to subjugate them through intimidation?” the knight expounded on his question.

Titania grimaced, for in truth, she really had no stomach for war, nor the atrocities inevitably associated with it. “I do not wish to order the death of innocents…” the Fairy Queen began. “Do you think we could drive them out of the area?”

“Unlikely.” James replied, shaking his head. “And if we did, most would likely die on the journey to the next settlement. Worse, they might rouse our distant neighbours into attacking us, which could be disastrous for the Seelie Court.”

The fae queen groaned and rubbed her temples, attempting to ward off the headache that she knew was coming. “We are already expecting my ex-husband to lead his forces against Elphyne, and from the letters, it seems the Holy Empire of Castile is sending troops to our region in the near future. Likely with plans to eradicate our people.”

“Hmm.” James hummed and stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Perhaps there is another way.”

Titania looked up and waited silently for her knight to explain what he was thinking.

Realizing that he had the queen’s undivided attention, the knight ceased his pondering and laid out his plans. “What if… I sneak into the chief’s hut and force him to surrender personally? Bind him up in a Faustian Pact, and command him to enact the laws that we need him to. Ban poaching and enslaving citizens of Elphyne. Grant us first right of refusal on any female slaves. Hell, we could even exact a tribute from them, if we wanted. Then it would just be a matter of eliminating that priest of Yahweh, and we’d be set.”

The Fairy Queen’s eyes widened as she listened to the Champion’s proposal. It was at once devious and effective, as well as far more peaceful than open warfare with the humans. “You… would have them become a vassal state?”

“Yeah. Why not?” James replied, growing more enthusiastic about the plan as the minutes passed. “Let’s conquer them, but with minimal bloodshed. I hate to waste a resource, and ten thousand humans can be very productive. They can become a supply of grain, women, and other goods for Elphyne.”

“But… who is to say the people of Guayabo will follow their chief, if he starts making policies that they do not like?” Titania countered.

The einherjar shrugged as if that wasn’t a problem. “Then let them rebel. When the dust settles, they will have to pick a new leader, and once they do, I’ll drag him to Hel and make him sign a contact next.”

The Fairy Queen slowly sat back in her chair and took a deep breath. Thank Hel that he is on our side… the monarch thought to herself. After a long pause, the beautiful monarch nodded her assent. “Very well. We approve of your plan, Sir James. I, Queen Titania of the Seelie Court, hereby order thee to go forth and conquer the city state of Guayabo, in my name.”

“Gladly, Your Majesty.” the einherjar growled with a feral grin.


CHAPTER 30


Hel’s Champion tugged at the hard leather sleeve of his armour. Made from the hide of a tyrannosaurus rex, the dark green scales would provide excellent protection against the primitive blades of the region’s warriors. It had taken some work, including the help of his lovely nekomata wife, Nyakuro, to get it on, but it was well worth the effort in the einherjar’s opinion. Now… let’s do an experiment. James thought, and sent the armour to his Inventory.

“Nyan!” Nyakuro protested loudly, seeing all of their efforts undone in an instant.

“Wait! Wait.” the ex-soldier laughed, trying to calm the hissing cat-girl. “Watch this.” Snapping his fingers for flair, he summoned the armour back from his Inventory, and directly onto his body. “See? Thanks for the help, kitten. Now I can have my armour on whenever I need it.”

The black haired nekomata frowned, but seemed mollified.

“Say. Why don’t you join me on my mission?” James suggested as a peace offering. “Hrein’s busy with training the troops, and Acrasia is off taking lessons with Effie again, but I’m sure it would be good for me to have some backup.”

Nyakuro smiled at this, and nodded emphatically. “Meow!” she agreed.

Slipping his sash on overtop the armour, James checked himself in the mirror one last time before heading out. First impressions are important. he told himself with a grin.
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The einherjar landed just behind the Temple of Hermes with his wife. Both were cloaked in Druid Covering spells, and they had discussed his plans before they left. Letting their invisibility drop, the two proceeded quickly around the building, until they entered the temple itself.

“Greetings. Are you open for business?” James asked as he walked towards the counter. This time he had remembered the dwarven guard’s warning, and brought a small sack which he’d stuffed with rocks. Still grateful for the short man’s assistance during his previous visit, the einherjar acknowledged the stoic guard with a brief nod as he passed by.

“Of course. We’re always open for business. Well, all day, at least.” the white clad priest replied with his usual business smile. “What can we do for you today?”

“Just a few things to sell to the temple again.” James admitted with an equally fake smile. With Nyakuro keeping an eye on their surroundings, the einherjar slowly began to unload the treasures that he wanted to sell, by pretending to pull them from the sack. One by one, he laid the valuable pieces out on the counter, and the priest immediately began appraising them.

It took close to twenty minutes for the priest of Hermes to finish his work, given the number and variety of the treasures, but James didn’t mind waiting. “Let’s see. I can give you 150 obols for the melted copper. We’ll have to purify the metal before we can mint coins from it. The gold teeth turned out to be surprisingly high in purity, so I’ll give you 1 talent and 35 drachma for the set of four. Likewise, the set of five gold rings will net you 8 talents, but the earrings are only worth 20 drachma. The gold chains were rather heavy designs, so I’ll give you 8 talents for those as well. As for the gems, the two tiny sapphires will get you 122 drachma, and the emerald will get you another 120. That makes…. 22 gold talents, 48 silver drachma, and 50 copper obols in total.” the priest offered, after doing some calculations on his abacus.

“Done. And thank you for your help.” James agreed, holding his hand out to shake.

The scrawny priest of Hermes looked down at the einherjar’s large hand and wrinkled his nose. “Of course…” he said without shaking hands. Without another word, the smaller man loaded the treasures onto a tray, and carried them into the back.

Once the door closed behind the priest, the dwarf spoke up in a gruff voice. “Don’t bother trying ta be friendly with the lad. He’s a stuck up arse, and not worth yer time.”

“Uh. Okay. Thanks for the advice.” James replied, not really knowing what else to say. It took several minutes for the priest to reemerge from the back of the temple, but he did so with the wooden tray stacked high with coins.

“Here you are. Was there anything else you needed today?” the skinny man asked.

“No. That’s great, thanks.” James replied, and pretended to stuff the coins in the sack, while secretly sending them to his Inventory instead. A quick glance at the Inventory section of his Status Screen, while keeping it invisible to others, told him that he was becoming a rather wealthy man. His not so modest hoard now contained 73 talents, 567 drachma, and 83 obols.

Finished with his business at the temple, James led his wife outside, with the goal of completing their plans. He only made it a few steps beyond the temple doors however, before a crowd quickly formed and attempted to surround them. All of those gathered were men, and clearly warriors, since they were brandishing spears in the Champion’s general direction.

“You will leave this place, foul demon! And never return!” an arrogant, nasal voice screamed from behind the crowd.

“Cannon.” James snarled, tired of the old man’s antics. “Show yourself, you coward! If you think your faith is strong enough to drive me out of town, then step forward and challenge me!”

“Ha! I am not so foolish as to challenge a Champion to combat, even if he reeks of evil! No, these brave warriors will end your pitiful life, if you do not comply with our demands!” the priest of Yahweh retorted.

He must not be ready to enact whatever plans he has, else he wouldn’t try to drive us away with words… the einherjar silently realized. That means it’s not too late to deal with him. But how is the best way to go about it?

“Well? What are you waiting for!? In the Lord’s name, I command you to leave!” Father Cannon yelled.

Thinking quickly, James glanced over his shoulder and gave a simple command to his wife. “Vanish.” he growled, before taking to the air.

Obediently following her husband’s command, Nyakuro silently cast Druid Covering, before launching herself into the air as well. This shocked the crowd, who began waving their spears around in a panic, clearly upset that they could no longer see their enemy.

Yeah, I gave up the knowledge that we can move about unseen, but we put a good amount of fear into them in trade. the ex-soldier told himself. Hopefully they won’t be able to come up with countermeasures too quickly or easily. Flying in a low circle, just out of throwing range of the enemy’s spears, James scanned the crowd for the real troublemaker. “Ah. There he is.” he growled, having spotted the balding man in the horsehair shirt.

Locking eyes with the fearsome einherjar flying above, the priest showed surprisingly little fear. Holding a silver cross aloft, as if it were some manner of shield, the old man shouted at the airborne monster. “Foul demon! It matters not what you do today, for the Lord is almighty! You will burn in Hell for your sins against mankind!”

“Well, one of us is going to burn, that’s for sure. But it isn’t going to be me.” the Champion snarled, having decided the priest’s fate. Slowly lowering his arm, like some inexorable fate, the einherjar pointed at Father Cannon and gave a feral grin.

Sensing his end was nigh, the elderly priest cried out at the top of his lungs. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil! For thou art with me! Thy rod and… aaaahhh!” Unfortunately for the priest, Hel’s Champion wasn’t kind enough to allow him to finish the prayer. The last sounds he uttered were unintelligible screams, before the blue flames of James’ spell consumed him completely.

Unfortunately for James, that didn’t matter. The moment the old man’s life was snuffed out by the einherjar’s attack, his soul screamed out with true faith in his God, and the priest died a martyr. A column of pure, holy light shot into the sky, transporting the faithful soul to Heaven in the blink of an eye.

“What the Hell was that?” the Champion grumbled, trying to rub the spots from his eyes. When his vision finally cleared, he saw the gathered warriors staring upwards in awe. Not at him, but at the point in the sky where the column had disappeared. Shit. James silently cursed. I need to get a grip on this situation right now, or I’m going to have a whole crowd of zealots on my hands. “Hey! Listen up!” the einherjar roared. “I have no quarrel with you, at least not yet. But you’ve seen what I will do to any that threaten me or mine. So take note. I am Sir James! Knight of the Seelie Court, and Champion of Lady Hel. Cross me, and your deaths are guaranteed!”

The ex-soldier could see the fear in the eyes of the mortals below him, but he wasn’t so foolish as to think that would be enough. I just don’t know enough about influencing people. he silently lamented. Damn me for having Charisma as a dump stat! he tried to joke, in a feeble attempt to make himself feel better. Unsure what else to do, the einherjar simply cast Druid Covering on himself, then flew to meet his wife at the RV point, not far from the elder’s hut.

It only took a moment to find the nekomata by scent and feel, and once he did, he whispered in her ear. “Take a seat. We’re going to be here for a while. Need to wait for things to calm down, before we can move on to the next phase of the mission.”

“Meow.” Nyakuro agreed as quietly as she could. The nekomata silently sat down on the ground and contemplated the column of light she had seen. She had no idea what it meant, but her gut was certain that it would bring them trouble, and heaps of it.
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Nearly two hours had passed since the altercation with Father Cannon, and things were only now starting to settle down. James regretted the waste of time, and wished he could have at least spent it cultivating, but they were in the middle of enemy territory, and he needed to be able to act without warning.

“Okay. We’re moving.” the einherjar whispered to his partner. When he felt her tap his leg in response, the ex-soldier slowly stood and crept through the streets. Though he didn’t have far to go before he reached the elder’s hut, he didn’t want to bump into anyone, and accidentally alert them to his presence.

As he approached his destination, James saw that the two rectangular guard huts, one on either side of the entrance to the largest building in town, were currently occupied, and the warriors standing within appeared quite alert. Thankfully, since it was still daylight, they hadn’t thought to close the hide curtain that usually covered the door at night. If they had, it would have been much harder for him to sneak by without being noticed.

Once they were in the building, James and Nyakuro moved off to the side for a moment, to let their eyes adjust to the lower levels of light. As one might expect, the interior of the rectangular hut was far more lavish than any of the other homes in the town, with the possible exception of Geoffrey’s house. Thick furs covered the stone floors, and woven tapestries formed cloth walls, separating the space along the sides of the building into small rooms.

Pacing about the centre of the main room, was a man who was clearly in charge. His head was adorned with a brightly coloured cocar - a native headdress, where the feathers stood straight up from the headband encircling the wearer’s brow. While the majority of the feathers that made up the crown were a beautiful blue, the three which rose above the forehead were longer, and a brilliant crimson in colour.

The chief’s wrinkled face wore a deep frown as he finally gave up pacing and plopped down in what appeared to be a wooden throne. James felt that the throne was at odds with the general culture of the people of Guayabo, or at least what little he’d seen of it. Maybe it’s more of Father Cannon’s influence? he wondered.

“Slave!” the chief suddenly shouted, pointing at a naked slave girl, who was kneeling on the opposite side of the room. “Get over here and suck me!” he ordered in a crass manner.

The young woman hurriedly climbed to her feet, and rushed to kneel before the chief’s throne. She must have been used to such commands, for she didn’t hesitate at all, before taking the old man’s shrivelled member in her mouth.

Didn’t take much to figure out why. James noted sourly, when he spotted the white scars on the woman’s back.

The chief relaxed in his seat with a sigh, and let his head hang back with his eyes closed. “Damn fae causing trouble…” he muttered quietly, letting the girl between his legs do the work. He wouldn’t get to enjoy her ministrations for long however, since the einherjar was already on the move. Walking as quietly as he could, James approached the only other occupant of the hut - another slave girl kneeling by the door. Creating a pinch of golden dust with his Sleeping Beauty spell, the Champion sprinkled it in the woman’s eyes, causing her to fall asleep where she knelt. Quietly, gently, James assisted the unconscious girl to the floor, before returning his attention to the other two natives in the room.

Casting the spell a second time, the einherjar prepared to dust the second slave’s eyes with the golden sand, but ran into a problem. Though she had been quick to obey, the slave girl clearly wasn’t enjoying her work, and she had her eyes shut as tightly as possible.

Not wanting to take the time to come up with a more complex plan, James poked the girl in the forehead, which caused her to stop and open her eyes. The moment they were open, the einherjar flung the magical dust into them, knocking her out in an instant.
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Feeling the slave pause in her work, the chief’s head snapped up, and he opened his mouth to shout at her. He never got the chance to make a sound however, because the Champion’s huge hand clamped down over his mouth, right before he felt himself picked up and hauled bodily into… something. One moment the old man was sitting in his wooden throne, and the next he was flying through some dark tunnel that filled him with dread.

Even though it felt like an eternity to his panicking heart, the wizened elder only spent a few moments in the tunnel between worlds. Those short minutes were more than enough to terrify the old man, however. At first, he was simply shocked at no longer being in his hut, but all his flailing about availed him naught, other than to see the light at the other end of the tunnel. “I’m… dying.” he thought with horror. What he was experiencing in that moment, was exactly what those who had near death experiences had described in the past.

Though it was fear that made him tremble as he approached the light, the cause of his shivering quickly changed after passing through it. The old man groaned as he was unceremoniously dumped on the cold, hard ground, but a bump on the head was the least of his problems. Icy pellets fell from the sky and stung as they pelted his bare skin. A freezing breeze, unlike anything he had ever felt in the tropical climate of Guayabo, bit into his aged flesh, and chilled him to the bones.

But it wasn’t what his body felt which troubled the chieftain. In the grand scheme of things, he was hardly even conscious of the physical discomfort he was in. No, it was what his eyes perceived that shook him to the core. No sun shone down on the world he’d suddenly found himself in; the land blanketed in a dreary darkness that was just bright enough to reveal the horrors that surrounded him. Here, the dead walked as if alive. Ragged skeletons, dressed in rusted armour patrolled the grounds outside a castle of blackest stone. Terrifying spectres flitted about through the air, their silent screams heard only by his heart. And there, gazing at him with the coldest eyes imaginable, was a being of immense power.

“I am Hel, Goddess of Death, and thou art in my domain.” the terrifying deity spoke with a truth and finality impossible to deny, answering the chief’s unasked question.

Before the mere mortal could even begin to gather his wits, another being appeared nearby, as if materializing out of thin air. While the creature lacked the pure gravitas of the goddess, the sheer physicality of the beast would make any man tremble in fear. Standing over him, like some great predator about to devour his prey, the tiger-man snarled and flexed his wings.

“Welcome to the Realm of the Dead.” the einherjar growled, slowly extending his claws.

“W-what do you want with me!?” the chieftain shrieked, trying to crawl backwards in a feeble attempt at escape. The old man ceased his hurried retreat when he ran into something cold and hard. Looking up, he found that not one, but a whole line of armoured skeletons had moved in behind him.

A scream of terror tore its way free from the old man’s throat, his mind finally caving to the pressure of the situation he’d found himself in. True darkness descended over the man’s eyes as he blacked out, but he was to be denied even a moment’s peace. Sharp pain exploded in his knee, thrusting the native chief back to consciousness; his eyes flying open, only to reveal a thin, broken blade that had been driven through his leg.

The chieftain continued to scream in pain and fear, as Hel’s Champion slowly prowled towards him. “Listen well.” the monster growled, the fury on his fearsome visage obvious for all to see. “If you want to live, you will do exactly as I say.”

“L-live? I... I can live… again?” the chief stammered, a tiny spark of hope forming deep in his heart. Mercy was the last thing he had been expecting from the monstrous man, but he clung to that line of thought like a drowning man at sea.

The Champion’s eyes narrowed dangerously, but he answered the human’s question with honesty. “If you surrender, I can and will return you to the land of the living.”

“I surrender!” the old man cried, clasping his hands together as if in prayer.

“Not just you. All of Guayabo. Your town will become a vassal state to the Seelie Court.” James continued.

“W-what?” the mortal stuttered.

“You are the chieftain of Guayabo, are you not?” the einherjar asked, his tone mellowing ever so slightly.

“Y-yes. I am Kasike.” the man replied, his fear slowly being tempered by hope.

The Champion tilted his head slightly, as if in thought. “Kasike, then. Very well. First, know that you will only be given a single chance. Fail us, or worse betray us, and you will be dragged right back here, and your successor will be given the same offer.”

“Y-yes. I understand.” The Kasike nodded emphatically. The old man thought it odd that the Champion was treating ‘Kasike’ as a name, rather than a title, but that didn’t matter at the moment.

“Excellent.” the einherjar replied with an evil grin. “I will make the details of our agreement clear in a contract, which you will sign.” he began. When Kasike nodded in understanding, he continued. “First, you will announce new laws which prohibit the poaching or enslaving of mystical creatures. Second, you will grant Elphyne a right of first refusal to purchase any such slaves, as well as all female slaves, which your people come into possession of.”

“W-what? Uh. What right is that?” Kasike groaned as he tried to ignore the pain from the blade in his leg.

James glanced down at the broken sword, and frowned. With a growling sigh, he stepped forward and took hold of the hilt, which made the old man cry out in agony. Not wanting to show too much kindness to the chief, since he was still counting on intimidating him, the einherjar ripped the blade free, and tossed it back to the skeletons.

He isn’t going to be able to focus much on the deal, if he’s passing out from the pain… the ex-soldier noted. Snapping his fingers, the einherjar made a small show of power, by healing the man’s injury with magic.

Surprise washed over the chieftain’s features, as he stared down at his repaired knee. I’d… I’d thought that I’d have to live as a cripple, if I even survived this… he thought to himself. Looking up at the fearsome Champion, who he now recognized as the one Father Cannon had spoken of, Kasike began to wonder if he could turn the situation around. As quick glance at the stern face of the goddess standing behind the huge man, instantly told the human not to push his luck.

“A right of first refusal is simply an agreement, which states that the named party has the right to purchase the item in question before anyone else can, at a fair price.” James explained.

“Fair price?” Kasike squeaked. They aren’t just going to take them? he wondered in surprise.

The einherjar nodded. “Yes. We will buy any slaves we are interested in, at the standard price of 120 drachma.” After pausing for a heartbeat, the beast-man glared down at the feeble chieftain. “But if we find out that your people broke the new laws in an effort to make a profit, the offenders will be slain in a most horrible fashion.” the Champion threatened.

“I understand!” the chief shouted, holding his hands up in surrender.

“Good. Moving on.” James straightened up and stopped glaring at the mortal. “Guayabo will give a monthly tribute of five women or girls to Elphyne. Alternatively, they may send one hundred pounds of grain, salt, or sugar, for every person they are short.”

“Grain… or salt? All right…” Kasike replied, a little dumbfounded. Does… does he not know how little that is? If another settlement had conquered us, they would take hundreds of slaves, and many more in tribute each month…

“Lastly, there will be a standing offer made to women and girls who reside in Guayabo. They may move to Elphyne as free citizens, on the condition that they take an elven husband, or are adopted by an elven household if they are children. As an incentive, we will grant these women and girls a one time payment of 30 drachma.” James stated.

The old chief blinked in surprise upon hearing the einherjar’s offer. 30 drachma… that’s a warrior’s wages for a full month! “Are… are you sure?” the human leader asked, more than a little baffled.

“Yes.” the einherjar said simply.

“And… what of you, goddess?” Kasike asked, crawling to his knees and bowing his head deeply. “How many sacrifices must we make to appease you?”

Hel stared down at the mortal for a long moment. The truth was, she would gain a not-insignificant amount of power, if the humans of Guayabo started making sacrifices to her. Shall I accept his offer? Doing so might rob James of resources, however… After considering the offer carefully, the Goddess of Death came to a decision. “Thou shalt only sacrifice those who are already fated to die, for crimes or otherwise. Thy people’s prayers will suffice whilst they live.”

“Yes, my Lady!” Kasike replied, keeping his forehead pressed to the ground.

“Know also that Sir James doth be my Champion, and his voice is as mine in all matters.” Hel stated, adding the considerable weight of the divine to her Champion’s words.

“Of course, my Lady!” the chief shouted, trembling slightly. That contract will be fulfilled! Kasike swore to himself.

Satisfied that things had gone as he’d hoped thus far, James created a Faustian Pact and had Kasike sign it with his own blood. As promised, the penalty for failing to fulfill the contract was to have the man swept away from the mortal realm, and brought right back to Hel’s domain. The einherjar assumed that the magic would make use of his Hel’s Gate spell to complete the task, if it became necessary.

With all of that wrapped up, James didn’t want Kasike to become too accustomed to Hel’s presence, or the Realm of the Dead for that matter, so he picked the old man up and opened a gate back to the chieftain’s hut. A short flight later, he deposited the human back in the very chair he’d been seated in, when the entire adventure had begun.

“My… my slaves… are they… dead?” Kasike asked, looking at the two collapsed women.

“No. Merely asleep. You need only pat their heads to wake them.” James assured him.

“I see…” the elder muttered, slowly coming to grips with all that had happened. “I… I’ll prepare this month’s tribute right away! You can have these two to start!” the old man nearly shouted, and shot out of his throne. “Guards! Accompany me!” he yelled as he strode out the door.
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Deciding that things would likely go more smoothly if he waited for the chieftain to return before waking the slaves, James moved away from the throne and stood off to the side. A second later, he felt the familiar sensation of his wife’s touch, as the nekomata pressed her body against his.

“There you are.” he said quietly. “I missed you when I was in Eljudnir.”

Nyakuro purred and rubbed her cheek against his chest, while the einherjar slipped his arm around her. “Aishiteru, Meowster.” she whispered, a slight blush colouring her invisible cheeks.

“I love you too, kitten.” James whispered back, feeling a familiar tightness in his chest. Just how did I get so lucky, to have the love of these incredible women? he wondered as he waited for Kasike to return.

The einherjar didn’t have to wait long, which he thought was a pity, since he was enjoying the quiet moment with his wife. The chieftain came striding back into the hut, followed by his guards and three more naked slaves.

“I apologize for the wait, Champion!” the chieftain announced, doing his best to smile at the bestial man. The guards behind him seemed shocked at finding the einherjar in the hut, and immediately tensed with their weapons in hand. “Be at ease!” the elderly man commanded the warriors, as he moved to his sleeping slaves and woke them with a pat on the head. “We are at peace with Elphyne, and will be paying them tribute from now on.”

The guards looked back and forth between one another, clearly not pleased by the announcement. “Kasike…” one began, but the chieftain cut him off with a raised hand.

“The matter has been settled. I will make an announcement in the morning.” Turning to the slaves, the chieftain gave them one final command. “You five are to go with the Champion, as tribute to Elphyne. Do not shame our people by causing trouble. If you do, your families will pay the price.” With that, Kasike turned and nodded to the einherjar, who waved for the naked women to follow him.

Leading the slaves out of the chieftain’s hut, the Champion stopped a short distance down the road. People had started to gather again, though this time they weren’t threatening him. This was likely due to the fact that Kasike’s guards were keeping people back, and whispering something to the other warriors they met, while following James and his procession.

“Gather ‘round, ladies.” James called out. “I’m going to take a look at each of you, then heal any wounds you have, and cure any diseases you might be carrying.” When saying this, the Champion made sure to speak loudly enough that the onlookers could hear him clearly. I want word to spread that magical healing is available in Elphyne. That might convince some of the women to move, along with the financial incentive. he thought to himself.

True to his word, the einherjar spent the next several minutes checking the women over with Diagnosis spells, then curing the slaves of all that ailed them. He also took the opportunity to rid them of any body hair that they had, bringing them inline with the women already living in Elphyne. The only tense moment was when he healed the scars on the first slave’s back, the pain of which had caused her to scream and collapse to her knees, despite the warning he gave her beforehand. Nonetheless, she recovered quickly when the wounds healed and the pain stopped, and seeing her fine helped the other slaves mentally prepare for the treatment.

After he was finished with healing the women, he led them out of town without further incident. As usual, he only made them walk far enough to be out of sight of the city gates, and then marked them with his Summons spell, before using Hel’s Gate as a short cut back to Elphyne.

Unsurprisingly, the magical transportation frightened a couple of the younger women, since they hadn’t expected to suddenly be standing somewhere entirely different, a split second after hearing his voice whisper on the wind. Thankfully, it was relatively easy to calm the ladies down, once they realized that they were safe. In fact, most of them seemed rather excited when James explained what was to become of them, with only one not believing his words until Lady Síofra showed up to escort them away.

“Well…” James grunted as he stretched and smiled as his nekomata wife, who had dispelled her invisibility. “I suppose I should go and report to the queen, eh?”

“Meow.” Nyakuro replied with a nod, returning his smile.


CHAPTER 31


“Thank you for lunch, ladies.” James said aloud, while cleaning his lips with a napkin. Titania had been thrilled with his handling of the mission, and they were both hopeful that he wouldn’t need to do it all over again with a new chieftain. The queen had been a little surprised at the offer that the Champion had made to the free women of Guayabo, but understood that it was both cheaper than buying slaves, and had a decent chance of netting them some more Elf-Wives.

“You’re welcome, Master.” Elora replied with a curtsy. The poor elf looked tired, and unsurprisingly so. Not only did she and her sister have to maintain the cleanliness of the new mansion, and do all of the shopping for the household, as well as cook three meals a day for the inhabitants and guests, but now they also had to milk the cow, and gather the eggs each morning. I wonder if I could convince him to hire more staff? the head maid thought idly as she collected the dishes for washing. It wasn’t that either of the twins were lazy, far from it in fact. It was just that they were nearing the end of their rope, so to speak. The daily tasks that they were responsible for had kept piling up, and if any more were added, the quality of their work might suffer.

Standing up from the table, James went around to collect kisses from the women, and a hug from little Zahra, before heading back to Elphyne. The einherjar was glad that he’d managed to get a couple hours of cultivation in before lunch, since he expected it to be a busy afternoon. “Are you ready to head out, ladies?” he asked Hrein and Nyakuro.

Both women nodded their heads in confirmation, and stated that they were ready. “I am glad that we were able to join thee for thy training this morning, Master.” Hrein stated as she handed her plate off to Elina.

“Agreed.” said James. “I imagine you will be working with the troops again today?” he asked.

“Yea, Master. I will attempt to introduce the basics of aerial combat to the guard. They will require many days of practice before they are proficient, however.” the valkyrie informed her husband.

“Understandable. In fact, I think we should join you for that training. I’m sure we could all benefit from it. Before we go though, I’d like to give out some upgrades. Acrasia. Come here, my pet.” the einherjar called out to his smallest wife.

The tiny fair flew over and landed on his shoulder. “What’s up, Master?” she asked, clearly borrowing his vernacular.

“I’m going to give you the technique we worked on yesterday.” James explained, pulling up his Status Screen.

“Oh! Thank you, Master!” Acrasia clapped in excitement as she accessed her own screen. A few seconds later, she was struck with a splitting headache, as the Enchanting Music technique was burned into her mind. “Oww!” she groaned and buried her face in her hands. “I forgot how much that hurts!” the fairy complained.

“Sorry, my pet. But you’re more powerful than you were before, so good job enduring the pain.” the einherjar consoled her, while stroking her hair with his fingertip. Next, he turned his attention to his Chooser. “As for you, my love, you should get the upgraded version of Blessing.”

“Yea, Master. I would appreciate that.” Hrein agreed, and brought up her Status Screen as well. Spending 125 of her own Spirit, the valkyrie copied the spell into her own list, and allowed it to overwrite the old version. “Oh! Master!” the shield maiden suddenly exclaimed. “Might I also have thine Exorcism spell?” she asked, having spotted the new magic in his spell list.

“Of course! Help yourself, my love.” James agreed.

“I thank thee, Master.” Hrein replied, then spent the last of her collected Spirit to copy the spell for herself. As expected, this gave her Dantian a small boost in capacity as well, pushing the Total up to 850 Qi.

“No problem, my love. It was by your own efforts that you were able to get it anyway.” the einherjar told her with a wink. “That aside, Nyakuro, would you mind giving Elora the Druid Covering spell? I’ll pass a copy on to Elina, too.”

The head maid paused in her work and turned to address her owner. “What does that spell do, Master?” she asked out of curiosity. By now she was quite confident that the Champion wouldn’t do anything to harm her, so she felt no reason to fear any magic he wished to teach her.

“It allows you to become invisible. I think that would be a great way to ensure that you and your sister can escape, should any trouble ever arise.” James explained, as he pulled up the Status Screen of the other maid, who was excitedly nodding along with his words.

“Please. Master.” Elina attempted to whisper in her lover’s ear, by standing on her tiptoes.

The Champion chuckled and did as he had proposed, while Nyakuro did the same for the other twin. This bumped the Total Capacity of their Dantian to 270 Qi each, which was a significant improvement for the elven sisters.

After doing as her master had asked, the nekomata still had enough Spirit to enhance or perhaps even copy another spell, depending on how powerful it was. Peeking at her lover’s spell list, she saw a few that she would like to have, but it was clear that they needed to be enhanced before James was likely to give them out. Looking back at her own list, she only saw one place where a spell could be improved. Though it wasn’t a spell that she used often, the nekomata figured she should make it as powerful as she could anyway. Thus she spent 100 of her remaining Spirit to double the duration of the spell, allowing her to remain in panther form for 2 hours.

“All finished, kitten?” James asked, noticing the black cat poking at something invisible with her paw, and assuming it was her Status Screen.

“Nyan.” the cat meowed, shaking her head slightly. She still had 15 Spirit remaining, so the nekomata put it to use by increasing her Intelligence stat, pushing her Total IQ to 123.

Like his feline wife, the einherjar had a small amount of Spirit left as well. Being a mere 10 Spirit, it wasn’t likely to make a big difference, but he used it to enhance his Beauty stat anyway. Doing so brought the Total to 77, which was hardly supermodel material, but he supposed it did help.

Seeing the two-tailed cat stop what she was doing and look up at him, James surmised that she was finished. “Well, I guess we should get on with our day then, eh?”

“Meow.” Nyakuro replied with a nod.
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The next two days played out in a similar fashion. James and his wives would spend their mornings cultivating, and then their afternoons and evenings training with the city guard. As a side note, the einherjar found it interesting that each of the guards who were granted wings, seemed to have the colour of their feathers determined by their race. The nekomata and bakeneko all wound up with black, raven-like wings, while the elves gained white plumage, not unlike Hrein’s. Only the werejaguars grew multi-coloured feathers, and had wings that resembled those of roadside hawks; their beautiful plumage bearing striated patterns of browns and white.

Unlike their usual practice, all three cultivators saved their refined Spirit until the end of the second day. This allowed them to make some slightly bigger adjustments to the spells that James was working on, and then grant copies of the magic to the appropriate people. Through their combined efforts, the three of them managed to upgrade the Gale Force Gust spell, until it became Hurricane Force Gust, and taught it to Hrein, Nyakuro, and Acrasia.
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As expected, this pushed each of their total capacities for Qi up by 20, leaving Hrein with a new Total of 870, Nyakuro with 420, and Acrasia at 540 Qi.

The other spell they worked on was Running Water, which the einherjar felt would be handy for the maids. After doubling the amount of water it produced, it was taught to both Elora and Elina, granting them small boosts to the capacity of their Dantian as well.
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Both twins were pleased to receive the spell, as well as with their new Total Capacities of 290 Qi. As for those who put in the most work, cultivating the Spirit which allowed them to enhance and grant the spells to other members of the household, they rewarded themselves by boosting their own stats with their remaining Spirit.

James boosted his Beauty stat all the way, giving him a final Total Beauty of 100. While he didn’t see much difference when looking in the mirror, the einherjar did notice that his wives became a little more handsy after the boost, which definitely wasn’t anything to complain about.

Wanting to reward Hrein for all of her hard work lately, he donated his remaining Spirit to enhancing the valkyrie’s stats. This gave the woman 95 Spirit to work with, which allowed the shield maiden to finish off the enhancement of her Running Speed, giving her a maximum sprint of 38 miles per hour on land. This meant that the valkyrie could run over fifty percent faster than the greatest of Olympians on Earth.

With another 30 Spirit to spend, the young woman put her remaining resources into increasing her own Intelligence stat. This brought her Total IQ up to a very impressive 149.

Nyakuro had a bit less to work with, but that was fine by the young nekomata. Dumping all of her remaining Spirit into her Intelligence stat as well, the cat was nearly overcome with waves of nausea, as the magical energy forced open thousands of neural pathways, and lit up neurones that had never been used before. When the debilitating sensations finally passed, the nekomata was shocked to see that her Total IQ had jumped to a whopping 165… which only made sense to her now, as it was enhanced by 95% of her 85 IQ base.

While those two days were productive and passed without incident, the third morning held a bit of a surprise for the einherjar. Rather than have breakfast at his usual time, the Champion was intercepted by a messenger on his way back from blessing the queen.

“Sir James?” an unfamiliar voice called out to the knight from above.

Looking up, he saw something that he wasn’t expecting at all. A beautiful young woman was flying in a lazy circle, far above his head. Well… mostly beautiful. he silently corrected himself. In truth, roughly half of the woman was quite lovely indeed. She had a picture perfect face, framed in long, silky brown locks, and a naked body that most women would die for. On the other hand, the remaining half of her resembled a vulture. Long black talons extended from her clawed feet, and broad wings took the place of her arms. She even had the tail feathers of the infamous bird, sprouting from the small of her back.

“Uh. Hello. Might I ask who you are? I don’t believe we’ve met.” the Champion shouted back to the harpy.

The winged woman cackled happily, as if he’d told some great joke, but eventually calmed down and descended to land in front of the einherjar. “I am Ocypete. I come bearing a missive for you, Champion.”

“Oh?” James quirked a brow at this. He had suspected something like that, since the only thing that the woman wore was what looked like an old fashioned mailbag to him. “Do you work for the Temple of Hermes?” he asked, curious about her business with him.

“I do indeed!” Ocypete laughed again in her strange, cawing voice. “Virtually all mail carriers who work for Hermes are harpies. Just so you know.” she added with a wink.

“I see.” the einherjar replied.

“I’m probably the first one you’ve met, aren’t I?” she asked with a far too wide grin, showing off some seriously sharp teeth.

The Champion schooled his face, trying not to show how disturbed he was that she seemed to know so much about him. “What makes you say that?”

Ocypete’s eyes narrowed slightly, and her smile became a devious grin. “Oh, Sir James. Didn’t you know? You’ve become rather famous lately. In certain circles, at least. Why, Hermes himself had me transferred to Guayabo, just so I could meet you.”

“Is that so?” James replied, trying not to give anything away. That’s… not good, is it?

“It is. And now that I’ve seen you, I think you should meet my daughter…” she almost purred, lightly running one of her taloned toes over the einherjar’s muscled calf.

“I… really don’t think that’s necessary.” the Champion frowned.

“Oh please. Don’t be such a spoilsport.” the harpy pouted playfully. “Besides, Elphyne is going to need a carrier, once the new Temple of Hermes is built, is it not?”

“I suppose so.” James sighed slightly when he was forced to agree.

The harpy laughed loudly at this, apparently enjoying getting one up on the Champion. “See! I knew you could be agreeable. Now, before I forget, here is your letter.” With a smooth movement of her head that spoke of years of practice, the harpy slipped the mailbag off her shoulder, and dropped it on the ground. Lacking anything resembling human hands, she proceeded to open the bag with one of her taloned feet, and sort through the mail, while balancing neatly on the other. “Ah! Here it is.” she cawed, plucking a single letter from the bunch. With a flap of her wings, Ocypete lifted off the ground and hovered in place, while holding the letter out to the einherjar.

Accepting the folded piece of parchment, James nodded in thanks. “Do I owe you anything?” he asked.

“Nah. The sender pays at the temple, when they drop off whatever they want delivered. By the way, we charge 1 obol per pound, for every 5 miles we need to travel for delivery.” the mail carrier informed him.

“Handy to know. Thanks.” the ex-soldier nodded at the harpy, before turning his attention to the letter. “Hmm.” he hummed as he read. It turned out to be a short missive from Kasike, letting him know that there were a number of women and girls who were ready to migrate to Elphyne. “That’s… faster than expected.”

Glancing up from the letter, he noticed that Ocypete was still standing there, looking at him expectantly. Figuring she must want a tip after all, he reached into his pocket and summoned a couple of copper coins, then held them out to her.

The harpy tilted her head in that odd way that birds sometimes do, before hesitantly accepting the coins in her talons. “Uh… what’s this for? It’s not enough for me to deliver a message all the way to Guayabo.”

“Huh? I thought you wanted a tip? Isn’t that why you are still here?” the einherjar asked, a little baffled.

“Tip?” Ocypete muttered, glancing down at the coins. “Is that like giving someone a gift?”

“Sort of…” James replied, and explained the concept of a gratuity. “But if it wasn’t a tip you were after, was there something else?”

“Oh. I forgot that you don’t know. We mail carriers usually wait around for the customer to read their letter, in case they want to send one back. That is, unless the customer tells us they don’t want to.” the harpy explained, dropping her tip into the mailbag.

“Ah. No. Thanks anyway. I’ll reply in person.” the Champion replied.

“Okay then. See ya!” Ocypete cawed with a big smile, flipping the mailbag over her shoulder in another incredible display of skill. Without another word, the pretty harpy took to the air, and flew off to the southeast.

“I wonder how she knew where to find me?” the einherjar finally pondered with a frown, as he watched the strange woman fly off.
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After informing the queen, and then his wives, of the recent developments, James set off for Guayabo. This time all three of his wives accompanied him, though for one it was certainly out of boredom, and wishing to avoid any further training. With their enhanced speeds, the entire trip took less than an hour, so it was more like a pleasant morning flight, than anything else.

Not bothering to hide themselves with magic, the party flew right over the walls and landed in the town square. Like hell I’m paying an entry tax to a city that I conquered. James thought with a mental snort.

Striding up to Kasike’s hut, the einherjar found himself face to face with the chieftain’s guards, neither of whom looked happy to see him. Rather than antagonize them unnecessarily, the Champion spoke while looking at the warriors with a level gaze. “Let Kasike know that Sir James is here to see him.”

One of the guards twitched in irritation, but thought better of doing anything foolish, and turned to enter the hut. A few moments later, the elderly chieftain emerged from the building, smiling broadly.

“Well met, and welcome, Champion! I am very pleased to see that you were so quick to respond to my letter.” the old man croaked.

“Well met, Kasike. I simply didn’t want to keep future citizens of Elphyne waiting.” James replied, giving the chief a businesslike smile.

Within moments of his arrival, a crowd began to gather, the people of Guayabo curious to see their conqueror. While the general attitude seemed to be more cautious than hostile, James wasn’t taking any chances. “Keep your eyes peeled, ladies.” the ex-soldier quietly warned his wives.

“In that case, we shouldn’t keep you waiting either, Champion.” Kasike stated, continuing to smile. “Please, allow me just a moment to gather those who wish to emigrate.”

“Of course. We’ll wait right here.” James replied pleasantly.

Whatever enthusiasm the knight had held when he had received the letter, was quickly waning as he saw the women who were gathering for the move. “Give me your tired, your poor… indeed.” the einherjar grumbled under his breath. I guess I should have seen this coming. he silently berated himself. Virtually none of the women who were lined up before him were the kinds of young, fertile maidens that Elphyne needed. Instead, the group was an unpleasant menagerie of the elderly, destitute, and the crippled. A solid quarter of the women present were far past the age where they could bear children, while fully half were either missing limbs or were obviously diseased. The final quarter appeared to be made up of young children, presumably being sold off by impoverished parents, who couldn’t afford to raise them.

When it seemed like no further women were going to join the ranks of the volunteers, James stepped forward and addressed Kasike. “Is this everyone?” he asked, his voice not betraying his disappointment in the least.

“It… is.” the chieftain hesitantly confirmed. “Most of the ladies here have requested that the payments be given to their families, instead.”

“Of course. How noble of them.” James replied, still not showing any emotion. A quick count told the einherjar that he suddenly needed to cough up 1350 drachma; what he would have considered an astronomical amount mere weeks ago, but posed no problem to the knight today. “Could you please separate into two groups then? One who wish to be paid directly, and the other being those who desire the money go to their families.”

The knight stood tall as he silently watched the women and girls separate into the groups he’d requested. He wasn’t too surprised, though perhaps a bit disappointed, when it turned out that very few wanted funds for themselves. These are mostly undesirables being sent away by their families. I can’t imagine how horrible that must feel… he thought sympathetically.

“We’ll show them, won’t we Master?” Acrasia hissed irritably in his ear. Apparently his beautiful fairy wife had arrived at the same conclusion he had.

“Damn right we will.” James quietly growled. Doing his best to continue to hide his feelings, the einherjar approached the town chief. “My wives will dispense the silver to those who need it for themselves. I’ll pay you for the rest, and you can see it dispersed to the correct families. Is that acceptable, Kasike?”

“Of course! Of course. We’re happy to help.” the elderly man replied with a somewhat baffled smile. He’s… actually taking them? Paying for these people? the tribal leader wondered in shock. I thought for sure he would reject the elderly, at least.

Spending 500 drachma in silver coins, the einherjar paid for the rest with 17 gold talents. With that taken care of, he finally approached the two groups of emigrants. “I am going to start by using a spell to diagnose each of you, and determine what health problems you might have.” the Champion announced. “Acrasia, you can get started by ensuring they all meet Elphyne’s standards for hair.”

“Yes, Master!” the fairy yelled out in response, before doing as she was asked. Murmurs spread throughout both the volunteers, as well as the crowd of spectators surrounding them, which had only grown as time had passed. Some of the women seemed alarmed when their body hair began to fall out, but the elderly among them were quite pleased when the hair on their head became much thicker and more lustrous. Some had even been balding, but that was no problem in the face of the fairy’s spell.

When his diagnosis was complete, the einherjar was a bit saddened, but unsurprised, to find that virtually every volunteer was infected with at least one disease or another. Some were merely suffering from common colds, while others had a variety of nasty conditions. Calling over his First Wife, James pointed out which patients had which infections, and asked her to cure them for him.

“Of course, Master. Thy will shall be done.” Hrein curtsied solemnly, then moved off to follow his orders.

“Nyakuro!” the Champion called out to his next wife.

“Meowster?” the nekomata asked, stepping forward.

“I want you to take care of those who are missing limbs. Can you do that for me, kitten?” the ex-soldier requested.

“Meow!” Nyakuro replied with an enthusiastic nod, before dashing off to complete her task. It didn’t take long for the murmurs among the crowd to morph into outright shouts of surprise, when the nekomata began to work her magic. In fact, some folks even tried to volunteer on the spot, when they realized how the people of Elphyne could help them.

“I’m sorry, but we are not accepting men or boys.” James was forced to yell several times. “We will consider healing for payment at another time.” the Champion finally conceded, when the crowds were at their worst. In the end, Kasike and his guards had to step in to help calm the crowd.

When his wives had finished the tasks he’d given them, James knew it was time for the hard part. “Okay, ladies. Listen up!” the einherjar shouted to get everyone’s attention. “This next part will hurt.” This simple statement caused the mood among the volunteers to go from excitement to worry in a heartbeat. Rather than let their anxiety build, James went on with his explanation. “Many of you have parts of your bodies that have been worn down with age, by injury, or disease. Put simply, you are not healthy.”

Muttering among the crowd proved that the women were aware of this, especially the elderly, but they were unsure what he was proposing. “I will heal all of these infirmities.” the Champion stated simply. After giving his words a moment to settle into the minds of the listeners, James continued. “This can only be done by using my magic to break down the affected parts, and regrowing them. Thus the pain.”

Many of the older women’s eyes were beginning to fill with fear by this point, so the einherjar stepped towards them and spoke in the most comforting voice he could manage. “I promise that the pain will only last for a few seconds, and that you will feel much better than before when I am finished.”

Having already accepted the money to immigrate to Elphyne, the poor women weren’t in a position where they could refuse, no matter how scared they were. This was especially true of those whose families had essentially sold them off.

“Thou wilt be all right, I promise thee.” Hrein declared in a gentle voice, stepping forward to stand beside her husband.

The valkyrie’s assurances seemed to have a little effect at least, since James could now see hope mixed in with the fear reflected in many of the women’s eyes. Not wanting to draw things out any longer, the Champion began to weave his magic. Honestly, if it weren’t for the upgrades we made to Panacea, allowing me to target two people at once and reducing the cost, I wouldn’t have the reserves to pull this off. the einherjar silently noted as he worked.

Sweat began to bead on the Champion’s brow as he rapidly cast one spell after another, pushing himself to his mental limits, as he forced the healing magic to affect only the cells that needed to be replaced. One by one, he allowed the illusory screens of his Diagnosis spells to collapse, as he worked his way through two patients at a time.

It was only after he’d finished that the ex-soldier realized that the screaming had stopped. He’d been so intent on casting and manipulating the magic, that he’d blocked out the panicked cries of his patients while he worked. Now that it was all over however, the women stared at one another more in awe, than in fear. It was slowly dawning on them that not only did they feel better, but they also looked much better. Gone were all of the age spots and blemishes that had appeared on their skin over the years. Every scar, every grey hair, every wrinkle, had disappeared. Their bodies had been returned to the state they had been in their prime, or even better in some cases.

“Now then.” James called out, addressing the crowd and doing his best to hide the fatigue he felt from reaching his voice. “If everyone is ready, please pick up what luggage you are bringing, and follow us.”

A shocked silence hung in the air, and no one moved a muscle for several long seconds. It took Hrein loudly clearing her throat to stir the emigrants into motion, who then hurried to follow the Champion’s directions. Within a few minutes, it seemed like just about everyone in town turned out to watch the einherjar’s procession, as they walked down the road towards the northern gate.
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Kasike couldn’t believe his eyes. Not only had the Champion from Elphyne healed all of the infirm who had volunteered to join him, but he also made the elderly younger. These actions were so incredible, so miraculous, that the old chieftain could do nothing but stare in shock, as the group of emigrants moved down the street and out of sight.

More than a minute passed after he lost track of them, before the wily old man’s mind finally kicked into gear. This is… bad! he suddenly realized. Who is going to want to live here, when they can have eternal life among the elves!? Never mind getting paid to move, no woman in her right mind is going to want to remain in Guayabo now! And the men… looking around at the faces of his citizens, Kasike knew that trouble was brewing. The fact that such gifts were only offered to the women would definitely be a problem. There was no doubt in his mind that he was going to have people hounding him day and night, begging him to bargain with the Champion on their behalf. But what can I do? he wondered in a near panic. Unless… unless I can convince him to take in all of Guayabo… not as a vassal state, but a proper city in the Seelie Empire. Convinced that his idea was the only path forward, the elderly chieftain turned and strode into his hut as quickly as his feeble legs would carry him. Surely, after the miracle he’d just witnessed, immortality could be his as well. He just had to make the right deals with a certain Champion.
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James was bone tired as he led his entourage down the road. I don’t remember the last time I was this low on Qi… he groaned internally.

“We shall be out of sight soon, Master.” Hrein whispered in his ear.

The einherjar nodded sleepily. It was barely coming on noon, and he already felt like he needed a nap. “Thanks. Let me know when we reach that point. And Hrein, my love?”

“Yea, Master? What is it?” the valkyrie asked, glancing over her shoulder to check on the group of women following them.

“Sorry sweetheart, but I’m nearly tapped out. Could you do me a favour and take care of the transport?” her husband asked with a tired smile.

“Of course, Master. I shall take care of it.” the shield maiden replied, giving him a light kiss on the cheek.

A couple of minutes later, James heard his First Wife calling the column to a halt, then casting her Summons spell to mark the women. Since the ex-soldier kept himself busy watching his arcs, he didn’t see the valkyrie cast Towards the Light, and vanish in midair a moment later. Several minutes passed, and the einherjar had just begun to wonder if everything was all right, when he felt the tug of magic on his soul, and heard Hrein’s voice like a whisper on the wind. The next thing he knew, the Champion was standing in the square just inside the northern gate of Elphyne, along with all of the women they’d paid for, and his wives. Spread out around them were members of Elphyne’s guard, led by the werejaguar warrior, Chimalma. Next to her stood Lady Síofra, ready to step in and take charge of the new immigrants.

“Welcome to Elphyne.” the matronly elf said in a clear, warm voice. “I am Lady Síofra. I will assist you in finding elven husbands or families, and settling into your new lives. Please come with me.”

Though nearly all of the immigrants glanced at James first, as if to ask for permission, none of the women or girls caused any problems, and did as the elf requested.


CHAPTER 32


James groaned as he rolled his shoulders and sank into Titania’s comfortable couch.

“You look tired.” the Fairy Queen remarked.

“I am tired.” the einherjar replied, letting his head fall back and closing his eyes. “I could so use a nap right now.”

Titania giggled softly at the sight of her worn out knight. “My. You have become quite relaxed in my presence, have you not?”

James opened a single eye and focused it on the pretty monarch. “Guess whose fault that is?”

The beautiful fae opened her mouth in false shock, touching her fingers lightly to her breast, as if taken aback. “How rude. To insinuate that I had something to do with it…” She could only fake being insulted for a few more seconds however, before the woman broke down in a fit of giggles. “Oh James. You are truly delightful. Now, tell me, how have you saved my queendom today?”

The einherjar waved his hand dismissively, as if to say that he was no hero. “I just brought in some immigrants, that’s all. There were eleven elderly, twelve children, and twenty two cripples by my count.”

Titania frowned and eyed her knight suspiciously. “See. You say that, but I am quite certain that you would never bring people here, who would only be a burden. At least not without good reason.”

James nodded and sighed. “The children will grow into fine women, I’m sure. As for the elderly and the cripples, I healed them before bringing them here.”

The Fairy Queen’s eyes narrowed slightly as she contemplated his statement. “Healed them, you say? You make it sound as if you healed them of old age.”

“Yeah. Pretty much.” the einherjar replied with a shrug.

“James…” Titania breathed as she stared at her knight in astonishment. “You cannot just tell me that you can make humans immortal and just shrug it off!”

Hel’s Champion sighed and sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Sure I can. It’s not really a big deal. They’ll age again. I just reset their clocks a bit, that’s all. It’s not real immortality.”

“Just… reset…” the Fairy Queen stammered. Taking a deep breath, Titania stood up from behind her desk, and walked around to force James to look her in the eye. “James. What you are talking about is basically the Fountain of Youth! Kingdoms will go to war over such power!”

“Eh…” James moaned and furrowed his brow.

Titania’s eyes widened with incredulity, as she firmly placed her hands on her hips. “James! How on Terra did you even do that!?”

The einherjar sighed again, but straightened up slightly. “I just healed them, that’s all. Broke down the deficient cells, and rebuilt new ones based on their genetic code. DNA doesn’t really change, it’s just that segments get switched on or off, depending on how old a mortal is. So, I basically just did a factory reset. Put it all back to rights, the way it was when they were younger, then kicked things off again.” he explained.

The queen’s brow furrowed as she blinked in confusion. “I failed to understand even half of that, James.”

The einherjar frowned and gave his friend an apologetic look. “Sorry. But does it really matter how it works? It just does. And now Elphyne has a few more fertile women, to help rebuild the population.”

Titania closed her eyes and sighed, shaking her head softly. “A few more is right. By my estimate, you have brought 42 adult human women to Elphyne, and another 16 young girls, who will someday grow into women. Not counting the children, that is enough for every second elven man in Elphyne to add two human wives to his harem.”

“Hmm. I think I see your point. Have to be careful not to overwhelm elven society with human immigrants.” James stated, nodding in understanding.

“Well, that is part of the problem,” Titania admitted. “but not all of it. What are you going to do when mortals start coming to Elphyne, seeking immortality? The powerful among them will not simply take no as an answer.”

The ex-soldier’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Woe be to any who threaten my home or my people.” he growled.

While it certainly pleased her that James viewed Elphyne as his home, and her people as his, the Fairy Queen worried that his actions might bring even more problems to the fae city’s doorstep. And we already have to worry about two invading armies… she thought with a sigh. But… maybe… we can use this to swing others to our side? the monarch wondered hopefully.

Hoping to reassure his queen, the einherjar added a little more to his previous statement. “If it becomes a problem, I promise that I will do something about it, Titania.”

“I believe you, James.” Titania replied, accepting that there was little they could do in the mean time. “Regardless, there are other matters which need to be addressed at the moment anyway.” the queen told him, her devious smile returning with the change of subject.

James gave the regal woman a questioning look, his gut telling him that he might not like whatever she was about to bring up.

“Well, to start with, I need to reimburse you for the cost of the immigrants. How much did you say it was?” Titania asked, returning to her seat behind the desk.

“Don’t worry about it.” the knight replied, shaking his head and waving his hand as if to dismiss the idea. “I have plenty of money at the moment, and I took it from the funds that I got from raiding the slave trader anyway.”

Titania scowled. “Our queendom is not poor, James. There is no need for you to spend your own coin on building up Elphyne.”

“I never thought we were poor. It honestly never crossed my mind. But Elphyne is my home too, so why shouldn’t I contribute to her recovery? And it’s not like you collect taxes or anything.” the ex-soldier argued.

The Fairy Queen gave her knight a troubled frown. “Taxes are a poor system upon which to build a nation. And you do contribute, James. It is through your efforts alone that we are starting to rebuild.” she countered. Or even still exist… she added in her head.

“A smile, then.” James offered as a compromise.

“What?” the fairy asked, truly perplexed.

“Your smile, Titania. It’s worth more to me than all the gold in Elphyne.” the knight replied sincerely.

This time the look of surprise on the Fairy Queen’s face was real; her fingers trembled as she slowly raised them to cover her lips. “James…” she whispered.

“I want to make you happy, Titania.” he said, standing up from the couch. “If that costs me a bit of gold, and a bit more effort, then that is a price I am happy to pay.”

The fae monarch gazed down at her desk and blushed prettily. “You shouldn’t say such things, James… at least… not yet.” she muttered, her voice barely audible even to the einherjar’s keen ears.

Not wanting to push the lovely woman beyond what either of them were ready for, the Champion simply sat and waited in silence, for her to continue the conversation.

Gently clearing her throat, the Fairy Queen eventually looked up, but still avoided his gaze. “Well… if you refuse to accept monetary recompense, then the next item on our agenda becomes all the more important.”

“And what would that be, Your Majesty?” the knight asked formally, hoping the change in tone would help the queen overcome her embarrassment.

Finally able to meet his eyes, Titania stood and answered him with equal formality. “You have conquered new lands, and brought them under our rule, Sir James. Such an act is not a feat that we can easily dismiss as part of your normal duties. Moreover, I fear that you are the only one within our court who is qualified to oversee Guayabo’s continued obedience.”

“I see…” James said hesitantly. Where’s she going with this? Some kind of reward? he wondered.

“As such, it behoves us to grant you a rank within the court, that properly reflects your deeds and duties. Rise, then kneel before us, Sir James.”

Standing up from the couch, James walked around the desk and dropped to one knee before his queen. Bowing his head, the einherjar remained silent, correctly assuming what was expected of him.

Gently laying her hand upon the crown of his head, the Fairy Queen pronounced his reward. “For service most meritorious, we hereby grant thee the rank of Baron. Arise, Lord Fir.”

James slowly stood and raised his head to look into Titania’s eyes. The fae monarch had a small smirk on her lips, and the light in her eyes danced with mischief.

“We will hold the official ceremony tomorrow afternoon. Do make sure to arrive appropriately attired.” the fairy teased.

“Of course, Your Majesty.” the einherjar replied with a small smirk of his own.
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“Elora was right.” James muttered as he stepped out of the temple. The head maid had mentioned over breakfast that the sky was a strange reddish-orange back in Elphyne this morning. The elf had noticed the odd colouration when she had gone to milk the cow, and collect the eggs for breakfast.

“I’d better hurry over to the palace, and make sure Titania is okay.” the einherjar whispered to himself as he picked up the pace. He’d thought Elora’s news was interesting, but had figured that it was simply the Fairy Queen adjusting the veil to make pretty colours or something. But that’s not what this is… he thought gravely. I’ve seen this colour of sky before.

Landing just outside the palace, the Champion wasted no time in making his way to the throne room.

“Ah! Sir James!” Titania called out from her throne. “Apologies. Lord Fir.” she corrected herself after a heartbeat. “It is good that you are here.”

The einherjar waved his hand dismissively as he strode across the room with purpose. “Not the time to quibble over titles, Your Majesty. We have a problem.”

“Quite right, Lord Fir.” the fae monarch agreed with a firm nod. “Fire.”

“Yeah. I knew right away when I saw the sky. Only thing I know that does that, is a forest fire.” the newly minted baron stated, coming to a halt at the base of the dais.

“Correct again.” the beautiful fairy confirmed. “I have sent a scout to confirm the location. James, it… it is Guayabo.”

The einherjar’s eyes widened slightly at the news. “Your Majesty. If I might have permission to grant your blessing, I need to be on my way.”

“Of course.” the queen nodded in understanding. “See to this matter and… be safe.” she added a little more quietly.

“Guess I might be late to the party.” the baron joked.
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James almost couldn’t believe the destruction that he was seeing, as he gazed down at Guayabo to the southeast. The entire town seemed to be ablaze, with nothing left of the thatch structures that made up the vast majority of the buildings there.

“How could this happen?” Acrasia wondered aloud, her features twisted in horror. Suddenly, a new thought must have popped into her head, for the blonde fairy screamed and tried to fly even faster. “Clarissa!” she cried, obviously worried about the young girl.

“Wait!” James yelled. “This might be a trap! Everyone keep your heads! Combat formation, now!”

All of the women began casting spells and preparing for combat, even the less disciplined leannán sídhe, after a heartbeat or two. In seconds, the party was ready, and invisibly descended on the town.

The air was almost too hot to bear, and thick with smoke, but that wasn’t enough to deter James and his wives. The small party landed inside the town walls, which were nothing more than charred husks at this point, and made their way towards Geoffrey’s house. While it was paramount that they find the cause of the fire, the einherjar’s top priority was ensuring his friends’ safety.

“So. You finally came.” a deep, masculine voice rumbled loudly over the crackling of the flames.

Spinning around with his rapier raised defensively, James spotted a figure emerging from the smoke. The being was surrounded in a nimbus of light, and appeared to be wholly unaffected by the heat from the burning buildings nearby. As he drew closer, the details of his face became clearer, and revealed a man whose beauty surpassed that of most women. From his back sprang wings of purest white, and in his hand was a sword of flames.

“Did you… start this?” the einherjar asked incredulously, his eyes going to the fiery weapon in the angel’s hand.

The powerful being threw his head back and laughed maniacally, then suddenly stopped as if losing all humour in an instant. “But of course. Sickness must be purged.”

Rage filled the Champion’s heart, and he nearly lost himself to it, preparing to throw himself at the arrogant immortal, but Hrein’s voice cut through the bestial emotion like an icy chill.

“Ware, Master!” the valkyrie shouted. “Do not lose thyself to his taunts!”

She’s right. James realized at the last second. I can’t afford to underestimate this guy. Forcing himself to remain calm, the ex-soldier tried to analyze his enemy as quickly as possible. He’s well built… clearly a warrior. I doubt he needs the muscles engraved on that heroic cuirass to look cut. the Champion observed. And what does it say on his shield? Quis ut Deus? Once again, James was grateful for the Polyglot spell that he always kept active, which translated the words on the round shield to Who is Like God? The golden shield and armour, the flaming sword… is this guy…?

“Ah. How unexpectedly wise. Very well. We shall do this properly. As Champions, we should name ourselves before honourable combat.” the angel stated with a fierce grin.

Champions? James thought in alarm.

“I am the archangel Michael, Champion of the Lord God, and general of the Heavenly Host.” the other Champion introduced himself, but didn’t bother saluting or showing any further respect to his opponent.

“I am James. Champion of Lady Hel, and Baron of the Seelie Court.” the einherjar replied, unsure if there were rules to this sort of thing. “Now die!” Hoping to catch his opponent unprepared, the ex-soldier lunged at the general with incredible speed. Unfortunately for him, an archangel with thousands of years worth of experience on the battlefield was never unprepared.

Michael easily blocked the thrust of his enemy’s rapier with the subtlest shift of his shield. The angelic warrior moved so swiftly and smoothly, that he made it appear completely effortless, as was his devastating counter. In a flash, Michael drove his burning blade into the einherjar’s chest, cutting through the hide armour like a hot knife through butter.

Though she was quick to follow her Master’s charge, even Hrein wasn’t fast enough to see the archangel’s strike coming. One moment James had lunged at the seemingly unprepared man, and the next she saw that man’s blade exit her husband’s back.

“Get off my sword.” the angel sneered with distain, planting his boot on the einherjar’s stomach and shoving him back. The force of the unexpectedly swift kick threw the large beast-man several yards, before he crashed to the ground.

Thinking she could end the fight in an instant, then go heal her Master, Acrasia bravely flew straight at Michael. Casting Sleeping Beauty, she gathered the golden dust in her right hand, and prepared to fling it into the eyes of her enemy.

With impossible speed, the archangel somehow dropped his shield, and lashed out to grab the tiny fairy in mid air. Clutched in his powerful fist, the leannán sídhe screamed in agony as he mercilessly crushed her fragile bones. “Foolish.” the celestial general commented. “Did you really think that simple invisibility magic would shield a heathen from my sight?” At that, the golden warrior twisted at the hips and hurled the broken fairy like the ultimate fastball.

The loud splat that accompanied Acrasia’s body hitting a stone foundation, and the spray of blue blood that issued forth from her open mouth, almost made Nyakuro vomit. Without thinking, the nekomata drew forth the power of her azure flames, and hurled them at her foe.

Once again, the archangel laughed, but this time he didn’t bother to comment. Instead, he merely waved his sword with exaggerated nonchalance, and allowed the blade to absorb the incoming blast.

Praying to Hel that she could take advantage of his arrogant stance, Hrein flapped her wings and threw herself at Michael like a comet. Sadly, the ancient general easily parried the valkyrie’s spear thrust with his sword. In the same instant, he hooked his foot under her heavy scutum and kicked upwards with incredible strength. This unexpected move caught the much younger warrior by surprise, and left her vulnerable to his true counter. With unearthly finesse, the archangel swept his sword in a tight circle, and sliced through Hrein’s spear arm at the elbow.

To her credit, the shield maiden did not scream, nor did she hesitate to leap back, and gain distance from her enemy. “Impressive.” Michael noted, genuinely praising the valkyrie’s discipline. His eyes narrowed slightly however, when he saw the young woman grow a new arm in mere seconds. His expression then changed to shock when pain erupted in his side.
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James could tell that he was dying. One does not simply take a sword to the heart and live… his rattled mind morbidly joked. No! Fuck that! Get up soldier! the other, deeper part of his instincts shouted. But it wasn’t until he heard Acrasia scream that his mind cleared enough to remember that he could heal. With the last bit of his willpower, James focused on casting Panacea to heal himself. Somehow, he even had the presence of mind to realize that the flaming sword would have cauterized the wound, so he had to destroy the burnt flesh first, before growing fresh cells.

Finally able to breathe, the einherjar drew on every ounce of his discipline to think the situation through, as quickly as he could. It was beyond clear that they were overmatched. Michael was stronger, faster, and likely smarter than any opponent they had ever faced. We won’t beat him in a standup fight. James realized. Have to hit him when he least expects it.

Thinking fast, Hel’s Champion cast a wide illusion over himself, of him lying on death’s door. Using his own illusory body as cover, James slowly shifted until his was in the prone position, and summoned his .308 Mauser. Quietly drawing back the bolt to cock the weapon, the ex-soldier considered his options. At first, he’d simply planned to shoot the archangel in the head, since it wasn’t covered by a helmet, and it should be a fatal shot. But… something’s telling me not to do that. Why? Am I under the effect of some spell or magic? he wondered.

In the end, the einherjar decided to trust his gut instinct, and changed his point of aim. Ordinarily he wouldn’t worry about metal armour, since it was highly unlikely that it would stop such a heavy round, but James figured that Yahweh’s Champion wouldn’t traipse around with gear that wasn’t magical in some way.

Thus, Hel’s Champion decided that his best bet was the seam in the side of the angel’s cuirass, where the front and back plates were connected by leather straps. Unfortunately, the angle wasn’t quite right, due to his position, so the ex-soldier had to wait for his shot.

The moment he’d been waiting for finally came when Michael tensed, and prepared to attack Hrein for a second time. As the archangel twisted his body ever so slightly, the einherjar was able to line up his shot and, like threading a needle, sent a round piercing through the tiny gap.

“Arrggh!” the celestial warrior howled in pain and rage, the other Champion’s attack taking him completely by surprise.

Seeing the powerful being nearly doubled over in agony, Hrein didn’t miss her chance. Diving to the ground next to the ancient general, the highly trained valkyrie snatched her spear in the hand she’d regrown, and whipped its deadly point in a wicked arc. Passing beneath the leather straps of Michael’s armoured skirt, the orichalcum blade bit deep into the angel’s leg, and severed his hamstring.

But the archangel Michael was no novice on the battlefield. Having his leg crippled didn’t so much as cause the seasoned warrior to lose his balance, the celestial instantly taking to the air instead. With a powerful flap of his wings, Michael ascended dozens of feet into the air, and seemed to hover above his enemies, free of the law of gravity.

“Sano.” Michael snarled in a commanding voice. The instant the word left his lips, the white nimbus surrounding the angel pulsed with holy light. A second later, the blood that had been flowing freely from his grievous wounds simply ceased to run, and a small lead bullet pushed free from his armour, falling to the ground with a disparaging thud.

Shit. Of course he can heal. James cursed silently, sending his rifle back to his Inventory. Then… let’s give him something that he can’t heal from. Silently casting Sleeping Beauty, he collected the magical sand in his left hand, and summoned his rapier back to his right. “This is going to hurt.” he growled, launching himself into the air. The einherjar was well aware that he would probably take a hit with this tactic, the heavenly general was simply too skilled, but James had little choice but to try. I’ll feint with the blade, get him to parry, and surprise him with the dust. Then it’s night night angel! the ex-soldier thought, running through his plan as he charged the enemy.

No matter how skilled the ex-soldier thought the archangel was, he never could have imagined just how truly masterful he turned out to be. Michael was Yahweh’s right hand. The general of the Heavenly Host. Not only had he seen every trick in the book, the ancient warrior had practically written said book himself. Despite the einherjar’s one hundred mile per hour speed, to Micheal, he might as well have been running up hill through molasses. The precise, trained stab Hel’s Champion made for his eye, was more like a child’s flailing with a wooden sword. With impossible deftness, the archangel shifted his position ever so slightly, not even bothering to parry. Instead, his blade whipped around and cut through the other Champion’s neck, before the man could even blink.

Hrein watched first in hope, then in horror, as her master charged Yahweh’s Champion. Being right behind her husband, hoping to use him as cover to launch her own sneak attack, the valkyrie had a perfectly clear view of her lover’s head, as it flew free from his shoulders. The shock of seeing his decapitated body tumbling down to the earth below, left her wide open to the angel’s followup strike.

But luck was on the shield maiden’s side. By pure chance, she moved to raise her hands to her face as she screamed, and wound up bringing her shield up in time to block Michael’s devastating attack. Still, the sheer power of the blow sent the Chooser rocketing back down to the ground, where she lay in a crumpled heap of broken wings and limbs.

The arrogant angel smirked as he gazed down at his seemingly defeated foe. That smirk didn’t last long however, and morphed first into a look of surprise, then one of anger. Before his very eyes, the einherjar’s corpse burst into flames, and then Hel’s Champion rose again from the ashes.
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It hurt Nyakuro to see her lover fall as he had, but she knew that he’d be back. Knowing that she should use his apparent demise as a distraction, the cat-girl set her plan into action. I can do this! the nekomata thought as she cast Dancing Flames, without producing any fire. Holding her hands out before her, Nyakuro reached out with the magic of her spell, and attempted to take hold of the flames of Michael’s sword. With a sudden jerk, she willed the deadly flames to rip free from the blade, and engulf their bearer.

“Meow!” the cat-girl cried in victory, but the celebratory shout proved to be a tad premature. As she stood and watched, thinking that her foe would fall from the sky like some flaming meteor, all of her hopes were dashed upon the rocks of reality. The golden flames which burned so brightly, and sought to consume the archangel, instead sloughed off the mighty warrior, like water off a duck’s back.

“You… bitch!” Michael screamed, spinning in the sky and hurling his flameless sword at the cat-girl. The shining weapon tumbled through the air, end over end, until its deadly point ran through the nekomata’s chest, and pinned her to a burning wall.

“Nyan!” Nyakuro cried, spitting up blood and nearly passing out. As her vision narrowed and the world started to turn dark, the nekomata shakily raised her head to stare defiantly at her killer. The vicious sneer on the angel’s face made her want to scream, and her own impotence, her inability to harm him, infuriated the cat-girl. But… I can piss him off. she realized. Nyakuro’s pained expression gradually turned to one of pure spite, and she gave her enemy a feral grin.

These… insects! I will slay every one of them! Michael roared in his head. They dare to stand against the Lord. Against me! I will show them! I will… the angels thoughts stuttered to a halt, and his angry glare shifted to an expression of confusion. Why is that mongrel… why is she… grinning like that?

Sure that she had the angel’s attention, Nyakuro tried to laugh, but only succeeded in spitting up more blood. She wouldn’t let that get her down, however. I’ll have the last laugh. she silently promised herself. Gripping the sword’s hilt with her blood soaked hands, the nekomata gave her most defiant grin, as she sent the holy weapon to her master’s Inventory. No longer held up by the blade, the cat-girl sank to the ground, taking grim satisfaction in the fact that the last thing she saw, was the angel’s pretty face twisted in rage.

“No!” Michael screamed in fury. Spinning back to face his true enemy, the archangel raised his hands above his head, preparing to call down a column of heavenly fire, and cook his foe alive.
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The einherjar’s mind reeled as he clambered to his knees in the pile of ash. He’s so fast! How am I supposed to beat him? This is what a Champion is supposed to be like!? Looking up at the celestial warrior, he finally gave voice to his thoughts. “Why!? Why did you do this!?” Hel’s Champion shouted, causing the holy warrior to pause in his attack.

“Why, you ask? Is it not obvious? This land must be cleansed for my Lord’s followers. Evil like you cannot be allowed to take root, lest you spread like a festering rot, and contaminate the souls of men.” Michael replied, shrugging as if the answer should have been clear to the einherjar. “Men are the chosen of God, and they must be saved from the likes of you.”

“Saved…?” James asked, totally bewildered by the angel’s answer. “Saved!? You killed them all!”

“Tis true that I purified their mortal flesh with holy flames, but their souls shall not be tainted by you or your false goddess. Father Cannon saw to that when he sacrificed himself for the greater good.” Michael explained. “Now. Enough stalling. No matter what wisdom I bestow upon you, you shall remain a monster. Never will you know the Lord’s embrace, and so I shall cleanse this land of your taint.”

Raising his hands once more, Yahweh’s Champion began to speak the short incantation, required to bring down the sanctifying flames. “Ignis…!”

But once again, something interrupted the archangel’s prayer. Light from the flames of the burning town glinted on something shiny in the ash, catching the celestial’s eye. There, lying on the ground, a couple of yards from the einherjar’s feet, sat a single silver coin.

James braced himself, hoping that he could either dodge or block whatever the angel was preparing to throw at him. Just as he was about to leap to the side, Michael stopped speaking and stared at something on the ground. The einherjar’s keen eyes quickly located the object of Michael’s attention, and his gut told him that he had to get to it first.

Both combatants dove for the silver piece at the same time, but despite the archangel being much faster than the einherjar, James was closer by a long shot. Snatching up the coin a split second before Michael could grab it, Hel’s Champion held it tightly in his fist.

“Give it to me!” Michael screamed in James’ face, the angel’s hand shooting out to grab the other man by the throat.

As calmly as he could, James growled his response. “Let go and back up, or I send this where you will never find it.”

Michael’s eyes burned with a rage and hatred unlike anything James had seen from the archangel up until that point. Having seen the nekomata use some unknown magic to send his sword only God knew where, the celestial general thought it likely that her master had a similar ability. Unwilling to take the risk, Michael grit his teeth and slowly withdrew his hand. “How? How did that come to be here?” the angel hissed.

Taking a deep breath, James kept his eyes focussed on the angel’s shoulders. Though it wasn’t likely that the much more experienced warrior would telegraph his moves, it was the best the ex-soldier could do. “Step. Back.” the einherjar repeated the demand.

When Michael finally took a single step back, Hel’s Champion allowed his mind to contemplate what he’d seen when he grabbed the coin. It’s the Tyrian Shekel, right? The coin Lady Frigg gave me as a wedding gift? The one she told me to wear around my neck? I guess it must have flown free when my head was cut off, so it wasn’t melted in the fires of my Rebirth.

“Why is it here!?” Michael shouted again, demanding an answer.

“It’s mine.” James replied honestly.

The archangel scoffed. “Impossible.” he spat. Still, the einherjar’s words had the ring of truth to them, which only infuriated the heavenly general more. “Why would Hel’s Champion have one of the Betrayer’s silver?”

The Betrayer? Silver? As in the thirty pieces given to Judas? James wondered, finally realizing the significance of the coin.

“Give it to me!” Michael demanded again, holding his hand out to receive the coin. “It is the final piece, and the Lord shall have it!”

James’ eyes narrowed as he considered the archangel’s demands. I can’t beat him. the einherjar realized. But maybe I can force him to retreat… Taking a deep breath, Hel’s Champion growled menacingly. “Leave. For a thousand years, the forces of Yahweh will be banished from this world!”

The archangel laughed at the einherjar’s request, as if it were absolutely hilarious. Once again, the old general suddenly snapped out of his mirth in the most unnatural way. “Fool! I cannot make a deal like that! The mortals have free will. I could not take them from this world, even if I wished to.”

James scowled at the other man’s counter, but sensed that the angel wasn’t bluffing. That’s… probably the case. Damn. Going for the next best thing, the einherjar lowered his demands slightly. “The Heavenly Host, then. Banished from Terra for a thousand years!”

Michael’s lip curled in rancour. “No. If you do not give me the coin, I won’t stop at killing you. I’ll slaughter every last being you’ve ever cared about, on every world.”

The ex-soldier knew well enough to never give into threats like that, but he also understood that he was probably asking for more than the heavenly general could give. “Five hundred years!” James countered.

The archangel scoffed again and shook his head. Supremely confident that he could erase the vile stain in front of him any time he wished, he briefly considered turning his attentions to the einherjar’s battered comrade. That valkyrie called him master… and I doubt a beast like him would resist his more animal urges. Yes… there is no doubt that one is his mate.

“One move. Any move, other than to comply with my demands, and your Lord will never see this coin.” James warned, noticing where the angel had been looking.

Heaven’s foremost angel growled, then shook and screamed with rage. Finally, after many long seconds, he turned his furious gaze back to Hel’s Champion. “One!” he yelled. “One century! Then I shall return with the full might of the Heavenly Host, and cleanse this world of your taint!”

“Deal.” James snarled. “I look forward to the next time we meet, Michael. For that day shall be your last.” Not trusting the angel any more than he would a demon, the einherjar grinned as he produced a Faustian Pact.

“You dare!” Michael raged upon seeing the infernal magic.

“Damn right I do.” James replied with a feral grin. “Now, sign the damn contract, and get off my world.”

Trembling with rage, the archangel bit his lip to draw blood, then used his thumb to smear it on the page. “You will regret this, Champion.” Michael hissed.

“Perhaps.” the einherjar snarked, flipping the Tyrian Shekel to the enraged angel. “Don’t spend it all in one place.”

Catching the silver piece in his hand, Michael glanced down to ensure that he hadn’t been tricked, then took to the air with a powerful flap of his wings. Seconds later, James watched him disappear through a portal, not unlike his own Hel’s Gate.

Breathing a sigh of relief, the einherjar safely stowed the contract away, then turned to his injured wife. Well, not so injured now. he realized. The valkyrie had wisely used the distraction of his conversation with Michael, to fully heal her own wounds.

“Thou shouldst revive Acrasia, Master. I shall bring Nyakuro back to us.” Hrein offered.

“Right. Let’s do that.” James agreed. Glancing one last time at the spot where he’d seen Michael disappear, the einherjar honestly worried for the future. “I need more power. I’ll get more power.” he swore to himself.


EPILOGUE


Sarah strode down the silver streets of Raqi’a, the second heaven. The auburn haired angel was there to meet a close friend and confident, but she was running late. “I hope she hath not yet departed.” the woman muttered as she tugged nervously at her short hair.

“Why do you still insist on speaking like that?” asked a melodious voice from above. “You know the humans haven’t spoken like that in centuries.”

Sarah looked up to see the angel she had been looking for, descending upon her at a rapid rate. “Autumn!” she shouted happily.

The second angel crashed into the first, tackling her in an enthusiastic hug, and giggling merrily. This didn’t seem to bother Sarah in the slightest though, since she soon joined her friend in laughter.

“What art thou doing? Thou didst nearly knock me from my feet!” Sarah asked, but couldn’t stop smiling.

“That!” Autumn declared, pointing at the other woman’s lips. “You looked so troubled when I saw you walking, that I just had to put a smile on your face!”

Sarah sighed and shook her head, but didn’t return to her previous gloomy expression. Her personality is so light and bubbly, that it is impossible to stay upset around her. Except when it comes to the rules… then she is the strictest woman I have ever met! the older angel thought to herself.

“What’s wrong? What are you thinking?” Autumn asked her friend, genuinely concerned.

This time Sarah’s expression did falter. “It… it is Lucas.” the angel replied with a slight tremble to her voice.

“Has the Lord not restored him?” the dark haired angel asked.

“He hath, however…” Sarah hesitated to say more. She knew how faithful Autumn was. The other angel would never even question the Lord’s will or intent. Of all the newest generation of angels, Autumn was easily the most studious as well as the most beautiful.

“What? You can’t just stop in the middle of a sentence like that.” the younger angel prodded.

“He is not the same.” Sarah finally admitted, closing her eyes and attempting to will away the tears trying to form.

“What do you mean?” Autumn scowled slightly at her friend, but her voice remained kind.

“He hath no emotion!” the older angel blurted. “I have known Lucas for centuries. He hath always been a man of passion! But now… now… he is no better than one of the human’s robots.” Sarah sobbed, unable to hold the tears back any longer.

Not knowing what to say, Autumn merely swept her friend into a gentle hug, and held onto the other angel, until she finally calmed down enough to speak.

“I am sorry, Autumn. I should not weep like this. Clearly this doth be the Lord’s will.” Sarah stated, hiccuping softly.

“It’s okay, Sarah.” Autumn said, trying to console her friend. “I know you love Lucas.”

Sarah swallowed hard, and tried not to glare at her dear comrade. She knew the other woman was only trying to comfort her, but she hated it whenever Autumn spoke of love. “Thou knowest nothing…” she accidentally muttered under her breath. Seconds passed before she realized that she’d spoken aloud, and the angel covered her mouth in shame. “I…” she began to apologize, but her friend cut her off.

“You know that isn’t true.” Autumn stated, looking genuinely hurt. “You know how much I love Uriel.”

Even though she felt ashamed for what she’d just said, Sarah felt anger rise in her chest. The woman before her was the very image of beauty. Long, silky locks the colour of midnight framed a delicate and pretty face, with skin the colour of caramel and eyes like shining emeralds. She was the envy of more women than she knew, and the object of desire of virtually all men who saw her. Especially, her supposedly beloved Uriel. “Yet thou dost spurn him at every turn.” the elder angel spat.

Now even Autumn looked angry. “I don’t spurn him!” she argued, perhaps a bit too loudly. “I merely see his tests for what they are! Uriel is far too perfect to be tempted into sins of the flesh!”

They are not sins! And thou art blind! Sarah screamed in her head. But rather than speak the words, she forced them down. It wouldn’t do for a lowly angel like her to besmirch an archangel’s name, even if it was common knowledge that Uriel secretly indulged in carnal pleasures. Instead, the angel did her best to calmly educate her companion. “There are no laws prohibiting the union of angels.” Sarah pointed out.

Autumn gave an exasperated sigh and rolled her eyes. “Of course not! That is part of the test! To see if we truly understand God’s will.” she stated, launching into one of her most common rants. “You know that we, as angels, are created solely by the hand of God. Also, sexual congress is clearly forbidden outside the bounds of marriage. Lastly, He has commanded us to avoid acting in passionate lust. Sex between a man and a woman is sacred, and its purpose is to produce offspring. Ergo, it is obvious that angels are not meant to seek more than friendship from one another.”

Sarah had heard all of this before, of course. In fact, there wasn’t an angel in Heaven that hadn’t heard that argument. She even knew how her friend would reply to what she said next, but she couldn’t stop herself from saying it. “Then why hath the Lord given us fruitful bodies?” she asked.

“To test our faith!” Autumn replied instantly. “We all know what happened the last time angels gave into their lust. We can’t allow more abominations like the nephilim to be born.”

Sarah crossed her arms over her chest and muttered irritably. “Union betwixt angels would not create nephilim.”

The dark haired angel sighed again, and responded more quietly. “I know that. But our connection to God is special. He created man to procreate, but he makes each of us by hand! An angel born of a mother and father wouldn’t have that connection to God, and might be led astray.”

“Angels hath fallen, regardless of how they were created.” Sarah argued.

“That doesn’t excuse purposely distancing ourselves from the Lord.” Autumn countered.

The older angel took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. I will never convince her. she conceded in her head. But… I do worry what will happen, if she doth continue to reject Uriel’s advances. Turning to gaze down the street, Sarah took in the sights and sounds of Raqi’a. Beautiful homes built of cedar, and adorned with white pearls, lined the silver streets and pristine canals of the second heaven.

But beyond that peaceful façade lie the true purpose of the celestial layer. It was here that the seven heavens were tethered to the countless planets in the realm of the living, and it was also where the gate to Tartarus was hidden. Uriel was the general who held the key to the Pit, and his army of five hundred thousand angels stood guard over said gate. Beings of incredible power, impossibly crafted from water and fire, these celestial warriors knew of nothing but combat. And they were Uriel’s to command.

Though he didn’t rule the second heaven, that honour instead going to the archangel Raphael, Uriel was still a man of incredible power, and he knew it. Like her own beloved Lucas, the Archangel of Wisdom was a being of burning passion. He is not called the Flame of God without reason. Sarah noted. As Heaven’s greatest patron of the arts, and the Keeper of Beauty and Light, Uriel was almost tragically drawn to the fairer sex, and he wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation that Autumn embodied. He shall either have her… or destroy her. Sarah feared, glancing at her beautiful friend. She hath no idea how close to the sun she doth fly…


AFTERWORD


Hello everyone! Wow. That one took me a long time to write. Sorry to keep you all waiting. Thanks for taking the time to read Volume 3 of The Einherjar, though. I really appreciate it.

Unlike my previous two books, I am publishing this one after having had the chance to read some reviews. All I will say is, I would love it if more people would take the time to leave one. Good or bad, I do enjoy hearing what people think of my work, and I do take some advice from my readers into consideration. Beyond that, as I’m sure you’ve all heard countless times before, the number of reviews a book gets seems to drastically affect its sales. I’m not sure how or why this is the case (some say it has to do with Amazon’s promotion of the books, others say that they only read books with a lot of reviews, etc.), but it does appear to be true. Personally, I don’t put much stock in reviews when I am buying a book to read, but I am likely in the minority there. All that is to say, if you read the book and want to encourage me to write more, leaving a review is a great way to do so. That said, I still promise to finish this series regardless.

Enough about reviews, though. Let’s talk about my writing schedule. Truth is, I had initially planned to release a book every month and a half, but I have failed to meet that goal. It’s amazing how little time I find myself having to write, largely thanks to my full time job, but also with other obligations, and even just relaxing and having fun from time to time. Still, I hope I can at least publish one every two months in the future. No promises, though. But if you are interested in keeping up to date on my progress, the best way to do that is by joining my Discord server (link below). I post a note there every time I finish a chapter, whereas I only post notices of completed books on Facebook and other social media platforms.

The only other news I have, that I think you will be interested in, is that the cover for book 4 is already in the process of being drawn. Yanai is working hard to get it perfect, and I truly appreciate his dedication to the craft. It’s a real pleasure to work with him, and I hope I will need a fifth cover from him some time soon.

Special note: Some of you who have been paying extra close attention might notice that Acrasia has a few more stat points than I specifically stated in the book. This is because she gets at least 10 points a night / morning from her “exercise” with James. Some of the time I point this out, but after a certain point it just seems redundant. I intend to point it out occasionally in future books, but for the most part you can just assume that she “gets some” every day, unless something happens that would prevent it.

That’s it from me for this time ‘round. 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’ll also include the stat descriptions at the end of each book, for easy reference.

And so, I will leave you with that. Until next time,

J.L. Harrie
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Master Ring: Soul bound. Wearers of the matching Slave Collars must obey any command given by the bearer of the Master Ring.

Slaves: 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.

Elf Lord’s Bow: Osage Orange wood longbow. 6’ long when unstrung.

Elf Lord’s Quiver: Brown calf skin quiver. Holds 24 arrows. Arrows can become Elf Arrows (invisible and leave no external wounds) and inflict Elf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the target.

Sheet Music: Pied Piper’s 1st Movement: Rats.
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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.

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.

Moulach Cauldron: Copper cauldron that is slightly larger than a regular saucepan. Can turn water into Irish Stew once a day. Additional uses cost 5 Qi per use. Each use creates two servings.
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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

LitRPG Books:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books
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Spells

Panacea

Druid Covering

Summons

Flaming Sword

Running Water

Effect

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’'s DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi: 25.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Caster imbues a part of his body, or a mélée weapon, with 2400° C. flames.
The caster and his weapons are protected from the heat generated by this
spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

Caster causes 2 gallons of fresh water to flow from touched target. Qi: 10.
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Panacea

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from touched target.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in target’s genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’'s DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.
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Enchanting Music User can add magical effects to compatible music.
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Spells

Shape Shift - Human
Shape Shift - Panther
Manifest Wings
Dance of the Dead

Dancing Flames

Fireball

Flaming Fists

Hurricane Force Gust

Panacea

Tllusion

Druid Covering

Summons

Effect

Caster can change shape into a humanoid form for 2 hours. Qi: 15.
Caster can change shape into a black panther for 2 hours. Qi: 15.
Caster sprouts black feathered wings that last until dismissed. Qi: 15.
Caster gains control of up to two corpses. Qi: 25.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.

Caster gathers Fire energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates as a
2400° C. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi: 20.

Caster imbues up to two parts of her body, or two mélée weapons, with 2400°
C. flames. The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi: 10.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Caster creates visual & auditory illusion filling a 5 yard cube which lasts for
10 minutes. Non-static illusions require concentration. Qi: 10.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi: 25.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50
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Flaming Arrow Caster gathers Fire energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates as a
small 2400° C. burst of flame on contact. Qi: 20.
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Flaming Sword Caster imbues a part of his body, or a mélée weapon, with 2400° C. flames.
The caster and his weapons are protected from the heat generated by this
spell. Qi: 20 / minute.
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Dancing Flames Caster ignites and controls a 2400° C. fire (with a 2 yard radius) within 10
yards. Qi: 20.
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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, Baron of the Seelie Court, Arbiter of Life and Death,

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 50 100 100
Intelligence 125 100 250
Charisma 50 73 86
Beauty 50 100 100
Luck 50 25 62
Dantian 545 100 1090
Crimson Palace il 0 1
Qi 764 Spirit 0

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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Manifest Wings Touched target sprouts white feathered wings that last until dismissed.
Qi: 30.
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Dance of the Dead Caster gains control of up to two corpses. Qi: 25.
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Gale Force Gust Caster creates a 50 mph gust of wind with a diameter of 1 foot. Qi: 10.
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Running Water Caster causes 2 gallons of fresh water to flow from touched target. Qi: 10.
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Spells

Panacea

Druid Covering

Summons

Flaming Sword

Running Water

Effect

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’'s DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi: 25.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Caster imbues a part of his body, or a mélée weapon, with 2400° C. flames.
The caster and his weapons are protected from the heat generated by this
spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

Caster causes 2 gallons of fresh water to flow from touched target. Qi: 10.
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Enslave

Summons

Sleeping Beauty

Love Potion

Chastity Potion

Zombie Potion

Bestial Biology
Tiger’s Night-Vision
Tiger’s Hearing
Cat’s Smell

Lion’s Refractory
Dragon’s Wings
Techniques

True Cultivation

Energy Siphon

Dual Casting

Enchanting Music

Target who agrees to become caster’s lover becomes permanently enslaved.
Qi: 50.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. 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 biting them. Qi: 25.
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 four miles away.

User can ejaculate up to fifty times per day.

User’s wings are immune to the effects of fire.

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.

User can cast and maintain concentration on two spells simultaneously.

User can weave magical effects into compatible music.





OEBPS/image_rsrc4UV.jpg
Dancing Flames Caster ignites and controls a small 1200° C. fire within 5 feet. Qi: 10.
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Fireball Caster gathers Fire energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates as a
2400° C. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi: 20.
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Antidote Caster neutralizes one toxin, or form of radiation, in contact with touched
target. Qi: 10.





OEBPS/image_rsrc4UK.jpg
Druid Covering Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi: 50.
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Antidote Caster neutralizes up to two toxins, or forms of radiation, in contact with
touched target. Qi: 10.
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Exorcism Caster touches target, and attempts to expel an entity from a victim of
possession. Entity has a percentage chance to outright resist expulsion
(Crimson Palace - Caster’s Charisma). Otherwise, Caster has a percentage
chance of success equal to (Caster’s Charisma - Entity’s Charisma). Qi: 15.
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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: Slave / First Wife of James Fir, Chooser, Lady of the Seelie Court

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 300 100 600
Endurance 6 100 12
Aim 60 100 120
Agility 70 100 140
Speed - Running 19 100 38
Speed - Flight 50 100 100
Intelligence 115 30 149
Charisma 60 0 60
Beauty 85 0 85
Dantian 435 100 870
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.

True Cultivation User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.
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Hel’s Gate Open a path between Hel and another realm. Qi: 100.
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Rebirth Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. 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.





OEBPS/image_rsrc4VU.jpg
Dear Father Cannon,

T2 co moot dismaying to liear that yet another Champion of the false gods las entered
your negion. Sthould you have the opportancty, you are herely instructed to eliminate thie foul
sownce of comaption. Whatever else, oun wltimate mission is to funify this world of all which
offends oun Lond, That this Phampion has allicd himoelf with the wejanious orces of the fae.
onty heightens the need for action. Ewl must be punged. Thus, you liave permission to
temponarndly set aside youn mission to seek EL Dorads, to better focus on cleansing the land in

freparnation for oan avvival.

Candinat, Gisnenas, 10th day of Capricorm, S61 7Y
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Name: Acrasia Fir Race: Leannén Sidhe Sex: Female Age: 75
Height: 6” / 4’117 Weight: 11bs / 801bs | Hair: Golden Blonde Eyes: Silver

Titles: Slave / Wife of James Fir, Lady of the Seelie Court

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 40 100 80
Endurance b 60 8
Aim 90 100 180
Agility 90 100 180
Speed - Running 10 100 20
Speed - Flight 50 100 100
Intelligence 85 0 85
Charisma 80 100 160
Beauty 95 100 190
Dantian 270 100 540
Luck 50 - 50
Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir.

Techniques Effect

Fairy Wings User generates 1 ounce of Fairy Dust per day.

Selective Breeding User can choose to become impregnated or not.

Carnal Cultivation User gains 5 Qi through the absorption of ejaculate. Partner is drained.
True Cultivation User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

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.

Enchanting Music User can weave magical effects into compatible music.
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Dancing Flames Caster ignites and controls a 1 yard diameter, 2400° C. fire within 10 yards.
Qi: 20.
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Dancing Flames Caster ignites and controls a small 2400° C. fire within 5 yards. Qi: 20.
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Dual Casting User can cast and maintain concentration on two spells simultaneously.
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Dragon’s Wings User’s wings are immune to the effects of fire.
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Flaming Fists Caster imbues up to two parts of her body, or two mélée weapons, with 2400°
C. flames. The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi: 20 / minute.
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Name: Elora Race: Elf Sex: Female Age: 20
Height: 5 2” Weight: 90 lbs Hair: Brown Eyes: Brown

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 45 0 45
Endurance b 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
Dantian 145 100 290
Luck 50 - &

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir.

Techniques Effect

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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Bestial Biology Effect
Cat’s Night-Vision User can see six times better than a human in darkness.
Cat’s Hearing User can hear three times better than a human.

Cat’s Smell User can smell prey up to four miles away.
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Dancing Flames Caster ignites and controls a small 2400° C. fire within 10 yards. Qi: 20.
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Blessing Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, as well as immunity to all
Curses and Possession for 24 hours. Qi: 25.
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Name: Nyakuro Fir Race: Nekomata Sex: Female Tails: 2
Height: 5 2” Weight: 110 lbs Fur: Black Eyes: Hazel

Titles: Slave / Wife of James Fir, Lady of the Seelie Court

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 220 100 440
Endurance 6 100 12
Aim 60 100 120
Agility 80 100 160
Speed - Running 25 100 50
Speed - Flight 50 100 100
Intelligence 85 95 165
Charisma 60 0 60
Beauty 85 0 85
Dantian 210 100 420
Luck 50 - 50
Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir.

Bestial Biology Effect

Cat’s Night-Vision User can see six times better than a human in darkness.

Cat’s Hearing User can hear three times better than a human.

Cat’s Smell User can smell prey up to four miles away.

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.

True Cultivation User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.
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Panacea

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’'s DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.
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Spells

Diagnosis

Panacea

Rebirth

Exorcism

Blessing

Polyglot

Tllusion

Druid Covering

Holy Smite

Fireball

Flaming Sword

Dancing Flames

Hurricane Force Gust
Running Water
Hel’s Gate

Faustian Pact

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 up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. 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.

Caster touches target, and attempts to expel an entity from a victim of
possession. Entity has a percentage chance to outright resist expulsion
(Crimson Palace - Caster’s Charisma). Otherwise, Caster has a percentage
chance of success equal to (Caster’s Charisma - Entity’s Charisma). Qi: 15.

Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, as well as immunity to all
Curses and Possession 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.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi: 25.

Caster gathers Holy energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates upon
contact. Blast of Holy energy has a 10 yard radius. Unholy objects and
creatures receive devastating damage. Qi: 20.

Caster gathers Fire energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates as a
2400° C. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi: 20.

Caster imbues a part of his body, or a mélée weapon, with 2400° C. flames.
The caster and his weapons are protected from the heat generated by this
spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.

Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi: 10.
Caster causes 2 gallons of fresh water to flow from touched target. Qi: 10.
Caster opens a path between Hel and another realm. Qi: 50.

Caster creates an eternally binding contract on a blank piece of parchment or
paper. Qi: 25.
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Antidote Caster purifies one toxin in contact with touched target. Qi: 10.
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Dancing Flames Caster ignites and controls a small 2400° C. fire within 5 feet. Qi: 20.
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Summons 1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50
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Dancing Flames Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.
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Running Water Caster causes 1 gallon of fresh water to flow from touched target. Qi: 10.
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Name: Elina Race: Elf Sex: Female Age: 20
Height: 5 2” Weight: 90 lbs Hair: Brown Eyes: Brown / Green

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 45 0 45
Endurance b 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
Dantian 145 100 290
Luck 50 - -

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir. Insanity.

Techniques Effect

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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Hurricane Force Gust Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi: 10.
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Scarlet Taurus Touched target is given wings, that last until dismissed. Qi: 15.
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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 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,

IN THE EVENT THAT I, ELINA OF HOUSE DAINN, SHOULD BECOME X\ 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, EW/{M& Diiinn
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Dancing Flames Caster ignites and controls a small 600° E. fire within 5 feet. Qi: 10.
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Dancing Flames Caster ignites and controls a 2 yard diameter, 2400° C. fire within 10 yards.
Qi: 20.
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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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Rebirth Target within 10" is immolated, along with everything within a 5’ radius.
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.
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Panacea

1) Caster removes one infection from touched target.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in target’s genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.
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Dear Father Cannon,

You are heneby ordened to travel acnoss the sea, and seck out the pagan city of EL
Dorads. Sthould the falled city of gold exist, it must be captuned fon the glory of the Foly
Empine. Youn mission shall be to educate and convert a sufficient number of local heathens, to

guide you to EL Dorade, whoce location you shall neport to me. Godopeed,

Cundinal. Gisnense, 1ot day of Tawus, §58 7
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Spells

Seidr - Memento Mori
Shape Shift - Swan
Scarlet Taurus
Towards the Light (V)

Summons

Hurricane Force Gust

Holy Smite

Fireball

Flaming Sword

Dancing Flames

Rebirth

Panacea

Exorcism

Blessing

Druid Covering

Effect

Can view target’s last 5 minutes of life and cause of death. Qi: 5.

Caster can change shape into a swan for 1 hour. Qi: 15.

Touched target is given wings, that last until dismissed. Qi: 15.

Open a path in the sky between Valhalla or Hel and another realm. Qi: 50.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi: 10.

Caster gathers Holy energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates upon
contact. Blast of Holy energy has a 10 yard radius. Unholy objects and
creatures receive devastating damage. Qi: 20.

Caster gathers Fire energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates as a
2400° C. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi: 20.

Caster imbues a part of her body, or a mélée weapon, with 2400° C. flames.
The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated by this
spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. 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.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Caster touches target, and attempts to expel an entity from a victim of
possession. Entity has a percentage chance to outright resist expulsion
(Crimson Palace - Caster’s Charisma). Otherwise, Caster has a percentage
chance of success equal to (Caster’s Charisma - Entity’s Charisma). Qi: 15.

Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, as well as immunity to all
Curses and Possession for 24 hours. Qi: 25.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi: 25.
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Fireball Caster gathers Fire energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates as a
2400° C. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10" radius. Qi: 20.
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Dear Father Cannon,

While youn plan ceeme to entail great pensonal nisk, 7 mudt approve of youn faith and
commitment to the chuwnch. By all means, froceed as you have laid out in youn frevious missive,
but liced my warning. The one who calls limaelf ngels io a buown agent of Satan. Do wot
Bt tim, leot youn very soul be in perdl. Tlonetheless, & o wite, ae you day, to tuwrn eull
against eod, and thus weaken both of them. 7 pray that the Lod God witl wateh sven you on

Candinal, Gisnerss, 1964 day of Capricorw, 561 7Y
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Spells

Illusion

Druid Covering
Growth

Enslave

Summons

Panacea

Dancing Flames

Fireball

Hurricane Force Gust

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.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi: 25.
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.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.

Caster gathers Fire energy in their hand or weapon, which detonates as a
2400° C. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi: 20.

Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi: 10.

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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Hel’s Gate Caster opens a path between Hel and another realm. Qi: 50.
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Fairy Wings User generates 1 ounce of Fairy Dust per day.





