
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]

Michael-Scott Earle


[image: ]





Chapter 1

She wore a long ocean blue dress that hugged the upper part of her body and breasts like a second skin before descending down her right leg almost to the floor. She wore a glittering diamond anklet above her high heel shoe on her left leg which was left exposed by the garment. Her hair was half braided and half flowing, but woven into the blonde locks were red roses that contrasted against her blue dress and eyes perfectly. A tight diamond choker was the only other piece of jewelry she wore, and it sparkled just like her eyes when she saw me.

“Damn,” I sighed as I stepped away so she could enter my room. “You look incredible. I should have worn something nicer.”

“You look great,” Paula said as her eyes roamed down my uniform. It was of Vaish design and made with thick black cloth and silver trim that might have actually been metal.

“I just need to grab a gun down at the armory, and then we can go,” I told her as I wrapped my fingers around her bare arm and then gestured back toward the door.

“Uhhh, Adam, are you sure you want to do this?” she asked as she bit her upper lip slightly and glanced down from my eyes to my chest.

“Yeah,” I said. “You and I haven’t spent much time alone together. Thanks for having dinner with me.”

“Okay,” she said. “But Eve and Zea and Mad--”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I’ll see Eve and Zea later tonight.”

“But we are leaving tomorrow,” Paula said with a shrug of her slender shoulders as we stepped into Persephone’s bridge hallway. “I just don’t want to take any time away from them.”

“It’s fine,” I repeated as we reached the elevator. “I don’t want you to worry tonight. You, Kasta, Zea, and Eve are going to have a rough few weeks ahead of you, so just enjoy tonight. Madalena has arranged this dinner and entertainment for us.”

“Alright.” Paula gave me a half smile, but I could tell she was excited about tonight.

As soon as we had docked at the Odin Geirr, the four women had trained with Madalena non-stop for two weeks while Sivaha and I coordinated the movement of our combined armada with the admirals. My friends were going to begin their rite tomorrow morning as soon as they awoke, and then a few hours later, the remaining crew of Persephone would enter warpdrive for the Idonan Blood Overlord Clan system.

Since Persephone was the fastest vessel in the entire navy, she could leave last and still hit the system at the same time as the others. There was actually a bit of math involved since some ships didn’t have warpdrives, some had them but they had long resets, and everyone’s engine speeds were different. Fortunately, this wasn’t the Vaish’s first rodeo, and as soon as I worked out exactly when I wanted to be in Idonan space, it had been easy enough to do the calculations to tell me how many ships could get there in time.

I was taking eighty percent of the Vaish navy. It was over two hundred thousand ships, and the sheer number of men and women at my command was a bit staggering. Madalena, Sivaha, and our admirals didn’t know exactly how many ships Idonan had, but they were one of the least powerful of the clans, so the guess was that they had around sixty thousand. It was still exponentially more than the Jupiter Navy could ever dream of having, but it would be a rough battle if they decided they wanted to contest my demands.

“You seem preoccupied,” Paula said as we walked to the armory. “Something going on with your sister and Yu?”

“No,” I said with a sigh. “I haven’t thought much about that asshole lately. We put him in the brig and he has ten guards watching him shit in a bucket all day.”

“And your sister?” Paula asked, but then she waved her hands and smiled apologetically. “I don’t want to pry, but I know you both have been arguing about Yu.”

“We are going to talk more about it before I leave,” I said. “She’ll come around. She just needs to be away from Yu for a few more weeks. Honestly, I’m thinking about all the shit I have to do in the next few days. And no, that doesn’t mean I want to cancel dinner with you. I’m looking forward to this.”

“Ahhh, okay,” she said. “But do you really need to bring a gun? This is your battle fortress. Who would want to attack us here? Don’t you have an armed escort everywhere you go?”

“Yeah,” I said as we entered the room. “I just don’t feel comfortable leaving Persephone without one.”

The armory was stocked floor to ceiling with a variety of guns, ammo, armor, and equipment. Lux was standing in the corner with a data tablet, and she gave us both a smile when we walked in. I hadn’t really assigned tasks to Madalena’s crew when they came aboard Persephone, but the pig-tailed Valkyrie had gravitated to handling all our weapons and training the gunners.

“Can I get you something, Adam?” she asked.

“Just need a pistol, we are going to the castle.”

“Your usual?” she asked as she set down her data device and walked over to the pistols.

“Something smaller is fine,” I said. “I don’t expect trouble.”

“Understood,” she said as she pulled a medium sized matte black pistol from one of the shelves, checked to make sure it was loaded, and then slid it into a belt holster. Then she put two magazines in the belt and then presented the bundle to me with a bow of her head.

“Thanks,” I said.

“When will you switch to pulse weapons?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“As soon as I hit the range with them. I played around with them on Nordar 13 - a during my trial, but I haven’t spent enough time with them to truly feel comfortable using them as my weapons of choice.”

“Ahh,” she said. “I can accompany you to the range if you wish.”

“Sure,” I said with a bit of surprise. Lux had begun to warm up to me in the last few weeks, but I hadn’t expected her to want to go shooting with me. Then again, she was a Valkyrie, and the main focus of her existence was serving Odin in battle. She was submitted to Madalena, who was submitted to me, so I figured it would have been a matter of time before she grew to accept me as her king.

“Do you need anything, Paula?” Lux asked the blonde engineer.

“Oh, no,” Paula replied as she waved her hand. “I’m good.”

“Understood,” Lux said with a nod and then she turned back toward me.

“We’ll leave you to your work,” I said to her, and she nodded once more before Paula and I left.

A few moments later, we were in Persephone’s hold and then exiting down the ramp. A group of six heavily armored warriors waited for us at the bottom of the ramp, and they escorted us to a waiting hovercraft sitting nearby. Then we were flying across the floor of Odin Geirr’s harbor and heading toward the inner city of the battle fortress.

“Crazy to think that this is all yours,” Paula said after we had taken one of the roads through the inner city.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“What is the population of the Vaish?” she asked as a group of people walking beside a building waved at us.

“A little over twelve billion,” I said. “Twenty-one or so now that Sivaha is Vaish. I think Kuroda’s kingdom has four or five billion, but we haven’t quite figured out how to integrate them, or if we even should.”

“Holy shit.” Paula whistled and then let out a little laugh. “You are like Alexander.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said. “I’m not really trying to conquer anything, but the end is justifying the means here. The SAVO are going to rip open the throat of this galaxy if we aren’t all coordinated, and the Nordar are the best vehicle to get us in a position where we can fight back.”

“Agreed,” she said. “Besides being born warriors, they also have great technology and work ethic. Kasta and I have really gotten along with the crew.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “I’m very thankful you both came with me.”

“We are, too.” Paula smiled at me, and then she brushed away some blonde hair that strayed onto her beautiful face.

We made it to the glass-looking castle a few minutes later, and the guards ushered us away from the hovercraft and into the entranceway. Once inside, a large man dressed in rich velvet clothes introduced himself as the royal skald and led us into a splendid feasting hall.

“I was delighted when the Prime Valkyrie asked for me to entertain you, my king,” he said once Paula and I had sat down beside each other at the end of a massive oak table. “I was supposed to be present at your crowning, or at least during your marriage ceremonies, but I do understand you have been busy.”

“That’s fine,” I said as I shrugged at the man. He was a bit shorter than me but just as broad in the chest, and I surmised he was as much a warrior as he was a singer.

“The Prime Valkyrie said you wish to keep this dinner ‘simple,’ so I have arranged for a seven-course meal while we perform some selected work from the Codex Regius.”

“Sounds good,” I said as I smiled at the man. I still wasn’t quite used to being a king, but I’d always enjoyed plays and movies.

The skald made another bow, and then a pair of servants entered carrying silver platters. They set down plates of smoked salmon, pickled vegetables, small loaves of baked bread, and trays of butter. Once the food was placed, the servants poured Paula and I each glasses of aquavit, and I raised my glass to her.

“Skal,” I said.

“Skal,” she repeated as we touched glasses and drank.

The “water of life” burned pleasantly as it tumbled down my throat, and the slight taste of rye, fennel, and dill was left as a pleasant aftertaste, but Paula coughed a bit and then cleared her throat.

“That’s something else,” she said as she dabbed the corners of her eyes with a cloth napkin.

“Yeah,” I said. “It has a little kick.”

“Little?” she laughed as she set down her napkin and used a fork to place a slice of salmon on a thick piece of bread.

On the other side of the feasting hall was a raised stage. The room was maybe thirty meters long and twenty wide, and it was a bit weird to be the only ones sitting at the massive table, but the six guards still stood at attention behind us, so it wasn’t as if we were totally alone. Then the lights above us started to dim, and we turned our attention to the stage.

The skald walked out dressed in a dark gray robe. He carried a spear in his hand and then he bowed to the side as a beautiful woman with long brown hair was carried on stage atop a couch by four muscular men. She was set down, and then almost immediately began to sing to the skald in the Nordar language. The four men who had carried the couch circled around the duo three times, and then they moved to the back of the stage where they picked up a small harp, skin bass drum, pan flute, and a strange looking metal horn that was twisted around like a drunken snake.

The men started playing at the start of the second stanza, but the sounds of their instruments were muted behind the vocals between the man and the woman’s trade-off of lyrics.

“Do you have any idea what they are saying?” Paula asked after we watched them perform for a few minutes.

“Nope,” I said, “but I’m kind of getting an idea that the woman is a seer, and Odin is asking her how the world will end.”

“I’m not sure if they are supposed to be acting, or just singing,” Paula said, “but look at their faces. He is angry at what she is saying but is pretending not to be, meanwhile, she is a bit haughty. Doesn’t Odin have a missing eye?”

“Yeah,” I said. “The skald doesn’t, but she keeps pointing to her eye. Maybe she is telling him that he needs to tear it out or something. I think he did that in the legends.”

We made it about halfway through our platter of smoked salmon when the act ended. I was unsure if we were supposed to clap, but I did anyway, and the two actors took a bow.

Servants came to take away our half-eaten plates of smoked fish and to refill our glasses. The next round was a green salad, and we toasted to each other as the group began another song.

Their performance was beautiful, but I wanted to focus my attention on Paula, so I turned to her and asked her about her work with the drones on Persephone. I knew that the woman was a genius, but I had never asked her many questions about the repair tasks she performed, so I wanted to understand more about her passion.

“The drone systems on Persephone are excellent,” she began. “As are the Vaish ones that we added. The only real change I’ve had to make is adding the cranium remotes so Kasta can pilot them easier.”

“Cranium remotes?” I asked as I took another sip of aquavit.

“Ahh, that’s a bit of slang,” Paula laughed. “She has the remote in her skull, so when I work with the drones, I have to make sure that their controls work. I can often add onto them since she’s capable of executing more commands per second than a human can.”

“Can you give me an example?” I asked.

“Sure,” Paula said as her blue eyes sparkled. “Let’s take the fighters. They had vertical take-off and landing capabilities with their twin ion engines, but the rotation of the engines only allowed for a fifteen degree differential between them so that the human user wouldn’t make a mistake and tear the drone in half from conflicting thrusters. Kasta won’t make that mistake though and changing the possibility of rotation means she can pilot the fighter in more agile situations. She can easily perform rotational twists on the Z-axis while the drone moves on the X-axis. Hell, she can do that and then shift to Y-axis coordinates. The cool thing about drones is that we don’t have to worry about humans being on board.”

“So no g-forces to worry about?” I asked.

“Exactly,” Paula leaned forward and took a small sip of her alcohol. “With the Elaka Nota spider drones, I adjusted their legs so they were capable of independent movement.”

“They weren’t before?” I asked.

“Yes and no,” she replied. “When the pilot moved them in a direction, the navigational software would figure out the best way to get the legs over the terrain. The advantage of their design is that it really is an all-terrain land drone. It can go places the knight drones can’t reach, and it can get there quicker. However, I adjusted the software so Kasta is able to use the legs just like a real spider, so it can make melee attacks with them, tilt to the side, strafe with a front pair while back-peddling with the other legs, or vice versa.”

“Kasta really is a secret weapon, huh?” I asked as I winked at her.

“She’s a pain in my ass sometimes,” Paula laughed, but then her smile faded from her face and she stared into my eyes. “I’ve been avoiding talking to you about the thing that happened in the infirmary.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “It wasn’t your doing, and I’m fine.”

“If you had been a woman, and she a man, then it would have been rape.” Paula shrugged. “She is her own person, but she lacks a human’s sense of morality.”

“She’s a pretty advanced AI.” I shrugged. “People are hardly perfect, so I don’t expect a computer to be.”

“We worked on it,” Paula sighed. “She still doesn’t quite understand that she did something wrong.”

“She doesn’t?” I laughed.

“Well, she knows Eve got really mad, so she’s not going to do anything like that ever again, but she doesn’t really think it bothered you.”

“Hmm,” I said as I thought again to the infirmary and Kasta’s attempt to have sex with me while I was befuddled with the catnip.

“I’m not really angry,” I said with a shrug. “Maybe I should be.”

“You should be,” Paula laughed. “I’m glad you aren’t, but every time you don’t draw a line in the sand with her, she just moves closer to you.”

“Is that her fault though?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” Paula said. “It’s her fault.”

“But you made her,” I pointed out. “She’s one of the most sexual women I’ve ever met. Did you build her that way? Or did she evolve that way on her own?”

Paula took a deep breath and then turned back to her salad. I waited for her to answer as she took a bite, and I could almost see the gears turning in her head.

“I guess I made her that way,” she finally said. “Or at least, I made her able to learn and become her own person.”

“Was Kasta the name of the sister that you lost?”

“Yes,” Paula said, but then she blinked her eyes a few times and took a long drink from her glass.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring up old memories.”

“It’s okay,” she said as she smiled at me. “Both of them are gifts the universe gave to our race, but one was lost.”

“You gave us the Kasta I know,” I said. “It wasn’t the universe.”

“I suppose so,” she said with a shrug. “It might not have ever happened if she hadn’t-- ahh doesn’t matter.”

The song ended, and we clapped again. The musicians and singers bowed, and the servants came to exchange our plates for the next course. This was boiled potatoes with steamed fish and a creamy dill sauce. The portion was a bit small, so I didn’t think it was the main course. However, it smelled wonderful, and we quickly raised our glasses before we began to eat.

The skald and actress continued their show, but I noticed one of the musician’s glaring at me. It was a quick look of disdain, but as soon as he saw me make eye contact, he turned his eyes down to the stage and continued to beat on his drum. The other three musicians were not even bothering to look at me, but their faces didn’t seem to hide any anger.

I spared a glance back at the guards, but I couldn’t see their faces because of the helmets they wore. I was suddenly glad I decided to bring a pistol, and I casually reached under the tablecloth to make sure the weapon was adjusted in my holster for easy pulling.

I doubted anything would happen here in my own castle with half a dozen guards watching me, but the memory of what happened while we were on GUAAY - 23 - c was still fresh in my mind. I hadn’t been paranoid enough then, and I’d almost lost my friends to slavers.

“Are you nervous about the rite?” I asked.

“Are you?” she laughed a bit.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “I don’t want any of you to get hurt.”

“I’m not worried about the traveling,” Paula said. “Well, that’s not entirely true, I’m a station girl, so I’ve never had to survive out in the wilderness, but Madalena has been training us on what to expect, and I’ll be with Eve, Zea, and Kasta.”

“What about the creature you have to slay?” I sighed.

“Eve said that her powers will work on animals,” Paula said with a shrug as she raised her glass to her lips again. “I gotta tell you that my hands are raw from practicing spear thrusts for five hours straight every day. I think I can kill one of those uiun-bairs in my sleep. I’m joking, of course.”

“Yeah,” I said as I smiled at her.

We turned back to the performance, and I lost myself in the beauty of their voices for a few minutes. Then I noticed the man beating the drums glare at me again, and I met his eyes. He didn’t back down, and I realized I was going to have to do something.

“What’s wrong?” Paula asked as her fingers caressed my arm. I was a bit surprised by her touch, but her cheeks were a little red, and I guessed she was starting to feel the effects of the aquavit.

“The drummer keeps giving me the stink eye,” I said.

“Hmmm.” Paula looked at him and then looked back at me. “Yeah. He doesn’t like you at all. Doesn’t seem to care that you know.”

The song ended just then, and we both applauded. As soon as the two singers bowed, I gestured for the skald to walk up to our table while the servants took our plates away.

“Yes, my king?” he asked.

“Remove your drummer,” I said as I gestured to the man at the distant side of the feasting hall.

“My drummer?” the skald asked with confusion.

“Yeah,” I replied. Then I turned back around to the six guards standing behind me. “I’d like two of you to escort the man to a cell so that the Prime Valkyrie can speak with him.”

“Yes my lord,” said one of the men, and then two broke off from the group and walked toward the stage.

“My king, I apologize if Yanick has offended you. I will--”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I am really enjoying your performance so far. Please, continue if you can without a drummer.”

“Yes, my king. We can continue without him easily. The next part of the performance speaks of Helgi Hundingsbane. He is one of our ancient heroes.”

“Sounds good.” I nodded at him, and the skald began to sing softly.

The servants brought us our next course, and Paula and I each opened our eyes wide at the giant slabs of red meat covered in gravy, potatoes, and wild onions. The smell was thick with a peppery twist, causing me to guess that this was the main entrée.

“Skal,” we both said as we toasted each other, and then we sipped our drinks before we turned to our food.

The meat practically melted in my mouth, and I had to close my eyes for a few moments so I could appreciate the magnificent array of herbs and textures. I opened my eyes to find that Paula had also closed hers, and we both shared a chuckle when her eyes finally opened.

“Damn, that’s great,” she said.

“Yeah,” I agreed as I cut another bite.

“Probably won’t eat this good for a few weeks. That is how long Madalena thinks it will take for us to complete the rite.”

“Paula, can I ask you a question.” I turned my eyes to her and then wiped my mouth with a cloth napkin.

“Yes, but I’m pretty sure I know what you are going to ask me.” Her lips turned up into a smirk.

“Oh?”

“You want my honest answer? I’m pretty drunk, so I might as well give it to you.” She grabbed her glass of aquavit and then took a long sip after she spoke, and then she sighed and stared into my eyes.

“Of course. I want your honest answer.”

“I’m doing the rite because I’m in love with you. I have been since we were in my apartment when I didn’t want to help you save the station, and you told me that you would have saved my sister in the alley. I’ve tried to ignore my feelings, but they haven’t gone away.” Her words sped up a bit as she spoke, and her cheeks flushed red as soon as she finished.

“I --”

“Maybe it is foolish,” she interrupted me. “You don’t know me that well. Hell, this is the first time we’ve really been alone together, but while you don’t know me, and I don’t expect you to share my feelings, that doesn’t mean I don’t know you. I’ve watched you struggle to do the right thing every day. I’ve watched you win against impossible odds. I’ve watched you risk your life to save us. I’ve watched you be the man that I want to spend my life with, but I’ve always watched you love others.”

“Paula, I--”

“It’s fine,” she cut me off again. “I know you have your lovers, and they are all my friends. I respect them, and I never wanted to put myself or my sister in a position where we might get kicked off Persephone, but at the same time, I have always wanted to be part of the inner circle. For you, but also because it would make me closer to them. I’ve always been an outsider, my only friends were the androids that I made. Now I have friends who I adore, but I don’t share the one thing they all have in common.”

“Friendship doesn’t hinge on the love of one man,” I said.

“No, of course not,” she said as she smiled at me sadly, “but I still feel as if I’m apart from them. The distance will grow once Zea and Eve return from their rite and submit to you. Then it will be one more aspect I don’t share.”

“Yeah,” I said as I turned from her. I didn’t know exactly what to say, and my brain was a twisted knot of emotions.

“You aren’t surprised,” she said after a few moments of the skald singing.

“Kasta hinted as much,” I said.

“Yeah,” Paula sighed.

“Does that mean I’m an asshole for not talking to you about it sooner?” I asked.

“No, of course not,” she scoffed. “This isn’t your problem. You are great. I’m happy to belong to Persephone’s crew. I’m happy that I have this family. I’m… well… I’m happy. I didn’t think there would be anything left for me after my revenge, and there wasn’t. Then again, you were there, and you saved me.”

I nodded again and then took a sip of the aquavit. It was hard for me to get drunk, but the liquor kicked like a mule, and my blood was feeling warm.

“So what was your plan?” I said.

“With the rite?”

“Yeah, when you got back.”

“My plan was to talk to Zea.”

“About submitting to me?” I laughed. “Why not talk to me?”

“Adam,” she whispered as her blue eyes met mine. “I’m not an idiot. I’ve studied people all my life in my gambling enterprises. I know you are attracted to Kasta and me. Would you refuse us?”

“I haven’t performed the mental exercise,” I said as I closed my eyes to avoid her beautiful eyes and face.

“We stayed away from each other. We should have because it was complicated. But after the rite, I’ll be Nordar. Kings can have as many wives as they want. I don’t want to hurt Zea, but I feel like she’s accepting that--”

“Look, Paula,” I said. “I am attracted to you, but I’d need to think more about it. I don’t want to force anything on Zea.”

“But like I said, she has become more open to the idea. She’s made a few jokes to Sis and I about it while we trained with Madalena. You know how Kasta responded, and Zea just kind of laughed it off.”

“She doesn’t like it when everyone walks on eggshells around her,” I chuckled as I took another bite of the meat.

“She won’t have to,” Paula said with a shrug. “Madalena has talked to us about what it feels like to be submitted to you. It reminds me a lot of the feelings I shared with my sister.”

“You could sense her emotions?” I asked.

“Kind of,” Paula said as she smiled sweetly. “Twins have a connection. I love the Kasta I made, and I never want to be without her, but I miss the feeling of that bond with someone. I would like to share it with you, the man I love, and them, the women I love like sisters.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. “I’m worried about you all finishing this safely. We’ll cross this next bridge when you finish and Madalena, Sivaha, and I return from talking to the other Blood Overlord Clans.”

“Okay,” Paula chirped, and the expression on her face made me think that she believed she would get what she wanted.

And maybe she would.

Paula was a genius, cunning, no nonsense, and beautiful. She had led a criminal gambling and muscle syndicate back on the station Queen’s Hat by using one of her android creations, Byron, as the front man. Since she joined our crew, I had come to respect her immensely, and her engineering skills saved all of our asses too many times to count.

“Adam,” she whispered to me under the sound of the skald’s singing voice, and I turned to see her staring at the stage with narrowed eyes.

“What’s--”

“Something is wrong.” her words were slurred. “I think we’ve been conned.”

“Huh?” I asked as I turned to the stage. The skald and the female singer were still performing, and the band standing behind them had their heads down. I didn’t really see anything out of the ordinary, but her words suddenly made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

“The first man was a diversion!” she hissed, and I turned around to see the four guards standing behind me begin to pull their pistols out of their holsters.

And the pistols had silencers on them.
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Chapter 2

I spun to my right and kicked out with my left leg. The ball of my foot connected with the seat of Paula’s chair, and the blonde woman went flying away from me just as the guns cleared the assassins’ holsters.

My guess was that they had intended for us to be drunk, but these fuckers didn’t know I was a super-soldier tiger-man with incredible healing. The booze hadn’t really done anything except warm my insides, and due to my lightning reflexes, my own pistol cleared my holster a fraction of a second ahead of theirs.

I didn’t have time to aim for a headshot, but I twisted my pistol toward the arm area of the closest armored guard and feathered my trigger. The bullet left my pistol with a welcome kick, and the man’s armored arm bucked away from me with the impact.

I was a bit surprised they were using centerfire cartridge pistols instead of the usual Vaish pulse pistols, but their choice of weapons meant that their barrels were extended a bit by the silencer. I managed to get a second shot off at the next asshole in line before the other two got their weapons pointed at me.

They fired, and I launched myself up from the chair and toward them as I twisted through the air. A bullet nicked my nose, and another nicked my ass, but somehow I was okay, and I slammed into the group of four like a flung bowling ball.

These were big men in power armor, but I wasn’t a small man, and my human form still possessed incredible strength from my tiger side. They went over as a group, but as we fell, a spread of automatic gunfire hit the wall above us. Paula let out a shout, but I didn’t have time to look at the musicians who I guessed were shooting at us. I needed to get rid of the obvious threat first, so I grabbed one of the men’s pistols with my left hand and tried to wrestle it up to his helmet while I pushed my own pistol down toward another man’s chest.

Hands, fingers, and arms locked around me, and I heard the servos of their armor whine as their arms filled with artificial strength. I had one fucker’s pistol pinned under my leg, another’s under my hip, and the fourth’s was laying on the ground from when I shot his arm. I felt the muscles in my arms turn into steel as I tried to wrestle against them, and the four men panted through their helmets.

For what felt like an eternity, we were locked in place like trembling statues.

I began to shift, but before I could actually free the beast, one of the fucker’s hands slipped from my right arm, and my pistol swung forward. I squeezed the trigger and put a bullet through the helmet of one of the men who I hadn’t shot yet. His hands fell away from my left arm, and I was able to overpower the man whose pistol I held. He let out a scream as I angled his own gun toward his helmet, but then the remaining two assholes grabbed onto my chest and tried to knock me away. I still got the shot off in time, but my aim was a bit off and I heard the bullet graze his helmet like a metal coin skipping off a stone table.

The two men landed on top of me, and my pistol was pressed against my body in such a way so that I couldn’t get my barrel up into them. It was a quick fix though, I just bucked my hips to bounce the two armored men up off of me, and then I twisted my weapon so that they landed in the barrel’s sights. I squeezed the trigger three times and each of the bullets ripped through the men’s power armor like hot daggers through foil.

I kicked their spasming bodies off me, put a bullet in each of their heads to ensure they were dead and looked under the tablecloth toward the stage where the other group of gunfire had emerged. I didn’t see any movement, so I turned up to Paula.

“You okay?” I whispered as I pulled my magazine free of my pistol to check on my bullets.

“Yeah,” she answered.

“Okay,” I said as I studied the pistol’s magazine. I had eight shots left, but I noticed that each bullet was armor piercing. Lux probably figured if I was going to use the weapon, I’d need all the stopping power I could get, and her acumen in loading my pistol had just saved Paula’s and my life.

“I don’t hear anything from the other side of the room,” she hissed.

“My king!” I heard the skald shout, and Paula and I glanced at each other. “Are you alright?”

I reached for the closest one of the pistols that the guards had carried and passed it to Paula. Then I motioned for her to crawl to the far end of the table in order for her to get into a shooting position against the stage. I began to crawl in the other direction and checked the men I had shot to ensure they were all dead. One of them was still alive, but his breathing was labored under his armor. I needed one of these assholes alive for questioning, so I quietly put their three pistols in my belt to ensure that he couldn’t grab one and shoot me in the back. The movement only took me a dozen seconds, so I continued toward the far end of the table and peered under the tablecloth every half meter.

“No, he is dead,” I heard the skald moan. “My king is dead. I have failed Odin.”

“No,” a woman hissed. “You did the best you could.”

“Wait,” I called out. “I’m alive.”

“My king!” the man shouted. “Belinda and I have been shot, but we have taken out your attackers.”

I glanced back at Paula to make sure she was in position, and then I hesitantly poked my head over the table.

On the stage, I saw the corpses of the three musicians spread across the wood. The skald and the beautiful woman were also on the floor clutching each other. There was a rifle at the singer’s feet, and I guessed that he must have wrestled it away from one of the attackers.

“Are they dead?” I asked over the table.

“Yes, my king,” the skald hissed. “I have known these men for eight years. I have no idea why they would have attacked you, but I grabbed one of their--”

The door to my left opened, and the two armored guards and the drummer leaned around the corner with silenced pistols. I wasn’t in my tiger form, but nonetheless, I was still faster and stronger than most Nordar warriors, and I managed to pump five shots into the wall where the men took cover before their weapons could target me. They still fired though, and I felt the bullets whiz past my face half a moment after my armor piercing rounds tore massive holes into the wall.

I knew I hit the men, but I didn’t know how badly they were injured, so I sprang up from behind the table, darted across the open space, and jumped through the doorway. One of the armored guards was lining up another shot, but I fired my pistol as I traveled through the air, and my bullet ripped his arm off at the elbow joint as if a shark had taken a bite out of it. He screamed, but the sound was less pain and more disappointment.

One of my bullets had taken the drummer in the right shoulder, but he was trying to grab his pistol with his left hand so that he could point it at me. I had a bit of time to think through my next action, and I decided that having three men alive to question was better than two. I pushed off the wall when I landed and then kicked the weapon out of his hand instead of the more satisfying choice of opening his skull with one of my bullets.

There was a shot behind me, and I spun with my pistol raised. A group of four heavily armored guards had their pulse rifles raised in my direction, and I realized that I’d jumped too far away from the door when I kicked the gun out of the man’s hand.

There was nowhere for me to dodge, and I felt the tiger unleash a panicked scream in my mind.

“My lord?” the armored woman in the lead asked as she brought down her rifle.

“Fuck,” I gasped with relief as I let my pistol relax in my hand. “There has been an attempt on my life. Alert the Prime Valkyrie.”

“Yes, my lord,” the woman turned to the other three and barked out orders in the Nordar language.

As soon as we finished speaking, another group of six guards sprinted around the corner of the hallway, and the group closest to me raised their rifles to defend me. The new group slid to a stop as they took firing positions, and the woman who I had just spoken with screamed orders at the other group for several tense seconds.

The group of six newcomers nodded, spun around and then ran back down the hall, and the armored woman turned back to me. “They will find the Prime Valkyrie, and we are summoning your personal guards.”

“Those weren’t my personal guards?” I asked as I gestured to the fucker who’s arm I’d taken off.

“No,” the woman answered. I couldn’t really see her face because of her helmet, but I noticed that her feathered armor had stripe shapes around the legs.

“How did they pick me up from Persephone?” I asked.

“I do not know, my lord,” the woman said, and then she barked a few orders to the other three guards she was with. They grabbed the two men I had left alive in the hall, and then we all moved back into the feasting hall.

“The two singers helped save me,” I said as I gestured to the stage. “They will need medical attention.”

“After we have secured you, my lord,” the guard said, and as soon as she finished speaking, an alarm began to blare from the ceiling, and my four protectors took a position at the doorway while I moved over to Paula.

“You alright?” I asked as I helped her stand.

“I think so,” she said, but I couldn’t really hear her over the alarm’s screech.

I could see that Paula’s arms were shaking, and I pulled the gun out of her hand before I wrapped my own arms around her narrow shoulders. Her body was tense, but she relaxed a few seconds after I had embraced her, and she pushed her face into my chest. It didn’t feel like she was crying, but I still ran my hands down her hair and tried to whisper comforting words to her over the sound of the alarm.

Then I counted.

Thirty seconds later, there were guards everywhere, and I had a ring of about twenty around me. Voices shouted in Nordar at each other, and a medical team began to work on the two singers. There was an order to the chaos though, and we were soon escorted to the room next door. This space was about half the size of the feasting hall, but armored barricades by the doorways allowed my guards to face the exits while they had cover. Paula and I were instructed to wait in a shielded center area, and the alarm turned off.

“Damn,” I said as I rubbed my ears. “I much preferred the skald’s singing.

“Me too,” Paula chuckled as she pulled away from my chest. She actually hadn’t been crying, but she did look upset.

“I think I owe you a better date,” I said.

“This wasn’t your fault.” She finally smiled.

“It’s all my fault,” I said with a shrug. “I’m the king. These are my people. I was exposed, and you almost got hurt.”

“You take too much on your shoulders,” she said as her blue eyes stared into mine.

“No, I take responsibility.”

“It’s part of the reason I am drawn to you,” Paula said. “It’s part of the reason we all love you. You want to save the galaxy, not because you can, but because it is the right thing to do, and someone needs to do it.”

“I can save the galaxy, though,” I laughed as I gestured to the guards around me. “I have a massive empire and a group of wonderful genius women to help me.”

Paula opened her mouth, and I expected her to disagree with me, but then she just smiled and shook her head.

“I’m glad I met you, Adam,” she finally whispered as she reached up to adjust the roses in her long blonde hair. “You saved my soul.”

“What do you mean?”

“Before you, I didn’t care.” Paula shrugged her slender shoulders and then smoothed out her tight dress. “I wanted my revenge and then… I didn’t know what I would do. Probably nothing for the rest of my life. I certainly wouldn’t have helped people. People were shit. People were the reason that my sister was taken from me.”

“You are too hard on yourself,” I said. “You wanted to help when we found out those girls were being sold as slaves.”

“I suppose I did.” Paula sighed, and then her eyes darted to the door, I followed her gaze and saw an angry Madalena and Eve moving through the crowd of guards like twin sharks through a school of fish.

“Hello ladies,” I said as they reached Paula and me.

“Are you okay?” Madalena said as she looked at both of us.

“We are fine, you know that.” I reached out and pulled both of them to me. They returned my hug and then I gestured for Paula to enter our embrace. The blonde engineer looked surprised for half a moment, but then she wrapped one arm around my shoulder and the other around Eve.

“Now that we are somewhat alone,” I said as we all huddled together inside of the armored center of the room. “What the fuck happened?”

“The living assassins are being treated for their wounds,” Madalena said. “We need to question them, but first I wanted to see if you were okay.”

“How did they even get to Adam?” Paula asked. “Were those his personal guards?”

“No,” Madalena said. “I will peel every single tongue out of every single mouth on this fortress to learn what happened exactly, but it appears that these assassins were sent from the Jotnar, and they have been living as Vaish for the last twelve years.”

“Damn,” I said. “I’m going to guess that I wasn’t their original target.”

“No,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “They were probably intended to kill my father, but they must have received orders to kill you instead.”

“You do not need to peel any tongues out of mouths,” Eve said to Madalena. “You have me.”

“Yes,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “Let us go speak with the assassins and see what we can learn.”

“How many are alive?” I asked.

“Just two. One died before--”

“Bring them each here,” I said, and Madalena nodded before calling out to the guards.

Half a minute later, both of the men I shot in the hallway were carried to us on stretchers. The armored guard whose arm I had taken off looked pale and somewhat disoriented, but the drummer seemed alert.

Both stared at me with hate-filled eyes.

“You attacked me,” I said as the medical crew set the men down at my feet.

“Death to Vaish,” the drummer said.

“Who do you work for?” I asked.

“The most powerful Blood Overlord Clan,” he replied.

“Who is that?” I asked.

“You know,” he coughed. “The wolf will eat the crow.”

Ask him about his rite ceremony.

“Where did you take your rite ceremony?” I asked as I squatted down so I could be closer to the man’s face.

The man’s eyes opened when I moved, and he drew his breath in sharply. I’d seen the move done thousands of times before living in the gang-infested streets of Ganymede, so my fingers darted out to close around his mouth.

“It’s rude to spit,” I said as I squeezed his lips together.

Tell him that horses spit, not wolves.

“Horses spit, wolves don’t,” I said. “Why are you trying to spit?”

The man’s eyes opened wide, and his skin seemed to pale even more.

Yes. That is what I needed, my love. These two are from Waymund. Their entire task force is. Their purpose was to kill Madalena’s father and place the blame on Jotnar if captured to begin the war in earnest. They have been planning the event for a dozen years. All of these assassins have infiltrated the Vaish forces, but did you take notice of their armor?

At Eve’s words, I looked down at the heavy metal armor that the other man wore. I didn’t see what Eve was talking about, so I gave her a puzzled look.

“He is not wearing the Aegis,” Madalena said as she nodded around the room. “That is our medium grade heavy armor for foot soldiers. It has been embellished with rank notations, but you and Paula should have been picked up by your personal guards.”

I turned to the various men and women walking around in armor. The armors did look very similar in style, but the Aegis versions looked sleeker, and I could see the tiger strips around their shins and forearms. The armor that the assassin guards wore just had the feather designs.

“We routed your request away from your guards,” the man said.

“You are being honest with us now?” Paula scoffed.

“My mission failed, all that is left is Odin,” the man said.

“You attempted to assassinate his avatar,” Madalena said. “There will be no seat for you in Valhalla.”

“My queen has promised me life at her side there, and the wolf sits higher than the crow.”

“The crows sit on Odin’s shoulder, fool.” Madalena turned to Eve and the woman with red eyes nodded before they both turned to me.

“Throw him in the brig,” I said, and both of the women gave me a confused look. I knew they wanted me to kill him, but I waited until the guards took him away before I disclosed my plan.

“He’s not Jotnar,” I said as I looked at Eve.

“No,” she said. “He is Waymund. All of his conspirators are. There are no others. They have been deep undercover for most of their lives. We gain nothing from keeping him alive.”

“No,” I said, “except that I can bring him with me to Waymund as leverage during their negotiations.”

“I would not have expected this from Waymund,” Madalena said with a slight frown.

“That’s probably why they did it,” I said. “This was a good forked attack. The original plan was to kill your father. If they were successful, you would have believed it was Jotnar, and gone to war.”

“And if they failed, then Madalena’s father would have believed it was Jotnar, and gone to war,” Paula said.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Madalena, you said that Skyad was the third most powerful clan after Vaish and Jotnar?”

“Perhaps,” she answered with a shrug. “Idonan, Skyad, and Waymund traditionally have been equal in power, but other than border skirmishes with each of the clans, we have not had a major conflict since I was a child.”

“During the briefings I had with your admirals, they indicated that the Waymund Blood Overlord Clan had a strong defensive navy because they often kept to themselves and didn’t press on other clan’s territories.”

“Yes,” Madalena said. “That is why their attempt at assassination seemed strange. I would have expected it from Jotnar, or maybe even Idonan.”

“Skyad seemed fine with pushing some sort of assassination at us,” I said.

“Yes and no,” Madalena replied. “Sivaha came here personally. That is Skyad’s way. They are hot-blooded and like to take care of their problems face to face. Waymund doesn’t normally cause problems.”

“You are visiting Idonan next?” Paula asked.

“Yes,” both Madalena and I replied together.

“Perhaps we should wait to do our rite,” Eve said.

“No,” I replied. “We’ll just end up putting it off for another month. Between Madalena, Sivaha, and I, we can negotiate with these different clans.”

“Not to disagree,” Paula said, “but if Eve wasn’t here, it’s possible that you and Madalena would think the Jotnar were behind this assassination. Having her abilities gives you an edge that none of these assholes are going to expect.”

“I’m not planning on any diplomacy,” I said. “I will show up with the armada, demand they serve me, and then destroy them if they don’t.”

The women were silent for a moment, and then Paula shrugged.

“Guess that’s one way to do it.”

“By the time you four are done with the rite, we’ll be back from dealing with Idonan and Waymund,” I said. “Then we will all work on the Jotnar.”

“They will be the most challenging,” Madalena said.

“Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “We’ll have the entire Nordar navy and will outnumber them at least four to one. They will kneel or die just like everyone else.”

Paula, Eve, and Madalena nodded at me, but I could sense the misgivings from Madalena. If this was a gun fight or a space battle, she would have thrown herself into the struggle with confidence, but the next few weeks were going to be a mix of posturing, political talks, and threats. I could understand her hesitation, so I was glad that Sivaha was also going to be at my side during these talks. The silver-haired woman was more aggressive in her conversations, and she has had more recent interactions with the rulers of the Idonan and Waymund clans.

“So…” Paula said. “I guess that was it for dinner?”

“Let’s go back to Persephone,” I said. “I’d still like to spend some time alone with you if you are okay with it. We have food in the kitchen I can cook.”

“Yes!” the blonde woman said quickly. “That would be fine.”

“I will need to spend time with the guards recounting what happened,” Madalena said. “But your private escorts will take you.”

“Do you need my help?” Eve asked the warrior woman.

“If you did not have your rite tomorrow, I would say yes. But you should rest and go to sleep early tonight. You have a challenging few days ahead of you.”

Eve nodded and then gave the other woman a smile. The conversation between the two of them seemed unusual, but I was quickly able to put my finger on what had changed: The two women seemed to have developed a friendship. I had been used to the slow current of hostility between them, but that now appeared to be gone. If anything, the way my two lovers talked to each other seemed friendly and supportive, and I guessed their relationship had developed during their time on Ganymede.

“We’ll meet you back on Persephone tomorrow morning,” I said to Madalena, and then I gave her a brief kiss before Eve, Paula, and I walked with my guards and boarded the hovercraft.
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Chapter 3

When we returned to Persephone, Paula, and I spent an hour alone in the kitchen snacking and talking about the rite, my strategy with the clans, and the assassination attempt. It could have been the alcohol, or maybe it was just that we were both used to the violence, but neither one of us were very concerned about how close we came to getting killed.

Close calls with death were expected. We were both jaded by our experiences together and there wasn’t much that surprised us.

We didn’t talk more about her admission of her feelings for me, but the topic hung in the air above us, and I could sense her wanting to talk more with every sip of wine that she took.

But I wanted to spend the rest of my night with Eve and Zea, so we bid each other goodnight at around ten, exchanged a comfortable hug, and then went our separate ways. Both Zea and Eve were waiting for me in my room, and the three of us made love for a few hours before finally falling asleep. We didn’t talk much since they knew I was afraid for their rite of passage, and they were both afraid of me journeying to Idonan space without them.

When morning arrived, the three of us enjoyed each other again, and I washed them both in the shower before we suited up and went to meet everyone at Persephone’s loading dock. Madalena, Sivaha, Paula, Kasta, and twenty heavily armored guards with aegis armor waited for us, and we all exchanged greetings.

“Are you ready?” Madalena asked as she looked at Eve and Zea.

“Yes,” Eve said with her usual smile.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Zea sighed as she shouldered a leather backpack. Each of the four women carried one, and it held basic survival gear and enough food and water to last them two days.

“We are ready,” Paula said, and Kasta winked at me. All four of the women were wearing Nordar fatigues made out of a thick leather-like material. It was a bit weird seeing them out of their flight suits, but Madalena had said the clothes that they were wearing were the traditional garb.

“You four will do fine,” Sivaha said as she smiled at each of them.

“Yeah,” Zea said as her eyes narrowed at the silver-haired woman. “I’m kind of surprised you are here.”

“Why?” Sivaha asked.

“Kind of thought you didn’t like us,” Zea answered.

“Of course I like you,” Sivaha scoffed. “I’ll like you even more, when you are my sister.”

“Sister?” Paula asked.

“Yes,” Sivaha said as she gestured to Madalena. “You’ll be Nordar and married to Adam. We won’t be sisters through blood, but we will know each other’s emotions and desires. I’ve already apologized for being a bit of a pain when we first met, but I understand Adam better now, and I know he is sent by Odin to unite our people. I am grateful that I am married to him.”

“Huh,” Zea said as she shrugged. “Fuck it, I’ll take it. Thanks for the well wishing.”

“We will escort you four to the pod,” Madalena said, and the four women nodded.

Then we all walked out of Persephone, got on the hovercraft, and made our way to the white spire in the middle of the harbor.

The staging room for the rite looked similar to the room I had once been in, but I knew there would be no foul play here. Everyone wanted the four women to be successful, and Madalena checked through their packs a final time before she debriefed them beside a holomap projection.

“You should land in this area,” the Prime Valkyrie said as she pointed at the base of the mountain range where I had once landed. “Make your way south to this tree line, then you will have to cross the ravine.”

“Maddy, sweetie,” Kasta said. “You’ve gone over this with us sixteen times.”

“Hmmm,” Madalena huffed, and I was a little surprised by the slight worry I sensed coming from her. “I suppose you know the way.”

“Yeah,” Zea said after a long breath. “Let’s fucking do this thing.”

Then they all looked at me.

“Okay,” I said as I tried to keep my voice calm. “You all will do great. I know it.” They nodded at my words and then I held my arms out as I looked at the blonde hacker.

Zea came into my embrace and then kissed me passionately while the other women watched. Then Eve did the same, and she spent a few extra moments looking into my eyes and caressing my cheek after we had kissed. She didn’t need to speak to me telepathically for me to know what she was thinking, and I fought against the desire to tell them that I didn’t want them to go.

Kasta moved to give me a hug after Eve, and the android surprised me by planting a kiss on my lips. Then she giggled and stepped away as Zea rolled her eyes.

I embraced Paula last, but as we pulled away from each other, I cupped her chin with my left hand, pulled her face up, and kissed her on the mouth. Our tongues made contact briefly, and she let out a light moan of relief. When I pulled away, her face was red, and her blue eyes stared into mine with an intense fire.

“Be strong,” I said as I turned to the four women that I loved.

They nodded at me, gave each other nervous smiles, and then climbed into the pod.

“We will watch your first few minutes through the observer drone,” Madalena said as she checked each woman’s safety harness.

“That’s fine,” Zea said. “We’ll be fine. Everything is going to be fine.”

“Yep,” Paula said as she cleared her throat.

“It will be,” Eve said as she turned to me. “I will see you in a few weeks, my love.”

“See you all in a few weeks,” I said as I gave the four women one last look. Then Madalena stepped out of the pod, closed the hatch, and moved over to the control terminal.

A few technicians were sitting at terminals in the room, but they made way for the Prime Valkyrie, and then Madalena hit a button on the computer that began the ejection process for the pod.

The white egg-like ship lowered into the ejection tunnel from the bay where it had previously sat for a few meters, then its engine engaged and the small vessel slid away from us as the safety hatch closed.

My heart seemed to drop with it.

“How soon until we have a visual?” I asked Madalena.

“Fifteen minutes,” she said as she handed me a data tablet. “This is your schedule for the day. We have ten minutes to watch them. Then you wanted to meet with your mother and sister, and then speak with Yu before we engaged the warpdrive for Idonan space.”

“Yeah,” I said as I looked at the schedule. I was a bit frustrated that I couldn’t spend more time watching Eve, Zea, Paula, and Kasta go through their rite, but I knew it would be pointless. I was powerless to help them, and I had to stay on task.

“They are capable women,” Sivaha said as she yawned and covered her pretty mouth with the palm of her hand. “All Nordar that wish to be in the military must complete the rite. They will not have a problem with it.”

“I know,” I said. “I still worry.”

“Of course,” she replied with a shrug of her slender shoulders. “But worrying doesn’t help.” Sivaha was wearing a strapless black summer dress that rose high up on her perfect legs. After she finished speaking, she took one of the seats next to Madalena, crossed her legs slowly, and then fixed her brown eyes on me with a smoldering look. “If you are looking for someone to help, I have something I need your assistance with back in your bedroom on Persephone.”

“Ha,” I chuckled as I turned to Madalena. “What did you learn from the assassins last night?”

“Not much more,” she said with a frown. “I had the survivors moved into a cell on Persephone so that we can give them back to the Waymund, as you wished.”

“They will deny it,” Sivaha sighed as she looked at her manicure. “Better off just killing them. Let Hel judge their sins.”

“It might come to that,” I said.

“The guards performed another inspection of all warriors stationed on the Odin Geirr,” Madalena continued. “Twenty warriors have been identified as possible moles, but since they have not been awarded aegis armor, it is hard to know their exact affiliations. I have moved them to ships and job roles that will ensure they have little leverage if they are traitors.”

“How many warriors are stationed on this fortress?” I asked.

“One hundred and eighty thousand,” Madalena said.

“Shit,” I said as my mind spun for a few seconds. “So only twenty of them? Can you be sure?”

“Having a group of spies infiltrate another clan is no small matter,” Sivaha said as she re-crossed her legs. “I had ten men on this vessel, and only two hundred or so spread throughout the entire Vaish navy. Information comes in slowly and sporadically since it has to be passed to other trade ships. Orchestrating an assassination attempt like this would be something many years in the making. I’m not surprised they intended to kill the Prime Valkyrie’s father and then adjusted the plans for you.”

“You have spies in my navy?” I raised one of my eyebrows at Sivaha.

“Well, not anymore,” she said with a dry laugh. “Now they are your people. But that was how I found out about your rise to power so quickly. I got lucky and one of my units managed to submit their report almost immediately after King Tanal was overthrown.”

“Do you have any other spies in the other clans?” I asked.

“Of course.” Sivaha winked at me and then turned her eyes to Madalena. “I’m sure the Vaish do as well. Crows are notorious for having eyes and ears everywhere.”

“Husband, you have been privy to all the information that we have gathered from our units at the other clans. There was not much to report besides rough navy vessel numbers and system locations.” Madalena nodded down at the datapad in my hand.

“I’ve gone over it,” I replied as I turned back to Sivaha.

“I’ve given Madalena all I know,” the silver-haired woman shrugged. “I like your plan. Idonan is the least aggressive of the clans. Once they see the size of your…” Sivaha’s brown eyes drifted down to the crotch of my tight flight suit “... magnificent armada, they will join.”

“We should not expect things to be so easy,” Madalena warned.

“Perhaps not with Waymund, since they have just demonstrated their unscrupulous tactics, but Idonan will be easy.”

“That is why we are going there first,” I said. Then I pointed at the monitor where Madalena sat. “Are we good to get a visual on them yet?”

“Five more minutes,” Madalena said after she sat up and glanced at the display. “They are about to land.”

“Alright,” I replied as I began to pace around the floor a bit.

Sivaha and Madalena watched me for a few moments, and then the silver-haired woman cleared her throat.

“They will be fine. You do not need to worry.”

“I’d worry if it was you two. I don’t like putting any of my friends at risk.”

“Friends?” Sivaha asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Lovers, wives, you know what I mean.”

“Of course,” she said as she smirked at me. “Will you take the blonde sisters as wives?”

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“Why?” she asked.

“The tone of your question makes me think that you want me to take them,” I said as I looked at her.

“I am indifferent,” Sivaha said with a shrug. “Well, I should say that I like them. Especially the Kasta one. She is funny.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“However, I can keep you satisfied in our bed every night,” Sivaha said, “so you do not require another woman.”

“Ahem,” Madalena cleared her throat.

“Ahh, well, the Prime Valkyrie and I can both keep you satisfied,” Sivaha said as she tilted her head slightly to the brunette woman. “I know men get bored easily. Especially kings. They want a taste of all different types of women.”

“It’s not quite like that,” I said. “I love them.”

“I know,” Sivaha said. “I can feel your passion for Eve and Zea. Your feelings haven’t developed for the twins. Perhaps they will. They are under the assumption that they will submit to you once they finish their rite. Then you might as well marry them. My question was more to clarify if that was what you want.”

“I’ll figure it out after the rite,” I said. “I need to focus on the next two steps.”

“The observer drone is now online,” Madalena said, and then she pressed a few buttons on the terminal in front of her.

The screens on the wall filled with white, and it took my brain half a moment to realize that I was looking at the snowy side of a mountain.

The pod was lodged in some snow, and I saw footprints leading away from the landing site, down the snowy slope, and down into the distance.

“It will start tracking them,” Madalena said as the drone began to lift higher into the air. The drone’s lens soon focused on the location of the four women about half a mile down the slope, and it began to float to them.

“See?” Sivaha said. “They are fine.”

“Yeah,” I sighed with relief. The four women were walking in pairs, with Eve and Paula in the front and Zea and Kasta in the rear. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the two blonde women in the rear wore big smiles on their faces and I saw Paula roll her eyes.

“They will have another five miles of walking before they hit the tree line,” Madalena said. “As long as they make it deeper into the forest by nightfall, and get cover from the wind, they should be fine.”

“Wind?” I asked.

“There is a small snow storm coming,” Madalena toggled one of the screens, and I could see the observer’s location and a purple blob moving from the east.

“That looks pretty fucking big,” I said as I looked at the mass.

“They will be fine,” Madalena said, but I could sense a bit of trepidation from her.

“Husband,” Sivaha said before I could reply to Madalena. “There is nothing more you can do for them. If they want to be Nordar, they should stand on their own. The four of them are capable women. They need to be if they wish to serve you.”

“Agreed,” Madalena said as she nodded at Sivaha. “We have a deadline. Our hyperdrives must be engaged at the exact moment of our scheduled departure so we will arrive in Idonan space with the rest of the fleet. You said you wished to see your mother, sister, and Yu. Should we go now?”

“Yeah,” I said as I looked at the screen for a moment longer. I’d drive myself crazy staring at it for the next week if left to my own devices, but I had a mission.

I had to save the galaxy from the SAVO and to do that, I needed to unite the Nordar Blood Overlord Clans.

“Let’s go say goodbye to my sister and mother,” I said, and my two wives nodded, gave one last look at the screens, and then stood.

Then we left the observation room.

“When was the last time you spoke to your sister and mother?” Sivaha asked as she wrapped her arm around mine.

“A few days ago,” I said as the three of us sat in the hovercraft.

“You don’t want to take them with us?” she asked as she brushed some of her silver hair back from her beautiful face.

“Naw,” I answered. “My mom has worked her entire life, I want her to be able to relax, and my sister--”

“Has not come to her senses,” Madalena growled, and Sivaha raised an eyebrow with surprise.

“She’s still hung up with Yu?” Sivaha asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed, and I could feel the anger pour from Madalena. Sivaha must have felt it too since she looked at the Prime Valkyrie and frowned.

“How can we fix her?” Sivaha asked.

“I don’t know,” I answered. “It is like she is brainwashed.”

“What does Eve say?”

“She said that my sister has memories of Yu being kind to her.” I shrugged. “Hanekawa has these feelings for him. They are real for her.”

“Perhaps it is just youth,” Sivaha said as she gave my bicep a squeeze. “Younger women can be smitten with a man sometimes and then ignore all reason.”

“You and Madalena both look young,” I said as I smirked at her.

“The Prime Valkyrie and I were born the same year,” she replied as she winked at me, “but I know you aren’t asking our age.

“I am your husband,” I chuckled. “If anyone should know your age, it should be me.”

“We are both young enough to be smitten with you,” Madalena said.

“Ha!” Sivaha laughed. “The Prime Valkyrie does have a sense of humor after all. I love it.”

“Your sister will come around,” Madalena said to me. “It will just take time. It is good she is with your mother, and that your mother is on your side. That will eventually persuade her.”

“I think you should just kill Yu,” Sivaha said. “Once he is dead, your sister will forget about him.”

“Hmm,” I said as I thought through the queen’s words. I wondered if she was projecting her own situation a bit on my scenario. I had killed her husband, but she seemed to have forgotten about him. For half a moment I wondered if she would forget about me if I died, but then I realized the thought was foolish. We were bound together by her submission so I could sense her love for me, and that binding also meant she would probably die when I did.

“I disagree,” Madalena said.

“Of course you do,” Sivaha sighed, “You are no fun.”

“He may still be of use to us. He seems to know our enemy.”

“Yet he isn’t forward with the information,” Sivaha said with a shrug. “Perhaps if we took off a finger or two his tongue would loosen.”

“I’m not going to do that,” I said. “Yu’s been sitting in the cell since we got here. He hasn’t seen my sister or talked to anyone. We’ve been giving him shit food, stale water, and a bucket to shit in. You break prisoners with small creature comforts and appeals to their vanity.”

“Well, I hope that works,” Sivaha said. “And if it doesn’t I’m fine to just put a bullet through his cranium.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I chuckled and smiled at her.

We didn’t speak for the next few minutes as the hovercraft worked through the inner guts of the city in the space fortress. We eventually reached the castle again, and then my guards checked the surroundings for half a minute before they let us get off the transport.

“Do you wish to meet with them alone?” Madalena asked as we walked to my glass-looking castle.

“No,” I answered. “I’d like you both to be there. My sister and mom like you.”

My wives nodded at my words but didn’t say anything more. After a few minutes of walking with the guards, we reached the area of the castle that had been set aside for my mother and sister. Guards patrolled the main passages to this wing, and there were instructions not to let either of my two family members leave, but the castle was luxurious, and both my sister and mother had enjoyed daily spa visits.

“They are expecting you in this room,” Madalena said as the guards led us to a plush sitting room with a central fire pit, a row of plush leather couches, and tables of dried meats, pickled vegetables, bread rolls, and carafes of wine.

Sivaha slid onto a couch and began to fix herself a small plate of food, but before I could join her, the guards brought in my mother and sister.

“Hey,” I said as I moved to greet the two women. “How has your stay been?”

“Wonderful,” my mother said with a sigh as she returned my hug. “I still feel strange having all these people attend to me every day.”

“The hot springs are beyond incredible,” my sister said as she gave me a hug. I was a bit surprised by her display of affection since we had done nothing but argue about Yu every time we spoke.

“I’m going to be leaving the Odin Geirr for a few weeks,” I said.

“Yeah,” Hanekawa said with a chuckle, “you already told us.”

“Just reminding you,” I laughed. “I wanted to see you both for a bit before I left.”

“Where are you going again?” Hanekawa asked as she sat next to Sivaha on the couch.

“We are visiting another clan,” I answered.

“Why?” she asked as she began to grab some food.

“We need help fighting against the SAVO,” I replied.

“Have you talked to Calvin?” my sister asked. “He’ll help you. His mission was to defeat them and save the galaxy.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to control my anger, but before I could answer, Madalena spoke.

“We have spoken with Calvin, and he is helping us.”

“Really?” Hanekawa seemed surprised by the Prime Valkyrie’s answer, and both of my wives exchanged a quick glance with each other.

“Yes,” Madalena said. “There is still some bitterness though, but we are making progress.”

“Bitterness?” she asked.

“Your hero tortured Adam,” Sivaha said before she took a sip of white wine.

“He didn’t though,” Hanekawa said after she rolled her eyes. “He told me he didn’t.”

“It is unfortunate that he lied to you,” Sivaha said.

“He would never lie to me,” Hanekawa said, and I had to grab a glass of wine and force some down my throat to keep from screaming. I knew the conversation would go this way. It had been this way every time we spoke, but I still wanted to see her before I left.

“Believing that Yu did not lie to you, and never tortured Adam, is the equivalent of thinking that your brother, Eve, Zea, Paula, Kasta, Sivaha, and I are lying to you.” Madalena frowned as she spoke, and Hanekawa’s eyes narrowed.

“So, you are all ganging up on me?” she huffed.

“You need to be slapped until all the idiot thoughts splash out of your ears,” Sivaha hissed.

“I’d like to see you try,” my sister growled, and the tension in the room quadrupled.

“Hey,” I said as I moved to the couch and gestured for the two women to sit apart.

Sivaha raised an eyebrow at my sister and gave her an unconcerned look, as the other woman huffed, stood, and then sat so that I could take the spot on the couch between them.

“Sister,” Madalena said to Hanekawa. “Your brother, my husband, is an amazing man. Our people have been fractured for countless generations, and he just united two of the clans. He has been chosen by Odin to complete this task and then confront the Draugr. You choose not to believe that Yu performed experiments on him, but that belief is incorrect.”

“I know what Yu--”

“What if he lied to you?” Sivaha interrupted my sister. “Briefly consider the possibility that he did experiment on and torture your brother, and he lied to you about it.”

Hanekawa’s jaw hardened for a few moments, and then she turned away from us.

“I want to talk to him,” she said after a few moments. “You all are telling me he lied, and he did these things to Shinta-- err Adam, but I need to ask him.”

“He will just lie again,” I said. “That is what he does.”

“I haven’t talked to him since Wobbegong,” my sister said. “It has been almost a month. I haven’t even been able to ask him about what you told me.”

I looked at Madalena, but I could feel her suspicion, and the look in her eyes told me what she thought about the idea. Then I looked at Sivaha. The silver-haired woman shrugged her slender shoulders and then took a small sip of wine before speaking.

“Couldn’t make the situation any worse,” she said.

I looked over at my mother, but I could tell that she didn’t want to get involved in my decision. I could understand where she was coming from. She’d worked her entire life to put a small amount of food on the table, then she’d worked even harder when Hanekawa started getting sick. My sister and I had engaged in typical sibling squabbles growing up, but now we were adults, and my mother didn’t want to have to deal with any of our arguments.

“Fuck it,” I said as I stood from the couch. “I planned on talking to him before I left anyway. Mom, you don’t have to come with us, but--”

“I’ll come,” she said, and her words surprised me a bit.

Madalena told the guards that we would go to the brig to see Yu, and we soon had our armed escort moving with us deeper into the castle’s stomach. The jail cells were kept down in the lower levels, and I almost would have called them a dungeon, except that the walls were a sparkling white, there were plenty of lights, and the air was filtered. It took us about ten minutes of walking and two security checkpoints to reach Yu’s cell, where we found the tall blond man laying on his cot and staring at the ceiling.

“Visitors,” the main guard said as he tapped on the bars of Yu’s cell.

“Ahhh, it must be Adam, I--” Calvin’s words caught in his throat when he turned over in his bed and saw Hanekawa and my mother. The strange man was silent for a few seconds as he stared at my sister, but then he put on his usual annoying smile and then stood from his cot.

“We’ve come to talk,” I said.

“Of course,” he replied as he bowed deeply to me. “How can I serve the king of the Nordar? I will do whatever you ask. I apologize that I am not properly shaved or bathed, but the service in this hotel is atrocious.”

“My sister has questions for you,” I said. Yu did look like shit. The man’s beard was coming in unevenly, and his clothes had sweat stains on the pits.

The sight made me happy. Fuck this asshole.

“Ahh yes, Hanekawa, you look beautiful today.” Yu smiled at her, and I wanted to reach through the cells and squeeze his neck until his head popped off.

“Thank you, Calvin,” she said as she absently touched her blouse.

“What questions did you have for me?” he asked, but I noticed that he didn’t move closer to us.

“When you and I spoke in the past, you told me how you had tried to help my brother. You said you had used the same techniques as you used on me to uncover my true self. Do you remember that?”

“Yes…” he said as his blue eyes flickered to me.

“So, you never tortured my brother?” she asked. “You never sent him on crazy military missions with a bunch of other people like us? You never tried to kill him?”

“Hanekawa,” he said with a sigh. “I would love to answer your questions, but I’m afraid your brother might harm me. As you can see, he didn’t even give me a toilet in this cell. I haven’t had a shower in four days. Can you believe it? If anyone is being tortured here, it is me.”

“Why doesn’t Calvin have a toilet?” Hanekawa gasped as she turned to me.

Madalena laid her hand on Hanekawa’s shoulder, and my sister glanced at her with annoyance. The expression on her face faded quickly though, and then she turned back to Yu.

“Please answer my questions, Calvin.”

“Look, Hanekawa,” he said as he stood up from his bed. “I have an important job to do. Our enemies are powerful and seek to devour everything. By the time I met you, I understood the process a lot more, so it was easier to uncover your true DNA. I never meant to cause your brother any pain.” He moved to the bars of his cell and wrapped his fingers around the same vertical post.

“So, you did torture him?” she whispered.

“No, no, no,” he said as he shot me a sideways glance. “I always tried to help him, the process was painful, but I did the best I could to make sure that he was comfortable.”

The beast in my soul screamed, and I closed my eyes so I could fight against the shift. I wanted to shout at him and remind him of all the times he’d laughed while my body convulsed on the operating table, but I knew my arguments wouldn’t help with Hanekawa. She was going to have to figure this out for herself.

I could feel the rage boiling from Sivaha and Madalena, and their anger wasn’t helping me control my own.

“But what about the missions?” she asked.

“Missions?” Yu asked, and his voice cracked a bit.

“Yeah, my brother said you sent him on guerrilla missions to steal information from various megacorps.”

“Ahh, well, we needed to test out his abilities.”

“So my brother volunteered?”

“Volunteered?” Yu laughed. “He took to it like a duck to water. You know how angry he gets. He already had so much experience with combat from his time in the Marines.”

I forced my eyes open and saw Yu glancing at me as he spoke. Normally his face was permanently etched with his plastic smile, but he seemed a bit worried. I guessed it was because he expected me to throttle him, but then I was suddenly hit with a realization that calmed my anger.

Yu was worried because I hadn’t gotten angry.

He needed me to yell at him. He needed me to threaten him. It would just prove his point to my sister that I was unbalanced and angry. He was baiting me on purpose so that he could play the victim to my sister. I didn’t know the nuances of their relationship, but it was suddenly clear I was going to win this battle by keeping my cool.

“So, there weren’t any control collars?” Hanekawa asked.

“Control-whats?” he asked her with a nervous chuckle. “Hanekawa, I love your brother as if he was my own brother. I’d never want to hurt him. We were partners in this, and I needed your help to find him so that we could work together to save the universe. Can you convince him to let me out of this cell? He has PTSD about me. I don’t know why since I’ve always treated him well and given him everything that he has.”

“There were collars which went around the necks of the men that you treated,” Hanekawa explained. “He said they would explode if anyone didn’t follow an order.”

“Oh yeah,” Yu said as he tapped his chin with his finger. “You know, some of the more rowdy men wore those. The difficulty was that a lot of these folks I got from prisons and such. They weren’t exactly the nicest of fellas if you know what I mean. They wore those collars to protect the other men who I was trying to help.”

Yu looked at me and winked as he plastered his usual smile on his face. I almost lost my shit then, but I buried my rage deep down inside myself.

No one spoke for a few moments, and Yu glanced around before his eyes settled on my mother.

“Andrea, you are looking splendid today. I heard they have hot springs. Have you been enjoying them?”

“Yes, Calvin,” my mother said, but a smile didn’t come to her lips.

Yu nodded and then bit his lip as he looked back at me. Then he looked at my sister and shrugged. “Hanekawa, I have a lot of work to do. Your ingrate brother has forgotten everything I did for him, but I know you haven’t. I don’t expect anything in return, but I’ve told you how I feel about you, and I thought you felt the same way about me. Can you please ask him to let me out of this cell so that I can continue saving the galaxy?”

“No,” my sister sighed, and relief flooded my stomach.

“What? Why not?” he asked with hurt evident in his voice.

“You lied to me,” she whispered.

“No, I would never lie to you,” he said. “I--”

“Stop,” she said as she held up her hand. “Fuck, I have to go.”

“Go? Wait, why?” he asked as he moved down the bars so that he stood closer to her. “I haven’t lied. I--”

“Love me?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Of course,” he answered.

“Maybe you lied about that too,” Hanekawa shook her head and then turned to me.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I know you have to go. Let’s talk when you get back.” Tears were starting to trickle down the sides of her cheek.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s fine.”

Hanekawa nodded and then grabbed my mother’s hand.

Then the two of them walked away from the cell.

“Wait!” Yu shouted. “Let me explain a bit more.”

My sister didn’t turn around, and a group of four guards fell in behind her and my mother. Then they exited the hallway door, and I turned back to Yu.

“Everyone smells your bullshit now,” I growled.

“Ehhhh,” he sighed and then leaned against the bars. “Now you are going to gloat.”

“No,” I said. “I want information. You know about the SAVO, but you haven’t given me anything I can use.”

“You wouldn’t even know what to do with anything I could give you,” he said.

“Try me,” I replied, but he just looked away and then walked back to his cot.

“I’ll think about it,” he said once he lay back on his bed.

“You’ll have two weeks,” I said.

“What will I get out of it?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I have some information, but like I said, it will not be useful to you. I’m being honest, Adam. You’ll get all mad at me, and then probably put a bullet in my brain. I might be willing to tell you what I know if you let me go.”

“You are just trying to make me angry again,” I said as I fought against the beast in my soul. It wanted to tear him apart, and I did too.

“What’s your plan?” he asked as he sat up on one arm and looked at me. “You’ll fight the SAVO. Even if you have an armada, you’ll still lose because you don’t know their weakness.”

“They have a weakness?” I asked.

“Ahhhh, maybe.” The blond man wiggled his eyebrows at me. “I’m sure if you think hard enough about it, you’ll figure out what it is. But if you’d like to let me go, I can save your brain from overheating.”

“Or, we can torture it out of you,” Sivaha hissed.

“Meh, I’m hard to torture,” Yu said. “Much in the way that Adam’s species excels at combat, my species is with deep thoughts. I can ignore most torture and just go to my happy place. Hey Adam, you wanna know who is in my happy place with me?”

“Fuck you,” I said, but the lanky scientist laughed.

“She’ll come around. Yeah, I had some fun with you, but look at you now. You wouldn’t have been even half the badass you are now without me.”

“I am going to ask them to reduce your food and water until I return,” I said.

“Wait,” Yu jumped out of his cot and then sprinted back to the cell bars. “Look, I’m just playing some games with you. No need to make my life more uncomfortable.”

“Maybe you should just go to your happy place,” Sivaha mocked.

“Okay,” Yu sighed. “I’ll give you something.”

“Oh?” I asked, and I could feel excitement come from my wives.

“Yeah,” he said as he cleared his throat. “I want a shower, and a toilet, and better food. Deal?”

“Depends on how useful your information is,” I said.

“Nope.” He shook his head. “I want you to agree first, and then I’ll tell you.”

“You do not make demands of--” Madalena started to say, but I raised my hand to cut her off.

“Fine,” I said to Yu, “I’ll upgrade your cell and food. Now tell me.”

“I was building an army of tiger-men for a reason,” he said as his lips twisted up into a smile. “The missions you and the other subjects went on killed two birds with one stone. I needed the various items and information that you stole, but I also wanted you all to get used to those kinds of excursions.”

We stared at each other for a few moments, but he just continued to smile at me.

“Is that it?” I growled.

“Can you guess why I was building an army?”

“To fight the SAVO,” I said.

“Yes!” He clapped his hands. “See, you aren’t as dumb as you look. If I had a crayon, I’d give it to you like a treat for--”

His words cut off as I grabbed his neck through the bars and pulled him into the metal. A low growl escaped my throat, and I had to beat back the tiger with all of my willpower.

“You. Need. To. Clarify.” My fingers squeezed around his throat, and I felt the air struggle to leave his throat.

“Only your species can kill them!” he gasped, and I released my grip on his neck. Yu stumbled away from me, tripped on his big feet, and then fell on his ass.

“Our bites,” I said as the memory of how I had killed the SAVO on Uraniel returned to me.

“Yeah,” he choked as he rubbed his neck. “You are also somewhat resistant to their mind control powers.”

“You could have fucking told me that at the beginning,” I said.

“Ahh, but then I wouldn’t have gotten a nice new cell,” he said with a laugh.

“I have questions,” Madalena said.

“I’m sure you do,” Yu said as he stood. “Like: ‘Calvin, do you have any more soldiers like Adam that can help?’ or maybe ‘Calvin, how were you planning on getting these soldiers like Adam into position so that they could kill our enemies?’ or maybe ‘Calvin, do you know where these fuckers live?’ To which I would reply ‘I know all those things, but you are going to need to give me a lot more than a nicer cell.’”

Madalena, Sivaha, and I stared at the man for a few moments, and then I gestured for them to leave with me.

“Wait, where are you going?” he asked as we moved away.

“I’ll talk to you in a few weeks,” I said, and then the guards opened the door so that the three of us could leave the hallway where Yu’s jail was.

“Move him to a new cell,” I told one of the jail guards. “The new cell should have a shower, and toilet, but no hot water, and don’t give him a towel. Give him better food, but not by much.”

“Yes, my lord,” the guard said, and then we continued our walk down the hallway.

“I’m surprised you even gave him a new cell,” Sivaha said.

“I told him I would,” I replied.

“His words at the end were useful,” Madalena said.

“Yeah,” I replied. “I’m confident he has more men like me somewhere training.”

“Not men like you,” Sivaha said. “There are no other men like you.”

“Well, men that can shift like I can,” I said as I smiled at her.

“We have planned on meeting the Draugr forces on Uraniel,” Madalena said, “but if we can ambush them at their home sector, that might give us the upper hand.”

“I might know where that is,” I said, and I remembered the waking dream I had where Persephone showed me the two red suns and the three planets circling in their gravity well. “It is on the other side of the galaxy though. We would need to use the folding drive to get there.”

“No,” Madalena said.

“Persephone has a folding drive?” Sivaha asked with surprise clear on her beautiful face.

“Yeah,” I said.

“It is not safe to use,” Madalena said. “I have one on Dance to the Dirge, but we never used it.”

“You never gave me an answer about why I shouldn’t use it,” I asked, but even as I spoke, I felt my heart start to pound in my chest, and my palms began to sweat.

“The folding drive operates by folding the universe, and then pushing through like a needle through fabric so that it comes out the other side,” Madalena explained.

“Don’t you mean the galaxy,” I said. “You said universe.”

“No.” The warrior woman shook her head. “The universe. The Shadow Eagles have them on board, and we have done extensive research on them, but we do not know how to build one.”

“Ahhh, shit,” Sivaha sighed, and we both looked at her.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Before I was Vaish, my clan spent a great deal of resources on trying to develop a folding drive because we heard the Vaish had one. Now I realize that we just wasted our time. No matter.”

“So, it is dangerous to use the folding drive?” I asked Madalena.

“We don’t fully understand how the universe is put together,” the Prime Valkyrie said with a shrug.

“I already used it once, and I am fine.”

“Hmmm,” Madalena said as she looked at me. “You also have dreams where the Draugr try to attack you.”

“That might not be connected,” I said.

“Or it might be.” Madalena’s mouth twisted into a frown.

“We can figure it out later,” Sivaha said. “I am eager to return to Persephone so that we might give our gifts to our husband.”

“Gifts?” I asked them both as we exited the castle and moved to our hovercraft.

“Yes,” Madalena said, and I could feel the pleasure pulse from both her and Sivaha.

“I ahh, didn’t get you two anything,” I said.

“You did not need to,” Madalena said. “Wives must take care of their husbands.”

“But I--”

“You are a good man,” Sivaha interrupted me. “Let us give you these gifts. We only wish to please you, not make you feel bad that you have not given us anything. You are Odin’s avatar and will be reuniting the Nordar banner under one people. That is a gift to us.”

“Alright,” I sighed when I realized that there would be no arguing with them. Both of my wives had strong wills, and it seemed like they had both colluded to get me something, so I wasn’t going to put up a fuss.

I still intended to give them gifts though. I would just need to figure out appropriate ones.

The trip back to Persephone went quickly, and we were soon walking up the ramp into her loading bay. Our various space fighter drones were positioned for quick launch, and I felt a little uneasy when I didn’t see Paula and Kasta performing their usual checks of the equipment. The twins weren’t the only crew members on board that were skilled with drone repair, but I had been through a lot of crazy shit with both of them, and I trusted their abilities.

We took the elevator up to the bridge, but instead of entering the main gunner area, Madalena and Sivaha led me back down the hallway toward my suite.

“We have thirty minutes before departure,” Madalena said as we entered my suite.

“How long will we be in warpdrive?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.

“Twenty-two minutes,” the Prime Valkyrie answered and then she gestured to the coffee table that sat between my couches. There were two boxes on the table, and I moved over to inspect them.

The first box looked like it was made of a gray colored wood. It was carved with the Vaish wings, designs of crows, and what looked like spotted snow leopards. The detail of the decorations was astounding, and I realized that I was holding my breath as I looked at the piece of art.

The second box was made of flame maple, and its orangish color contrasted with the carvings of tigers on its decorated surface. It was just as ornate as the other box, and I smiled as the two beautiful women sat on the couch opposite me.

“They are gorgeous,” I said. “Thank you.”

“I imagine you can tell which box is from whom,” Sivaha laughed.

“Yeah,” I said. “Thank you again. I didn’t really need any--”

“Open them,” Madalena said.

“Ahhh,” I said as I glanced at each of the boxes. “Is there an order or?--”

“We coordinated the gifts,” Sivaha said, “but you should open mine first since the Prime Valkyrie’s will need more instruction.”

“Okay,” I said as I set my hands on the maple box. The sides had sliding tabs, and I quickly moved them free so that I could lift the lid.

Inside of the box was a red velvet lined surface that cradled a revolver and a sheathed knife.

The revolver was a piece of art which looked like it should have been hanging up in a museum. It was a little larger than the one I had damaged when I fought against Madalena’s father, with a bit bigger grip, a much larger cylinder, and a barrel that was a good five centimeters longer. It was made of a golden tinted metal, with darker hued golden stripes down the flanks and a more comfortable looking flamed maple wood grip.

“Wow,” I said as my eyes took in the magnificent weapon.

“Don’t just look, husband,” Sivaha purred, “put your hands on it and make sure that it pleases you.”

“Don’t have to ask me twice,” I chuckled as I pulled the revolver out of the case.

I was a bit surprised by its weight. It was heavy, of course, but I expected the weapon to be heavier than my old revolver since the cylinder was larger and the barrel was longer, but it felt as if it was only a hair heavier. The grip felt too large for my human hand, but it was still very comfortable, and I imagined that it would be perfect when I was in my shifted form.

“It is the same caliber as your old revolver,” Sivaha said, “but six shots in the cylinder instead of five.”

“It opens on the right side?” I asked as I popped the cylinder open.

“Yes,” Sivaha answered. “My weapon is to be wielded in your left hand.”

“Great idea,” I said. “Looks like the cylinder is a bit longer too.”

“So you can load a longer cartridge,” Sivaha said. “I like the long ones.”

“Ha!” I moved the revolver around in my hand a bit, closed the cylinder, and then aimed it at the wall toward the back of the room away from my wives or any of the crew that might have been in the bridge. The sights were strange, and I blinked a few times before I realized what was going on with them.

“Holographic sights?” I asked. “How?”

“Our weapon designers worked together,” Madalena said. “It is a mirrored projection powered from a small battery inside the top part of the weapon. The battery should last about ten years, but Lux has replacements and can service it if you need her to.”

“Fantastic,” I said as I stared down the sights again. Then I moved my head to the left and right as I kept my arm fixed. The focal points moved with me, and I let out another pleased chuckle. I was already a damn good shot, but having a holographic sight made it very difficult to miss.

“Thank you,” I said to Sivaha as I put the revolver back in the case.

“You are welcome, husband.” Her cheeks reddened a bit when our eyes made contact, but then she gestured to the box. “There is one more gift though.”

I pulled the knife up from the case and then withdrew it from its sheath. The blade was twenty centimeters long and was designed like an ancient Bowie knife. It was etched with layers of striped metal, but as I looked at the blade, they seemed to dance a bit.

“It is crafted from the same powerful metal used to make the aegis armor,” Sivaha explained. “The edge will never dull, and it will cut through most conventional armor.”

“Wow,” I said as I squeezed the grip and tested the weight in my hand. My hands were large, but the handle had extra room for when I was shifted.

“Do my gifts please you, husband?” Sivaha asked.

“Yeah,” I said, as I looked back into her brown eyes. “I really like them.”

She smiled at me again, leaned back into the couch, twirled her silver hair around one of her fingers, and gave me a smoldering look that left no question of how she wanted me to reward her.

“I’ll open Madalena’s now,” I said as I smiled at the Prime Valkyrie and grabbed her box. The case opened in the same way as Sivaha’s, and I pulled the lid free to see another revolver and an amulet.

The revolver drew my attention first. It looked similar to the one Sivaha had given me, but instead of golden metal, this was a silvery-chrome finish with etchings of feathers and stripes. It looked very similar to the way everyone’s aegis armor now looked.

“It is a beautiful weapon,” I said to Madalena as I opened the empty cylinder. This gun was designed conventionally, with the cylinder coming out the left side of the weapon, and it was at home in my right hand.

“I am pleased you like it,” Madalena said, but she really didn’t need to voice her emotions. The pleasure pouring off her was wrapping me in warmth.

I held both of the revolvers in my hands and then aimed them away from anyone. Madalena’s weapon was a twin to Sivaha’s in both weight, barrel length, and holographic sights. They felt as if they were made for me, and I had never owned bespoke weapons before.

“I am very grateful,” I said as I set the weapons back down in their cases.

“I have one more gift for you,” Madalena said as she gestured to the case, and I pulled the amulet out with a questioning look.

“Is this an aegis?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said with a slow nod. “It was once my father’s. It is the most powerful treasure of the Vaish Blood Overlord Clan, but my father tainted it with his betrayal. When you wear it, honor will be restored to it, and Odin will be pleased.

“Then I must wear it,” I chuckled as I clasped the amulet around my thick neck. The metal was cold against my skin, and I stared down at where it rested on my chest. The design was a simple oval shape of rhodium colored metal, but as I watched it, the metal seemed to swirl and dance until a rune was etched in the center.

Both women gasped as soon as the rune appeared, and I gave them a puzzled look.

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“It is Freyja,” Madalena whispered.

“Isn’t she a goddess?” I remembered Hegeia telling me about her one time, but I couldn’t recall the details.

“Yes,” Sivaha said. “She is life, death, love, hate, war, sex, and song.”

“That sounds like everything,” I chuckled, but Madalena and Sivaha didn’t seem to think it was a joking matter.

“She is Odin’s wife,” Sivaha said. “She normally does not meddle with mortals.”

“She’s married to Odin?” I asked.

“Some call her Frigg,” Madalena said. “Or Syr, or Valfreyja, or Vanadis. The rune for her is the same.”

“Huh,” I said as I glanced at the amulet again. “So, what does this mean? You both thought that I’m Odin’s avatar or something like that. Am I actually Freyja’s?”

“If Freyja wishes something, then it is Odin’s wish as well,” Sivaha said, and she actually smiled a bit. “She is the patron to the Valkyries, and if she has given you her blessing, then our job of uniting the clans just became easier.”

“How so?” I asked.

“Freyja does not bless mortals,” Madalena said. “Yet, she blesses you, and therefore our mission.”

“Or it could be that she just likes cats,” Sivaha laughed. “She has two of them. Perhaps she seeks our husband as a third to pull her carriage in Folkvangr.”

“Folkvangr?”

“It’s the field outside of Valhalla,” Madalena said. “Those who die in battle can go to Valhalla or Folkvangr. Valhalla is for feasting and reveling in the honor of the past life, Folkvangr is for resting weary souls who have fought and feasted for too long.”

“I see,” I said, but I still had problems believing that Odin, or Freyja, or any “god” cared about my mission. All I knew was I had to save the galaxy from some vampire assholes. If a bunch of badass Norse gods wanted to come along for the ride, it was fine with me.

“Try to use your aegis,” Madalena said.

“Okay, what do I do?”

“Imagine it coating your body and filling you with strength,” she explained. “It might take you a few days to learn how to--”

I was already thinking about the armor covering my body as Madalena was speaking, and I felt the metal resting against my neck begin to heat like a coal. I almost hissed with pain, but before I could, the metal of the amulet seemed to melt like an ice cube and flow across my skin.

The metal looked like mercury, but the warmth from my chest was spreading across my body along with the dripping metal. It felt a bit like someone was pouring warm water on me, and my heart started to slam in my chest as I watched the alien armor cover my clothes.

“He took to it quickly,” Sivaha snickered, but it sounded as if she was speaking through a tunnel or water.

The liquid metal was climbing up my neck, and I forced my mouth closed so that none of it would get in my mouth. As soon as I clenched my teeth, the metal rolled over my jaw, around my nose, and over my eyes. Panic flooded my stomach as the metal moved up my nose, and I closed my eyes as my panic turned into terror.

“Breathe normally,” Madalena said. “Pretend the aegis is not there, it feels a bit uncomfortable the first few times, but the magic only wishes to protect you. It won’t suffocate you.”

“Hmmm,” I growled through my clenched teeth as I forced air inside of my nose. Just as Madalena said, the metal seemed to get out of my way when I breathed in.

“Try to open your eyes,” Sivaha offered.

I could feel the metal over my face where my eyes were. It felt as if I was wearing a tight-fitting helmet, but it wasn’t completely uncomfortable, so I slowly peeled my eyes open. I could see the two women, but there were glass lenses over my eyes and a heads-up display that was giving me a meter readout of everything I focused on. The colors seemed a bit sharper than my normal eyes, but that could have been my imagination.

“You can talk as well,” Madalena said. “Speak normally. It feels strange at first because the metal holds your jaw, but it will loosen once you speak.

“Like this?” I asked, and the sound of my voice made my skin vibrate a bit under my armor. The words came out clearly though, and I felt my lips turn up into a smile.

“Perfect,” Madalena said with her usual nod. “You learned it quickly. Try to move around your suite.”

“Alright,” I said as I rose from the couch.

The armor didn’t feel heavy at all. In fact, it felt as if I was only wearing my flight suit. I walked around the room without any problem and then turned back to the two women as I rotated my arms through the air.

“It’s surprisingly light,” I said. “Hard to believe it is actually armor.”

“It is not fully evolved yet,” Madalena said.

“Wait, what does that mean?” I asked.

“It will stop most small firearms, but using it more will make it evolve. It will grow thicker and more armored where it must, and it will eventually have back thrusters.”

“Ahh, yeah,” I said as I looked behind me at my shoulders. “I was going to ask if that was working. It sounds like it is alive.”

“It is attuned to you,” Sivaha explained with a shrug. “Odin grants us his magic.”

“Or Freyja?” I asked, and my wives nodded.

“It might take a year or three to evolve fully,” Madalena answered the question I was about to ask.

“Should I wear my other armor instead?” I asked.

“Perhaps,” Madalena answered. “The more you wear the aegis in combat the quicker it will evolve. You can also wear it around like your normal clothes, and that will also help.”

“But not as much,” Sivaha said. “When I was a young girl and received mine, I wore it around my castle for a month without much change, but then I wore it in a gun battle that lasted a few minutes and it evolved several phases.”

“How do you tell which phase it is on?” I asked as I looked down at the metal. It almost looked as if there were tiger stripes on the surface, but when I moved they seemed to disappear into the polished surface.

“There are nine,” Madalena answered.

“Of course there are,” I chuckled. “And I bet they are named after your worlds.”

Madalena surprised me with a short laugh, and then Sivaha joined her.

“You are on the first phase,” Madalena said. “Sivaha or I will tell you when it has progressed, and then you will get a feel for it.”

“I’m going to look in the mirror,” I said as I walked through my bedroom and into my bathroom. The two women followed right behind me, and I turned the light on so I could study how the helmet looked.

Madalena’s helmet looked like a screaming banshee-skull. Sivaha’s helmet looked like a snarling cat, but my helmet was plain, smooth, and shaped a bit like a flat egg. I actually didn’t even see the eye holes or the glass where I looked out, and I ran my hands over the spots with surprise.

“It is magical,” Madalena said with a shrug. “Created by the power of the gods and given to those worthy of the All Father.”

“Or his wife,” Sivaha said as she raised a perfect eyebrow.

“How do I make the helmet fall away?” I asked as I ran my armored fingers over my flat armored face.

“Just as before, imagine it dripping from your face,” Madalena moved her fingers over her cheek and then nodded at me.

I did as she instructed and watched with fascination as the metal began to melt from the top of my head like ice cream left in the sun. It dripped down my hair, temples, cheeks, and jaw before settling around my neck. Then I was left staring at my human face and my yellow eyes.

“Crazy,” I said, and the man in the mirror smiled.

“Our husband is a very fast learner,” Sivaha said to Madalena, and the Prime Valkyrie smiled.

“It could be that it is easier for me because I am used to shifting,” I said as I noticed the reflection of the mirror catch in the polished surface of the armor and repeat itself into infinity. For half a moment, I felt like I was falling into myself, and I wondered again about my real identity.

Was I really one of these alien tiger creatures? Or was I human?

Did it matter?

“In truth, I was still a bit uncertain that you would be able to control the aegis since you have not passed your rite yet,” Sivaha said.

“This is more proof that Odin and his wife have selected our husband as their avatar,” Madalena said.

“I’m going to try removing the armor,” I said.

“It is called ‘restoring the aegis,’” Madalena said.

“Got it,” I replied as I imagined the metal crawling back up my skin and clothes so that it was back in the amulet. The silver-gray material slowly followed my wish, and I watched it retreat with fascination.

“How does it know to go over my clothes?” I asked.

“You know it should go over your clothes,” Madalena answered, “so it does.”

“That explains why your armor goes under your weapon harness,” I said.

“Yes,” Madalena replied.

“I am grateful for the gift,” I said as I touched the amulet.

“And I am grateful that I have pleased you, my lord.” Madalena bowed her head, but I stepped toward her and lifted her chin so that I could give her a passionate kiss.

The Prime Valkyrie was possibly the strongest warrior alive, but her body melted into mine as she let out a passionate gasp. I wanted our kiss to last for the rest of our lives, but Sivaha cleared her throat, and I parted from my first wife.

“I am the jealous type,” Sivaha said, “but I will make an exception for the Prime Valkyrie.”

“I have a kiss for you,” I said as I wrapped my left hand around her slender waist and pulled her to me. Sivaha purred as our tongues battled, and her nails dug into the chest of my flight suit as if she wanted to tear it off me.

We both sighed when our mouths parted, and I had to take a few moments to regain my breath. I was about to ask Madalena how much time we had left before warp drive, but then there was a beep in the bathroom’s transponder speaker and Nikki’s voice came across.

“Captain, fifteen minutes until we have to engage warpdrive.”

“I’ll be there in a moment, Nikki,” I said.

“Understood,” she replied, and then I looked at the two women.

In some ways, Sivaha and Madalena were complete opposites. The silver-haired queen wore her emotions on her face and dripped with an unbridled sexuality. She was coy, charming, and devious. Sivaha burned like a fire and didn’t give a shit about what others thought of her.

Madalena’s appearance and mannerisms were stoic, controlled, and disciplined. Her eyes were cold, calculating, and piercing. Her athletic body was carved from countless hours of rigorous training, and her mind had been sharpened by even more hours of strategic training. She was bred for battle, war, and the cold times between.

But both women were also similar. They were both fighters, warriors, and lovers. Madalena’s passion was hidden below a cold exterior but was just as powerful as Sivaha’s, and Sivaha’s battle prowess was hidden beneath the surface of haughty socialite charm.

I’d never intended to love either of them, but the bond between us left no questions about our feelings for each other.

We would be together until the end of our lives, and our love would only grow.

“Let’s go conquer the Nordar clans,” I said.
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Chapter 4

Some forty minutes later we sat in our officer chairs on the bridge while we waited to exit warpdrive in Idonan space. I missed Eve sitting next to me and seeing Zea and Paula sitting on either side of Nikki, but I knew that it would only be a few weeks and then they would be back.

“Ten minutes until we exit,” Nikki said as she glanced over her shoulder at me.

“Got it,” I replied and then I turned to my left to look at Sivaha and Madalena. Both women smiled at me, but I could feel some nervousness coming from Madalena.

I knew the reasons why. The Prime Valkyrie wanted to unite all the Nordar Clans to fight against the Draugr, but she wanted to do it with the least amount of life lost as possible. The Nordar Clans all considered themselves the same people, and while they warred with each other constantly, they should still unite to battle dangerous external threats.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t really what happened when Madalena’s father tried to unite them against the Draugr. They hadn’t understood the threat, or maybe they just hadn’t liked the man. Either way, King Tanal already attempted to do what I was doing and did not make much progress.

Now it was going to be the tiger’s turn.

“Hegeia, Uma, and Waiola!” I called back over my shoulder, and the three women quickly stood from their gunner’s seats and hurried over to me, Lux turned and raised an eyebrow and I beckoned for her to come as well.

“Hello ladies,” I said as they knelt at the foot of my captain’s chair. “You don’t need to do that.”

“Yes, my lord,” Hegeia said as she looked up at me with her light blue eyes, smiled at me, but still didn’t rise.

“We are about to enter Idonan space,” I said.

“We know, my lord,” Hegeia replied.

“We might engage them in battle,” I continued, “will you be able to perform your duties against your clan?”

“Yes,” she said with a nod, and both Uma and Waiola mirrored her movement.

Then Uma began talking softly in the Nordar language while Lux, Madalena, and Sivaha leaned forward so that they could hear her better. Hegeia’s face turned red to match her hair, and then she waved her hands while Sivaha laughed.

“What did Uma say?” I asked.

“Nevermind, my lord,” Hegeia said. “Uma is wild.”

“Yeah,” I replied as I looked at the blonde woman. Her dark brown eyes seemed to burn like the sun, and I guessed what she said had been somewhat risque.

“She is amusing,” Sivaha said, and Uma turned on her knees and prostrated herself on the deck of the bridge toward the silver-haired woman.

My wife said something quickly in Nordar and then beckoned for the blonde woman to come toward her. Uma jumped up to her feet and reached for Sivaha’s extended arm, then she pressed her forehead to the back of Sivaha’s palm and bowed again.

“I always did like the Idonan’s,” Sivaha said as she gestured for Uma to return to the redheaded sister’s sides. “They are less complicated than the other clans.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “What did Uma say?”

“Perhaps they should return to their stations?” Madalena said, and she motioned for the three women who had once been slaves to return. They did so, and then Sivaha leaned over her chair so that she could talk to me.

“She said she’d kill a thousand of her old people if you would take her into your bed for a night.” Sivaha grinned like a cat.

“She was joking,” Madalena said, and her lips twisted up into a bit of a smile.

I turned to Lux and then nodded back over my shoulder toward the gunner stations. “You have not spoken to me about taking them off the cannons, so I’m guessing that you are satisfied with their skill level.”

“Yes, Adam,” Lux said with a nod. “The three of them are surprisingly accurate and would have passed Vaish marksman tests easily.”

“They said they were ‘rowers’ on their Idonan ship before they were captured by our navy and then sold into slave- I mean sold as thralls.”

“Rowers are support staff on a ship,” Madalena said. “The Idonan might not have tested them for aptitude.”

“I am satisfied with their skill,” Lux said. “We have better marksmen and women. I have actually wanted to ask you about recruiting for Persephone, but I know you are attached to some of the crew.” As Lux spoke, her eyes darted over my shoulder to where Kuroda, Rin, Yni, Kala, and Vikana sat along the right wall of gunner stations.

“This is the first you’ve spoken to me about them,” I said as I narrowed my eyes at her, “so I’m guessing that you also do not have a problem with them.”

“No,” Lux said with a shrug, “they are capable as well. It is just odd to have so many non-Nordar on the bridge of the king’s personal ship.”

“I don’t care about that,” I said. “All I care about is whether or not they are capable of doing the job.”

“They are.” Lux nodded, and her black hair bounced in her pigtails. “However, I recommend we replace them with Valkyries before our conflict with Jotnar.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “Prepare everyone for combat.”

“Yes, Adam,” she nodded and then turned to leave, but I raised my hand and she froze.

“You heard about the assassination attempt?” I asked.

“Yes,” Lux replied.

“You loaded the pistol you gave me with armor piercing rounds.”

“Yes,” Lux replied again, and she stared at me without blinking.

“That saved my life, Paula’s life, and therefore Madalena and Sivaha’s life since they are bound to me.”

“If there is a possibility that you were to be attacked, then you always need the best equipment.” Lux actually smiled and her dour face changed from beautiful to stunning. “I consulted on your new revolvers.”

“They are wonderful,” I said as I looked down at the new sidearms that I had holstered at my hips. “Thank you.”

“Yes, Adam,” she said and then the smiled faded from her lips. “May I return to my station?”

“Sure,” I said, and she gave me another nod before leaving.

“Lux likes you,” Madalena said as she rested her fingers on my hand. “She doesn’t like anyone.”

“She likes you,” I said.

“Barely,” Madalena scoffed, but I could feel the pride coming from her.

“Five minutes,” Nikki reminded us.

“You ready,” I whispered to Madalena.

“Yes,” she said. “May Odin grant us victory.”

“You pray to Odin,” Sivaha said. “I will ask Freyja.”

“Thank you.” Madalena gave my other wife a ghost of a smile, and then she raised her voice so that everyone on the bridge could hear her. “Crew, prepare for battle. We won’t be on the front lines, but that does not mean we will not be attacked.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” they shouted.

Then we waited for Nikki.

“Leaving warpdrive in ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one, exiting warpdrive,” Nikki said with a calmness my heart didn’t feel.

A lot could go wrong with my plan.

Persephone’s screen turned into stars, and the lines of thousands of spaceships materializing around me like flaring fireflies. I had read over a dozen reports on the Idonan home sector, but seeing their homeworld and their defensive armada still took the air from my lungs. I was bringing a lot more vessels to this surprise visit, but we didn’t have a clear idea of exactly how many that the Idonan’s would have.

“Your admirals have all arrived, and I have opened up communications with them,” Madalena said, and then the row of five men and three women appeared on the side of Persephone’s screen on the right side. After Madalena and Sivaha, these were the most powerful people in my kingdom, and I’d grown fond of them in the last week we had spent planning this confrontation. Four of them were from the Vaish navy, and four of them were previously Skyad Blood Overlord Clan, but we had all planned and worked together for this day.

We were ready for Idonan to refuse my demand for them to kneel before me.

“Their armada is scrambling to intercept us,” Nikki said.

“Send out the communication request,” I said.

“Done,” Madalena replied.

“They have two-hundred and thirty thousand vessels,” Sivaha said.

“That is a bit more than what we expected,” I replied, and then I turned my eyes up to the admirals on the screen. “You all have your orders. The Prime Valkyrie, Queen Sivaha, and I will issue orders to the correct flanks. Prepare to engage.”

“Yes, my lord,” the admirals all replied in unison, but we had already gone over this plan, and their ships exited warp or hyperdrive in pretty much the exact position they needed to be in to form a series of offensive bowl-shaped formations.

“Our message has been accepted by the Idonan,” Madalena said, and my back relaxed a bit.

“On screen,” I said, and the face of an older woman appeared on Persephone’s front display. It was hard to tell exact age in space because of various planet atmospheres, but the woman had the usual hard Nordar steel eyes, gray hair pulled back in a tight braid, and a face creased with frown lines.

“This is Admiral Kiuys,” the woman said. “Vaish, you are--”

“I am Adam, King of the Vaish,” I interrupted her. “Tell your king to answer my communications or I will slaughter you all.”

“Yes, my lord,” Kiuys said quickly, and her eyes betrayed her surprise for half a moment. “We will need ten minutes.”

“I will wait,” I said, “but not a moment longer. Hold your armada or I will assume you are buying yourself time and proceed with my attack.”

“Understood,” she said as she bowed her head. Then the screen went black, and I turned to my admirals.

“Expect them to attack suddenly, but we will hope they will come to their senses.”

“Their fleet has stopped moving,” Nikki said a few seconds later, and I nodded.

“At least we know they weren’t expecting us,” Sivaha said. “King Toriton is probably sleeping.”

“Our calculations put us here at ten in the morning their time,” Madalena said.

“Exactly,” Sivaha said. “That man is the softest of all the kings. They are the best clan for us to take first since they will put up the least amount of resistance.

“My lord,” Admiral Birger said, and we turned our attention to his face on the screen. “My probes are approaching the far angle of their planet, Nordar-Ido, and their armada on that side is still moving.”

“Sneaky,” Sivaha said.

“Madalena, open communications with Admiral Kiuys again,” I said.

“Done,” the Prime Valkyrie replied, and I saw the older woman appear on screen.

“Your armada is moving on the other side of Nordar-Ido,” I said. “We will now attack you until your king answers communications with me.”

“Wait!” she shouted, but I gestured for Madalena to cut off the communication.

“Admirals,” I said as I turned to the eight faces on my screen, “engage per our plan, be prepared for me to call a halt.”

“Yes, my lord,” they all said in unison.

Then my entire armada engaged their hyperdrive as one.

The Idonan fleet between us and their homeworld hadn’t completely turned to address us, so we appeared on the starboard flank of them. We’d decided on bowl-shaped formations for the various parts of my fleet so that they could easier perform coordinated vertex strikes on a single target and burn through any potential shields.

The eight different admirals split their fleets into groups of coordinated squadrons that were being fed orders through either Madalena or Sivaha’s terminal on Persephone. We had already planned three different scenarios for our initial attack so the battle would run as I had discussed, but the two queens would direct any changes to the plan during the heat of battle, and the admirals would figure out how best to coordinate their fleets to our wishes.

At the moment, my wish was that the Idonan knew what it meant when they defied me.

It only took a fraction of a second for the hyperdrive to end, and then the orbit around Nordar-Ido turned into a fireworks display. Plasma lines drew arcs through the void and caused shields to pulse or dissipate like shattered glass. Heavier plasma balls danced across the void like angry raindrops, and hulls of ships twisted like burning flowers. Drones took to the vacuum like an infinite swarm of hornets, and it became almost impossible to tell what exactly was happening during the conflict.

“Status report?” I asked after thirty seconds of intense battle had passed on the screen.

“We have lost twenty-two, they have lost three hundred and eighty-one,” Madalena said as her fingers danced across the smaller screen of her officer chair.

“Who is taking the most damage?” I asked.

“Jetuyn,” Sivaha said. Jetuyn was an admiral from the Skyad clan, she was about as young as my sister, and was said to be a tactical genius. The other admirals had shown her a great deal of respect, and she had given us plenty of ideas during the planning phase of our attack.

She had also asked to be assigned the riskiest position, so while I wasn’t that surprised about her losses, I wished they were lower. Every ship I lost was one we could have used against the Draugr, but I was also counting the Idonan losses as my own.

Still, they needed to know what would happen if they defied me. This wasn’t cutting off my nose to spite my face. This was setting the stage for the future relationship I would have with the rulers of the Nordar.

They would do as I said, or they would die. I couldn’t fuck around with politics or any of that other bullshit. The entire galaxy was about to be devoured by god-like beings, and the other Nordar clans needed to get off their asses and help me defend every living being.

The tiger in my soul screamed after I watched the battle for another minute. He wanted to jump into the fray and notch up a kill count. He wanted to make our enemies burn and melt, but we had decided that I needed to stay out of direct space combat until our opponent’s numbers were thinned. Besides, I couldn’t talk to the other rulers if I was in a dogfight.

“Numbers?” I asked after a few more minutes of battle had progressed. It looked like we were hammering Idonan hard, but I also knew that they had another arm of their armada that was going to pop out from behind their planet at any moment.

“We’ve lost eighty, they have lost one thousand and twenty-eight,” she said.

“Small numbers for how long the battle has gone,” Sivaha said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“We outnumber them significantly,” Sivaha said. “So, they should have lost more than half a percent of their forces.”

“They are heavily shielded,” Madalena stated as she read her display.

“But they didn’t know we were coming,” Sivaha said. “I think the other side of the planet was the weak side. Nothing we can do about that now.”

“Hold the strategy,” I said. “We outnumber them, and they are taking more losses.”

“The Idonan King is asking to communicate with you,” Madalena said.

“Put it on screen and get ready to issue the command for a cease-fire.”

“Done,” the Prime Valkyrie said, and the image of a handsome man with a wide nose and cleft chin appeared on the screen. He had long blonde hair, blue eyes, and his jaw was clenched as if he was trying to crush his teeth into dust.

“What is the meaning of this, Vaish?” he growled, and I noticed that his eyes were red, and he had dark circles under them. Sivaha might have been right about him sleeping in.

“I have come to unite the Nordar Blood Overlord Clans,” I said. “Your admiral showed me disrespect, and now your navy will pay the price.”

“Unite the clans?” he growled. “That was Tanal’s game. I heard word you killed him and took his daughter as a wife.”

“Your word was correct,” I said. “You may halt your armada’s defense, and I will halt my attack, then you can come aboard and submit to me.”

“Submit to you?” the man’s eyes narrowed. “You are out of your mind. I--”

“Cut communication,” I said to Madalena, and the handsome man’s face disappeared from my screen.

“Ha!” Sivaha laughed and clapped her hands together. “Husband, have I told you how much I love you today?”

“You don’t need to tell me,” I said. “I feel it from you.”

“He is attempting to communicate again,” Madalena said.

“On screen.”

“King Adam Vaish,” the other man said carefully. “We should discuss your intentions while not in the process of war. My clan is reasonable, but we prefer diplomacy over acts of violence.”

“I am willing to halt my forces,” I said, and the blond man nodded quickly. He knew he was going to lose, or maybe he just wanted to buy more time so he could plan his defense better.

It didn’t really matter. I had all the leverage in the situation. The only angle he had was to realize that I really didn’t want to go to war with his clan, but there was a chance he might not realize it until we made our deal.

“I will issue the order,” he said.

“In ten seconds,” I said as I nodded to Sivaha and Madalena. My wives nodded and then they began to type on their small terminals.

Then the fireworks display ended, and the two armadas silently watched each other from across a five-kilometer killing zone.

“I have called off my forces,” he said as he wiped the small beads of sweat from his brow.

“I can see that,” I said. “I have halted mine. Now here are my demands: You will come aboard my ship, kneel before me, and then submit. Then you will leave a small defensive fleet here and take your armada with mine back to the Vaish home sector so that we can proceed with integrating our clans.”

The man blinked his blue eyes at me, and then his eyebrows drew together with the anger he struggled against.

“Tanal was unable to convince me to submit to him, and he was polite when he visited me. If you--”

“I’m going to stop you right there,” I interrupted him. “Tanal’s methods didn’t work. I don’t care what he did, or what he said to you. The fact is that the Skyad Blood Overlord Clan is no more. They are now Vaish. I outnumber you more than four to one. I have been sent by Odin and Freyja to unite the clans, and you can either come to my ship and kneel before me, or I can cleave a bloody path through your navy, invade your castle, rip your head off your shoulders, and then claim your wife as mine. The first option will allow you to live and still have some autonomy over the military powers you once commanded. The second option ends with you knocking on the doors of Valhalla and praying that you didn’t defy Odin’s wishes by contesting me.”

“You have absorbed the Skyad?” he asked as his blue eyes narrowed.

“Yes,” Sivaha said, and the king turned his eyes slightly so he could see the queen. “Greetings, Toriton.”

“Greetings, Sivaha. It has been many years.” He seemed surprised to see her.

“Last we met was when the Prime Valkyrie took her title,” Sivaha said as she gestured to Madalena. “She killed our two best Valkyries in glorious battle. This will not be a glorious battle for you. The Idonan are outnumbered, and all that will come from your resistance is the loss of everything your family has built.”

“Are you submitted to this man?” Toriton asked. “What of your--”

“My old husband is dead, and I am now Adam’s wife,” Sivaha said. “I am completely happy with the arrangement, and your queen might feel the same way as me once your life has ended.”

“My clan has never wronged yours,” he hissed at her.

“That is not the point.” Sivaha shrugged. “I am Queen of the Vaish, as is the Prime Valkyrie. You will not stand in the way of our goals. The clans will be united.”

“They will be united with you alive or dead,” Madalena said.

“I wish to speak of it in person,” he said as he turned his eyes back to me. “Will you come to my castle so that we can?--”

“I will indicate which ship is mine,” I interrupted him, “and you can shuttle to it. Bring two advisors with you, but no more.”

“Two?” he asked, I could tell that he was struggling to control his outrage.

“And no firearms,” I said as I turned to Madalena.

“I am sending you the tag for our vessel,” she said. “We will let a shuttle pass.”

“You have fifteen minutes,” I said. “If your armada begins to change position, I will attack again. If you are late, I will attack again. We’ve destroyed over a thousand of your ships, and I have no problem melting every single one until I find you.”

“It will take me at least fifteen to get to a shuttle that--”

“You have ten,” I interrupted him, and then Madalena turned off the communication. I could feel her worry fall off her like waves, and I reached over to touch her shoulder.

“He is a proud man,” Madalena said. “Foolishly proud, as are all the kings and queens. He will not respond well to demands.”

“He’s soft and spineless,” Sivaha said. “Once he is in Adam’s presence, he will understand the consequences of his actions and then submit.”

“He has to be bound to me?” I asked. We had talked about this strategy before, but I didn’t know if I was comfortable with the idea of another man feeling my emotions. Then again, a few of King Tanal’s admirals were bound to him, and all the female crew was bound to Madalena.

“It will be the only way to be certain he will not betray you,” Madalena said.

“You could just kill him and take his wife,” Sivaha said with a shrug.

“There is always that,” I said. I knew she was no longer upset about me forcing her to submit to me, but I wasn’t really looking to take another wife. I was going into this with a hope that Toriton would submit and then be my ally.

“Adam!” Nikki hissed, and my wives and I turned our attention back to the screen. A single ship had emerged from hyperdrive and set into our back lines near Persephone, the vessel aimed for one of our destroyer class ships, dove downward, and then plunged into it like an arrow. Half a moment later both ships melted and twisted as plasma consumed them.

King Toriton had thought I was on that ship, but the reality was no one was on that ship. It was being operated by a remote pilot. We set up a ghost network of communications so it seemed like the conversations I was sending to the Idonan were coming from another ship. It was also the ship that we had given Toriton the tag for, and he must have thought I was actually on board it.

“Ahh, fucking idiot,” I sighed.

“Indeed,” Madalena said.

“I knew it,” Sivaha said. “Now what will you do?”

“Open communications with him again,” I said.

“I’ll reroute it to another one of our decoy vessels,” Madalena said, and then the image of King Toriton came back on my screen.

He seemed a bit surprised to see me.

“Do you really think I would be foolish enough to send my communications to you from the vessel I am on?” I asked. “You could just hyperdrive to me and open fire.”

“I had to try,” he said as he exhaled.

I was about to ask him if his admirals had warned him about decoy communication ships, but then I realized that he probably wouldn’t answer.

“I am a forgiving man,” I said. “You tried to kill me, and your attempt failed. The Prime Valkyrie will send you a new ship to dock at. This is also a decoy ship. If you are not there in ten minutes, I will begin my attack again. It will be a long and bloody conflict, and now that you’ve pissed me off, I can’t say I’ll be quick about ripping your head from your shoulders.”

The blonde man stared at me for a few seconds, and then he nodded his head. “I will bring my advisors and meet you within ten minutes.”
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Chapter 5

The meeting-slash-decoy ship we had set up was another destroyer class vessel. Like most Nordar ships, it looked a bit like a bird of prey with its wings outstretched to catch an updraft. We positioned it in the rearguard of our armada, and a squad of my warriors was dispatched to the vessel so that they could confirm King Toriton was on-board before I made my journey over.

Toriton’s shuttle threaded through his armada and docked at one of his carriers for half a minute before continuing. I guessed that he was picking up one of his admirals, but it didn’t really matter who he brought with him, as long as he submitted to me.

It took almost exactly ten minutes for his shuttle to thread through our armada and reach the meeting ship. It docked without any issue, and then we waited for confirmation that King Toriton was onboard.

“Hmmm,” Sivaha said after we had watched the docked shuttle for a few moments.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“If I was Toriton, what would I do to get out of this?” she said. “The most obvious answer is that I would bring someone to try to kill you when we met face to face.”

“That would be suicide,” I said.

“He is already backed into a corner,” Sivaha said with a shrug. “It depends on how selfish he is. If Toriton cares more about his position as king than his people, he will try to kill you now and then commandeer the destroyer so he can warp back behind his lines. It is a risky plan, but his only other choice is to submit to you.”

“Even if he is successful in killing Adam, he will still invoke our wrath. The Vaish armada outnumbers him and will destroy his clan.” Madalena’s mouth twisted a tiny amount as she thought through Sivaha’s words.

“True,” Sivaha said as she raised her eyebrows. “However, he knows we have submitted to Adam. We will die with our husband, and then the Vaish will be left without leadership.”

“The risk seems too great,” Madalena said.

“Rulers become arrogant and stupid,” Sivaha sighed. “I thought I would manipulate Adam with my wiles and take over the Vaish. Toriton is far less cunning than me.”

“I’ll figure it out when we meet,” I said as I stared at Persephone’s screen.

“I just received word that Toriton is on board our ship and is waiting for you. He is accompanied by a valkyrie and Admiral Kiuys.”

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s make our way over there.”

“Yes, Adam,” Nikki said, and Persephone tilted downward and then sped toward the meeting ship. Twenty other vessels also moved toward the destroyer, just in case the Idonan got sneaky and decided to hyperdrive into our backlines and destroy the ships they thought I might have been commanding from.

The destroyer had three docking stations, and to add to the possible confusion of the Idonans tracking which ship I was on, we let four ships dock before we took our turn. Nikki would then detach from the dock so that the other ships could continue, and they would continue to rotate every few minutes until we left. It wasn’t a foolproof strategy since it would be easy enough for the Idonans to assign these twenty targets to their quick-strike squadrons, but we would just need a few seconds to hyperdrive away if we did get attacked, and an additional twenty targets for the enemy to juggle would give us that window.

Hyper and warpdrives eliminated all sense of fixed battle lines in space combat because if the enemy knew which ship the admirals were on, they could just pinpoint those, hyperdrive to them instantly and then unleash a salvo. To keep the enemy guessing, communications were encrypted and bounced between ships, and admirals almost never had command of the most obvious vessels; unless those ships were heavily shielded and prepared for surprise attacks.

“We are docked,” Nikki said, and I stood with Sivaha and Madalena.

“Nikki, the bridge is yours,” I said, and the blonde woman nodded at me before she returned to stare at the screen.

We walked back to the rear of the bridge, everyone stood to salute us. Even Kuroda and his four former wives mirrored the Nordar salute, and I nodded to them as we walked past.

“Tiger, I would like to accompany you,” Kuroda said as Madalena, Sivaha, and I turned the corner.

“Hmmm,” I thought about telling the man no since I had instructed Toriton to only bring two with him, and I wanted to meet him on equal ground. Then I realized that our footing was already unequal since he was on my ship, surrounded by my warriors, and at my mercy. Kuroda was a strange man, and I didn’t know if I agreed with his views on how I should live my life, but I was starting to appreciate his unique perspective.

“Yeah,” I said, and he bowed before joining us in the elevator.

The guards on the destroyer were waiting for us at Persephone’s exit tunnel, and we moved with them through the tube, into the destroyer’s empty cargo bay, and then down a hallway. Another group of my warriors met us at the door to the conference room, and we walked inside to meet King Toriton and his two advisors.

The king stood a little shorter than I expected, and he wasn’t quite as muscular as I would have thought, but he still held himself like a warrior, and the small hand axe on his belt had a well-worn handle.

Toriton was accompanied by two women. The first was Admiral Kiuys, and the second was a muscular young woman with short red hair. The three of them wore dark brown uniforms, and I could see the aegis armor jewelry wrapped around their wrists like bracelets.

“You come armed with pistols?” Toriton growled as he pointed at the weapons that Madalena, Sivaha, and I wore on our hips.

“Does it matter?” I asked. “I could have ordered your deaths already if I felt like it.”

Toriton’s eyes narrowed, but then I gestured for him to sit across the table from us, and he took his chair. The two women followed his lead, but their eyes stared at me with intensity.

“I want none of her foul witch magic,” the blonde man said as he gestured to Sivaha.

“Oh my,” the silver-haired woman said with a playful gasp as her fingers touched her chest. “My dear King Idonan, whatever do you mean?”

“You know what I mean,” he growled. “I know that men have the habit of acting like drooling fools around you.”

“It is but a mix of my beauty and womanly charms,” she said with coy smile. “Besides, most men are drooling fools, even when I am not around.”

“You and I both know it is far more than that,” he said as he shook his head. Then he looked at me and narrowed his blue eyes. “If I feel anything odd coming from your wife, this conversation will end.”

“We seek only a conversation,” I said, and I saw Sivaha nod out of the corner of my eye. “My predecessor once asked you to join with the Vaish to fight against the Draugr.”

“His requests were surprisingly polite when compared with your methods,” Toriton hissed. “I told him no since my people have never wanted to be part of the Vaish.”

“This is not about the Vaish or Idonan,” Madalena said. “My father saw our extinction on the horizon, and he wanted to unite the clans.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Toriton sighed. “Under his thumb. I told him no. Everyone told him no, so then his plan became begging us while he tried to amass his navy.”

“But now we are here,” Sivaha said. “We aren’t begging, Toriton. Our claws are sharpened, and our teeth thirst for blood.”

“You lead with threats,” the king said as he shook his blond head. “Yet I am not dead. This means that you need me for something.”

“We need your help fighting the Draugr,” I said.

“Let’s say I refuse to help you,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “What will you do? Kill me now? Then take my wife as yours? You will have to tear through my entire armada. You will lose about eight thousand ships, which sounds like a small number compared to what I will lose, but you are counting on those ships to help you with the Waymund and Jotnar. I have more leverage than you want me to think that I have.”

“I am prepared to continue my assault,” I said. “In fact, I can continue it while we negotiate now. Perhaps I can just keep you here while my navy dismantles yours. Then I will put you back on your planet and release the audio recording of this conversation so that your people know you had a chance for peace and greater glory but, instead, you decided you preferred to protect your pride.”

Surprise flashed across Toriton’s eyes for half a moment, but then his face shifted back to a scowl, and he shook his head. “Tanal had no proof of these Draugr. They are stories told to scare our children, not monsters that intend to conquer the galaxy.”

“I have seen them with my own eyes,” I replied, relieved by the nature of his comment. This was a good conversation path as it meant that the other king was considering my request. “They are monsters who exist by sucking the life force from all living beings. They are immune to bullets, cuts, and conventional weapons. They once extinguished all life in this galaxy, but then they planted more genetic seeds and hibernated so that their food source could grow again. They are--”

“But proof?” he interrupted me. “Your stories match what we tell the children.”

“My proof is my word,” I said. “And as I said, they are the ultimate threat to our galaxy, and the human race needs to prepare for their second coming.”

“King Toriton,” Madalena said as she leaned across the table slightly. “I have gathered evidence of the Draugr temples. I have taken pictures of the technology. My father provided these to you in a report when he last asked you to--”

“It is just the same as your husband,” the blond man sighed. “You expect me to take your word for it. Bring me one of these corpses and I might be impressed.”

“But Odin wishes for us to fight them. He is pre--”

“And what proof do you have that your husband is Odin’s avatar?” he asked.

“His aegis,” Madalena said, and the three Idonans turned their eyes to the amulet around my neck.

“It might be a forgery,” Toriton scoffed, but as soon as he spoke, I commanded the aegis to begin to spread across my body.

The two Idonan women exchanged quick glances with each other, once the armor covered my chest, and I let it continue until everything but my neck, face, and head was covered.

“You have recently acquired your aegis?” Toriton asked, and his face turned into a smirk.

“Yes,” I answered. “As you can see, it is no forgery.”

“It does not prove that Odin or Freyja wish you to be their avatar or unite the clans,” he said as he leaned back in his chair.

“The Vaish are changing,” Sivaha said. “King Adam’s spirit animal is a tiger, and the feathers are turning into stripes.”

“Show me,” the blond man said, and both of my wives turned to me. I nodded, and their aegises dripped down their toned bodies like silver drops of rain. Sivaha’s armor was almost all striped now, and her helmet bore the growling cat expression. Madalena’s was about half stripes and half feathers, but her mask was still a screaming skull banshee.

“That is interesting,” Toriton said as he exhaled. The man actually did seem surprised that their armor was changing its design, and it looked like he was having trouble figuring out what to say next.

The seven of us were silent for a few moments, but then the tension between our two groups seemed to thicken. There was really nothing else for me to say that hadn’t already been communicated, but I got the feeling that Toriton was attempting to lure me to say something that might give him an advantage.

I bit my tongue and just met their eyes evenly.

“The Idonan clan is different from the others,” he whispered after he let out a long sigh. “We wage war to defend ourselves, but we would look forward to peace between the clans. We are not cold and calculating like the Vaish. We are neither bellicose nor angry like the Skyad. We are not cunning and devious like the Jotnar or strategists like the Waymund. We are brave though, and we care for each other. The other clans see war as their main purpose, but the Idonan wish to be left in peace so we can work on our arts. We have a navy and train for war to protect ourselves, but we have never taken systems from any of the other clans. You all think that is a weakness, but what use is war if you don’t enjoy life?”

“We enjoy life,” Sivaha scoffed. “Some of us feel that battle is living.”

“You prove my point,” King Toriton said.

“Then there is sex, and alcohol, and raising our children to be better warriors,” Sivaha said as she shook her head. It looked like she was fighting hard not to roll her eyes. “We have plenty of artisans. Our skalds sing songs. Our painters paint. Our sculptors sculpt.”

“Every Vaish and Skyad was a warrior first, then they take up a hobby. We are artists first and then serve in the military so we can preserve our way of life. Our passions keep our discipline burning, and we find that we can stand chest to chest with the other clans in war.”

“The Skyad is no more,” Sivaha clarified. “There is just the Vaish.”

“My point was the contrast,” he said with a shrug.

“The conversation has turned away from our initial topic,” I said. “The threat to the Nordar is far greater than the schisms between the Blood Overlord Clans.”

“King Adam,” he said as he leaned back in his chair. “I will not submit to another man, but I will submit to the avatar of Odin. You will prove it to me by trial.”

“Trial?” Madalena asked.

“Yes,” Toriton said. “Odin gives us the white stag to show when the changes are upon us. The day my father died I was out hunting and brought the creature down. When I was selecting my wife, I had my pick from a dozen beautiful and intelligent women, but I hunted a white stag the same day as I met my wife. We have stood together through countless storms, and I know it was Odin’s wish that we come together.”

“I don’t have time to go hunt a deer,” I said.

“Then you will not gain my submission,” Toriton said as he laid his hands flat on the table. “You can attempt to kill me now, and our armadas can clash until all my people are killed and your forces are weakened. Then you can pillage my homeworld, turn my people into thralls, and use them to fight the Waymund and Jotnar.”

“But if I bring you a white stag, you will submit to me?” I asked with a bit of disbelief.

“The hart is the symbol of our people,” he said. “Peace when peace is needed, and violence when violence is needed. The stag is made to both run with its powerful legs and attack with its sharp antlers. Most men never see a white stag, but I have seen two, so I always knew that I would be involved in a dramatic change for the benefit of my people.”

“Adam is the change for all the Nordar,” Madalena said. “He will unite the clans.”

“But you need me to agree,” he said.

“No,” Sivaha said. “We need you to make it easier. In return, your people get to live longer. There will be no more warring between the clans, or taking of sectors from each other. If you want peace, submit to my husband now.”

“You need to make it easier on me then,” he said as he turned his eye to me. “I will be named a coward and a traitor by my people if I submit to you. They would rather fight to the death than be Vaish. However, if I have proof that you are chosen by the gods to unite us against the Draugr, I will be able to convince them that this was the best decision.”

“Are you their king, or not?” I growled. “I have enough firepower to destroy your entire clan, you are correct that I would prefer you to cooperate, but don’t pretend that you need to do it to save face.”

“I am their king, and I have made my decision,” he said as he glared at me. “Bring me the corpse of a white stag that you hunted with either bow or spear, and I will submit to you.”

“For the sake of argument, where do you think I can find one of these?” I asked as I shook my head.

“I’m sure the Vaish homeworlds have deer,” he said with a shrug.

“Ahh, so I am to return home, hunt, and then bring the carcass back to you?”

“There are forests on my world,” he said with a shrug. “You can hunt there. I’ll permit your wives to join you.”

I would have preferred my revolvers to get their first use in actual combat, but I supposed that regicide was a fitting baptism. Both the gold and silver weapons pulled free of my holsters easily, and neither King Toriton nor his Valkyrie bodyguard could do more than reach for their axes.

Then both of my new revolvers shouted thunder, and massive holes appeared in my targets’ chests. I could actually see the wall through Toriton’s torso as his corpse tumbled away from me, and I saw that the twin bullets had actually punched fist-sized holes through the bulkhead at the back of the conference room.

“I don’t have time for games,” I said as I turned both of my revolvers to Admiral Kiuys. “I’m going to guess that, like most admirals, you are practical, and will be looking to advance your career.”

“Yes, my lord,” the older woman said as she raised her hands away from the knife she wore on her belt.

“You aren’t dead,” I said, “so I’m guessing that you never submitted to your king.”

“You are correct, my lord,” Kiyus said, her hands weren’t shaking, but her eyes were opened a bit wider than they were a few moments before.

“Who is next in line?” I asked. “His wife? You will communicate with her and ask her to come.”

“King Toriton had seventeen wives,” Kiuys spoke with careful words. “They are all submitted to him, so I expect them to be dead now. Our entire kingdom will know he has passed in a few minutes.”

“Seventeen wives?” I asked with surprise. “It sounded like he just had one wife; the one where he hunted the white stag.”

“King Toriton sometimes bent or embellished his tales,” Kiuys said as she bowed her head and closed her eyes. “For example, as far as I know, he has never hunted a white stag.”

“I suspected as much,” I said as I tried to hide my annoyance. Fuck that guy and his games. I hadn’t wanted to kill him, but I felt a lot better knowing he lied to me. “Who is next in line?”

“His eldest daughter,” Kiyus said.

“Fine,” I replied. “She will submit to me. Send word that she is to come--”

“My lord,” Kiuys interrupted me as she bowed lower. “That will be difficult since she is currently off planet.”

“Where?” I asked.

“She has gone to the planet Oskmay,” Kiuys said as she looked to Madalena.

“Shit,” Sivaha hissed.

“Where is Oskmay?” I asked.

“It is the place where young women are tested to be valkyries,” Madalena said. “How long ago did she leave?”

“A few days,” Kiuys said. “She has been training her whole life to become a valkyrie.”

“I thought the Idonan weren’t warriors,” I said as I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes.

“Again, Toriton’s stories were not entirely accurate, my lord,” Kiuys admitted. “We are still Nordar, and train from birth to fight. However, we are also encouraged to pursue the arts, and our artists are revered and known throughout the Nordar Blood Overlord Clans. Aasne took inspiration from stories of the Prime Valkyrie. She wished to serve her father as his primary warrior.”

“This will be a problem,” Madalena said.

“Why?” I asked.

“It can take up to a year to complete the test,” Madalena said. “No men are allowed in the training halls of Oskmay. Even kings.”

Now I knew why Sivaha had cursed, and I turned back to Kiuys. “Who is next in line?”

“There will be no one else that matters,” Madalena said. “Aasne is now the ruler of the Idonan Blood Overlord Clan, and we will need to find her.”

“The Prime Valkyrie is correct,” Kiuys said. “I have no desire to see more war, especially when you seek to unite the clans, but we will fight you until Aasne says that we are now Vaish.”

“How far away is Oskmay?” I asked Madalena.

“It is six light years away from Nordar - 13,” the Prime Valkyrie replied.

“It is ten from this sector,” Kiuys said with a nod of agreement.

“Did Aasne leave on a ship with a warpdrive?” I asked with hopes that I would catch a break.

“I will pull the manifest if you let me contact my staff,” she said.

“Go ahead.” I nodded to Sivaha, and she walked out of the conference room and returned a moment later with a transponder that I guessed was hooked into this ship’s communication systems.

“We are ready to send Admiral Kiuys’ transmission, my queen,” a voice said through the pen sized device, and then Sivaha handed it to the gray-haired woman.

She spoke in Nordar for a few seconds, and then we waited for a reply. There was a bit of back and forth, but Sivaha and Madalena didn’t seem upset by the conversation, so I figured that the admiral was doing as she told me she would do.

“Her ship is a corvette class warship named Sunlight Lute. It has a warp drive that does three light years every ten hours, then has a twenty-hour reset.”

“How fast is the hyperdrive?” Sivaha asked.

“A light year every thirty-six hours,” Kiuys answered.

“How many hours ago did she leave?” Sivaha asked.

“Fifty-two,” the admiral answered after she asked in the transponder.

“She’ll be there in about seven hours,” Sivaha sighed.

“And our warpdrives need forty hours to reset,” I said, “Or we could beat here there.”

“Let’s talk about this Oskmay planet, you said I am not allowed on it?” I asked Madalena.

“They will not allow you in the training grounds,” Madalena said. “You will be granted an audience from The Six, but they will not budge on handing over Aasne to you if she has already begun the testing process.”

“Who are The Six?” I asked.

“Valkyries that manage the testing and development of the order,” Madalena answered. “They will bow to me and give me anything I ask except for one of the applicants to be released from her test.”

“It’s worse than that,” Sivaha said as she frowned at me. “If she is a valkyrie, she won’t submit to you unless you beat her in combat.”

“Even if it is to prevent our people from going to war?” I asked, and I glanced to Kiuys to see if she would agree with my wife.

“Aasne was committed to her calling,” the admiral said as she shook her head. “She might be interested in submitting to you because the Prime Valkyrie is, but she may also consider that she controls the Idonan now, and she will be protected from marriage by the valkyrie vows. I have only met the young woman a few times, but she was sometimes as hot-headed as her father.”

“There is another option,” Madalena said, and I turned to see a pained expression on her face.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“You can challenge The Six to combat. If you win, then they will be expected to agree to submit to you.”

“I feel like I’m just picking up too many wives here,” I sighed. “I don’t even know this Aasne, but this seems like the safest solution toward peace. I don’t want six other women who I--”

“They will release Aasne to you,” Madalena interrupted me. “It will be a negotiation. The Six are not interested in marrying you, or any man, even the avatar of Odin. They are the most extreme of our order, and their only goal is to develop the strongest warrior women for the Nordar people. They do not involve themselves in clan warfare or politics. The planet is a haven for any woman that wants to train and test to become a servant of the gods.”

“I agree with the Prime Valkyrie,” Sivaha said. “I don’t know The Six, but the last thing they want is to be involved with a man. If you defeat them in combat, they will be filled with agony. But when you offer them a negotiation, they will take it and turn over Aasne to you. They do not wish to leave Oskmay.”

“But then I’ll still need to convince Aasne to submit to me,” I said as I thought through the logistics. I had no wish to force anyone to submit to me, but I also wanted to save the human race from the most deadly predators that our galaxy had ever known.

“Husband,” Madalena said. “That is an almost insignificant challenge when compared to the trials of defeating The Six. They are valkyries of the highest order and have trained their entire lifetime for combat. They have given up their clans and families so that they can serve the order. They only accept the best of our warriors, train, and then test them.”

“But none of them have been Prime Valkyries?” I asked.

“Some of them have,” Madalena said, “and they gave up the title. I killed my predecessor, but the woman before her is now known as Skuld, and she is one of the most important of The Six.”

“Is there not a possibility that we will catch Aasne before she enters the training hall?” Sivaha asked Madalena.

“It is,” the Prime Valkyrie said, “but we would need to arrive around the same time that Aasne’s ship docks and the warpdrive hasn’t reset yet.”

“We will use the foldingdrive,” I said. “Then we will arrive instantly.”

“No!” Madalena hissed, but then she blinked and bowed her head. “I am sorry, my husband. I did not mean for my words to sound defiant. The foldingdrive is not safe to use. I am afraid of nothing in this universe except losing you, the Draugr, and traveling via the foldingdrive.”

“That’s okay,” I said as I reached out to squeeze her armored shoulder. “I took no offense.”

We were silent a moment, and then I glanced at Kuroda. “What are your thoughts?”

“Tiger, time is your most valuable resource. These six valkyries are but gnats for you to brush aside. They are an annoyance, but why bother in the first place? You need the maiden to lay claim to the Idonan, and your ship’s capabilities are at your disposal. The powers of light course through your body and using the foldingdrives will not cause you or your people harm. If it did, then fate would not have made it available to you.”

“I agree with everything he said, but The Six and the foldingdrive,” Sivaha said with a light laugh. “The foldingdrive is dangerous, but only because we don’t know if we will lose time when we come out the other end. The Six are not ‘gnats,’ they are the most powerful of our women warriors, and they would have no problem killing a king to demonstrate their prowess.”

“So we’ll take the foldingdrive,” I said. “I have no wish to fight six women when there is an option to do otherwise.” I turned to Madalena, and I stared into her gray eyes for a few moments.

“I agree, my lord,” she said at last. “This is the quickest and most direct path to our goals. Odin and Freyja will protect us.”

“So we have a plan,” I said as I turned to look at Admiral Kiuys. “That leaves you.”

“I am Idonan, my lord,” she said as she bowed her head. “I respect you as king of the strongest clan, but I belong to my queen until she says otherwise.”

“My armada will retreat and take position fifty thousand kilometers away from your planet,” I said. “We will not attack unless fired upon, or your armada changes position. I will return with Aasne, and then you will become Vaish.”

“I will speak with the other admirals,” Kiuys said. “We will have a truce until you return.”

“Good,” I said, and then I motioned for Madalena, Sivaha, and Kuroda to follow me out of the conference room.

“This is a setback,” I said as we walked through the destroyer’s corridors with our armed escort, “but nothing major as long as we make it to Oskmay before Aasne.”

Madalena nodded, but I could feel her uneasiness, and I turned to face her as we walked.

“What do you fear more? The foldingdrive or me fighting The Six?”

“My lord,” she said. “I love you unconditionally, you are the mightiest of warriors, and I feel confident that you will destroy anyone in your path.” Her gray eyes turned to Kuroda, and the dragon-man nodded his head.

“But?” I asked.

“But I hope the foldingdrive gets us to Oskmay before Aasne. I would not choose to use the foldingdrive unless your life was on the line.”
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Chapter 6

The mood was somber on Persephone’s bridge. The Nordar were incredible warriors, but all of them seemed to share the same fears that Madalena had about using the foldingdrive.

“How does the navigation for it work?” I said after I issued the order to head to Oskmay.

“There is nothing required,” Madalena said. “We plug in the coordinates into the drive.”

“You have traveled with it on Dance to the Dirge?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Once.”

“And?” I asked.

“We woke up at our destination,” Madalena said, “but felt different. It was almost as if I was not really in my own body or mind. The feeling went away after a week or so, but the strange dreams continued for a month. The technology is beyond what humans are meant to experience.”

“We don’t have a choice,” I said. “I can’t wait around a year for Aasne to get through her tests, and fighting six deadly valkyries sounds risky. Eve, Zea, and I used Persephone’s foldingdrive once before. It does feel kind of shitty, but so does getting destroyed by the Draugr. Nikki, are you ready?”

“Yes, Adam,” the blonde woman replied.

“Engage,” I said, and then Nikki moved her hand over her controls.

“Engaging foldingdrive,” she said, but her words seemed to last forever.

I was caught in her voice. It spun around me like a tight blanket and filled my ears like bathwater. It was the “v” sound echoing like a held note of a song and I had to shake my head a few times to get the ringing to stop.

“Fucking weird,” I said, and my voice echoed in my head half a dozen times.

Then I saw that I was alone on the bridge.

The chairs where Madalena, Sivaha, and Nikki sat were empty, and Persephone’s screen was blank. Were we still in foldingdrive? Had I passed out in my chair? I doubted the latter, mostly because Nikki almost never left her seat at the front of the bridge.

“She might have gone to sleep or train,” I said, and my voice buzzed around my brain like an angry wasp stuck in my skull.

I stood and felt my head spin for a few moments as the blood struggled to reach my brain. I was tired and nervous at the same time as if I’d stayed up for three days in a row and was only surviving off a coffee infusion.

I walked around the side of the officer’s chairs and looked toward the holographic map display and gunner’s stations. The map was flickering the image of a planet, but it was as if the system was short-circuiting, and the sphere only appeared for half a moment before disappearing.

The gunner’s stations were empty except for Kuroda’s chair. The muscular man was staring at his blank screen with intense interest, and I staggered a bit as I walked to his side.

“They aren’t existing as us. We are creatures of the stars and are a few steps closer to the light.” His words sounded strange, as if he spoke them when he inhaled.

“Where is everyone?” I asked, but he didn’t answer me immediately.

“It is a space between time. Things are clearer to me now, but also shadowed by fate.” He was suddenly looking at me.

“We are still in foldingdrive?” I asked. “Last time I went through this I just woke up on the other side.”

“Time and distance are the same. What happens when the distance is reduced to zero? Do we touch creation? Perhaps your woman was correct to fear this technology.”

“But we are both awake and speaking with each other?” I asked as the man faded in and out of my vision. “Does that mean the drive is not working?”

“I don’t think we are here,” he said as he finally faced me. “There is no time, so we are just memories. Energy that is lost in the universe. The enemies you seek want access to this realm. Then they can consume not only life, but the memories of it. Then they will truly be the creators and the destroyers.”

“How can we be speaking if there is no time?” My head cleared suddenly, and I realized that Kuroda was actually answering my questions before I asked them.

Yet I was asking them, anyway. The words were just coming out of my mouth.

“I will stay here and contemplate our situation further,” he said. “We might not remember this when we wake. If we ever wake. Perhaps this part of us stays here, and the other parts of us continue on into the mortal world.”

“I’m going to keep looking for anyone else,” I said as I turned away from the dragon-man. I was finding it hard to believe that we were the only people present on Persephone, but Kuroda and I were both shifters, so it was possible our alien conditions meant that we could kind of communicate during this strange trip.

It was a bit hard to put one foot in front of the other. Every time my leg moved it seemed to have a variable mass, and my shoulders kept leaning into the walls. It was like I was drunk, only it felt like I was wading through an ocean undertow.

I reached the elevator, but the button to open the door didn’t work, so I turned toward the hallway that led to my suite. It felt like I walked down the corridor for a few hours without the door getting any closer, but then I turned back around toward the elevator, and the door to my suite was suddenly in front of my face.

I stumbled into my room and saw Persephone sitting on my bed.

Her black wings were opened up to their full length and seemed to take up all the space along the walls. Her platinum-colored hair lazily drifted away from her as if a light breeze was blowing toward her beautiful face. Her red eyes burned with a passionate intensity, and her pale skin seemed to glow like it was a moon reflecting the sun. She normally wore black lace lingerie, but she was naked now, and the sight of her breasts, nipples, thighs, and legs caused me to growl with desire.

“Eye yahhh…” she whispered. She didn’t stand from my bed. Instead, she held her arms out wide as if to embrace me.

My steps were suddenly stable, and I crossed the space between us in a half-run. Then her arms were around my shoulders, our lips were joined, and our tongues were exploring each other’s mouths.

Kissing the strange woman filled an empty place in my soul. It was as if I didn’t realize I was starving until I took a bite of food and then became ravenous. Her mouth delivered raw pleasure into me, and my already addled mind forgot about anything besides experiencing more ecstasy.

Her hands pulled at my suit, and I helped her pull it off as my mouth moved to her nipple. She gasped when I licked her, and then she moaned when I thrust inside of her.

I didn’t know if Kuroda had been correct about this just being a memory. The beautiful winged woman’s body felt beyond real to me, and our passion twisted together and ascended until it reached a mind-numbing climax. This could have been a dream since I only seemed to see her in my dreams, but I could feel her smooth skin against me, smell the spice of her hair, and taste the salt on her lips. She was as real as any woman I loved.

Or maybe I was insane.

I knew the beast was driving me insane.

“Eyyyyeee yahhh,” she sighed after we had enjoyed each other for days, or years, or lifetimes, and collapsed on the bed together. Her wings stroked my skin along with her fingers, and her eyes stared deep into mine.

“Am I dreaming?” I asked as I reached up to touch her cheek.

“Maaayy lieeefff,” she whispered.

“Your life?” I asked, and she nodded.

“You exist in the foldingdrive?” I didn’t quite know what she meant, but I felt like I was in control of this conversation, and I hadn’t been during our previous meetings.

“Nawww tyyymmmee. Nawww spaaacccc,” she whispered. “Youuu. Meeee. Eyyyeee yahhh.”

“So this isn’t real?” I asked.

“Alll reeeeeeel,” she answered, and then she leaned down to kiss me passionately again.

Her lips caused my mind to spin slowly, and I wrapped my hands around her hips so that I could position her on top of my erection, but my hands closed around empty air, and I opened my eyes with a startled gasp. I was laying on my bed with my uniform still on, and it felt like someone just smacked me upside the head with a sledgehammer.

“Fuck,” I hissed as I rolled over on my side. One of the massive revolvers dug into my hip, and I grunted again as I swung my boots onto the floor.

My headache started to fade as soon as I stood, but my limbs felt like they weighed three times as much. My mouth was dry, and my lips were cracked. I was dehydrated, but I didn’t really feel any hunger.

“Nikki?” I asked as I pressed the button on my transponder. There wasn’t an answer, so I dragged my feet to my bathroom so that I could quickly brush my teeth.

My headache was completely gone now, and my toothbrush quickly removed the ash taste from my mouth. When I was done, I turned back to my room and saw Madalena laying on my bed. She hadn’t been there a minute before, and I forced my heavy feet to walk to the side of my bed so that I could wake her.

“Hmmm?” she groaned when I laid my hand on her shoulder and began to shake her lightly.

“I think we are out of the foldingdrive,” I said, and I noticed my voice sounded strange to me. Almost like I didn’t recognize it.

“Did you carry me here?” she asked as she blinked her eyes and sat up.

“No, or at least, I don’t remember,” I said. Madalena was wearing her uniform, but the front of her shirt was unbuttoned slightly so that I could see the top curves of her firm breasts. The sight of her skin made my mouth water, and her lips curved up into a smile when she noticed me appraising her body.

“The foldingdrive might have caused us to move,” she said.

“I had some sort of dream,” I said. “I walked into my room.”

“I must have had something similar happen,” she said as she moved to sit up. “We do not know how much time has passed since we came out of the foldingdrive. Others might have had sleepwalking experiences.”

“Let’s go to the bridge,” I said. Madalena didn’t need my help to stand, but I helped pull her to her feet anyway, and I wrapped my arms around her for a few moments as she leaned against me.

“I am discombobulated,” she said.

“I was when I first woke up also,” I replied, and she exhaled slowly before pulling away from me.

We moved across the room to my door, but before we could open it, a groan sounded from behind us. Madalena and I turned to find Sivaha laying sprawled on the bed. She still wore her dress, but the garment looked like it was wrinkled.

“Did we not see her a moment ago, or did she just appear?” I asked Madalena as I moved back to the bed.

“She was not there before,” the Prime Valkyrie whispered, and I grabbed Sivaha’s hand as her heavy eyelids blinked open.

“Where am I?” she groaned.

“In my room, on my bed,” I said.

“Ahh, good,” she sighed. “I couldn’t find you, so I went to look for you there.”

“You remember what happened during the foldingdrive travel?” Madalena asked.

“I remembered being alone and then looking for our husband. I came to his room, but then I didn’t see him.” Her brown eyes held mine, and a warm smile came to her mouth. “Now I do see him, and my heart is grateful.”

“I wonder if everyone is coming out at different times?” I said. “When I did this before with Eve and Zea, we all woke up around the same time, but were laying on the floor.”

“That could be,” Madalena said.

“Were you two already in the room?” Sivaha asked. “I did not see either of you when I entered.”

“I woke up first,” I said, “then Madalena appeared on the bed. We were about to leave but then you appeared.”

“The living souls on Persephone are arriving at different moments,” Madalena said.

“How is that possible?” Sivaha asked as she rubbed her temples. “Did you both feel hungover?”

“Yes,” Madalena and I said in unison.

“It passed after a few minutes,” I continued. “My body also felt slug--”

“Adam?” Nikki’s voice came through the transponder on my suit, and I pressed the button to respond.

“I am in my room with the queens,” I said.

“I just woke up,” the pilot replied. “Persephone’s clock says that seven hours have passed since we engaged the foldingdrive.”

“Shit,” I growled and wondered where the time had gone. Even if my bout of lovemaking with Persephone was real, it couldn’t have lasted more than an hour or two.

“Are we near Oskmay?” Madalena asked.

“Yes,” Nikki replied. “We are orbiting the planet right now.”

“Any sign of the Sunlight Lute?” I asked. “They should be coming out of warpdrive.”

“Our math says we still have ten minutes,” Nikki replied.

“I want a body count,” I said. “Everyone on Persephone needs to be accounted for. Start on the bridge. We are heading there now.”

I helped Sivaha stand, and the beautiful woman leaned against me for a few steps before she could walk on her own. Then we moved past the elevator and onto the bridge.

“We are missing Josefinna and Mikhael,” Lux said.

“Were they on the bridge before?” I asked as I looked at the gunners stations. There were five seats on each side, and Milda, Calisto, Hegeia, Uma, and Waiola were on one side. Kuroda, Rin, Yni, Kalan, and Vikana were on the other.

“Yes… I think.” Lux actually seemed confused, and she turned to Milda and Calisto. “Weren’t you both in the hold?”

“I recalled sitting at a gunner station when the foldingdrive was engaged,” Calisto said.

“I was in the hold,” Milda said.

“No,” Calisto said as she shook her head at the strawberry blonde woman. “You were sitting next to me. Mikhael and Josefinna were in the hold.”

Confusion spun through my mind and I tried to remember if I had seen them at the gunner’s stations.

“I recall the husband and wife were sitting beside each other,” Rin said from across the holographic map.

“I remember Milda and Calisto,” Hegeia said with a frown.

“Fuck,” I growled. “Okay, we have other crew on this ship. I want everyone to be accounted for in less than a minute. Milda, get on it.”

“Yes, my lord,” the woman said as she turned back to her terminal.

“Adam, the Sunlight Lute has just exited from warpdrive thirty kilometers from us.”

“Double fuck,” I growled as I returned to the front of the bridge.

Nikki already had the ship on Persephone’s screen. It was a small vessel that the scanners said measured sixty meters long, but the design was that of an elegant looking gold falcon.

“Open communications with them,” I said as I sat in my chair and focused on the planet Oskmay. It would have looked like a typical Earth-like water planet, except I could see that each land mass had long longitude lines of volcanoes sporadically emerging from the crust.

“They have ignored our communication and are moving toward Oskmay,” Nikki said.

“Try again,” I said as I fought against my frustration.

“Yes, Adam,” Nikki replied.

“Milda! Have you found them?” I shouted over my shoulder.

“No, Adam!” she hissed. “Everyone else on board is accounted for.”

“We need to go after Aasne,” Sivaha hissed. “If they make it to Oskmay, we will run out of options.”

“What happens if we move Persephone without Mikhael and Josefinna?” I asked Madalena.

“I am unsure,” she sighed.

“They are fifty-five kilometers away from us now,” Nikki updated. “It appears their thrusters are at max power. We have half a minute to catch them with our thrusters, or two minutes before they enter Oskmay’s atmosphere, we can use your hyperdrives before then.”

“They will appear on Persephone once they exit the foldingdrive,” Sivaha said. “We can’t let Aasne get away.”

“Nikki, they haven’t answered?” I asked.

“No, Adam.” The blonde woman shook her head.

“Milda?” I asked over my shoulder.

“No sign of them!” the woman called back.

“We are running out of time,” Sivaha said. “Their ship is lightly armored, and a single shot at the rear can disable it.”

“Lux,” I asked over my shoulder again. “Can a fighter drone catch up to them?”

“No,” the valkryie said.

“Okay,” I sighed and then turned back to Madalena. Her eyes were normally cold and emotionless, but I could see the conflict there now. I didn’t know how long Mikhael and Josefinna had been part of the Prime Valkyrie’s crew, but I enjoyed both of their company, and the thought of them materializing in the void of space because we had moved Persephone made my stomach sour.

But my mission was to defend the galaxy from the Draugr, and I needed to unite the Nordar to have a chance. If I didn’t catch up with Aasne’s ship, then I might have to fight these six powerful Valkyries. I was confident in my abilities, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t get unlucky.

“I need a hyperdrive plot to intercept them,” I said.

“I have completed it.” Sivaha’s words surprised me since I didn’t know that she knew how to plot a course, or that she could do it so quickly.

“Nikki, we are going to wait until the last possible five seconds.”

“Yes, Adam,” she said. “That is forty-five seconds from now.”

“Calisto,” I said as I turned over my shoulder. “You get one shot to take out its engines without destroying it.”

“Yes, Adam,” the Valkyrie said as she grabbed her controls.

“It will probably be shielded,” Madalena said.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” Calisto said calmly.

“Attention Mikhael Elbert and Josefinna Dravka. Please confirm your presence.” Milda’s voice boomed across our bridge speakers.

“Thirty seconds,” Nikki said, and her voice was colored with worry.

“Mikhael and Josefinna, please communicate via your transponders immediately,” Milda said.

“Come on,” I growled as I watched Aasne’s ship speed away from us. The thought of leaving behind my two crew members turned my stomach to ice, and even though I knew it was the wrong decision, I almost told Nikki to cancel my order.

“Fifteen seconds,” Nikki said.

“Mikael and Josefinna. Report via your transponders immediately!” Milda was growling into the speakers now, and it felt like the bridge was a pool of tension.

“We are in the hold!” Josefinna’s voice suddenly came through the transponders, and my heart leapt into my throat.

“Nikki!” I shouted.

“Engaging hyperdrive,” she said, and then Persephone’s screen shifted for half a second. We popped out and the blue oceans of Oskmay filled the screen.

Then a plasma ball spun through the void toward the back of the Sunlight Lute.

The globe of angry red energy had the perfect amount of lead to hit the fleeing ship, but before it could connect, a streak of plasma fire from Persephone’s lighter cannons hit it, and the ball exploded and expanded to ten times its size and the energy shield around the small corvette shattered. Then the engines started to smoke.

The front of the ship began to turn orange as it entered the atmosphere.

“Uh oh,” Sivaha sighed.

“We need to catch them,” I said as I watched the ship descend. We had been a fraction of a second too late, and now the Sunlight Lute’s engines were destroyed and it was in danger of burning up on entry.

“Pursuing,” Nikki said, and the g-forces suddenly kicked me in the chest as Persephone accelerated toward the falling corvette. We almost reached it, but before Nikki could drop the landing gear to grapple with the other craft, four escape pods popped out of the side.

“Damn,” Sivaha growled, and I saw Madalena’s shoulders slump.

“Nikki slow down,” I said, and the pilot complied as the four escape pods spun thruster-side down so that they could enter the atmosphere. There were too small for us to grab with our landing gear, and shooting them down defeated the purpose of chasing them in the first place.

Aasne had escaped.

For now.

“My calculations were off,” Nikki said. “I am sorry, my lord.”

“It’s fine,” I said as I watched the escape pods drift away from them.

“It is not fine,” Sivaha spat. “Now you will need to deal with The Six.”

“I made the decision to stay here for Mikhael and Josefinna,” I said loud enough for the bridge crew to hear. “Our mission is important, but so are the lives of everyone onboard Persephone. This is another setback, but it does not mean our mission has failed. I will deal with these valkyries, I will unite the clans, and together we will defeat the Draugr. Nikki, set a course for the valkyrie training complex.”

“Yes, Adam,” Nikki said, and our connection through Madalena allowed me to sense her pride.

I turned to Madalena and stared into her gray eyes. Her emotions were a hurricane of love, fear, pride, and disappointment. I knew she didn’t want me to face her sisters, but I also knew that she would support my decisions.

“Communicate with them and let them know what I want,” I said.

“Yes, my lord,” she said as she bowed her head.
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Chapter 7

Ten minutes later we were making our approach to the Valkyrie training complex. It was practically a city in itself, but instead of tall skyscrapers and artery like roads, the city was made of structures that looked like ancient Viking longhouses, and roads of cobblestone connected the three-kilometer-wide city like spokes of a wagon wheel.

Madalena had been speaking in Nordar to another woman, so I couldn’t quite understand what they were saying, but the look on Sivaha’s face gave me plenty of hints.

The landing was probably going to be the first of many challenges.

The four escape pods landed at the city’s spaceport a few moments before we got there, and Nikki held Persephone’s position a good kilometer away from the walls when the sensors picked up dozens of missile arrays.

Sivaha finally spoke into the transponder, and I heard her speak her name after an angry huff of what I guessed was Nordar cursing. There was a pause for ten seconds, and then the woman my queens were speaking to said another sentence, and the communication beeped to a close.

“We are cleared to land,” Madalena said. “But they want us on the other side of the airfield from where the pods landed, and they wish to speak with us at our exit ramp.”

“I imagine you argued that point,” I said as I saw a crowd of armored warriors pouring out of the gate toward the escape pods and the landing pad where Nikki was putting Persephone.

“Yes,” Madalena said, and I could feel her annoyance. “This will be a delicate matter, my lord. Will you let me handle it?”

“Of course,” I said as Nikki set Persephone down.

“Would you like me to come, Prime Valkyrie?” Nikki asked.

“Yes,” Madalena said, and then her voice raised higher. “All hands armed and to the hold.”

“Yes Prime Valkyrie,” they replied, and the fifteen of us all crammed into the elevator.

As soon as the doors opened on the bottom floor, the crew sprinted to the armory while Madalena, Sivaha and I walked to the hold. Both of them were still carrying their sidearms from when we met with Toriton, but Lux seemed to guess that my wives needed long guns, and she presented each of them with a pulse rifle when she returned from the armory.

“Tiger,” Kuroda spoke from behind, and I turned toward him as the man handed me the armor piercing flechette shotgun that I had taken originally from his private armory.

“Thanks,” I said as I took the weapon from him. He hadn’t brought an extra cube magazine, but that might not have been necessary. The weapon didn’t need many shots to propagate a massacre.

The crew who wore aegis had the armor up over their body, and the crew that didn’t have an aegis were armored with Persephone’s suits. Including the bridge crew, Mikhael, Josefinna, and our thirteen maintenance members, we had an even thirty, and everyone was armed and ready. I knew that my crew could deal with any shit that came at us, but as Persephone’s hatch spun open and her ramp lowered, I wished that Eve, Zea, Paula, and Kasta were here.

The valkyries were waiting for us at the bottom of the ramp. There were forty of them, and their armor was a light plate array that seemed built for mobility over durability. Each of their helmets had a small pair of wings extending from the back sides, and the boots, knees, gloves, and shoulder areas of the armor were etched with matching wing designs. They almost looked like Vaish armor, but the wings were more stylized and less organic feeling that what decorated my crew’s aegis armor.

Madalena walked down the ramp with her rifle held casually at her side and her aegis removed from her face. The armored women at the bottom of the ramp all held their rifles pointed up toward us, but as soon as they saw Madalena, the group lowered their guns and bowed low before my wife.

The helmet melted away from the face of a woman in the middle of the group, and she moved up Persephone’s ramp so that she met Madalena about a quarter of the way. This woman’s sharp nose, cheekbones, and eyes looked similar to my wife’s features, but her face was creased with extra decades of hard living, and her gray hair was chopped short at the nape of her neck.

“That is Skuld,” Sivaha whispered to me as Madalena and the other woman clasped arms. “She was Prime Valkyrie for five years before she abdicated the position to Madalena’s predecessor. Skuld was once Vaish.”

“They do share some resemblance,” I whispered as Madalena and Skuld began speaking in Nordar.

“I believe they share a great-grandparent,” Sivaha said, “but I am not well versed in Madalena’s family tree. The only reason I know as much as I do is that she is the Prime Valkyrie, and Madalena is known and respected across all the Nordar.”

Madalena nodded up the ramp, and Lux and Calisto descended the ramp to speak with Skuld. The older woman’s face actually split into a smile when she saw the other two women, and I guessed that they were probably catching up.

“Dana?” I heard Skuld ask as she looked up the ramp, but Madalena shook her head and then I heard her say a bunch of words in Nordar followed by “Jotnar.” I knew Madalena was missing four crew members that had been onboard Dance to the Dirge when the Jotnar attacked Epsilon Tauri - b, and Dana Fabto had been one of the Valkyries that was on the crew.

“This is good,” Sivaha whispered. “Skuld is very happy to see the three of them, and the conversation has not turned to you yet.”

“Alright,” I said, and I hoped that the rapport building would allow the valkyries to let me speak with Aasne before she was admitted to the testing facilities.

Skuld, Madalena, Lux, and Calisto continued their conversation for another five minutes. From the angle of the view out of Persephone’s hold, I couldn’t see where the escape pods had landed, so I had to fight against my growing frustration. Just a few seconds before I was about to ask Sivaha what the four women were speaking about, Skuld gestured down to the group of valkyries below us, and the women all came to attention.

Madalena shook her head and said a few words that sounded stern, and the older woman’s eyes narrowed a bit. They studied each other for a few moments, but then Skuld slowly nodded her head, and turned to face me.

“She will meet you here,” Sivaha whispered, and she tugged on my bicep so that I walked with her toward the ramp. “I will not use my abilities for fear that the woman catches my game and decides to end the conversation with us.”

“That’s probably smart,” I replied to Sivaha.

Skuld fixed her eyes on me as I walked down toward her, and I’d seen the look hundreds of times before. The woman was sizing me up, and she didn’t care to be discreet about it.

“You are the new king of the Vaish?” she asked as she raised an eyebrow. The woman turned to Madalena and then asked something in Nordar.

“He is Nordar,” Madalena answered.

“Did he pass his rite?” Skuld asked.

“He wears the aegis,” Madalena said, and Skuld turned her eyes to the amulet on my chest.

“It is Freyja’s blessing,” Sivaha said.

“Unusual,” Skuld said as her eyes flashed to my wife. “You are Queen Sivaha?”

“Yes, Valkyrie,” Sivaha nodded.

“I am in the presence of a king, two queens, and the Prime Valkyrie,” Skuld grunted as her lips upturned into a smile. “It is almost enough to make me forget our rules about men not being allowed on Oskmay.”

“I have not set foot on your planet yet,” I said, and the warrior woman let out a light laugh.

“No, king, you have not. Explain why you are here again. I heard something about Aasne Toriton, and our guards hold her beside her escape pod.”

“The Draugr have awoken, and will soon attack our galaxy. They will leave nothing alive in their passing. My mission is to stop them, and I met the Prime Valkyrie during my quest and found she had also devoted her life to that mission. She submitted to me, her father didn’t like it, so he attempted to murder me during my first attempt at Odin’s rite. I hunted him down and killed him, then I took Sivaha as my wife and absorbed the Skyad into the Vaish. My intent is to unite the clans so that we can face the Draugr as one people. King Toriton is dead by my hand, and his daughter is next in line for the throne. I intend to ask her to submit to me so that I can continue on with my mission.”

“So, Aasne is now the ruler of the Idonan Blood Overlord Clan?” Skuld asked, and the surprise was clear on her face.

“Yes,” I said. “She probably does not know this, but I will tell her when I speak to her.”

“You put us in a difficult position,” Skuld sighed.

“It doesn’t have to be difficult for you,” I said.

“But it is,” she said with a shrug. “This planet is a sanctuary for those wishing to join our order. If we turn her over to you, then we violate our commitment to the gods.”

“She has not been accepted into your halls yet,” Madalena pointed out.

“I am surprised to hear you argue against your sisterhood,” Skuld said as she turned to the Prime Valkyrie.

“This is more important than our order,” Madalena said. “This is more important than the clans. This is more important than the Nordar people. This is a threat to every living being in the Milky Way. Odin and Freyja have delivered Adam into our arms as a beacon of light to follow. They have given him powerful magic beyond anything that our people have ever seen, and he will use that power to defeat our enemies. Bring us Aasne, Skuld, and then we will continue with our mission.”

The older woman stared at Madalena for a few moments, and then she turned to Lux and Calisto. “I suppose you both agree with your queen.”

“Yes, Skuld,” Lux said, and Calisto nodded.

“And you?” the Valkyrie asked Sivaha. “I am not well versed in Skyad politics, but did you not have a husband by the name of Nar? Was he not the king of your people?”

“Adam killed him and took me as his wife,” Sivaha said. “I am happy with the outcome.”

“You are submitted to him,” Skuld sighed. “Of course, you would say that.”

“I was never submitted to Nar. He was submitted to me.” Sivaha’s words came out of her beautiful mouth with an angry hiss, and I could tell she was trying to control her temper. “Adam is the king of kings. He is chosen by Odin and Freyja. He wears her mark on his aegis, and the Vaish change to match his soul. Observe.” Sivaha’s aegis pooled down her arms, legs, and up her neck as if she was slowly sinking in a tub of mercury. It only took a moment for the armor to cover her completely, but then it was apparent that the metal was striped like a tiger, and her helmet looked like a snarling cat.

“This is not a trick?” Skuld’s face did a poor job of hiding her surprise, and then Madalena’s armor flowed down her body. The Prime Valkyrie didn’t speak, but she didn’t need to. A few gestures with her hands showed where the stripes were beginning to replace the feathers on her armor, and it was kind of starting to look like the screaming skull banshee on her helmet had cat whiskers and ears.

“A new clan has not come into existence since we were originally fractured,” Skuld said as she shook her head.

“Our need is urgent,” I said as the armor pulled away from my two wives. “I do not wish to set foot on your planet, but I will not let anything stand in the way of my goals. The Draugr are coming, and your gods have given me the tools to defend us all.”

The Valkyrie stared at me for a dozen seconds, and then she slowly nodded.

“I will bring her to this ramp, King of the Vaish,” she said.

“Thank you,” I said.

“However,” she continued. “She will have the choice to go with you or to continue her training and testing. If she chooses to stay with us, then she will fall under our protection.”

“Then I will challenge The Six,” I said.

“Then you will die,” she growled as her eyes narrowed. “Your two queens will die, and your mission will fail. No, you will not challenge us.”

“You have me confused with someone who doesn’t win when the chips are down,” I said. “I am uniting the clans, or everyone in the galaxy will die. Aasne’s decision will not change the outcome, it will just delay me until I defeat all of you.”

“He is brazen,” Skuld seethed as she turned to Madalena.

“He is my husband,” the Prime Valkyrie said, “and he grows stronger each day to meet the challenges of our people.”

“I will bring her,” Skuld sighed and threw up her hands. “Let us hope that the young woman chooses the least violent course of action.” The woman turned and then walked down the ramp with smooth steps.

“I am surprised she doesn’t want any violence,” Sivaha whispered once Skuld had walked away from the group of armed valkyries at the bottom of our ramp. “The look in her eyes made it apparent she wanted to fight Adam to the death.”

“Age brings wisdom,” Madalena said. “The valkyries are the pinnacle of Nordar fighting abilities, but we are still Nordar, and we serve our clans in aspects of war unless it conflicts with what the gods wish. We have presented solid proof that Adam has been chosen.”

“Sivaha,” I said. “You said fight to the death?”

“Yes,” she said as she tilted her head toward me so that her long hair fell over her neck. “That is how all of the Nordar challenges work.”

“Wait,” I said as I turned to Madalena. “I thought the idea was that I just had to defeat them, then they would be forced to submit to me since I would prove to be the better warrior. Isn’t that how it worked with your suitors?”

“The fight is to your death, not hers,” Madalena said with a shrug. “The challenger has to be good enough to beat the Valkyrie without killing her.”

“So, I would have to fight six of these badass warrior women, and take them out without killing them even though they would try to kill me?”

“Yes,” Madalena said, “but you get to choose the weapon so it won’t be as difficult as it sounds.”

“Ahh,” I said.

“But it will still be difficult,” she quickly followed up. “We will hope that Aasne will agree to submit to you.”

“Well, put on your best smiles,” Sivaha said, “Skuld brings the woman now.”

The woman with the Valkyrie wore brown plate armor with deer, trees, and flowers etched into the flat surfaces. It was midday on Oskmay, and the light from above caught the etching and reflected a gold hue. On her hips, she wore a double bladed axe, a short sword, and a pulse pistol. She cradled her helmet in her left arm, and her long auburn hair trailed behind her like a war banner. Her eyes were green like the forest, and she had a drizzle of freckles across her cheeks and nose.

Aasne was beautiful, but it was a different kind of beauty than the seductive smolder that came from Eve and Sivaha or the perfected poise of Madalena. Aasne reminded me of Zea. It could have been because they both looked to be about the same age, but neither seemed to realize how beautiful they were.

“You shot down my corvette,” Aasne growled as she stood at the bottom of Persephone’s ramp. She opened her mouth to speak again, but then her eyes seemed to settle on Madalena, and her mouth remained open with shock.

“Prime Valkyrie,” the auburn-haired woman said as she sank to one knee. “Forgive me for my outburst. I did not know you were on the vessel that--”

“Did the communication not indicate that I was onboard?” Madalena asked.

“Well, yes, but it also indicated that King Vaish was on it. I assumed it was a lie, to ensure my ship--”

“Our transponder has our clan’s unique code,” the Prime Valkyrie sighed.

“Yes, of course,” Aasne said without looking up from the ramp. “Forgive me, but Oskmay was within my sights, and we feared a trap. Then I felt vindicated with my decision when you shot me down.”

“We would have preferred to speak with you before you made it to Oskmay,” Madalena said. “But we will speak now. This is my husband. He is King of the Vaish.”

“My lord,” Aasne said as she looked up at me. Confusion was clear in her eyes, and I took a deep breath before I spoke.

“I am here to ask you to submit to me so that I may rule over a combined Nordar,” I said.

“I am not sure I understand,” Aasne asked as she licked her lips and then turned to Madalena.

“Perhaps I should start at the beginning,” I said.

I told Aasne what I had just told Skuld, but I put in a bit more detail about my initial meeting with Madalena. I explained how I saved her and her crew from the broken station, and then I talked about how she had felt honor bound to submit to me. I glossed over Madalena’s father trying to kill me during the rite, and I just said that I defeated him in combat because he contested my marriage to his daughter.

I left out the parts about me being a weretiger and pretty much anything prior to meeting Madalena to prevent additional questions, but when I reached the part of the story with her father, I explained about his request for me to hunt a white stag, and my decision to kill him.

“He is dead then?” Aasne asked, and I was a bit surprised she didn’t even blink.

“Yes,” I said.

“That means I am now the Queen,” she stated.

“Yes,” I said, “and my armada sits in your homeworld sector awaiting word of our truce.”

“I understand why you wished to speak with me before I reached Oskmay,” Aasne said. “You would have forced yourself upon me if you caught my ship.”

“Do not be so arrogant,” Sivaha scoffed. “You are barely a woman, and our husband has us to warm his bed at night.”

“Yet he is here now to ask for my hand,” Aasne said with a shrug.

“You mistake my intentions,” I said. “I want to unite the Nordar. While I am sure you are a fine woman, I would have been satisfied with your father submitting to me. The clans just need to be joined.”

“If I choose to stay here, you will be out of luck,” Aasne said as she crossed her arms over her armored chest. “At least until I pass or fail the test, and if I pass, I can stay here indefinitely.”

“Or you could join us, and help save the galaxy,” Madalena said. “My husband is the avatar of Odin. It is why I chose to submit to him, and it is why I will cast aside my title as Prime Valkyrie when the time comes. His quest is more important than any squabbles between our people.”

“Since I was a lass I’ve wanted to be you,” Aasne said, and the adoration was clear in her green eyes. “Now I have the opportunity to stand beside you and be a queen?”

“Yes,” Madalena said.

“I am not worthy,” the auburn-haired woman said. “I was first born to my father, and he was first born to his. You are here because I won the genetic lottery, not because of my deeds.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Sivaha scoffed. “You are the key to the Idonan clan. Your worth is in the decision you will make in the next minute. You can save your people or damn them and our race to a hopeless war.”

Aasne looked at Sivaha and nodded, but then she looked back to Madalena. “I wish to be like you. I wish to be a Valkyrie. It is all I have wanted since I was young, and I will think of no other task until I have passed their examination.”

“Don’t be a fool,” Sivaha hissed. “We cannot wait a year for you to graduate.”

“The process might be shorter,” Aasne said as she bowed her head. “I have trained hard for this day.” The woman looked up at me. “I had no love for my father, so I do not begrudge you for killing him. Your appearance pleases me, you are obviously a great warrior, and the Prime Valkyrie is already submitted to you. The decision I have made was not easy. After I have become valk--”

“Aasne,” Madalena interrupted her. “I can respect your right to a decision, but you are choosing yourself over your clan and your people.”

“It is my choice to make, Prime Valkyrie,” Aasne said. “You say that your armada is in my home sector, but you can destroy every last one of my ships and people. They will not kneel as long as I am alive. I will be alive as long as I am here. King Adam, if you still wish to take me as your wife once I have become a valkyrie, you will defeat me in combat, and I will gladly submit. Just as any valkyrie would deal with a suitor.”

“My husband is no mere suitor,” Sivaha growled. “He will be king of the Nordar. You should be honored that he is here speaking with you.”

“He needs me,” Aasne said as she shrugged.

“It is true,” I said as I cleared my throat. “I need you to agree because I don’t want to go to war with your people. I don’t want to lose any Nordar during the process of uniting the clans, but I know that it will be inevitable. Each clan is proud of their heritage and does not wish to be absorbed into a slightly different culture. I can understand why you wish to become a valkyrie. You have lived your life as a princess and this is your chance to prove that you are more than just your father’s daughter.”

“Yes, you understand,” Aasne said as she gave me a small smile. “There is no honor greater than becoming a valkyrie.”

“Unless you become a queen,” I said as I shrugged. “Or unless you become a Prime Valkyrie.”

“Yes…” Aasne said carefully, and then her eyes flashed toward Madalena before returning to me.

“You are not a valkyrie yet,” I said. “If you were a princess, and I came to conquer your clan, what would be your fate?”

“You would either kill me or force me to submit to you,” she said with careful words.

“Which would you prefer?” I asked.

“I would submit to you,” she said quickly. “As I said, you are handsome and strong. You are the ruler of the largest Blood Overlord Clan, and I respect your two wives. King Adam, if not for my plans to be a valkyrie, I would be kneeling before you right now and cutting open my hand with the knife you wear at your belt. Being a Valkyrie was my life’s goal. It’s my way of being my own person and not some bartering piece for my father.” The auburn-haired woman turned to Madalena. “You must understand my desires. I am following in your path.”

“I understand,” Madalena said. “However, this is more impor--”

“If you understood, then you would allow me this,” Aasne said as she gestured to the armored women surrounding her.

“My husband wishes to save the galaxy,” Madalena said. “The lives of countless billions of people outweigh your desires to be a valkyrie.”

“I have waited my whole life for this,” Aasne growled as she stared at Madalena.

“It is poor timing,” Madalena said as she shook her head. “Blame the forces that wish to destroy the galaxy, not my husband or me.”

“Yet it is your husband who stands between me and my destiny,” the young woman said as she turned her head back to look at me. “I will complete my trials here, and then you may court me through battle. That is my final decision.”

“You are not yet within the walls,” Madalena hissed, and the air filled with tension.

“No, Prime Valkyrie,” Skuld said, “but I intend to escort her within them.”

“If Aasne is going to become a valkyrie, and I’ll have to defeat her in combat for her to submit to me, can’t we just skip her trial?” I asked. “I’ll fight her now.”

“No,” Skuld said. “She is under our protection now.”

“Then I will challenge The Six,” I growled, and the armored women that stood behind Skuld fixed their helmeted eyes on me.

“Then you will die,” Skuld said with a shrug. “Then the Prime Valkyrie and Queen Sivaha will die. Your mission will fail, and the clans will fall into chaos.”

“I have no other choice,” I said. “Waiting for Aasne to finish your trials could take a year. I have less than half that to prepare for the coming war.”

“Tell your husband he is a fool,” Skuld growled to Madalena.

My wife’s jaw hardened, and her eyes actually narrowed so that she looked a bit angry. Of course, the rage pulsing from her burned like a volcano’s molten lava, but I wasn’t used to seeing much emotion on her face.

“He is not a fool. He is the punisher of fools. Prepare your comrades. He will conquer you each in turn and then take what is his. Odin and Freyja guide his hand and our quest.”

“So be it,” Skuld scoffed, and then turned back to me. “I will alert them to your challenge. You are the first male to be invited to set foot on Oskmay, but you will never live to tell of the experience.”

“Wait!” Aasne gasped, and we all turned to her. “I have recon--”

“No,” Skuld’s voice was filled with gravel. “It is too late. The challenge has been issued, and King Adam Vaish’s death will be the result.”

“I’ve heard that before,” I said as the tiger screamed in my mind. “But I’m still living. When will we begin?”

“As soon as I alert the other valkyries,” Skuld said, and then she gestured for us to follow her into the city.
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Chapter 8

“Well, that was the worst outcome possible,” Sivaha sighed as she flopped down on the couch of the drab waiting room that the valkyries had given us.

“It’s fine,” I said, as I moved to the door of the room and leaned against the wood so I could listen for footsteps. The Valkyrie guards who had taken us here were walking away, and I found it a bit odd that they trusted me not to leave the room. Then again, I was with Madalena, Lux, and Calisto. They might have figured that three of their order wouldn’t let me sneak out, grab Aasne, and get the fuck off the planet.

“Husband,” Sivaha sighed. “I find myself fluctuating between having faith that you will overcome any obstacle in your path and the realization that you are fighting The Six. This isn’t just a group of old women. They are the trainers of the most elite of the Nordar warriors.”

“And I need to save the fucking galaxy,” I said with a shrug. “I’m more worried about accidentally killing them.”

“You should not worry,” Madalena said. “Fight them to the death.”

“But if they are dead, I can’t negotiate Aasne from them.”

“Only one of them will need to live,” Madalena said. “It will be too difficult for you to try to take them alive. They will not have the same consideration for you.”

“That might not be true,” Calisto said, and we all turned to her.

“Why not?” I asked.

“They know killing you will kill the Prime Valkyrie and Queen Sivaha. Killing the Prime Valkyrie might also kill Lux and me.”

“Hmmm,” Madalena said as the considered Calisto’s words.

“They will not care,” Lux said with her usual indifferent shrug. “A man has threatened them. It does not matter that he is a king or that the most important member of our order is submitted to him. They need to make a point. These women care more about their laws and traditions than they care about the threat to our galaxy.”

“I’m surprised you would speak that way of our order,” Madalena said.

“They had a king and the Prime Valkyrie make a request, they should have told Aasne Idonan that she would not be accepted into their test. Then the matter would have been resolved. Instead, they clung to their pride, like Toriton.” Lux actually looked a bit angry, and I was surprised since the pig-tailed woman’s face was normally more emotionless than Madalena’s.

“What are the rules?” I asked.

“You will fight each one in turn,” Madalena said.

“Right after the other?” I asked.

“If you wish, yes,” Madalena said.

“They will choose the weapon,” Calisto said. “I doubt anyone will choose a firearm, but Gonful might.”

Both Lux and Madalena nodded at Calisto’s words, but then a plan came into my head.

“Can they change their minds after they have picked a weapon?” I asked.

“No…” Madalena said, but then her eyes narrowed in confusion when she sensed my excited emotions.

“Will my weapon choice impact their decision?” I asked.

“You will be given the weapon that they pick,” Madalena said.

“What if I tell them upfront that I will fight them without weapons?” I asked.

“They already think you are a fool,” Sivaha laughed. “Let’s not prove them--” her words caught in her throat, and then her beautiful mouth spread into a smile. “Oh, husband, you are crafty.”

“Hmm,” Madalena mused. “What is your intention?”

“I’m pretty sure I’m going to need to shift to fight them,” I said. “As soon as I shift, the clock is ticking. I’ll only have a half hour or so to get through all of them. If they see me shift during the first challenge, then the other five women might choose ranged weapons. I’ll still be fast, but it will mitigate my superior strength. I want them to commit to their weapon selections before I pull the Ace out of my sleeve.

“That is crafty,” Calisto said.

“They might fall for it.” Lux shrugged. “If it were me, I would just pick a rifle and be done with the task quickly. They have something to prove though, so you might be able to entice them.”

“It is too risky,” Madalena said. “I agree that you need to mitigate their weapon selection, but these women are pragmatic. At least one of them will pick a firearm even if you are unarmed.”

“Alright,” I said as I rolled a new plan around my head. “Can I ask them what weapons they will choose and then pick the order in which I battle them?”

The three Valkyries looked at each other for a few moments, but then they turned back to me with half smiles on their faces.

“That might work,” Madalena said.

“I’ll fight the ones that pick firearms first and only shift if I need to.”

“I will beg the boon from them when they arrive,” Madalena said. “They will probably honor it since they will think that it is my last living wish.”

“They don’t know our husband,” Sivaha said. “But they will soon learn that you do not disobey the tiger.”

I was still leaning against the door, and I heard footsteps approach. I gestured to the women and then stepped away from the door a moment before a pair of armored Valkyrie guards entered.

“Come with us, my lord,” one of the women said, and I nodded before walking out into the hallway.

Sivaha, Madalena, Calisto, and Lux followed, but none of us talked as we passed through the endless hallway system that connected the longhouses. There were windows to see out of, and we hadn’t passed a single person in the halls when they first escorted us into the walls of the city. I guessed that there must have been an alert to keep everyone away from the area where I was being kept, and I wondered if the challenge battles would be conducted in private.

“Through here, my lord,” one of the Valkyrie guards said as she gestured to an open set of double doors. I nodded to her, and we walked past her and into a long meeting hall.

The walls were made of clean cut white limestone, and the ceiling had dark wood joists with hanging bronze chandeliers. At the far side of the room, a set of six large metal chairs sat on a raised dais, and women in Valkyrie armor sat upon each of them. There was no one else in the room beside The Six, and Skuld raised her hand from her armrest to beckon me forward.

“I am Skuld,” stated the woman I had already met. “I am the past, the present, and the future.”

“I am Skogul,” said the woman who sat to the right of Skuld. “The tall and the strong.” She was tall, with long blonde hair that fell to her waist and eyes that were as sharp as knives.

“I am Gunnr,” said the next women. “The battle and the blade.” She was a redhead, with scars along her cheeks and neck.

“I am Hildr,” said the next women. “The war and the death.” She had black hair styled in pigtails like Lux.

“I am Gondul,” said the next woman. “The wielder.” The woman looked to be the oldest of the group, but her eyes were bright and stared at me with obvious anger.

“I am Geirskogul,” said the last woman. “The spear.” She had long brown hair braided over her shoulder, and she was the only woman holding a weapon in her hands. It was a long spear, and she pushed the butt against the stone floor as she rose from her chair. “We bow before you, King of Vaish.”

After she finished speaking, the other five women stood and tilted their heads forward as a sign of respect. The gesture caught me a bit off guard, but I mirrored their movement until they raised their heads.

“Thank you for your respect,” I said. “I do not wish to challenge The Six, but my quest puts us at odds.”

“We understand,” said Geirskogul, “the valkyries were created by Odin to humble men, but serve those who were worthy. In short order, we will find out which you are.”

“May I speak?” Madalena asked, and the other women turned to her.

“Of course, Prime Valkyrie,” Skuld said.

“Which weapons will you each choose to battle my husband?” she asked.

The other women seemed puzzled by her question, and they glanced at each other before turning back to the Prime Valkyrie.

“I will use the bow,” said Skuld.

“The longsword,” said Skogul.

“An axe,” said Gunnr.

“A rifle,” said Hildr.

“A pair of revolvers,” Gondul said as she gestured to the weapons at my belt.

“My choice is obvious,” Geirskogul said with a dry laugh, and I assessed her spear again. It was about two meters in length, with a leaf shaped blade that looked like it was sharp enough to shave with.

“I will challenge Hildr,” I said. “Then Gondul, followed by Skuld, Geirskogul, Gunnr, and Skogul last.

The Six were good at keeping their faces calm, but I could see a bit of surprise in the eyes of Gunnr and Gondul.

“Very well,” Hildr said as she shook her head slightly. “We will engage in the colosseum. The guards will take you there while we prepare weapons for you.”

“There will be no weapons to prepare after Hildr,” Gondul scoffed.

“You said revolvers?” I asked the older woman.

“Yes,” she said after she breathed in through her teeth. “You will not live to battle me, but if you do, then I will allow you to use your own weapons.”

“What about our armor,” I said. “Will we use our aegis?”

“No,” Skuld said, and the other women nodded. “We fight without the aid of Odin’s magic.”

“Excellent,” I said, and then I turned to the exit of the room and gestured for Madalena, Sivaha, Lux, and Calisto to follow me.

The guards met us in the hallway, but the door to the meeting hall had been open, so they knew that they were taking me to the colosseum.  We followed them as they began to walk down the long corridor.

“I might not have time to talk between the matches,” I whispered to my entourage. “What do I need to know about each of these women I am fighting?”

“Hildr will choose a pulse rifle,” Madalena said as we slowed our steps so that our escorts were a bit farther ahead. “Only one magazine of ammunition. She can hit a centimeter wide target at two hundred meters.”

“Well, that’s bad news,” I said.

“She was my mentor,” Lux said. “She will try to keep you at a distance. The colosseum might be set up with zones for cover. Since you both will only have limited shots, you should work on pressing your attack quickly so that she does not have a chance to dig in and set your position.”

“So charge ahead?” I asked as I smirked at Lux.

“It is not very good advice,” the dark-haired woman said with a shrug, “but it is the best advice I have.”

“Next is Gondul,” I said. “She seems pretty fucking pissed at me.”

“Yes, she is angry,” Madalena agreed. “She picked the revolvers since you already wear a pair. She means to humble you with your own weapon. She is prideful, but cunning.”

“Is she a good shot?” I asked.

“Yes,” the three Valkyries said in unison.

“So how do I beat her?” I asked.

“She will not pick revolvers like yours,” Madalena said. “You should take the opposite strategy from Hildr, try to move away from her, gain cover, and then use the stronger bullets to punch through the area where she is behind cover.”

“It will be hard not to kill her if I’m putting these big ass bullets through the wall where she is hiding,” I said.

“Do not pull your punches,” Madalena said. “They did not have to fight you.”

“Yeah, you said that before,” I replied.

“Show them no mercy,” Lux said. “They will show you none.”

“Got it,” I said as I wondered why I wasn’t feeling a bit more nervous. My heart should have been slamming six ways to Sunday in my chest. It wasn’t like I was going to a dance club. These six women were part of the most powerful order of the most elite warriors in the human systems, and I had to fight six of them in a row.

All so I could save the lives of countless people.

“Skuld?” I asked. “I don’t really know how to shoot a bow, so she might be the hardest.”

“You might need to shift,” Sivaha said, and the other women nodded.

“Bows have an optimal range of fewer than twenty meters,” Madalena said. “Skuld picked the weapon because she guessed that you were unskilled with it. She will stand behind partial cover, and then calmly shoot at you. Stay as mobile as you can until she uses most of her arrows. Then she will attempt to get in closer.”

“Got it,” I replied. “Geirskogul?”

“She was born with a spear in her hand,” Calisto sighed.

“If you somehow make it through the first three without shifting, you will need to shift with her,” Lux said. “Out of tens of thousands of Valkyries, only three have ever matched her with the spear.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Skuld, Nikki, and the Prime Valkyrie,” Lux said.

“I thought Nikki quit--”

“After she became Valkyrie, she decided to marry,” Madalena interrupted me.

“You can heal quickly when you are in your other form?” Calisto whispered.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Let her get the best of you early in the fight,” the strawberry-blonde woman said with a surprising amount of anger tugging at her voice. “Then you can use your healing to recover and beat her when her confidence changes to overconfidence.”

“Hmmm,” Lux said. “I suppose that is a sound strategy if Adam can heal before the next match.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I don’t like the idea of taking a beating intentionally, but I need to win. What about Gunnr?”

“She was Skyad,” Sivaha said. “I guess that she will charge at you with her axe and scream loudly until one of you is dead.”

The other three women turned to my wife, and Sivaha smirked.

“I know you were making a jest, but that is actually quite accurate,” Madalena said.

“Of course it is accurate!” Sivaha laughed. “I know my own. We charge ahead to kill all that stand in our way.”

“So, how do I beat her?” I asked.

“Keep your distance,” Madalena said. “You are quick in your shifted form. Stay out of range. Her instincts will put her at odds with her aging body, and she will tire.”

“She looked in pretty good shape,” I said. “They all did.”

“She will be strong at the start of the match,” Lux said. “Be defensive and wait for an opportunity to counterattack.”

“Yes,” Sivaha said. “However, don’t take the first opportunity. Everyone thinks my people are berserkers, and we are, but we realize that is what the other clans think of us, and we often make feints to trap our opponents. Husband, ensure she is really tired before you press your attack.”

“Got it,” I said. “Last is Skogul.”

“The longsword is an effective weapon at all distances,” Madalena said. “It is weakest up close in grappling range.”

“Try to lock up her guard with your sword,” Calisto said, “then get in close and wrestle her to the ground.”

“How many hours have you spent with the longsword?” Lux asked me. “I have never seen you in the training room with one.”

“I’ve spent about two minutes with one,” I said as I recalled the dream where I killed the SAVO with the two-handed blade.

Lux frowned, and the four women were silent for a dozen footsteps.

“It will be fine,” I said, and the tiger in my soul growled with agreement. It couldn’t wait to unleash its anger on the women that stood between me and the unification of the Nordar people.

The guards reached the end of the hallway and then opened a pair of wooden double doors. The sunlight cut into the hallway, and I had to blink a few times as I stepped out into a grassy field. We were standing at what looked like the side entrance to a grand colosseum, and the stone spectator stands rose a good twenty meters high on all sides of the field. There was easily room for ten thousand people to sit, and I felt my heart leap into my chest when I saw that every seat looked to be filled with a woman wearing Valkyrie armor.

They all looked down at me with curious eyes, yet despite the thousands of observers, I couldn’t hear a single murmur from the crowd.

There wasn’t even a breeze blowing.

“This means that they will not go easy on you,” Calisto whispered.

“That’s okay,” I replied. “I don’t plan on them cutting me any slack.”

The center stage of the colosseum was about two hundred square meters. The center area of the grass was open, but two-meter tall stone columns, waist-high barriers, and shorter shooting shelves were sporadically placed fiftyish meters from the center, and then increased in placement density closer to the edges of the grass.

I’d been in countless battles, shootouts, and combat training simulations in my life, and it only took me a few moments to identify the various choke points, flanking positions, and superior spots for cover. My confidence increased as I studied the layout of the arena, but there was also a bit of nagging fear starting to develop in the back of my mind. I was experienced with this, but this was the home turf of the six women I would be fighting, and I doubted that a few minutes of study would give me any sort of advantage over them.

The only advantage I would really have was that they would underestimate me.

A chime sounded throughout the colosseum, and the six head Valkyries walked into the grassy field from the other side of the arena. Except for Gondul, they all carried a spare weapon for me, and they moved toward us in a solemn procession. The crowd of observers remained silent as the bells chimed, but then everyone in the audience stood when The Six halted two meters from me.

“A challenge has been issued against the Six!” Skuld shouted after the chimes stopped ringing. “A Valkyrie submits to no man besides the All Father, so the request must be met with blood and battle.”

The gathered women let out a sound that sounded like “Hoh,” which resonated through the air like rolling thunder.

“This is no mere man, though,” Skuld continued. “This is King of the Vaish and husband of our beloved Prime Valkyrie. This is a dark day for our order, and those of you in the stands are about to watch the end of a clan.”

“Over dramatic cunt,” Sivaha hissed under her breath, and despite the slight bit of apprehension I was starting to feel, my lips curled into a smile.

“Hildr, the war and the death will be first to accept Vaish’s challenge,” Skuld said, and the woman with pigtails stepped forward.

The crowd let out another thunderous grunt, but then the colosseum was silent again.

I unbuckled my gun belt, handed my rig to Lux, and then I stepped forward to face the black-haired Valkyrie.

Hildr had two pulse rifles slung over her shoulder and she gestured for me to choose one of them. They both looked identical, but I picked the one in her left hand and then gave it a quick inspection after she handed it to me.

“King Vaish, please take your position at the circle closest to us.” Skuld pointed toward the center of the arena field, and I saw two small clusters of rocks spaced about ten meters from each other.

“Wait,” Madalena said, and I turned toward her as she wrapped her hands around my neck. Her lips devoured mine urgently, and I returned her passion eagerly. I was lost in her for a few wonderful moments, but then her lips pulled away from mine so that she could whisper in my ear. “I love you, and I believe in you.”

“Thanks,” I whispered back as a shiver of pleasure descended my spine. We stared into each other’s eyes for a few moments, and then the Prime Valkyrie let me go so that Sivaha could press herself into my arms.

The silver-haired woman kissed me with the same amount of passion as Madalena had, but her nails dug into my back with an urgency. She bit my lip when we finished kissing and then she ran her tongue across my cheek before nipping my earlobe. “Gut these bitches, husband. All who stand in your way must pay the price.”

I nodded at her as she pushed away from me and then I gave Lux and Calisto a smile and nod when they saluted.

Then I turned and walked beside Hildr to the circles of stone.

“Face each other!” Skuld’s voice boomed across the colosseum, and I turned to face the woman that I would soon fight. The rifle felt light in my hands, and my thumb flicked the safety off.

Hildr bowed, and I returned her movement as the audience grunted.

“Face away from each other!” Skuld shouted, and I turned away from my opponent so that I faced the wall of the arena.

All I could hear was the sound of my heart slamming blood into my ears. All I could feel was the weight of the rifle in my hand. All I could see was the distant wall that surrounded the killing ground.

All I could remember was the feeling of Sivaha’s nails digging into my back, Madalena’s lips pressed against mine, Eve’s fingers as she traced my face and Zea’s laughter in my ear.

“Begin at the chime!” Skuld shouted.

I waited.

Then the chime sang.


[image: ]





Chapter 9

A split-second after the chime rang out I dove hard to my left as I swung my pulse rifle around under me. Hildr was sprinting toward me from my nine o’clock direction, but she also had her rifle raised, and a stream of blue fire left the nozzle of her weapon as I squeezed my trigger.

Her shots missed my shoulder by what I guessed was a few centimeters, but I got luckier, and one of my energy bullets nicked her leg as she ran away from me. She stumbled a bit, but she never stopped firing her weapon, and I had to roll on the ground to my right to avoid getting cut in half by another firehose spray from her weapon.

I only had one magazine of ammo, so I released the trigger as I rolled to keep from wasting ammo. The valkyrie didn’t seem to care about her own ammo, and her stream of plasma almost clipped me an instant before I managed to roll behind a waist high stone barrier.

I’d scored the first hit, but I was in a bit of trouble since I had taken cover first and I didn’t know her exact position. She could keep me pinned down while she moved if I didn’t act fast, so I held my rifle up over the edge and squeezed a few bursts out in the direction where she last shot at me from.

Then I threw myself to my feet and sprinted toward the next closest pillar of cover.

I knew I was going to miss her with my shots, but that wasn’t the point. I just needed to buy myself half a moment’s time, and my plan worked. She had leaned back behind her own pillar when I fired and I was able to get another burst off right at the edge of where she stood as I ran.

Hildr took another shot at me before I could make it to my cover, but I was moving faster than she expected, and I slid to safety before she could make another shot with the correct lead.

Then I slid behind my new hiding spot, set my back against the wall, and took a deep breath.

Silence descended on the colosseum.

Hildr knew where I was. I knew where she was. I also knew she was injured, but it was a leg wound that I didn’t think had done much to stop her.

I looked down at the top of my rifle below the sight and saw the number “33” displayed in digital lights. I’ve shot seventeen times and guessed that she had shot about twice as much. I doubted that she had more than twenty shots left in her magazine, so I guessed that she would be a little more frugal moving forward.

I leaned out the left side of my cover, then leaned back and twisted around the other side quickly. I hadn’t switched the grip on my rifle, so I couldn’t really get a shot, but I just wanted to double check her location and see how fast her reactions were.

Hildr took the bait for my first feint, but she also shot at my second position much faster than I would have ever imagined, and I had to throw myself back behind the column as her bullet burnt the hair on the side of my temple.

If I had been half an instant slower, she would have melted a hole through my skull.

A second pulse round hit the stone of the column where I hid, and I punched my hand out the other side before yanking it back behind cover. She took the bait, but I could feel the heat of the pulse bullet as is darted past my retreating fist.

Fucking shit, she was a crazy good shot.

But she was also running out of ammo.

I counted to three and then darted the corner of my head out from behind the right corner again as I fired at her location. She was actually leaning out from the side of her column pointing at my location, but it seemed like she was sighting on the other side of my column. It gave me a tenth of a second head start to aim on her, and my shot left my rifle just as she was twisting her barrel over a few centimeters to aim at me.

I’d always been a good shot, and my skill held true with the unfamiliar weapon. The blue energy bullet scraped the side of her left hip, and I heard her hiss from across the clearing the same time as her bullet smacked into the rock next to my face and bounced past my nose.

I almost ducked back behind the column for cover, but that would have been a mistake since my opponent had twisted away for cover. I took the opportunity to sprint right toward another cluster of columns that was a bit closer to her position.

I kept my rifle aimed at her position as I ran to my new destination, and she tried to poke her shoulder out so that she could shoot at me. I opened up with my weapon and peppered her column with a spray of blue rain. Hildr fell back away from me, and the tiger screamed for blood in my mind.

Then I got a crazy idea and decided to go with it.

I pivoted on the grass like a professional ballplayer and sprinted toward Hildr instead of toward the columns where I had wanted to go a few moments before.

Blood rushed through my body, and my breath flooded through my lungs like a turbine. The tactic to beat Hildr was to close the distance, but this was incredibly risky. She’d either think I was still heading toward the columns behind me and aim in that direction, or she’d realize I was bull rushing her column like an idiot, and blow a hole through my chest without much hassle.

It would all depend on how quickly I could get to her, so I pushed my legs to hammer into the soft grass harder.

I almost screamed with relief when I made it to Hildr’s column without her shooting me, but then I realized that I had another problem: I didn’t know which side of the column she was facing, and I might round the corner only to get a face full of pulse bullets.

I coiled my legs beneath me and sprang toward the two meter tall cap of the stone pillar. I wasn’t as strong as I was in my shifted tiger-man form, but I still possessed superhuman strength, and my running jump carried my hips up to the top edge of the column. My momentum was impressive, so all I needed to do was put my left hand on the top of the stone, push, swing my legs up, and I’d flip over the thing like a gymnast vault.

As I did that, I chucked the rifle I held in my right hand down into Hildr’s surprised face.

I didn’t get to see my weapon hit her in the face since I was flipping over the column, but I did hear it connect with a painful sounding thud. I spun through the air once, somehow landed on my feet, rolled, and then kicked off one of the waist high stone blocks so that I could fall on her.

But then I saw Hildr unconscious on the ground with blood flowing out of her skull, and I realized that I’d won.

I lowered my hand to my side and then kneeled on her rifle just in case she was playing possum, but it only took me a moment of inspection to realize that my rifle’s butt had punched her right in the center of her forehead and broken her skull. Yeah, she was unconscious, but she’d be dead in a few minutes if she didn’t get medical attention.

“She needs help!” I shouted and waved my arms at the crowd. I was a bit turned around in the arena, so it took me a second to find where Madalena, Sivaha, Lux, Calisto, and the other five members of the valkyrie leadership were standing.

A group of white robed women ran from the seating area with medical packs and a stretcher, and I moved out of their way so they could begin treatment of Hildr’s injuries. In a few moments, they had loaded her onto the stretcher, injected some sort of drug into her neck, and then wrapped her skull in a bandage. The women in white nodded a quick thanks to me, and then they lifted up the valkyrie and carried her out of the grassy center of the arena in less than fifteen seconds, and the whole time the rest of the valkyrie leadership hadn’t even bothered to leave their seating areas.

I grabbed the two rifles on the ground in each of my hands, walked across the battleground to where the other five of The Six sat beside my wives, and then tossed the two rifles at their feet.

“One down, five more to go.”

“Ha!” Sivaha cackled, and the older valkyrie leadership turned toward her with disapproving looks.

“Gondul,” I said, and the eldest looking of The Six turned to me. “Are you ready?”

“I have been ready all my life, King,” she spat as she stood and rested her hands on her twin revolvers. They were silver in finish, with pearl handles that were etched with the same stylized bold wings that I saw on the valkyrie guards’ armor.

Lux stood and then surprised me a bit by buckling my gun belt around my hips for me. As soon as she finished, she saluted me and then returned to her seat next to Sivaha.

Gondul was already walking toward the field, but I gave Madalena and Sivaha a quick embrace before I followed the other woman into the colosseum.

I was a bit less nervous this round because I carried a pair of weapons that I was somewhat comfortable with. Granted, I had only shot these new revolvers once, but they felt more comfortable in my hands than my previous massive revolver, and they were gifts from two women who loved me. The bullets that left their barrels would fly true to my aim, so all I had to worry about was Gondul being a faster shot than me.

And very few were.

“Face each other!” Skuld shouted, and we followed her directions.

I bowed to the pistol wearing valkyrie, but she didn’t even tilt her head. Instead, the left side of her lip curled up into a snarl of contempt, and her hands moved down to touch her weapons. I expected a grunt from the crowded audience, but a wave of surprised murmurs filled the arena, and I guessed that Gondul’s lack of respect had surprised the audience.

“Face away from each other!” Skuld shouted, and I turned away as my hands rested on the twin grips of my revolvers. They felt as comfortable in my grip as Sivaha and Madalena did in my arms, and a warm feeling of peace filled my chest.

“Begin at the chime!” Skuld shouted, but her voice sounded as if it was kilometers away.

But the chime rang, and its sound filled my mind as I spun with both of my revolvers out.

Gondul was a bit slower than me, and my two massive hand cannons barked thunder at the same time. My shots should have turned her chest into vapor, but the older woman was surprisingly spry, and she was in the process of throwing herself backwards when I fired, and my bullets must have missed her chest by half a centimeter.

She fired her revolvers as she threw herself back, and I felt both of the shots cut past each of my ears like angry wasps. The woman had been arrogant enough to attempt a headshot while she dodged both my shots, and I didn’t know whether to think she was an idiot for gambling on such a risky shot, or to respect her for almost taking my head off.

I was still standing though, and she was rolling backward across the grass as she tried to adjust her aim, her legs hooked up through the air to complete her roll, and her shoulders flexed backward so that her torso would whip her back on her feet. It was the movement of a ballerina dancer, and I’m sure it would have worked perfectly.

But then the crowd gasped as a bullet from the golden gun in my left hand tore her right leg off at the hip.

Blood sprayed across the grass as Gondul completed her movement, but she only had one leg to stand on, so she threw herself sideways and landed behind one of the waist high stone barriers before I could get another shot off at her.

I expected the battle to be over, but she surprised me by punching her revolvers over the top of her cover and shooting at me. I was already twisting to my side, so the bullets missed, but her aim had been incredible, and I would have been dead if I was just a half a hair slower.

“You’ll bleed out!” I shouted as I ducked behind a stone pillar. “Just surrender! You’ve lost!”

“No!” she growled, and then one of her bullets grazed past the stone right where my head was.

“Fucking idiot,” I sighed as I ducked down to my left and aimed the revolver Madalena had given me at the waist high barrier. The stone there was thick, maybe a meter or so, but my single shot cracked the rock like it was an ice cube, and I heard the woman gasp with pained surprise.

I had no idea if I’d hit her, but I had eight shots left in my revolvers, and I figured it would only take another four to chew apart the stone. I fired both revolvers again, and two fist-sized holes appeared on the rock and cracked the stone between the earlier shot.

I guessed that Gondul was laying down, so I made one more shot placed a bit lower on the stone. This crumpled half of the rock away like it was made out of sand, and my next bullet turned the rest of the barrier into gravel

Then I saw what was left of Gondul, and I relaxed my grip on my weapons.

My penultimate shot had hit her at the shoulder and separated the top half of her torso from her lower rib cage. The valkyrie had probably died instantly, and I shook my head as I sheathed my revolvers.

“I’m sorry, Gondul, but you should have surrendered.” I knew she wouldn’t hear my words, but even though I hadn’t liked the woman, I still wished her well in the afterlife and hoped she had a place by Odin or Freyja’s side.

The women in the white clothes ran out onto the field as soon as I put away my revolvers, and I walked back toward the remaining four of The Six with my eyes narrowed.

“Two down, four more,” I said as I looked at Skuld.

“I will admit that I am impressed,” the blonde woman sighed as she stood. “You did an honorable thing when you asked for her to surrender.”

“I don’t want any of you to die,” I said as I looked at the remaining four women, “but I will not be thwarted.”

“And we will not bow before someone who is not our better,” Geirskogul said as she shook her head. “We are valkyrie.”

“Can’t you be valkyries and not be idiots?” Sivaha asked from her seat at the end of the row. “My husband has easily taken out two of you, and he will continue to do so. He has not even broken a sweat. Know when you are beaten before the war starts.”

“You would not understand, Queen Vaish,” Skuld said, and then she gestured to my gun belt.

“Oh, right,” I said as I reached down, but Lux had already wrapped her arms around my waist, and unbuckled the belt before I could.

“Your arrows,” Skuld said as she handed me another belt with twenty arrows in a quiver.

“Thanks.” I moved to reach for it, but then Madalena touched my arm and grabbed it instead.

“What are you doing, Prime Valkyrie?” Gunnr growled.

“Giving my husband half a moment’s worth of instruction,” Madalena said as she wrapped her left hand around the arrows and tossed the quiver to the side. “Give him the longbow.”

“So be it,” Skuld said as she handed me a wooden recurve bow.

“Test the pull,” Madalena instructed me, and I held the grip in my left hand and pulled back on the string with my right. I had never shot a bow before, but the pull was pretty easy.

“It is fine,” Madalena said, and then she gestured for me to follow her out into the field.

“You cannot--” Skuld began, but Madalena interrupted her.

“You have picked a weapon my husband has never handled before, so I will teach him, Skuld. Take your position.”

The blonde woman didn’t reply, and I followed my wife out to the circle of stones on the arena floor.

“Hold your hand around the bow and arrows like this,” Madalena instructed as she took the bow from me, clutched it inside of her left palm, and then squeezed it. She also held the cluster of twenty arrows with the feathers up at a slight angle toward the sky.

“That makes sense,” I said. “Then I can grab the arrows easily and then just drop them on the string.” Every movie I’d ever seen always had the archer using a quiver on their back, but Madalena just brought her right hand to one of the arrows, pulled it out of her grip, and then set it against the string with an unbelievably smooth movement that took less than half a second.

“See how my left hand pinches the arrows?” she asked, and I nodded as I looked at her hand. “This will let you pull the arrows free easier. As soon as I get one free, I roll my palm slightly to ready the next one.”

“Got it,” I said, even though my heart sank a bit. It was obvious that my wife had spent thousands of hours with the weapon in her hand, and I’d just seen movies.

This was going to be a difficult battle.

“Pluck the arrow from your grip with your fingers hooked like this,” Madalena said as she repeated the motion again. “That will allow you to set it against the string in one movement. If you pull it with the arrows in your hand like so, then it will automatically position the nock of the arrow correctly against the string.”

“I think I got it,” I said. “Is this what you learned in Valkyrie School?” I asked.

“No,” Madalena said. “I learned this when I was six years old.”

“Well, shit,” I chuckled.

“Yes,” the Prime Valkyrie agreed. “Remember our strategy. She will try to keep you within twenty or thirty meters. She is still deadly accurate at greater ranges, but you won’t be able to dodge at closer ranges. Take the bow.”

Madalena passed me the weapon, and I held it in my left palm just like she had. Then she handed me the cluster of arrows and I manipulated my fingers so that I was holding it as she did. My hands were much larger than Madalena’s so it was actually pretty easy for me to hold it, and I practiced the rolling technique with my fingers a few times to familiarize myself with it.

“Pull an arrow and nock it,” she ordered, and so I did. My movement wasn’t nearly as fluid as her’s was, but following her technique made it much easier than I had expected.

“Good, now make sure that you keep the arrows grasped in your hand at that angle,” she said as she made a motion with her hand where the arrow sat against the shelf of the handle. “Otherwise your arrows will get in the way of your shot.”

“Yeah, no shit,” I said as I winked at her.

“It is an unfamiliar weapon,” she sighed. “I do not want you to get caught up with mistakes.”

“No, sorry,” I said as I lowered the bow. “You are doing fine. Thank you for showing me. I’m making light of my situation. This is a bunch of bullshit. I might as well shift and fucking charge her.”

“If you do, make sure she is almost out of arrows,” Madalena cautioned. “She can put an arrow through your skull just as easily as through your chest.”

“Prime Valkyrie!” I heard Skuld call out. “Is your husband ready? He was the one who challenged us.”

“Yes,” Madalena replied, and then she put both her hands on my cheeks and gave me another passionate kiss.

“I’ll be fine,” I reassured her, but the beautiful woman’s concern flowed from her like an avalanche, and I knew she was beyond worried.

“Face each other!” Geirskogul shouted as Madalena jogged away from my side, and I turned to Skuld. We each bowed low to each other, and then the blonde woman gave me another nod.

“Face away!” Geirskogul shouted, and I turned away from Skuld and turned my eyes down to my bow.

The arrow was still set against the string, but I could see that my hands were shaking. I willed it to stop, but my hands just seemed to vibrate faster, and the tiger in my soul growled with a hostile rage.

I didn’t want to shift now, since it would add a ticking clock to the rest of the challenges, but nothing would matter if I died this round.

“Begin at the chime!” Geirskogul’s words actually calmed my hands, and I felt time began to crawl to a standstill.

Then the chime rang out for the third time.
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Chapter 10

I knew better than to turn and shoot at Skuld. I only had a rough idea of how to aim the bow, and my opponent had once been the Prime Valkyrie. Madalena had started training with the weapon when she was six, and I guessed that Skuld was the same. She probably had forty or more years with the weapon, and there was no way I could win by exchanging shots with her like I had done with Gondul.

So I fucking ran.

The closest place for cover was the waist high rock to my left that I had used when I fought Hildr. But it would be difficult to shoot my bow back at Skuld when I was crouching on the ground. So, instead, I picked a vertical column to my right that also had a foot barrier coming out of the bottom. It would be a great place for cover since I’d have a side protected, and my lower body if I pulled out to take a shot.

Unfortunately, it was a good thirty meters away.

I heard her bowstring snap and threw myself down. I felt an arrow scrape across my back as I rolled on my shoulder and I popped up on my feet at exactly the same time as her string sang again.

This arrow hit me in the left calf as I juked right, and I let out a growl as my leg threatened to buckle. If I had been a normal man, I might have fallen, but I was used to pain, and I managed to keep sprinting toward the pillar.

Her bow string snapped again, and pain tore through my back, chest, and the lung in between.

Then I was safe behind the column for the moment.

I looked down at my chest and saw the arrow sticking out of my ribs. Blood filled my mouth, and my vision spun like I was drunk. I let go of the arrow I had pinched in my right hand, grabbed the arrow in my chest, and then yanked it through my body with a hiss of angry breath. The tiger in my soul screamed as I yanked it out, but I resisted the urge to shift, and I took the blood covered arrow and pushed it into my left hand where I held my other nineteen arrows.

There was a hole in my calf, but I didn’t see an arrow anywhere, so I guessed it had passed through my leg and buried itself in the grass. I was already starting to heal from that wound, but it would take a minute or so to recover, and maybe a bit longer for my lung to regrow.

But at least she only had seventeen arrows now.

I pulled back on my nocked arrow slightly and fought against the agony in my chest. It was going to hurt even worse to bend the bow back all the way, but the pain wouldn’t cause me to faint, so I just gritted my teeth, turned around the corner of the pillar, and checked for Skuld’s position.

The woman who had once been the Prime Valkyrie was following the exact strategy which Madalena had expected. She was standing behind a waist high stone barrier so that her lower half was protected and calmly aiming at me with her bow. The string cracked again as I glimpsed her location, but I ducked back in time to avoid taking an arrow to the face.

Sixteen left.

I swung out of the side of the pillar again, but this time I had my arrow pulled back against the string. Unfortunately, Skuld had taken the half a second to nock another arrow, and she let hers loose before I could even aim. The arrow slammed right into my abdomen, tore through my stomach, and then exited out my back right beside my spine.

I didn’t even register my pain. I just let go of my own arrow and prayed that it would hit her.

My missile almost did. I was just a bit to the right, and it was probably a few centimeters outside of her shoulder. We were about ten meters apart, so it wasn’t a bad shot for my first time using a bow, but I had needed a hit. Now I was dealing with three injuries that were really going to mess me up if I didn’t end the fight soon, or buy myself more time to heal.

I threw myself behind the pillar before Skuld could put another arrow in me and then gasped when an arrow seemed to curve around the pillar and brush past my cheek. I figured that she was probably moving to the side so she could aim at me from a new angle, and I decided that the best thing to do was to buy myself more distance.

She had fourteen arrows left.

I picked another vertical column about ten meters away from Skuld’s location and pushed myself to sprint. My calf screamed with the effort, my lung seized with agony, and my stomach pumped what felt like a gallon of blood out onto the grass as I ran. I heard Skuld’s bow thump behind me, and I ducked down low as I ran. I got lucky, and the arrow flew over my head.

Then I heard another thump, and I dove toward the new pillar.

I didn’t feel this arrow hit me but I heard the sound of it smacking into something soft. I rolled to my right like a barrel of rum, tried to keep from crushing my bow, and then forced myself to my feet with a groan. The arrow she had just shot was in the grass next to me, and I moved my hand out to yank it free, but then pulled back at the last second. There was another thump, and a blur of feathers separated the air where my arm had been a half moment ago.

I made another quick attempt to grab the arrow and yanked it free from the ground as another one of her arrows scrapped along my arm. I added it to my collection in my left hand and then forced the pain into the back of my mind as I debated what to do next.

I had twenty-two arrows, and she had ten, but I still didn’t feel like I had any leverage in the fight. My calf was starting to knit back together, and my chest was starting to itch, but my stomach was still pouring blood everywhere, and exhaustion was pressing down on my shoulders.

I just couldn’t fight against Skuld toe to toe or at a distance. I knew that the plan was to run away from her and hope she ran out of arrows, but I’d taken three hits in exchanged for my single missed shot, and I guessed that she would focus on making her next ten arrows count.

The bow and twenty-two arrows in my hands might as well have been a rock. Hell, with my superior strength, I probably could have thrown a rock at her with better accuracy and more killing power than the arrows.

I was desperate, so I actually looked at the ground at my feet to see if there was a rock I could pitch at her.

Then I saw a flat-looking chest-sized rock, and a new plan hit me in the face.

I crouched down and studied the rock closer. It was a chunk of limestone that didn’t seem to be buried in the ground. I guessed it must have weighed a hundred kilograms, give or take twenty, and it was about ten centimeters thick. My plan was all kinds of stupid, but it wasn’t as stupid as trying to duel a warrior woman who had spent forty years training with a bow and arrow when I had only spent half a minute. So, I set down my bow and broke the cluster of arrows in my left hand in half.

I kept the pointed arrow side of two arrows, pushed them into my back pocket, and then moved to grab the flat hunk of stone. It was actually a bit heavier than I thought, but I still managed to yank it out of the ground and set it on my knees as the blood leaked from my stomach.

There was a thump to my left, and I pivoted on the balls of my feet with the rock clutched to my chest. Skuld’s arrow punched against the rock like a kick from a horse, and I actually staggered back as I tried to gain my footing.

“Fuuuukkkkkk!” I screamed as I kicked my right heel into the grass and launched myself up to standing. I couldn’t quite see where she was, but I guessed from the sound of her bowstring, and I knew there weren’t any pillars or other blocks of stone in our path.

So I charged toward her with the big fucking rock as a makeshift shield.

Her bow thumped, and another arrow kicked against the rock I held over my face and torso. My left hand cradled the bottom of the stone while my right hand held the side, so she didn’t have much of a target there, but she could go after my legs, so I guessed she would try that next.

I kind of hunched over as I put one foot in front of the other, and my movement caught an arrow that I knew she had intended for my knee. I still couldn’t see her, but her rapid bow shots were giving me a good idea of her location.

And I knew she only had seven arrows left now.

I saw movement out of the corner of my eye, and I spun myself around to catch another arrow she had tried to get by running to my flank. Skuld’s weapon let out another quick thump, and I felt my right thigh scream.

Then I pushed the pain down into my stomach with the beast that lived there and forced my battered body to run closer to her.

Two more arrows kicked against my rock. They both felt close to my right hand, and I guessed she was trying to take my fingers off so I couldn’t hold on anymore.

Four left.

Her bow sang again, and I almost tripped over myself mid-stride. She put an arrow through my right foot and pinned me to the ground, but I just kicked my leg forward, snapped it free of the ground, and then continued moving toward her.

Skuld darted to my side again, and I almost missed blocking her with my rock. The arrow bounced off the side of my makeshift shield, cut open the side of my left shoulder, and then continued on its path.

Two left.

I heard her footsteps across the grass and guessed at her intentions a half moment before she shoulder checked my shield. I had just enough time to brace myself, but her hit still knocked me back a bit. I was top heavy with the boulder I carried, and the ligaments in my injured foot tore apart at each of my steps, so I couldn’t quite crouch down as I stepped back. I guessed where her next arrow would land though, and I twisted my left knee away as soon as I heard the thump of her string. I felt the shaft whistle between my legs as I gained stability, and then I figured it was time to end this battle.

So I chucked my boulder at her.

I didn’t expect to hit the valkyrie, but I did expect her to focus on avoiding the hundred kilogram rock instead of shooting her last arrow at me. I was only partially correct. She did send her last shot out, but she hadn’t expected me to toss the rock at her, so her arrow missed my heart and hit my chest where her earlier arrow had. It tore right through my body like a bullet, and I gasped with shock as numbness filled my muscles.

Skuld dodged the rock, but she didn’t dodge the flying knee I aimed at her jaw. Her head snapped back when I hit her, and then my weight bore her down to the ground like she was a tree bending against a hurricane.

She pushed against my chest, but I smacked her hands out of the way with my left arm and then drove my elbow into her face. I felt her jaw break from the impact, and then her nose crumpled when I hit her with my right fist. She surprised me by grabbing my right hand immediately after I hit her, and I felt her hips buck in an attempt to toss me off her. I was ready for the movement, and I leaned back a bit, but she seemed to have actually guessed that I would do that, and she twisted up her right knee and threaded it through my legs with unbelievable speed.

For half a moment, I worried that I was about to lose my position in the fight. I would have thought that breaking her jaw and her nose would have put the older woman out for the count, but her blue eyes were still alert, and the blood gushing from both our bodies was providing a lubricant which made it hard for me to grab onto her when she bucked beneath me.

I threw myself forward on my elbows so that I could try to knock them into her head, but she just tried to slither under me in the other direction. She couldn’t get her leg back out from under my chest, but I feared that she would, so I forced more of my weight down on her. This left my face open for half a second, and she stabbed up at my eyes with her nails. I twisted away, but she still slashed across my cheek, and I had to bury my face into my arm to protect myself. This gave Skuld even more space, and she made a quick series of bucks with her hips that allowed her to get her foot up against my chest. The woman was unbelievably talented at grappling, but I should have expected as much from someone who was once the Prime Valkyrie.

Unfortunately for her, she didn’t realize that I wasn’t human, and most of my wounds were already healed.

She pushed against my chest with her left foot, and I relaxed my position. Her kick actually threw me up to my feet, but I snagged her foot with my left hand, grabbed one of the broken arrows from my pocket with my right, and then slammed the point into her inside thigh when her leg was fully extended.

She didn’t scream, but her hiss of agony let me know that she wasn’t going to be moving that leg anytime soon.

I let go of the limb and then pulled the other arrow out of my back pocket as I circled her. She had pushed herself up on her ass, but the leg I had just shanked was spewing blood.

“You’ve lost,” I said as I took a feinting step toward her on my non injured foot. “I just stabbed your femoral. You can bleed out here, or you can surrender.”

“No,” she growled a half-second before she tried to lunge at me.

I had expected the attack, so I limped backward and her fingers missed my boot with the arrow in it.

“There is no sense in dying,” I said. “The valkyries need you. There is no way you can beat me in the next ten seconds, and then you’ll be dead.”

Skuld made another attempt to reach for me, but there was probably two pints of blood on the grass now, and her movement was lethargic.

“Come on, Skuld,” I hiss under my breath so that the other women observing couldn’t hear me. “There is no honor in dying like this. You fought well, but you lost. I don’t want you to die. I just want Aasne so I can continue with my mission.”

Her blue eyes met mine, and for half a moment, I saw her anger. This was a woman who may have never been beaten in combat, and she picked a weapon that I was unfamiliar with. Yet here I was, standing over her. Yeah, I was looking like a pincushion, but she was about to die, and I was just limping and wheezing.

“What are you?” she whispered.

“I am Odin’s avatar and blessed by Freyja,” I replied.

She stared at me for another few seconds, and then she nodded.

“I surrender,” she declared and then she tapped the grass with the palm of her right hand twice before laying on her back.

The colosseum of women warriors began to whisper to themselves as I bent down to yank the arrow out of my foot. I was still bleeding from my chest, but the wounds were itching like a group of angry ants were tunneling through my torso. The feeling was annoying, but it was much better than being dead, and it wasn’t as bad as the beast screaming in my mind for release. He wanted to kill all these women and felt frustrated that I didn’t shift earlier.

“Three down. Three left,” I said as I walked back to the base of the seats where my friends and the last three of The Six sat. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the white robed women take Skuld away on a stretcher, and even though she had tried to kill me, I hoped that they were able to save her life.

“You are injured.” Geirskogul’s eyes were hard they focused on my chest.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You have multiple arrow wounds,” she scoffed. “I am surprised you are speaking, let alone walking.”

“My husband has been sent by Odin and blessed by Freyja,” Madalena said. “You all made a mistake by forcing him to challenge you. He cannot be stopped, and you should have just given Aasne to him.”

“Your words make me believe that you have betrayed your own sisterhood, Prime Valkyrie,” Gunnr growled.

“No,” Madalena replied. “But the Nordar are servants of Odin. You fight against his will by resisting.”

“You three didn’t expect him to make it this far,” Sivaha said. “Don’t let your misguided honor lead to your deaths. He is the king of kings.”

“It is true,” Geirskogul said as she frowned. “I did not expect your husband to defeat Hildr, let along Skuld, but his wounds are near terminal, and you will not survive my spear. Then we will be done with the matter.”

“Ugh. Idiot.” Sivaha crossed her arms over her breasts and then shook her head at me.

“Give me a spear,” I said to Geirskogul, and the brunette nodded before she presented me with a weapon that matched hers. It had a leaf-shaped blade and wood shaft that was a little less than two meters long.

“To the circle,” she said, and I nodded to Madalena, Sivaha, Lux, and Calisto before turning to walk across the grass. My head was actually swimming a bit as I walked, and I had to take mouthfuls of air in to keep the darkness at the corners of my vision away. I probably needed another ten minutes to finish healing, but it really didn’t matter. I would be put back together as soon as I shifted, and I knew I probably couldn’t beat the spearwoman without changing.

There were a few women in brown robes moving through the arena. A few of them had arrows in their hands, and they bowed to both of us before retreating back to the outskirts of the grassy field.

“Face each other!” Madalena said, and I turned to see the remaining two valkyries in the seating area glare at her.

Geirskogul bowed to me, and I returned the gesture as the tiger screamed for release.

“Face away from each other!” Madalena shouted, and I turned toward the far side of the arena.

Then I let the screams of the beast fill my mind and ears as my body ripped apart.

My spine pushed itself to extend. The discs in my back popped and reformed. My muscles stretched and tore. My limbs grew longer and heavier. My teeth fell out of my mouth, and sharp fangs took their place. The shift was less painful that it normally was, but the spots where I was injured burned like fire for a few moments before the searing agony disappeared.

Strength and power filled every molecule of my being. Anger replaced what had once been pain, and I fought against the roar that threatened to bellow from my throat.

The women in the audience gasped.

Then the chime sounded.

I must have missed Madalena instruct us to begin at the chime while I was shifting, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I was now sharing my body with the tiger, and we would tear through anything that stood in our way.

I spun toward Geirskogul and saw the startled expression on her face. I figured that I’d have a few seconds of initiative while she was trying to figure out what the hell was going on, so I sprinted toward her at my full speed.

And my full speed in tiger-man form was really fucking fast.

Her spear was up already, so all she really needed to do was shift the point over to meet my charge, but I covered the distance between us in a second, and the startled expression didn’t leave her face until I had shoved the point of my weapon into her stomach.

She gasped when my spear tore through her, and the valkyrie tried to bring her own weapon against me as my speed carried me forward into her. I was too close, too fast, and too strong though, and the tip of her weapon missed my big furry head.

Then I was inside of her guard with my spear almost all the way through her body. I didn’t need the weapon anymore, so I let it go and hooked my clawed fingers over her arms. Part of me didn’t want to kill the woman, but she had entered this arena intending to kill me, Madalena, and Sivaha. The human part of me might have found forgiveness, but the tiger wouldn’t, and I yanked my arms down with enough strength to tear her bones from her sockets.

Geirskogul screamed, but the sound was over as soon as I slashed across her throat and took her head off her shoulders.

Then I turned toward the last two valkyries and walked toward them.

“Two left,” I growled. There was screaming in the stands. They were sounds of terror. No one had seen anything like me before, and I had just destroyed one of their most powerful warriors with little effort.

“By the gods,” Skogul gasped as she pulled her longsword from her belt sheath.

“He is the avatar of Odin,” Madalena said. “He is blessed by Freyja. Nothing will stop him.”

I could feel the Prime Valkyrie’s pride flow from her, and it mixed with Sivaha’s matching emotion so that I experienced what was akin to a double shot of adrenaline.

I was already high on my own power, but their adoration made me want to tear apart the world for them.

“You,” I growled as I pointed at Gunnr. “Surrender, or fight. Now.”

Gunnr turned to the arena, and I saw her eyes fall upon Geirskogul’s headless corpse. I could guess what the woman with the axe was thinking since the expression on her face was obvious.

She knew she was about to die, and a lifetime of training didn’t matter.

But the woman was once a Skyad, and I had learned from Sivaha that it was hard for her clan to surrender. Most Nordar were proud warriors, especially the ones that became valkyries, so I wasn’t surprised when she handed me an axe and then nodded to the arena.

“I will face you, avatar of Odin. Today is a good day to die.”

“You do not need to--” Madalena started to say, but Gunnr shook her head.

“No,” the axewoman said. “I will kneel to no man, and I have always fought against impossible odds.”

“Ahhhh, you are an idiot,” Sivaha sighed. “But you are my blood, so I guess I can’t be too mad. Will you surrender if my husband incapacitates you?”

“No, Queen,” Gunnr said, and then she turned away from me and walked to her circle.

“Show her no mercy, husband,” Sivaha said, and then the silver-haired woman turned to Skogul. “Perhaps you will make a more intelligent decision in a minute.”

“Perhaps I will,” the tall blonde woman with the longsword said.

I grunted, walked out into the arena with my axe in my hand, and then turned to face Gunnr. We bowed low to each other, and I saw that the fear had fled from her face. Her eyes were hard, her jaw was set, and her hands didn’t shake as she held her weapon.

“Face away from each other!” Madalena instructed, and I turned to the outside wall.

“Begin at the chime!”

I spun toward Gunnr as soon as the chime rang out. The redhead did the same, and we stared at each other in silence for a few moments.

Then we both raised our axes, screamed, and charged at each other.

The weapon was a single bladed battle axe. It was almost a toy in my massive hands, and I probably would have been better off just using my claws, but I did have to worry about my opponent’s weapon. I beat Geirskogul with ease because my transformation had startled her. Gunnr knew what she was up against, and I doubted that she would be as easy to kill.

I’d need every advantage I could get against the powerful valkyrie.

Fortunately, I had the reach advantage and was able to swing my axe down at her arms before she was able to begin her attack. Unfortunately, she had guessed my intent as soon as I brought my weapon down, and she dodged to the side in mid-run.

Her movement was exceptionally fast, and I had no trouble believing that she would have surprised me in my human form. In my shifted state the world seemed to move at a snail’s pace. She had expected my attack, but I easily adjusted the angle of my axe in mid-swing, and the edge of the weapon buried into her right arm as she tried to spin away from me.

The blade cut through her arm as she twisted and then dropped her injured arm away from where she had held her axe with both hands and used her left to slash the weapon at me. Her blade missed my face by a few centimeters as I yanked my head away, and then her leg kicked out to slam into my knee. It probably would have broken had I been a normal man, but the attack didn’t even cause my leg to wobble, and I shoulder checked her face as I yanked my axe from her arm.

Then the limb fell onto the grass, and blood sprayed out of her bicep.

“You’ve lost,” I growled as I stepped away from her, but the redheaded valkyrie just let out another scream and charged at me with her axe clutched in her left hand.

I danced back away from three aggressive horizontal slashes and then flipped my axe up to try to hit her on the chin. I wasn’t very skilled with the weapon, but I was fast, strong, and had the reach advantage. Even then, she surprised me by twisting away at the last second so that my blade caught empty air.

Gunnr feinted back, and I stepped after her with a downward swing of my axe. She had planned for me to do that though, and she suddenly jumped toward me with a low cut aimed for my thighs.

I kicked up my left knee and leaned in toward her. It was almost the same strategy that she just used, but my opponent hadn’t expected it, and my shin caught the haft of her axe near the grip. The beard of the weapon did slash across the left side of my calf, but I would gladly trade a small cut on my leg for the opportunity to bury my axe into Gunnr’s skull.

And that was exactly what I did.

The weapon split her head open like a melon, and then her chest was cleft in two down the middle. She didn’t let out a scream, or a growl. The woman just died instantly, and then her body sank to the ground as her blood flowed out of her corpse like a flood of red paint.

The crowd of women in the audience began to shout, but it wasn’t moans of agony. They were cries of amazement, and I gasped when the gathered valkyries stood up and began to clap.

I raised my hand, turned in a circle so that I could look in every direction, and then I walked toward the last of the women I needed to challenge.

“And then there was one,” I said to Skogul.

“So there is.” The tall blonde woman turned to look at Madalena, and then she pulled her sword from her sheath once more. For half a moment, I thought she would try to attack me with it, but then she knelt before me and lifted up the hilt of her blade.

“I will not fight you,” she said. “I will submit, King of the Vaish. What is your will?”

The crowd above us gasped, and then there was a roar of conversation from thousands of women that had just seen me dismantle their leadership.

“You do not need to submit to me, Skogul,” I said as I rested my massive fur covered hand over her sword hilt. “You just need to give me Aasne.

“It will be done, my lord,” the blonde woman said as she looked up at me. “Since your will is Odin’s.”

Aasne was actually sitting in the arena above us, and she came down the steps toward us as soon as Skogul beckoned to her.

“Aasne Idonan,” Skogul said, “you are released from Oskmay and expected to submit to King Vaish. May you serve him as you would have served our order.”

The young woman with the blazing green eyes crossed her arms, nodded at the older woman, and then turned to me.

“There is no question in my mind that you would have defeated me if I had become a valkyrie.”

“No shit,” Sivaha sighed. “That is why we were so persistent when we first spoke to you. You just cost four women their lives and wasted our time.”

“It was not a waste of time,” Skogul said as she glared at Sivaha. “It is how our honor operates. We bow to no man, but Odin himself, unless that man can best us in combat.”

“And you could not have just taken your Prime Valkyrie’s word?” Sivaha shook her head.

“The Prime Valkyrie submitted to her husband without fighting him,” Skogul.

“Ohhhhh,” Sivaha scoffed as she looked to Madalena. “That is what this is about.”

“It does not matter anymore,” Madalena said with her usual shrug. “I take no joy in being correct. My sisters are dead of their own foolishness.”

“We are done here,” I said to Skogul. “I hope the ones I injured will recover.”

“Thank you, my lord,” the blonde woman replied as she bowed again.

“When I face our great enemies, I might require you to be there for the battle,” I said.

“Me?” Skogul asked.

“All of you,” I said as I gestured to the colosseum. A silence had come over the crowd of young women, but I guessed that most of them couldn’t hear our conversation.

“Oskmay trains the valkyries and we do not participate in battle under our own banner,” she explained. “After graduation, the women can choose--”

“My husband will unite the clans,” Madalena said. “He will be the king of kings, and when he tells you to be somewhere, you will be there and be ready.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” Skogul said quickly before she turned her eyes back to me. “We will await your orders and serve you as we serve Odin.”

“Let’s go,” I said to Aasne, and then Lux, Calisto, Sivaha, Madalena, and I walked out of the colosseum, through the city hallways, and toward Persephone.

“I am sorry for the trouble,” Aasne said after we had walked through the empty streets for a few minutes. “It was my life’s work to become a valkyrie, and I--”

“We understand,” Madalena said.

“Well, I think you were foolish,” Sivaha sighed, “but I got to see my husband kill some annoying and self-righteous women, so I will forgive you.”

“Thank you,” Aasne said cautiously, and then she turned back toward me. “Will you… uhhh. Become human again?”

“Yes,” I said. “I can only maintain this shape for about half an hour.”

“Ahh,” she said. “How do you have this power? Did Odin give it to you?”

“No,” I said. “We’ll talk about it another time.

“When will I submit to you?” she asked.

“When we get back on my ship,” I said. “We’ll have almost forty hours of hyperspace travel before we can use our warpdrives. Then we’ll be back in Nordar-Ido space.”

“My father is dead?” she asked.

“Yes,” I answered. “I told you that.”

“Yes, but I was--- ahhh it does not matter. The irony of the situation is astounding,” she sighed.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I trained to become a valkyrie and my plan was to begin my testing in a few months. It was all I wanted with my life, but my father wished to form an alliance with the Waymund. He intended for me to be married to one of the princes next week before I could become my own woman. I found out of his plans, took my private corvette, and fled to Oskmay for asylum. Now my father is dead, I am not a valkyrie, and I will be returning home a few days later as a wife of the most powerful Nordar King.”

“One’s plans tend to become thwarted when around Adam,” Sivaha said.

“Why do you say so?” Aasne asked with confusion.

“Long story,” the silver-haired woman laughed. “In short, I intended to either seduce or assassinate this man, but now I am his wife and hopelessly in love with him.”

“Strange…” Aasne said as she raised her eyebrows at Sivaha.

“You were to be married next week?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “That is why our armada was in the home sector. We would be leaving for one of the Waymund paradise planets for the ceremony.”

“Hmmm,” I said as I reached up to stroke my cat whiskers. Then I realized what I was doing and lowered my hand. “Which one of the Waymund princes?”

“The second son I believe,” she said with a shrug. “I do not know of them.”

“The wedding was to take place on a paradise planet?” I asked.

“My father has been at war with the Waymunds for all of my life. We are bitter enemies, but they decided to form an alliance sealed with marriage. Then they would negotiate a treaty. I don’t know why he agreed to go to them.”

“Strange,” Madalena said. “Do you know how long they have been planning your marriage?”

“The first I heard of it was a few days ago,” the young woman said as she shrugged.

“They were preparing for us,” Sivaha said. “They must have gotten worried that Vaish and Skyad are one, and they sought to protect themselves.”

“It seems the most probable answer,” Madalena agreed.

“Where is this planet?” I asked.

“It is called Dia-Prism 5,” she answered.

“I’ll check my ships navigation and see if we can find it,” I said.

“My father’s advisors know of its location.”

“The Waymund king and queen will be there?” I asked.

“I would guess so,” she answered quickly. “Since my father planned on meeting them.”

“And your father intended to take his full armada?” Madalena asked.

“No,” she replied. “Most of our ships are back at Nordar-Ido, but I cannot imagine he would have taken them all with him to a wedding. It would be a sign of war to bring all of a clan’s ships to another clan’s space.”

“Yeah, it would,” I purred. “Was Admiral Kiuys privy to your father’s plans?”

“I think so,” she answered, and I turned to Sivaha and Madalena.

“This may be much easier than we had planned,” the silver-haired woman said as her lips curved up into a seductive grin. As she smiled, we reached the landing pad where Persephone was, and the six of us walked up the ramp and into her hold.

“We’ll need to coordinate it with our armada,” I said as I hit the button to close the door. “Showing up with the combined Vaish and Idonan forces will tip our hand too soon.”

“But if we look like a fleet of Idonan delivering a princess for marriage, they won’t know it is us until we are docked on the planet,” Sivaha purred.

“Then our armada can enter the system,” Madalena said.

“Yep,” I replied. “We’ll be on the planet with the Waymund king and queen, and we won’t have to bother with any sort of massive space battle or posturing. They will probably have a group of guards, but that will be easy to bypass.”

We moved through the hold and toward the elevator hallway as everyone chewed on the potential plan. I knew that it would need more refinement, but I like the idea. Not only did the subterfuge avoid a space conflict between our armadas which might end up thrashing both sides, but it was also poetic justice since Waymund had just tried to assassinate me with guards that I thought were loyal.

“You will need to pretend to be my father,” Aasne said when we walked into the elevator. “I do not see how it can work. They will know that it is you since we will arrive on a Shadow Eagle, and only the Vaish have those.”

“We can leave my ship behind,” I said, but the four other women gave me a surprised look that made me laugh. “I can be away from Persephone for a few hours,” I said.

“Are you sure about that?” Sivaha chuckled. “I see the way you look at your ship. If she were a woman, she would be your primary wife.”

“That is how most men are with their ships,” Calisto laughed.

“When we reach Nordar- Ido, we’ll discuss the plan with Admiral Kiuys,” I said. “We’ll bring the expected amount of the Idonan ships, tell them that the king is feeling a bit ill, but will join later, and then Aasne can go down to the planet with her entourage.”

“Then we can rip them up from the inside,” Sivaha said.

“It might not work,” Aasne said as she looked to Madalena “Every single Nordar knows what Madalena looks like.”

“Ehhh,” Sivaha said with a shrug. “There will be cognitive dissonance. Sure, Madalena’s face is recognizable, but why would the Prime Valkyrie be escorting you to your wedding? Someone might mention it, but I have other skills that I could use to draw attention away from her, if it even comes up.”

“Once we are planetside and in their fortress or estate, we’ll find an opportunity to get to the Waymund king. Then I’ll ask him to submit to me.” The door to the elevator opened, and we made our way onto the bridge.

“Or, we can just skip that part and you can take his wife.” Sivaha shrugged.

“You are eager for Adam to acquire more women,” Madalena noted.

“Not really,” the silver-haired woman answered. “I just do not wish to waste time. Toriton was the most likely to bend knee, and we could not convince him.”

“His queen might not be willing to submit either,” Aasne said.

“Women are pragmatic,” Sivaha said. “Men are enraged by their egos and full of themselves. Besides, what woman wouldn’t want Adam as their husband?”

“You were quite resistant at first,” Madalena pointed out as we walked through the bridge and nodded at the saluting crew.

“No,” Sivaha scoffed. “I just wanted to establish my position quickly. I offered to submit to him as soon as my previous husband was dead.”

“His queen might be submitted to him,” Madalena said.

“Or it could be the other way around,” Sivaha replied as she winked at the Prime Valkyrie.

“Do you know that for certain?” Madalena asked.

“It would not surprise me.” Sivaha shrugged. “My spies say she has power in the clan. I did a good job of ensuring that everyone believed that Nar was ruler of the Skyad, so it might be a feint, but I doubt it.”

“Interesting,” Madalena muttered. “That would make it easier.”

“May I ask when I can submit to you?” Aasne’s voice was polite, but it cut off the flow of conversation between my two wives, and they both turned to the green-eyed woman.

“I need to change back,” I said as I sat down in my captain’s chair.

Sivaha and Madalena sat in their chairs to my left, but Aasne stopped in the middle of the space behind Nikki and glanced between the four empty chairs.

“Sit here,” I said as I gestured to the spot where Eve normally sat. The auburn-haired Nordar woman’s face cracked with relief, and she quickly moved to the seat next to me.

“Nikki, we are going back to Nordar-Ido,” I said.

“Yes, Adam,” she replied as she hit the announcement button for our departure. “Warpdrive is still on cooldown. We have thirty-four hours left.”

“Use the hyperdrive until theeeennnnn,” I growled, and I realized that I had gone a long time in my tigerman form without starting to grind my vowel sounds out of my words.

“Yes, Adam,” Nikki said as Persephone began to lift into the air.

I closed my eyes and pushed myself back into the thick leather chair. I thought about the ocean, the waves, the wind, and the sand beneath my toes. I felt the warm sun blanket my human skin, and I inhaled the salty air through my nostrils. I thought about Eve touching my face, Zea whispering in my ear, Madalena rubbing my shoulder, and Sivaha laughing.

Then I opened my eyes and I was back in my true form.

Or maybe the tiger really was my true form, and this was the imposter human skin that I wore. I still hadn’t figured that out yet, and I didn’t want to think about it right now.

I had too much other shit to do.

“Amazing,” Aasne gasped, and I turned to see her green eyes opened wide to fill her freckled face. “I asked you before, but is this the magic Odin gave you?”

“He is a cat, so perhaps it was Freyja,” Sivaha laughed. “She is the patron of those creatures.”

“Sivaha,” I said as I stood. My legs felt a bit wobbly, but I wasn’t quite exhausted. Just tired. “You have the bridge. Show Aasne around once we are in hyperdrive.”

“Yes, husband.” She winked at me.

“Come with me,” I said to Madalena, and the Prime Valkyrie nodded before standing.

We didn’t speak as we walked back through the bridge, down the hallway, and into my room, but as soon as we were in my suite. I turned to her.

“I can feel your emotions so I knew you weren’t upset by what I just did to your sisters, but--”

“Do not concern yourself with that,” Madalena said as her eyes roamed over the blood covering my flight suit. “We gave them plenty of chances. It was upsetting enough that they did not listen to you, but they would not consider my words either, and I am the Prime Valkyrie. I am the pinnacle of their order, but they were more interested in adhering to their traditions and rules.”

“I’m glad I know your feelings,” I said. “Well, I knew them before, but I am glad to hear them.”

“You make me happy when you express interest in my feelings and thoughts,” the warrior woman said as her steel-colored eyes met mine.

“That is what husbands do,” I chuckled.

“You do not need to,” Madalena replied. “I forced my submission on you. I would want to serve you even if you hated me, or were unkind to me, or beat me. Yet you have given me love, respect, and gratitude.”

“You deserve those things,” I replied as I raised my fingers to cup her cheek.

“Odin truly has blessed me,” she said, and I could feel her adoration wrap me in a warm bath. “Adam, I love you more than I will ever have words for.”

“Then it is good we can feel each other’s emotions,” I said, and then I pulled her to my mouth and kissed her.

Our tongues danced together for a few minutes, and my suite filled with the sound of our grateful sighs. Eventually, we parted, and her normally cold eyes filled with a burning passion.

“You are covered in blood,” she whispered. “Let us go to the shower and I will bathe you.”

“Sounds great,” I said, “as long as you’ll let me return the favor, and then make love to you until we exit hyperspace.”

“That is over thirty hours,” Madalena laughed. It was a beautiful sound that I almost never heard, so I enjoyed it for a few moments before speaking.

“Then we better get started with that shower, since that doesn’t sound like enough time.” Whatever level of exhaustion I had felt after I changed back into a human was now gone, and I pulled Madalena into my arms for another deep kiss before I picked her up and carried her to the shower.
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Chapter 11

We didn’t make it through thirty hours of lovemaking, but Madalena and I enjoyed ourselves for two until my post-shift exhaustion finally caught up with me. I awoke from a dreamless sleep to find myself alone in my bed, so I rolled out of my sheets and stumbled into my shower. By the time the water got hot, I was fully awake, and I quickly washed before hitting the blowers and brushing my teeth.

I half expected Persephone to visit me while in the bathroom, since she normally seemed to when I was alone and we were in hyperdrive or warpdrive. But I didn’t hear her soft whisper or feel her presence anywhere near me, so I wondered if seeing her during the time we were in the foldingdrive had affected her.

I threw on one of Persephone’s flight suits and then strapped my gun belt on before walking out of my room, but as soon as I turned the corner, I came face to face with Sivaha.

“Ahh, husband, I was just coming to wake you,” she said as she opened her arms.

“I woke up a few minutes ago,” I said after I returned her embrace and kiss. She was wearing a dark red dress that pushed up her perfect breasts. The darker shade contrasted with her pale skin, and I found my eyes tracing her figure to where the short billowing skirt fell. It only covered down to her mid-thigh, and I had the sudden desire to run my hands up and down her long legs.

“We will be exiting hyperdrive in half an hour.”

“Damn, I was asleep for a long time.”

“You needed it,” she said as she wrapped her arm around mine so that she could walk with me toward the bridge. “Madalena and I have spent time with Aasne. She knows of your past and other wives.”

“You told her about Zea and Eve?” I asked.

“Yes, and Paula and Kasta,” Sivaha replied.

“Ha, I still haven’t decided--”

“Sometimes husbands don’t get to make decisions about these things,” Sivaha purred, and I decided to let the topic go for now.

The crew was assembled on the bridge, and they all stood to salute me when I entered. I returned their gesture, and then made my way to the front where I found Nikki, Madalena, and Aasne standing to greet me.

“Hello, ladies,” I said, and the three of them smiled at me. Aasne opened her mouth to speak, but I raised a finger and then turned to Nikki.

“Thirty minutes?” I asked the pilot.

“Yes, Adam, and then we’ll only need a quarter of an hour in warpdrive.”

“I will submit to you now,” Aasne said quickly as soon as I turned back to her.

“My wives told me that they spoke to you about my past and our mission,” I said.

“Yes,” the beautiful freckled woman said with a nod. “They answered my questions, but I have more for you after we are wed.”

“Do you agree with my mission?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said.

“By submitting to me, your clan ceases to exist. They will become Vaish.”

“I understand,” she said. “You have beaten the valkyries and my father. I am the key to my Blood Overlord Clan.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but do you believe in my mission?”

Aasne stared at me for a few moments, and I guessed she was trying to figure out where I was going with my questions.

“Yes,” she said. “The Prime Valkyrie has told me of your past, and I have seen your power with my own eyes. Odin and Freyja must have blessed you.”

“Aasne,” I said. “Will you serve me?”

“Yes,” she replied, and I could see some confusion on her face. “I will submit to you, and then--”

“No,” I interrupted her. “You wanted to become a valkyrie, and your father tried to take that choice from you. Then I took the choice from you again. I’m hoping you understand my reasons. I need your empire to leverage against the other clans and fight for me. The Draugr are incredibly powerful, and the Nordar may be the only people who can stop them.”

“I believe you and your queens,” Aasne said. “I am ready to submit to you.” She stepped toward me, and moved to kneel, but my hands caught hers and she stopped moving.

“I will offer you a choice,” I said. “Most of us were not given a choice. The Prime Valkyrie didn’t give me one, and I did not give Sivaha one. Your circumstances are different.”

“What do you mean?” Aasne asked.

“I do not think you will betray me,” I said. “So I will give you the option to be queen of your people and serve me through an alliance.”

“Without submitting to you?” Her green eyes went wide with shock.

“Yes,” I said.

“My lord, this is--” Madalena started to say, but I shook my head at her, and she closed her mouth.

“Or you can submit to me and become my wife,” I continued as I squeezed Aasne’s hands. “I will give you a choice.”

Aasne’s face was white, and her mouth hung open for a few moments. Then she blinked her big eyes and turned to look at Madalena and Sivaha. Neither of them spoke, and the young woman turned back to me.

“You will allow me to rule my people without being submitted to you?”

“Yes,” I said, “as long as you help me bring the other clans to heel and help me fight the Draugr.”

“But your mission was to unite the clans,” Aasne pointed out.

“If I can trust you to have my back, then I don’t need you to submit to me. I’m giving you the choice.”

Aasne shook her head, blinked her eyes a few times as if she was trying to fight back tears, and then gave me a half smile. “You are a remarkable man, Adam Vaish.”

“I’m just trying to do the right thing,” I said. “There isn’t enough of it in the galaxy.”

“Then I will take you up on your offer,” she said, and I heard Sivaha sigh loudly from behind me.

“Alright,” I said as I returned her smile. “I’ll still need you to come with us for this wedding so I can deal with Waymund. Afterward, we’ll need your help with the Jotnar. Then I’ll give you the place where we have--”

“No,” she interrupted me as she raised her hand. “You misunderstand me.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“I will take you up on the offer of a choice and make the same one I have already made. Now, however, I am even happier about my decision. I am making it on my own, and I feel it is the right decision for the Nordar, my clan that will soon be Vaish, and me. I appreciate the offer not to submit to you, but every Nordar woman wishes to marry the strongest of men, and that is you, Adam.”

Aasne kneeled before me and then pointed at the knife that Sivaha had given me. Her words had kind of stunned me, so I pulled the blade and handed it to her without really thinking about my movements.

“Who will witness?” Aasne asked.

“I will witness,” Madalena said.

“I will witness,” Sivaha said.

“I will witness,” Nikki said.

“I will witness,” Lux said as she moved

“I am Aasne Idonan. Eldest offspring of King Toriton Idonan. Eldest offspring of King Cantra Idonan. Eldest offspring of Queen Lelhaan Idonan.”

“She is Aasne Idonan. Eldest offspring of King Toriton Idonan. Eldest offspring of King Cantra Idonan. Eldest offspring of Queen Lelhaan Idonan.” my bridge crew repeated in unison.

“I am Aasne Idonan. Queen of the Idonan Blood Overlord Clan.” She cut open her hand with my knife, and blood began to pour out of her palm and drip on the floor of Persephone

“She is Aasne Idonan. Queen of the Idonan Blood Overlord Clan.”

My head spun again, and the beast purred. It wanted to claim another woman, and I felt like the human side of my subconscious, the part that shouldn’t have wanted to have another woman bent to my desires, was beginning to agree with the beast.

“I am Aasne Idonan. I submit my body, mind, and soul to Adam Vaish. I will serve him as consort, advisor, eyes, arms, legs, and heart. We will be bonded both in life, and when we arrive in Valhalla. Our people will be united in one clan under him.” The young woman cut her other palm with my knife, flipped the blade over, and passed it to me while the rest of the crew repeated her words.

Aasne and I hadn’t taken our eyes from each other, and it felt as if I was falling into their geen depths. I could feel her heart pulse in the air and her breath leave her lungs. Or maybe it was my heartbeat and my breath.

Or maybe it was ours in unison.

I drew the blade across both my palms and then slid the knife into my sheath. Her hands were already reaching up for mine and her blood sizzled in my palm when our fingers wrapped around each other’s.

“I accept your submission, Aasne Idonan,” I whispered, and then the pressure from my head and chest released as if I had just come up from the deep end of a swimming pool.

“They are bound,” Sivaha whispered after a few moments of silence.

“Thank you for the choice,” Aasne said as I helped her stand. “I am eager to please you, my lord.”

“Yeah,” I said as I gave her a half smile, and then I looked back at the gathered crew and nodded. They all got the hint and then returned to their stations.

“Will you allow me to cook you dinner tonight?” Aasne said after we had sat back on our chairs.

“Maybe,” I said. “We have to see how the talks with your admirals go, and we need to solidify our plan for Waymund.”

“Yes, okay,” Aasne said. “Then bed tonight? If I cannot pleasure you with my cooking, then I still will want to pleasure you with my body.”

“Do not press him,” Sivaha said. “Our husband has much to think about. When he takes you to his bed, it will be well worth the wait.”

“Ahh, okay,” Aasne smiled at the silver-haired woman and then bowed her head to me. I reached over to the armrest and squeezed her hand, and a bit of color came to her cheeks.

“Leaving hyperdrive in fifteen seconds,” Nikki said.

“Don’t worry about the countdown,” I said. “Just jump to warpdrive,”

“Yes, Adam,” Nikki said, and then I felt Persephone shudder for half a moment. The screen suddenly had trillions of stars, but then the view went to black again as we quickly moved to warpdrive.

“Madalena, we need more chairs at the front of the bridge,” I said.

“Hmmm,” the Prime Valkyrie said as she looked at the space between the three pilot seats and the five officer chairs. Then she turned her head to look behind us at where the gunner’s stations were.

“We can raise the dais higher, and then put another step down here,” Madalena said as she gestured the space at our feet.

“How many more seats can we fit?” I asked.

“Four would be the most,” she replied. “That will give us space to walk down the steps, and will not feel cramped.”

“We’ll need each of them to be wired to the cannons and control terminals,” I said as I gestured to the panel that was hidden under the armrest.

“It will take some time,” Madalena said. “Persephone’s systems are not Nordar, so the wiring might be different.”

“How much time is some time?” I asked.

“Probably a week,” she answered.

“That is acceptable,” I chuckled. “Make it happen when we return to Nordar - 13 - a.”

“Yes, my lord,” she replied.

“Am I sitting in someone’s seat?” Aasne asked.

“Yes,” I answered. “That is Eve’s.”

“Ahhh. I can move if you--”

“No,” I replied as I squeezed her hand again. “She would not have a problem with you sitting there while she was away.”

“I am looking forward to meeting her, and your other three wives. Zea, Paula, and Kasta are their names?”

“Yes,” I said. I wanted to explain to her that the relationship was a bit more complicated, and I didn’t know if Paula and Kasta were going to submit to me, but I didn’t feel like talking about it now.

“I was told that I will need to be friends with Zea especially.”

I chuckled as I turned to my wives. The silver-haired woman winked at me, but the Prime Valkyrie just nodded.

Our conversation turned to silence, but I still held Aasne’s hand. I had taken a risk by giving her a choice, and I was a bit surprised that she had decided to submit to me. Her decision made the beast inside of my soul very happy, and I was having a hard time trying to move my thoughts away from enjoying the body of the beautiful freckled woman.

“We are exiting warpdrive in half a minute,” Nikki said, and I pulled myself away from my thoughts.

“Prepare for battle,” I said, and my three wives and I flipped up the small terminal screens under our armrests.

Nikki began her countdown, and I took a deep breath as soon as she reached zero. I was confident that the two armadas would still be staring at each other across the space of Idonan’s home sector, but who knew what could have transpired in the thirty or so hours we had been gone.

The screen cleared, and I let my breath release from my lungs when I saw that the ships were still in position, and there wasn’t a full scale war.

“You admirals are on screen,” Madalena said as she touched the buttons on her terminal. Persephone’s screen instantly displayed a row of my admiral’s faces, and I gave them all a brief smile as I cleared my throat.

“I have good news, friends,” I said. “I have returned with Aasne Vaish.”

“That is good news, my lord,” Admiral Birger said as he bobbed his head. The rest of the admirals nodded.

“We will meet with the ex-Idonan admirals in the next few hours and begin discussing the next phase of our quest.” I turned to Madalena. “Arrange a meeting on one of my carriers so that we can dock Persephone and the other admirals can take shuttles.”

“I will arrange it,” my wife said.

“Await the Prime Valkyrie’s instructions,” I said, and the admirals nodded before the screen went dark.

“Route the communication to Admiral Kiuys,” I ordered, and Madalena nodded before she pressed a few buttons on her terminal. It took her about a minute to set up the screen, but we soon had all of Idonan’s admirals displayed on my screen. There were eight of them, and I was surprised at their range of age. One of the men actually looked as if he was fourteen years old, and he introduced himself as Unnie Gezalt.

Then Aasne told the proud warriors that they were now part of the Vaish Blood Overlord Clan.

Their reactions were mixed, but I was a bit surprised by how many of them seemed relieved. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been since the admirals who showed those emotions were the oldest of the group and must have known that they would lose any space war with my armada.

“Who was privy to Tortiton’s plans with the Waymund?” I asked, all but one of the admirals seemed startled by my question.

“I knew of it, my lord,” Kiuys said.

“Explain it to everyone gathered,” I said.

“King Toriton sought to cement an alliance with Waymund, so he offered Aasne as a wife to King Goki’s second eldest son.”

“Impossible,” the youngest of the admirals said. “We have been at direct conflict with the horse since before I was born.”

“Toriton knew that Vaish and Skyad were now one, and he figured that King Adam would come to us sooner or later with his teeth bared. An alliance with Waymund would give us additional vessels if we needed and possibly lead to better trade relations.” Kiuys nodded as she spoke, but her face was hard to read. I wasn’t quite sure if she agreed with the plan, but it didn’t matter now. These eight were now my new admirals, and I didn’t have Eve to tell me if they were loyal or not.

I’d have to win them over the old fashioned way.

“Admirals,” I began, and they all turned their eyes to me. “In the next few hours we will all meet on one of my carriers and discuss our future. But before we meet face to face, I want to make my intentions clear to you. It is my goal to unite the Nordar at any cost. There is a great evil in the galaxy. They are monstrous creatures that wish to consume all life and will never know satisfaction.”

The eight of them learned a little forward in their chairs, and I guessed that their bridge crews were also listening to me talk.

“Each clan has their strengths and their weaknesses, each clan can and will aid us against the Draugr, and each clan will focus on defending the galaxy. I understand that you can trace your family lines through scores of proud Idonan warriors and artists, but at the base of that tree is the Nordar, and at the roots is humankind. The branches cannot thwart the roots or they will be cut and burned.”

A few of the admirals nodded at my words, and I was surprised to see the young man Unnie bite his lip as if he was seriously considering my speech.

“I do not care to take your positions from you, since I’m sure that Toriton has given you places in his navy that matched your skill. If anything, I need your help to manage this arm of my armada. Aasne will serve as your liaison and ensure that this part of the Vaish Blood Overlord Clan remains successful. When we meet, I will ask you each to swear loyalty to my queens and me.”

The group of admirals nodded again, and I sensed some tension leave their faces.

“Admiral Kiuys,” I said.

“Yes, my lord,” she replied.

“I need you to prepare a report about Tortiton’s planned trip to Dia-Prism 5. We need to know how many ships he planned on taking, what the procedure was going to be, who his contacts were, and everything else you know. You’ll be presenting your findings in front of my other six admirals, wives, and counsel. Then we will figure out a way to leverage this information against the Waymund.”

“Yes, my lord,” she said. “I will have the information ready for you all.”

“Good,” I said. “Prepare to meet me on my carrier. The Prime Valkyrie will communicate the location for you.” I nodded to Madalena, and she cut the communication.

“I will route them to a false carrier first,” she said, “then they can shuttle over to our real meeting place.”

“I do not think there is reason to do that,” Aasne said. “My admirals are loyal, and they must suspect that you are on-board this vessel because of our recent arrival.”

“They might,” I said, “but all of our communications have run through our network and look like they are coming from other ships, and they won’t know for sure that I am on Persephone. If I tell them I will meet them in person on a carrier, then they might attempt an attack at that time to be certain I am dead.”

“It is only a five minute inconvenience for your admirals, but it will keep our husband safer.” Sivaha had a dagger in her hand, and she used the point to file at her perfect looking nails.

“Fair enough,” Aasne said. “I feel a bit outclassed in the presence of Queen Sivaha and the Prime Valkyrie. I would like to contribute to your quest in any way I can.”

“Feelings of inadequacy are common in other women when they are around me,” Sivaha said with a laugh. “Yet, even I sometimes feel jealous of the Prime Valkyrie.”

“There is no reason for those feelings,” Madalena said as she glanced at the other two women.

“Do not try to be humble, Madalena. One does not become the Prime Valkyrie if one does not think she is the best warrior alive and she does not want everyone else to know of it.” Sivaha smirked at the brunette warrior woman and raised a questioning eyebrow.

“I was younger, and brash,” Madalena said with her usual shrug. “Now there are more important things. I care about defeating the Draugr and serving our husband.”

“Well…” Sivaha said with a long sigh. “I suppose people can change. Just look at me.”

“Let’s go to the carrier,” I said as I stood from my chair. My wives nodded, and I passed command of Persephone to Nikki before we walked toward the elevator.

“Dragon, I’d like you to come with me,” I said as I reached the gunner station where he sat next to Rin, Yui, Kala, and Vikana. I hadn’t spoken more than a handful of words to any of them since they came aboard Persephone, but each of them looked at me with hopeful eyes whenever I walked past them.

“Yes, Tiger,” he said as he stood and smiled.

Then the five of us continued to the elevator and rode it to the bottom floor. Once we were there, we headed to the armory. I reloaded my two pistols and checked my ammunition pouches while my companions grabbed sidearms.

“Adam, I have docked with the carrier Volsung,” Nikki’s voice came over our transponders. “The warriors on the carrier are waiting to escort you to the conference room. Your other admirals are arriving in the next few minutes, and the eight from Idonan will be there in ten.”

“Thanks, Nikki,” I said as we headed to the docking tube.

A regiment of aegis wearing Vaish warriors met us on the other side of the tube, and they drove us across the massive carrier’s fighter drone filled hold in a large hover platform. Then we were ushered into a large conference room with an impressive carved wooden table in the middle, paintings of Viking warriors on the wall, and sculptures of half-naked valkyrie warriors positioned in each of the four corners. The captain of the carrier greeted me inside of the room, and I thanked him for hosting us.

When all of my six admirals were gathered, we quickly debriefed the results of our short battle with Idonan. It was the kind of review that would have normally taken us six or more hours, but we only had ten or so minutes before the Idonan admirals showed up, so I just asked each admiral to give me their short version of what we did well and what we needed to do better next time.

“We were surprised by their number,” Admiral Jetuyn said when it was her turn. “We expected a quarter of their ships, and I had to reprogram our targeting systems so that my vanguard attack went after their carriers first. This forced them to withdraw a bit from the press of my attack so they could protect their carriers, but then their formations became tighter. If I had to do it again, I would have targeted their shieldless corvettes or frigates to inflict more destruction.”

“Hmmm,” I said. “How would that have helped?”

“We were hitting them hard, but they weren’t seeing the numbers drop,” she explained. “I would rather lose ten destroyers than one of my carriers, but the numbers have a psychological effect. My portion of the armada ended up destroying three thousand of their vessels, and twenty-two hundred of those were carriers. It could have been twenty-eight thousand if I had focused on the smaller ships. That number read off might have punched their admirals in the stomach, and made them stupid.”

“Good feedback, Admiral Jetuyn. Let’s keep it in mind for the next battle.”

“Thank you, my lord,” the young woman bowed, and I sensed Sivaha’s pride radiate from her. Jetuyn was her admiral, and I had to admit that I liked her aggressive attitude.

Admiral Birger went last, and he pointed out that we could have brought part of the armada around the side to take out the other force the Idonan had behind the planet. The other admirals nodded at this, but then a guard informed us that the eight admirals were here, and we decided to end the debriefing.

The eight admirals entered, and the groups exchanged greetings. The air was a bit tense for about a quarter of an hour, but I expected that much. The admirals of three clans were now sitting together in one room under the same banner, but I was sure that each person could point to another in the room and blame them for the deaths of hundreds of their kin. If anything, I had been ready for possible violence, but before the initial level of tension could worsen, servants entered the conference room bearing a feast.

Thirty of the rowers poured into the conference room carrying silver trays, pitchers of beer, and rolls of freshly baked bread. The scent of the feast made my stomach growl and I realized that the last time I had eaten was dinner with Paula back on Odin Geirr.

“Food and drink often lubricate tense social situations,” Sivaha whispered to me as the gathered admirals turned to the buffet being laid out on the large conference table. “Also orgies, but that would require much more drink than what is set on the table.”

“Great idea,” I said to her.

“An orgy?” she asked with a raised eyebrow and a half smile. “I believed you wanted to keep this professional, but--”

“No, with the food,” I said. I could tell she was joking from the emotions I felt pouring from her, and I laughed with her.

“You can’t think of everything, husband. Neither can the Prime Valkyrie. Look.”

I glanced over to where Madalena stood beside Aasne, and the brunette woman’s jaw was a bit tense, she seemed to sense that I was looking at her, and she glanced back at me and raised her eyebrows with a question.

“She is annoyed that we aren’t working, but this is work. You want them to both love and fear you. You need the carrot and the stick.”

“If this is the carrot, then what is the stick?” I asked

“Either of these or both will work,” she purred as she touched the handle of the revolver she had given me. “Or you can use your teeth and claws. The valkyries on Oskmay are not without ways to communicate with their clans. I doubt Waymund will have a chance to know we are coming, but Jotnar will get word of your abilities. Perhaps the battle with them will go much easier since they will know of the magic Odin has given you.”

“We can hope,” I said. I almost reminded her that Odin hadn’t given me my powers. Instead it had been some asshole mad scientist with a god complex, but that might have not been the truth anymore. The beast could have always been inside of me.

But no. I was forced to conclude that even that train of thought was wrong. I was the beast. The human part of me wasn’t real.

Sivaha and I watched the group of admirals eat, drink, and speak with each other while Madalena and Aasne observed from the other side of the room. After a few minutes, I could tell they were beginning to trade stories, and I nodded across the room to my other two wives. Aasne didn’t know what I meant with my gesture, but Madalena did, and she began to prepare a plate of food.

“What do you think of Aasne?” I asked Sivaha as I saw the other woman follow Madalena’s example.

“She is only a few years younger than me, but lacks the experience ruling. Or controlling others. She is a sweet girl, and you will probably enjoy her a few times, but then you will grow bored with her and just choose to spend your nights with me.”

“You are confident,” I said.

“We were meant to be lovers,” she whispered. “I have never felt passion the way I have with you, husband, and I could tell from your emotions that you felt the same.”

“I care for you as I care for Madalena, Eve, and Zea,” I said.

“That is fine,” the silver-haired woman said, “I respect them too, but I am talking about sex and lovemaking. You and I share a raw connection in battle and in bed. I know that you felt it, and I doubt you feel it with any of your other wives. Well… perhaps Eve. Her anger is like a river of magma hidden deep in the earth.”

“I don’t want to compare either of you,” I said.

“You do not have to,” she whispered. “Words can be twisted and bent so that feelings aren’t hurt, but I feel your emotions.”

“So does Madalena,” I said. “So will Zea and Eve once they submit to me.”

“But they can’t tell--”

“Look, Sivaha,” I interrupted her. “I’m happy with you as my wife, and I want to make you happy as a husband, but I have three other women that I was already in a relationship with, and another one that I need to build a relationship with. Yeah, the sex between you and me is fantastic, but this isn’t a competition. I need your clever brain and understanding of people’s motivations now. Help me figure out these new admirals during this meeting and don’t talk to me anymore about how much better you think you are than the other women I love. Got it?”

“Yes, husband,” she said quickly. “As I said, I respect them. I spoke out of turn and did not wish to make you angry.”

“I’m not angry,” I said. “You are just being you, but you don’t need to use your competitive spirit with my other wives. Use it to make the group better.”

“Yes, I will,” she said.

“Great, now let’s get some food and talk some of these new admirals up. I’m going to let you lead me in working the room. My guess is that you’ve rubbed elbows with powerful people plenty of times.”

“Yes, husband,” she said as her perfect lips spread into an even more perfect smile. “If you will let me lead you in this dance, we’ll learn what there is to learn from each of these eight.”

“Lead on,” I said, and then we went to grab some food together.

The next few hours I spent getting to know my new admirals. Most of the time I spent next to Sivaha, but for about a quarter of the dinner I was with Madalena. Soon there was no more tension in the room, and I saw that the admirals from each of the old clans were sitting and talking with each other as if they had been comrades for years.

“They are Nordar above all else,” Madalena said. “You were wondering how they could get along so quickly when they have been enemies for so long.”

“Yeah, I was,” I said.

“They believe in you. It started with the Vaish and then spread to Sivaha’s people. Now you have the Idonan, and soon Waymund will join us again.”

“Then Jotnar,” I said.

“Yes, then Jotnar,” she replied. “They will be the hardest.”

“I’ll worry about that after Waymund,” I said. “And we’ll have Eve, Zea, Paula, and Kasta back. Nothing will stop us then.”

“I am looking forward to welcoming them as Nordar,” Madalena said.

“And speaking of the Waymund,” I said. “Let’s wrap up this party and get to work.”

I brought my hands together in a loud clap, and the conversation cut off instantly. All eyes turned to face me, and I scanned the small group. There was no hostility in the eyes of the Idonan admirals, they just seemed interested in what I was about to say.

“As you know,” I began. “My mission is to unite the clans so that we can defeat the Draugr. I won’t get into an explanation of how dangerous they are right now, but calling them god-like would not be a disservice to their powers.”

Birger and a few of the Vaish admirals nodded, and I continued.

“The next clan I want to join us is the Waymund. I had planned on taking our combined armada there just as I had with Idonan, but I have since learned that the king, queen, and their children will be visiting one of their pleasure worlds. The purpose of their trip was to witness Aasne marry one of their sons, and it presents us with a unique opportunity to get to the heart of the horse without having to chase it down.”

Half of the admirals nodded, but the other half seemed thoughtful, and a brief flash of fear rolled through my stomach. These men were admirals of the most powerful space fleets in perhaps all the human colonies in the Milky Way. Admiral Jetuyn was a tactical genius who was about the same age as my sister, yet she commanded an arm of the armada that was almost the size of the entire Jupiter Navy.

And I was just a space Marine grunt that could change into a tigerman. Who the fuck was I to tell them what to do?

Madalena rested her fingers on my shoulder and her touch drop kicked the fear out of my heart. They would do what I told them to do because I was their king, and if they refused to follow me, I would make an example of them and then find one of the other hundreds of vice-admirals that wanted the job.

“My rough plan is to journey to this Dia-Prism 5 planet as if the plan for Aasne to marry has not changed. When we get there, we’ll land on the planet, infiltrate whatever fortress that King Goki Waymund has, and then have a conversation with him. Before the conversation, I would like the rest of our armada to appear in the space around the planet. Then Goki will understand that he has very little leverage in our negotiations.”

“How many ships will be there?” Jetuyn asked.

“Admiral Kiuys was working with Toriton on the plan. She will now tell us about the plan.” I nodded to the gray haired woman, and she stood, pulled a datapad from her pocket, and then walked to the front of the conference room.

“We were asked to bring fifty ships,” Kiuys said as the lights to the room dimmed and a projection of a handwritten letter in the Nordar language appeared on the wall. “King Goki Waymund committed to bring the same number. He also asked Toriton to bring a hundred thousand kilos of rhodium as a dowry.”

“Damn,” I gasped at the number, but I was still thinking like a poor Marine that had to join the Yakuza to pay for his sister’s hospital bills. A dozen grams of rhodium would have paid for my sister to live in the hospital for the rest of her life.

The Vaish Blood Overlord Clan mined over two-hundred thousand kilograms of rhodium every day, and I could have paid for Aasne’s dowry without even blinking. I never had to worry about money ever again, but I still wasn’t used to it.

The mining intake was from the combined efforts of the old Skyad and Vaish clans. The Skyad made up a quarter of that number, and I was about to ask what the Idonan intake was, but then Kiuys guessed my question.

“We mine thirty thousand kilograms of rhodium every day.”

“So this dowry was an inconvenience, but only took three and a half days to pay for,” I said.

“Yes,” Kiuys said. “Aasne’s father did not debate it long. He sent the reply back to the Waymund, called back most his armada so that the home sector would be protected, and then prepared to make an alliance with the Waymund. But then disaster struck.”

“We showed up?” Sivaha asked.

“Well, yes,” Kiuys said, “but you caught us flat footed because we had just found out that Aasne had left for Oskmay, and we did not have a ship fast enough to catch her. The disaster was that Aasne left, and Toriton would not be able to wed her to Waymund.”

“Ahh,” I said, and I realized that the timing of our arrival had been interesting. If I had come a few days before, I might have found Idonan’s home system without more than twenty thousand ships as defenders, and I could have conquered the clan easily. Had I come a week later, Waymund and Idonan might have been at war, or at least, the rival clans might have been preparing for it.

“Were you given instructions for arriving in Waymund space?” Madalena asked.

“It is as you guessed,” Kiuys said. “We would land on the planet as guests of the Waymund and then attend the wedding. Afterward, Toriton and Goki would discuss the ways they could protect each other.”

“This seems like my father was taking an enormous risk,” Aasne said, and all eyes in the room turned to her. “We would be surrounded by Waymund, on one of their worlds, with little negotiation power. They could have done what King Vaish did and kill him then declare that Idonan was now Waymund.”

“That is how it looked if your father agreed with their plan,” Kiuys said. “However, he planned on taking a good chunk of the armada and placing them on the far side of the system within quick hyperdrive distance in case of betrayal. He also planned on sending your uncle planetside instead of him. They look enough alike so that Waymund would not tell the difference, and if your uncle was killed, the clan would not fall to you.”

“Ahh,” Aasne said. “That is a better plan.”

“Where is Toriton’s brother?” I asked.

“He was submitted to his brother,” Kiuys said. “Now he is dead.”

“Well shit,” I said. “Did Toriton and Goki correspond through visual communication? Do they each know what each other looks like?”

“They communicated through writing,” Kiuys said with a half-smile, “but we have visual images of all the kings and queens except you, since you are too new and our spies did not have a chance to return information.”

“So it seems that my original plan doesn’t require much alteration,” I said. “The difference is that instead of Toriton sending his brother while he awaits with the rest of his armada on the other side of the system, I’ll be going planetside, and my entire armada will be coming.”

“You will be entering their fortress, though,” Kiuys said. “That is what Waymund wanted of Toriton.”

“If you can even get in,” Admiral Unnie Gezald spoke up, and everyone turned to him. “Goki must expect some sort of bait and switch from Toriton. He’ll have some means of establishing identity. It might have worked if Queen Aasne’s brother went in his stead, but you will not be able to impersonate them. Also, we should consider that Waymund might have a better spy network than we do. They might know what you look like.”

“We just need to get on planet and into the estate or fortress,” I said.

“But my lord,” Unnie said after he cleared his throat. “How will that help? King Goki will most definitely have an incredible amount of security inside the fortress. In the worst case, he has planned to kill Toriton, in the best case, he worries that Toriton might want to kill him. There might be thousands of guards inside of whatever fortress where the wedding is planned. Unless you can somehow make it to the ceremony, I don’t see how you would get direct access to Goki.” I could tell the young man was trying to be respectful, and he folded his hands in his lap when he finished speaking.

“The plans were for Toriton to bring a hundred of his warriors,” Kiuys replied. “Goki said he would have the same number.”

“But we cannot count on that being true,” Admiral Jetuyn said.

“You all are overthinking this,” Sivaha said, and they turned to my silver-haired wife. “It will be ideal to get to the ceremony and confront Goki directly, but it will not be required. He will not be expecting my husband to make an appearance with his armada, so I can think of only four potential outcomes.”

Sivaha raised a long finger as her smile grew broader.

“First, he will not be in the system at all. That is a minor annoyance, but just delays the inevitable. We will destroy what ships he does have in orbit and on planet and then make our way to the Waymund home sector. He will not escape our armada.”

“Second, Goki is in the system on one of his ships. Perhaps he even intended to do something similar to Toriton and have a doppelgänger stand in. This also doesn’t matter, our armada will attack his fleet, and destroy him. We’ll pick up the pieces of Waymund afterward. There will be someone left alive who can submit to Adam.”

“Third possibility is that Goki is on the planet, but he learns of our plan and tries to escape. We will either capture or shoot down his vessel when it tries to leave the atmosphere.”

“Fourth possibility is that we capture Goki and his family. Then we will work to integrate them. My point is, no matter what the scenario, I do not see the possibility of failure in the long term.”

“But my Queen, they could kill your husband easily if he is in their fortress.” Unnie bobbed his head as he spoke.

Sivaha let out a mirthful laugh and waved her hands at the young man. A few of the older Vaish generals cracked slight smiles, and I saw Madalena try to keep her face impassive.

“My husband cannot be defeated in combat,” Sivaha said. “It does not matter if there are a hundred or a thousand Waymund warriors in his way, or even The Six themselves. He is the avatar of Odin. He is the king of kings. He is a force of nature.”

“Thanks for the confidence, Sivaha,” I said as I smiled at the beautiful woman, “but Admiral Unnie does have a point. Our chances of success improve if they don’t suspect that I am part of Aasne’s entourage. My original plan was to have her say that her father was feeling ill, and he was waiting on one of the ships till after the wedding, but that might spook Goki. I actually like Toriton’s plan. Is there anyone in the armada or on planet who looks close enough to the man to fool Waymund for a few hours? That will allow us to get into the compound and increase our chances of making it to the wedding ceremony.”

The admirals from Idonan looked at each other for a few moments, and most of them nodded.

“We can find someone, my lord,” Kiuys said. “We are the clan which most appreciates the arts, thespians, and skalds. We will locate an actor who can perform the role.”

“We’ll need to run through the various scenarios,” I said. “There could be hiccups every step of the way, and we will need to have a backup plan for each one. Let’s work from Sivaha’s four scenarios and then establish a course of action for each one. Sound fair?”

The gathered admirals nodded, but then Sivaha cleared her throat, and we all looked back to her.

“There is one other variable that I did not bring up in this meeting yet, but I have already discussed with my husband and the Prime Valkyrie.” She shook her head and turned to Madalena.

“Ahh yeah,” I muttered as I remembered Sivaha briefly having spoken about Waymund’s queen

“Yes,” Madalena said. “Our spies do not know for certain if Queen Waymund is submitted to her king, or if her king is submitted to her.”

There was a moment of silence in the conference room as we turned to the Idonan admirals.

“Unfortunately, we do not know either,” Kiuys asked.

“It is of concern, but not a major one,” Sivaha said. “As long as we get to both of them, we should be able to figure out who is really in charge.”

I nodded, but my mind quickly turned to Eve. I’d come to rely on my lover’s mind reading talents for complicated interactions like this, and her presence was sorely missed. It would only be another week and a half at the most, but part of me wondered if it would have just been better waiting for my friends to finish their rite before trying to conquer the other Nordar clans.

Then again, we didn’t have a lot of time. Even when the Nordar were united, I had other tasks I wanted to accomplish if there was enough time. Elaka Nota was still hunting for me and Eve, so I wanted to strike back at them with a massive armada at my back. Yeah, that could happen after we fought against the Draugr, but Eve knew of other women who had been experimented on, and I would have preferred to recruit them to our cause before we needed to be back at Uraniel.

There was also Lith Dae and Alloprize. Those were two mega corps that I knew inflicted vast injustices across the universe. I once swore to protect as many people as I could from those types of entities, and I now had the resources to fight back.

“What is the exact date that Toriton had planned on arriving on Dia-Prism 5?” I asked Admiral Kiuys.

“In ten days,” she replied, “and our median engine travel time to reach there is three days for the ships he had planned to take, and five days for the slower bulk of his armada.”

“Then we have four days to solidify our plan, come up with backup strategies, and plot our courses,” I said as I looked around the room at the gathered admirals. “Let’s take a deeper dive and ensure that King Goki Waymund and his queen have no chance of escaping our clutches.”
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Chapter 12

The four days of planning went by quicker than I could have imagined. Despite the success of our first conference and acceptance of my initial plan, there were still various egos that flared up, arguments that arose, and contrary opinions that I had to massage into place. The beast in my soul screamed at me a few times to just murder everyone in the room and journey to Dia-Prism 5 on Persephone and do the damn deed myself.

Dragon ended up being far more useful than I had ever hoped he could be. He sat silently in each meeting during the day, but then met with Sivaha, Madalena, Aasne, and I afterward to discuss the progress of the meetings. He possessed both Madalena’s calculating mind and Sivaha’s understanding of people’s raw desires. I found that the discussions began to smooth out once I took his advice.

Once the team had agreed to the skeleton of my plan and the basics of everyone’s position in the armada, the real work actually started. I took a step back so that Madalena could manage the timetables of everyone’s hyper and warpdrives, and the formation relays which we would use to ensure that the three different armadas who were now Vaish didn’t accidentally plow into or shoot each other. The details were a bit mind-numbing, but Madalena’s genius was tuned to this type of logistical battle, and it quickly became obvious to all the new admirals that she was the Prime Valkyrie for reasons beyond simply hand-to-hand combat prowess.

I didn’t spend much time with Aasne during the four days. It wasn’t that I did not like the freckled woman; it was more that we were both extremely occupied with our tasks. And every meal I ate needed Madalena, Sivaha, and Dragon in attendance so we could plan. I didn’t feel comfortable taking her into my bed without getting to know her better, or without her meeting Eve and Zea, so I spent my short nights in the familiar arms of either Sivaha or Madalena.

Before I knew it, the armada activated their hyperdrive for Waymund space, and I was in my room putting on the Idonan uniform we had selected. It looked like a standard uniform, but the seams were stitched to pull apart and stretch when I shifted instead of tear.

“My lord,” Madalena’s voice came over my transponder as I finished putting on my long coat, and I clicked the button to answer her.

“I’m here,” I said.

“We are in the armory preparing our kits. The shuttle is here to take us to the Idonan destroyer.

“I’ll be there in a moment,” I said. “I’ll pass command over to Nikki and then come down.”

“Understood,” she replied, and then my transponder beeped.

I took one last look in my mirror, checked that my revolvers lay somewhat hidden under the long coat, and then glanced around my suite. I didn’t like the idea of leaving Persephone and traveling on another ship, but we couldn’t really arrive on her. Across the Nordar clans, it was common knowledge that the Vaish had Shadow Eagles, and while we might be able to claim that Toriton had acquired one, it would probably raise too many eyebrows.

“I’ll be back, Persephone,” I said, and even though I expected a response from the winged woman, I didn’t get one, so I turned and left my room without another word.

The bridge was just a skeleton crew. Rin, Yui, Kalan, Vikana, Hegeia, Uma, Waiola, and Milda were sitting in the gunner seats, but it was only Nikki upfront, and the nine women stood when I walked around the elevator.

“This is farewell for a bit,” I said, and the women nodded after they saluted me.

“We look forward to your victory,” Nikki said.

“Thanks,” I replied. “You have command of Persephone.”

“Thank you, Adam,” Nikki replied. “I will await your orders to pick you up on Dia-Prism 5.”

I nodded at her, turned, and then walked back to the elevator. As soon as the doors closed, I sensed movement behind me, and I closed my eyes as I felt arms circle my stomach and Persephone’s head press against my back.

“I almost thought you weren’t going to say goodbye,” I whispered.

“Naaww,” she replied as she squeezed me a bit harder.

“This will be easy, and I’ll be back in less than a day. Just need to go kick some ass and conquer another one of these clans. Then I have only one more before they are all united.”

“Eyyye yah,” she whispered, and then I felt her lips press against the back of my neck. A shiver descended my spine, but then the doors to the elevator opened, and I no longer felt her arms or lips.

I walked to the armory and found the group piecing together the last of their equipment. Madalena, Lux, Calisto, Mikhael, Josefinna, and Dragon all wore Idonan uniforms and were armed with the Nordar pulse weapons, but Sivaha wore a tight-fitting black dress that was somehow more skin than black cloth. The garment exposed her shoulders, cleavage, lean stomach, and legs in ways that seemed to defy physics, and she held a brutal looking submachine gun in her hand.

“Uhhh, the plan was to wear an Idonan uniform,” I said to her as I tried to keep my eyes focused on her beautiful face and not the abundant amount of skin she was showing.

“Yes, but that is soooo boring,” she sighed. “I feel sexier in a sexy dress, and I feel even sexier in a sexy dress when I am spraying bullets into people I dislike.”

“We also said pulse weapons,” I said as I gestured to her submachine gun.

“I like the way it bucks in my hand,” she said with a shrug. “It tries to thrash against my control, but then I tame it to my purposes. The pulse rifle is effective but boring.”

“I could not convince her to--” Madalena started to say, but then my other wife interrupted her.

“Madalena and I are wearing hooded white robes and traveling as Aasne’s handmaidens. Look.” The silver-haired woman slung her submachine gun back over her shoulder, reached for a white robe hanging on the shelf next to her, and then wiggled her delicious body as she slid into it. Once she had the garment on, she raised the hood, and then shrugged.

“We are wearing the hoods just in case someone recognizes us,” the Prime Valkyrie said, and I could feel her try to stifle her annoyance.

“And if they ask to look at us, they still won’t believe who we are. Placement dissonance. Why would the Prime Valkyrie and Queen of the Vaish be escorting the Queen of the Idonan?”

“Because the Queen of the Idonan is now Vaish,” Madalena said.

“That will be too many dots to connect,” Sivaha said. “I just hate uniforms. They are for people who follow rules. I also hate rules. Besides, I have my abilities. It won’t matter if King Goki guesses at our deception since it will be too late for him at that point. Any guard or warrior that asks to see us I will charm. You have nothing to worry about, Prime Valkyrie.”

Madalena looked at me, but her emotions were a strange mix of annoyance and humor. As much as Sivaha’s antics frustrated the Prime Valkyrie, I knew the two women liked and respected each other.

“We don’t have time for you to get changed,” I said. “Just keep the robe on.”

“I will,” Sivaha said. “Thank you, husband.”

“Everyone ready?” I asked as Dragon handed me a pulse rifle, and the rest of my crew nodded.

We walked out of the armory and into the hold. The docking tube was already extended, and we all took our seats inside the shuttle before Josefinna flew us away from Persephone and to the Idonan marked destroyer. It was one of the newest ships in the fleet, with the most advanced warpdrives, but it was still a great deal slower than Persephone. We would make it to Dia-Prism 5 an hour after engaging the warpdrive, whereas my manta ray shaped ship would make it there in five minutes.

The captain of the destroyer met us in the loading dock, and he thanked me half a dozen times for choosing his ship for this mission. I thanked him for volunteering, and then I asked him to take Sivaha, Madalena, and me to Aasne.

The captain led us to a large suite where we found my freckled-faced wife being tended to by four beauticians. Two women were twisting and braiding her long auburn hair into a complicated series of knots wound with flowers. Another woman carefully applied makeup to her face, and the fourth was painting her nails. Aasne wore a snow white dress, but most of the garment was concealed by a black robe that prevented makeup, nail polish, or hair product from accidently getting on the dress.

“Hello, husband.” Her face brightened as she saw me in the mirror, and I felt a bit of my breath leave my body when I saw the job that the makeup artist had done. I already thought the young woman was beautiful, but her natural features were exponentially enhanced by the shades of red and cream applied to her cheeks, and the colors were perfectly mixed to showcase her bright green eyes.

“You look beautiful,” I said.

“Thank you,” she replied, and her cheeks blushed a bit. “I’ve been in this chair for three hours, so I’m glad you like it.”

An announcement came over the communication system in the Nordar language, and I guessed it was alerting us that we were about to enter warpdrive. I was proven correct a few moments later when I felt the ship lurch and then steady.

“Do you have your weapons under all that ornamentation?” Sivaha asked as she gestured to the dress.

“Yes,” Aasne replied. “My hand is actually on the grip on my pistol right now.”

“Good,” Madalena replied.

“How much longer do you need?” I asked the four women working on Aasne.

“Another three quarters of an hour,” one of the replied.

“You are cutting it close,” I said, and then I turned back to Aasne. “We’ll be on the planet in an hour.”

“I will be ready,” she said.

“I will stay here with Aasne,” Sivaha said.

“I would also like to stay,” Madalena replied as she smiled at me.

“Sounds good,” I said. “I’ll meet you all in the hold.”

I made my way back through the destroyer’s hallways and met up with the rest of my crew. They were all sitting patiently by the loading dock, and I sat on a passenger seat next to a meditating Dragon, and closed my own eyes.

“What do you feel before a battle?” he asked after we had sat together for a few moments.

“Anticipation, I think,” I said after I thought about his question.

“Search deeper. Fear, anticipation, and misgivings are what humans feel. You are so much more.”

“So you keep trying to convince me,” I laughed.

“And it is working. You took another woman and conquered her clan. The old you would have felt remorse even though all other solutions would have cost more lives.”

“I gave her a choice,” I said. “She didn’t have to submit to me.”

“The best kinds of lies are wrapped in truths,” he said.

“What do you mean?” I asked, and I opened my eyes to look at him.

“You offered her a choice, but there really was not one. How could she say no to you?”

“She could have said no,” I replied. “I would have been fine with an alliance that didn’t involve her submitting to me.”

“Ahh, but she wouldn’t,” he said.

“What are you talking about?”

“It is the way of females,” he began. “I have told this to you before, and she even said it herself: women want the strongest of men. They want to be dominated, possessed, and inseminated by a male that is superior. You think you offered her a choice, and perhaps it made your human persona feel good about itself, but the reality is that there was never a choice for the young woman. She wanted you to claim her. I have seen her eyes when she looks at you. She hungers for you like a starving woman, and she would do anything to gain your favor. This is how all the women that surround you are. You just have not realized it.”

“Ahhh, Dragon,” I chuckled. “You certainly are an interesting guy.”

“Perhaps that is true,” he laughed with me. “Back to our original question. What do you feel? It is not anticipation.”

“Ahhh,” I said as I closed my eyes again and searched within my emotions. For half a moment, I wondered why I was indulging the man, but we had about an hour left before the landing, and I preferred to speak with him than sit in silence.

I tried to ignore the monster inside of me, but he was everywhere I tried to search. His presence was strange though. He was normally angry and paced back and forth in my thoughts like a caged animal, but now he just seemed to fill my subconscious with his presence in much the same way paint covers the walls of a room.

“I feel confident,” I said.

“Yes!” Dragon hissed. “That is the answer I expected.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because Tiger doesn’t lose. The only battle you might have lost was against me, but that is now resolved. You are the champion of light, and the darkness shall flee from your vengeance.”

“You are making it sound easy,” I said as I gave him a half smile.

“No, Tiger. The way will not be easy, but you will still win. Darkness cannot.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Imagine if it did,” he said with a sigh. “There would be no life. There would be no chaos, or order. There would be nothing. You call these beings the SAVO or Draugr, but they are just one of many of the forces that seek the end the universe. They once ruled this galaxy, but then the life won, and they were forced to retreat.”

“The good guys won?” I asked with surprise. “That isn’t what happened though. They devoured all the life in the universe and then went into hibernation for billions of years. They seeded the galaxy with life again and now wish to devour everything.”

“That is one story,” he said as he shrugged, “but think about it. We have our freedoms now, and they have been gone. If they really won, why did they sleep? These are beings who are unbelievably powerful, yet they ran out of food? You would believe that they were foolish enough to over-indulge?”

“So, that isn’t what happened?” I asked.

“I was not alive then,” he laughed, “but the story seems suspect. How did you learn of it?”

“Eve read the mind of the one on Uraniel,” I said.

“Ahh yes, but she shares a connection with them.”

“Are you telling me that she would betray me?” I felt the beast in my soul growl, and I tried to keep my words calm.

“No, Tiger, your women would not betray you. At least, not of their own choice. Especially that one. Perhaps she loves you the most out of all of your wives since she would have nothing without you. Still, what if they could tell her what they wanted her to know? How different a narrative is it when you think they were unstoppable god-like beings versus creatures that were once vanquished and then had to flee?”

“It’s way different,” I said. “I have a lot more hope that we would win if they had been beaten once before.”

“So you can see why they do not want you to think that.”

“Hmmm,” I said.

“Still,” he sighed. “The truth is not real. Even this conversation between us is not the truth. It is not real. I will remember it one way, and you will remember it another. Perhaps these beings really did consume all life in a gluttonous act of foolishness. Perhaps they were beaten by a warrior such as yourself billions of years ago. Perhaps the truth is somewhere in between.”

“It does not matter,” I said. “I’m going to fucking destroy them.”

“Yes, that is the Tiger.” He smiled at me and then closed his eyes and leaned back into his seat. I knew enough about him to know that our conversation was now over, and I closed my eyes once again so that I could consider his words.

If the Draugr had once been beaten, the nightmare attacks they continued to send me made a lot of sense. When I had first told Madalena about my dreams, she said that the reason they attacked me there was because they were afraid of fighting me on equal terms. I chewed on the idea a bit, but it didn’t make a lot of sense because from everything I knew, they were incredibly powerful.

But if the Draugr had once lost a war and fled the far reaches of the galaxy to lick their wounds, their efforts to attack me in my dreams made a lot more sense.

And it gave me a lot more confidence.

I spun the new information over in my head for a few minutes, but then an announcement came over the speakers. The voice was in the Nordar language, but I was starting to recognize some words, and I understood that it meant that we had only a few minutes left until we were out of warpdrive.

The doorway on the far side of the hold opened, and Madalena, Sivaha, and Aasne walked into the room. Aasne’s midnight black robe covered her white dress, but I could see hints of it at the bottom when she stepped. Sivaha and Madalena’s robes were snow white, but I couldn’t see any trace of the clothes they wore under their robes. The three women were absolutely stunning, and I gave them each a smile as I stood.

“Are you ready?” I asked Aasne.

“Yes,” she said with a careful nod, and I turned to Madalena and Sivaha.

“We are ready as well,” the Prime Valkyrie said as she raised a medium sized leather bag in her hand. It was filled with flowers, and they were an integral part of our plan.

The door behind them opened, and a unit of Idonan warriors entered with a man who looked almost exactly like the late king Toriton. He had a few extra lines on his face, and a bit less muscle than the king I had killed, but I doubted anyone from Waymund would know the difference. The man was apparently one of the most famous of the Idonan Blood Overlord Clan’s performers, and he was wearing a great deal of makeup to fit the visage of Toriton.

“My king and queens, I am honored to serve you,” the actor kneeled before the four of us, and the rest of the warriors followed his example. His voice sounded identical to Toriton, and I couldn’t help but smile. The man was one hell of a method actor, and he had asked that none of us learn of his real name, and just call him by the role that he would be playing for the next half of the day.

This was going to work.

“Thank you for helping us,” I said. “Do you have any more questions about the script?”

“No, my lord,” he answered as he stood. “I will honor the four of you with my performance, just as you have honored me with the task of performing by your side.”

A Nordar voice came over the speakers and began to countdown for our warpdrive exit. The ship shuddered just as the countdown reached zero, and then the destroyer hit normalized space.

We waited for a few moments, and I briefly regretted my decision not to be on the bridge and get immediate news. I knew the captain was a professional, but during my time in the Jupiter Marines, bigwig officers had often made an appearance on the ships where I was assigned. The commanding officers of the vessel always freaked the fuck out and were miserable to be around since they did their best to impress. I wasn’t just some admiral coming to visit one of my destroyers and talk with the captain, I was the king of their nation, and I didn’t want to distract the bridge crew too much from their tasks. They would be walking on enough eggshells with us in the hold.

“My lord,” the captain said through my transponder. “We have been given approval to land on Dai-Prism 5. They reiterated that they will allow four of our destroyer class vessels down and made sure I knew that we should have no more than fifty people in Toriton’s entourage.”

“Good work, Captain,” I said. “How does their fleet look?”

“One hundred vessels exactly,” he responded. “We are about to enter atmosphere. Please take your seats.”

“Got it,” I said, and my crew buckled themselves in beside the Toriton actor and the group of Idonan guards.

The destroyer lurched slightly as it entered atmosphere, but there was no display screen for us to see our landing progress. The vessel bumped a bit, and a faint roaring sounded from outside the hull, but the noise went away after fifteen seconds, and then the ship began to level out.

Then I felt the vessel hover in the air, descend, and vibrate briefly as it touched the ground.

“We are down, my lord,” the captain verified through my transponder.

“Be prepared to leave quickly if things don’t go as planned,” I said.

“Yes, my lord,” he answered as we all unbuckled ourselves. “May Odin guide your bullets.”

“Alright, team,” I said, and my crew, wives, the Idonan guards, and the Toriton actor turned to me. “We have discussed this at length and practiced the maneuvers. Watch each other’s backs and try to keep your positions. I have faith in all of you, so let’s conquer another clan.”

“Yes, my lord!” my crew shouted as they saluted, and the Idonans quickly followed the example.

Then I nodded to the actor, and he cleared his throat.

“Get in line then,” he said with Toriton’s voice, and we all fell into place in a blocked rectangle formation. My three robed wives walked in front of the actor playing Toriton, with my crew and I in front of them while the rest of the armored Idonan guards were on the outer lines.

Then the hatch lowered, and we all marched down the ramp.

There twenty armored Waymund warriors waited for us on the landing pad about thirty meters away. A man with a long gray mustache and thick chest stood at the head of the formation, and he gestured for us to move toward him once we descended the ramp.

“Greetings, King Idonan, I am head skald of the Waymund clan,” the man said, but his words were in the Nordar language, and I only knew them because of the words I had picked up so far.

“Please speak English,” the actor playing Toriton said.

“English, my lord?” the mustached man asked with a puzzled look on his face.

“Yes,” the man pretending to be Toriton said. “It is my latest hobby. I am revisiting our ancient languages. I’m sure you can understand, since you are a man of languages and history.”

“Of course, and I must say that your accent is very nice, my lord,” the skald said with a quick nod.

“Thank you, skald. They call you Yanirk?”

“You have heard of me, my lord?” the mustached man seemed amazed, and I realized that the actor probably knew of all his contemporaries, but King Toriton probably didn’t give two shits about some singer for the Waymund.

This was bad.

“Yes, of course. Your skill is known throughout all the clans, skald Yanirk. Will you be officiating my daughter’s wedding? If so, King Goki has done me an incredible honor.”

Yanirk’s mouth hung open for half a moment, and then the man blinked and closed his jaw with a snapping sound. His cheeks actually turned a bit red, and he bowed his head before us.

“And you honor me with your kind words, King Toriton. I did not know that the Idonan’s praised my work. Your people are known to be excellent skalds and artisans.”

“Yes, yes, yes, yes, of course we are, but you have an exceptional talent, skald Yanirk,” the actor said, and I turned my head to the side so I could see him waving his hand through the air. “I would like you to pay me a visit in the near future and give us a performance. As long as your king is fine with you making the journey. Is he here yet?”

“I do not believe that King Goki or his wife will mind if I visit Idonan lands, especially after the wedding, and yes, the King is resting in his suite. I was instructed to greet you and confirm your presence before escorting you to your own rooms.”

“Confirm our presence? What does that mean?” Toriton huffed.

“Oh, nothing much, my lord,” the skald quickly looked at each of us in the formation, and then his eyes set on the three robed women. “May I be honored and look upon the bride and her handmaidens? I’m sure you can understand that I have a job to do. I am sorry, but it is my task.”

I let out a slow breath and tried to calm my heart. I had thought that my actor may have made a blunder by admitting that he knew Yanirk, but he had turned the situation around so that the skald was now apologizing for having to do his duty.

“Of course, skald Yanirk, but step inside of our formation so that you can look under their hood, I do not wish for the sun to ruin my daughter’s makeup or hair, so she will not be removing her hood.”

“Ahh, thank you, my lord.”

The singer threaded through my crew carefully but didn’t really glance at anyone’s face except the women’s. Even though he stood right next to us, he ignored Dragon and me. I found it odd because we were not ethnically Nordar, and we kind of stood out among the royal honor guard.

“Ahh, Princess Aasne, you look as beautiful as the morning sunrise over the ocean,” he said as he ducked his head so that he could look under Aasne’s hood.

“Thank you, Skald,” my wife said.

“Your handmaidens’ carry luggage?” he asked as he gestured to the two leather bags that Madalena and Sivaha held in their gloved hands.

“Yes, Skald,” Aasne answered. “They are gifts for the audience. Simple flowers from my homeworld. Would you like to look?”

“I must, Princess,” he said, and then both of the white hooded women opened up the cases to show that they were filled with white petaled flowers.

“Would you like one?” Aasne asked as the skald carefully began to dig his hands through the cases. “My handmaidens and I intended to pass them out before the ceremony.”

“They are beautiful,” the mustached man said as he held one to his nose. “They also smell divine. I will take one during the ceremony.”

“Very well,” Aasne said as she smiled at the man.

“I apologize, but may I also check the faces of your handmaidens? I am tasked with looking upon everyone’s face that comes into the fortress. Security measures that I do not quite agree with, but I am merely following my king’s orders.”

“Of course,” Aasne said, “but I do not know why you are so concerned about their faces when you are allowing us to keep our weapons.”

“My king wishes to know who is in attendance,” the skald apologized. “In particular, he wants to know of any visiting women.”

“I am fine with Goki appraising my women,” the actor growled, “but we wish to relax before tonight’s wedding, so do his perverted duty, and let us be done.”

“It will just take a moment,” the man said, and then he shuffled to the side so that he was standing at my eight o’clock where Sivaha was.

There was a brief moment of silence, and the man cleared his throat nervously. “You seem familiar to me.”

“Oh?” Sivaha whispered. “Who do I remind you of?”

“I am unsure,” he said. “You possess a striking beauty. It is almost not of this galaxy.”

“You are quite a charmer, Skald,” Sivaha said. “But we have not met before. However, if your performance at tonight’s wedding goes well, perhaps we can meet afterward.”

“Ahem,” the man cleared his throat again. “I… will… look… forward…” his words started to slur together, and he accidently walked into me.

“Careful,” I hissed to him, and the broad chested man blinked his eyes with confusion.

“You may go now,” Sivaha said, and then the man started to nod.

Then he looked at Madalena’s hooded figure.

“I need to verify the other handmaiden, I am--”

“No, she is fine, you don’t know her either,” Sivaha whispered. “You confirmed that Aasne and King Toriton is here, why would anyone else matter? We have a wedding to prepare for, Skald Yanirk. Your time is wasted here. Just think of your performance tonight, you have much fame to gain.”

“Yes, of course,” the man quickly said, and he took a step away from the women so that he was standing between Dragon and me. “We do not have much time till dinner. Please, let me escort you all to your rooms. Follow me, my lord.”

“Thank you, Skald,” the actor said, and our group fell into place behind the Waymund warriors.

We walked away from the landing pad and onto a two hundred meter long brick pathway that cut through a field of neatly trimmed grass. The pathway seemed to lead toward the lip of a gorge, and I carefully turned my eyes around to try to scope out the surroundings without being too obvious. There were sporadic oak trees arranged in the field, but I didn’t see any sign of missile arrays, cannons, or antennas.

As we traveled closer to the end of the pathway, I saw that the gorge was actually an impressive canyon that seemed to stretch on for hundreds of kilometers in every direction. The flora in the canyon below was more grass and oak trees, but I also saw an aggressive looking river and various cedar looking trees growing out of the sides of the cliff faces. I didn’t see any fortress or estate, but then I caught a flash of light to my right, and I turned my head a bit so that I could see down the edge of the canyon wall closest to us.

There I saw the fortress, and I had to clench my teeth to keep from gasping.

Just like the castle on my battle fortress Odin Geirr, the castle on Dia-Prism 5 seemed to be made of glass. It was a massive structure that looked as if it was organically inserted into the canyon face like a crystal beehive. I guessed that it was maybe two kilometers across and another three kilometers tall, and every surface looked to be a window with an incredible view of the sprawling canyon.

“This is the Prism Palace,” Yanirk declared loudly. “It is one of the most important pieces of Waymund engineering. It was built by Queen Leara’s grandfather only sixty years ago, and the royal family vacations here during every late spring season.

“It is beautiful,” the man playing Toriton said, and I knew he wasn’t acting. Even Lux seemed impressed by the Prism Palace, and she shot me a look which made me think that she might be a bit hesitant to shoot the place up.

“The palace is over eighty thousand square meters, with four hundred rooms,” Yanirk stated as he led us to the right and down a cave passageway that pointed toward the distant fortress. “I am sure that you have similar accommodations on your homeworld, but we are very proud of the Prism Palace, and we are delighted to host the wedding here.”

“It is very impressive,” Toriton said. “We do not have a structure like this on any of our pleasure worlds, but now I am inspired to build one.”

“I would be delighted to perform in one, if you have the need,” Yanirk said.

“I believe we can work something out,” the actor said. “We will speak after the ceremony. I wish for that to progress smoothly. How long have King Goki and his queen been on the planet?”

“They only arrived yesterday,” Yanirk said, “but the wedding staff has been here for a week preparing. I am actually surprised that your queen did not join you.”

“My mother is sick,” Aasne answered quickly. “She wanted to be here, but she worried about infecting me.”

“Ahh,” Yanirk said, and then he was silent for a few moments as we walked deeper into the cave passage.

There were golden-colored globe lights on the ceiling of the passageway, but the walls were cut roughly. Almost as if they were done recently. It could have just been me being paranoid, but I felt my heart began to pound in my chest, and I had to force myself to take a few slow breaths.

A lot could go wrong, and we were walking into the maw of our enemies.

I glanced at the Idonan warriors on either side of me. They had been carefully vetted by Madalena and Sivaha, but the warriors were newly loyal to me. I almost picked Vaish warriors to bring instead, but each clan had somewhat unique facial features, and the Vaish tended to have sharper cheekbones and noses. The Skyad had high rounded cheekbones and pale skin. The Idonans tended to have freckles and were easy to smile. It might not have made a difference, but we thought that it might be a little too obvious to have only Vaish present in our group wearing Idonan uniforms, so Madalena wanted the majority of them to be of Idonan descent.

All it took was one of them deciding that they would rather die than have me as their king, scream a warning to the Waymund, and the mission would be over.

We soon came to a four meter tall set of steel double doors, and a group of ten Waymund guards ushered us inside. Our entourage of fifty entered, and then the doors swung closed behind us with a solemn thud.

Now we were committed.

The foyer of the Prism Palace was just about as grand as I expected. It seemed like a hundred crystal chandeliers hung from the ten meter high ceiling. The marble floor was tiled with rectangular glass spacers that allowed the distant light from the canyon to provide natural light. And the walls were decorated with grand Viking tapestries that showed Odin, Thor, a woman who I guessed was Freyja, and various other muscular men fighting horrific monsters.

The interior of the glass castle inside of the Odin Geirr was splendid, but this place made the Vaish palace seem utilitarian and drab. Each individual marble tile seemed to be etched with a unique carving of a tree, leaf, or weapon, and my sharp eye noticed that the crystals on each of the chandeliers were also individually detailed.

Just doing the floors, walls, and ceilings of this one room must have taken hundreds of thousands of artisan labor hours.

“You will be staying in the west wing,” Yanirk said as he gestured for our group to follow him through the foyer and down one of the wide hallways that seemed to move away from the glass side that faced the canyon.

Our group moved with our escort of guards, and we passed another station of twenty Waymund warriors positioned inside of the hallway. This was obviously a protective choke point meant to keep us from leaving this side of the palace, and the group of soldiers eyed us suspiciously as we passed.

Yanirk’s voice filled the hallway as he passionately described the various stones, glass, and crystals used to build the Prism Palace. The man was a great speaker, and part of me wanted to listen, but my eyes were too busy glancing down the side passages that we walked past, and I soon had a rough map of the palace committed to memory.

We passed another guard station in the hallway, and this one was set up with a waist-high barrier and thirty guards carrying what looked like pulse shotguns. The Waymund warriors gave us blank stares as we walked past, and the actor playing Toriton let out an angry grunt that got Yanirk’s attention.

“As agreed, we brought only an entourage of fifty. Yet I have counted over sixty Waymund soldiers so far. Is this not the start of an alliance between our clans? I do not feel like your king values my commitments to our mutual prosperity.”

“King Goki means no dishonor to you, my lord,” Yanik said quickly. “As you know, kings of the Blood Overlord Clans must protect themselves from ill intent. The guards are just here to ensure that no one in your entourage strays too far from their suites. He is looking forward to the ceremony tonight and the talks of our clans becoming allies.”

“Hmmm,” Toriton grunted.

“Your suites are right here, my lord,” Yanirk said as he gestured to the double doors at the end of the hallway.

Only two Waymund guards were positioned at the doors, and they pulled them open as our group approached. Sunlight hit our faces, and it seemed like the entire canyon spread out beneath us.

The “wing” was three levels, with a large common area set against the glass wall that showcased the distant wilderness. Winding marble stairs twisted down each side of the landing and led to levels where I saw suite doors.

“There are two hundred rooms in this wing,” Yanirk said. “You have them all to yourselves. The best rooms will be on the top floor in this direction.” The skald pointed to his right where the elegant staircase bent up and around to another landing. “There is a table on the lowest floor laid out with a small assortment of dried meats, cheeses, fruit, bread, and drink in case any of you have need of refreshment.”

“I am displeased that King Goki was not here to meet me,” Toriton growled.

“He is eager to meet you, my lord. Once the wedding is complete, he plans on spending the evening with you.”

“Hmmm,” the actor said. “I suppose I have little choice. I look forward to this celebration and the alliance of our people.”

“As does he,” the skald said. “I will leave you all to rest and come retrieve you in four hours for the wedding ceremony.” The mustached man made one last bow to the king and Aasne, and then he left through the double doors.

“Secure the perimeter of this wing,” the actor said as he nodded to the guards, and we all spread out across the three levels to ensure that no additional doorways were leading in or out of this area of the Prism Palace.

None of my guards nodded at me as we moved through the wing. I couldn’t see any cameras or surveillance equipment, but it would be foolish to think that we weren’t being watched, and it would have been a mistake to break character while we thought that we were alone. This was all part of the plan that I had practiced with the guards, but I still picked a sentry position on the outskirts of the wing, far removed from everyone else so there was less risk of someone accidently making a mistake and saluting me.

Then we waited and watched the sun begin to sink lower toward the crest of the canyon. I didn’t feel any hunger, but I did search my emotions for that feeling of confidence that Dragon and I had spoken of. We were deep in an enemy fortress, outnumbered probably four to one, and one small mistake could end in all our deaths, but the beast in my soul didn’t give two fucks about the odds. We had been through worse together, this was just slightly different because there was an element of subterfuge involved instead of a storm of bullets.

But it would probably end with a storm of bullets anyway, and I always won those encounters.

While we waited for the ceremony to begin, I watched my wives make brief trips to the food table for light snacks. I doubted the trio really had much of an appetite, but it kept up appearances, and it was all part of the plan to keep calm whatever observers we might have. The women never pulled their hoods down, and I was too far away from them to hear anything they spoke of, but I guessed that Sivaha was keeping the conversation about the usual wedding fare.

The sun seemed to take forever to set, but soon enough it was kissing the lowest part of the distant canyon cliffs, and the sky was bleeding a dark vermilion hue.

“Greetings, dear Idonans!” Yanirk’s voice called out from the top of the landing stairs. “We are prepared for a most magnificent wedding. I hope that you are as well.”

“We are,” Toriton called out from where he picked at the food on the table. Then the actor gestured to the surrounding guards. We nodded, and then quickly fell into formation around him, Aasne, Madalena, and Sivaha.

“Excellent,” the skald said. “This will be a celebration to remember!”

“Oh yes, it most certainly will,” the actor agreed, and then our group moved up the steps and marched deeper into the Prism Palace.
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Chapter 13

I had expected our procession to attract Waymund guards, but every guard post we passed abandoned their post and fell in the procession behind us. By the time we made it back to the main foyer, we had sixty Waymund warriors following us, and each was armed with either a pulse carbine or shotgun.

Then we reached the foyer, and another fifty guards were waiting for us.

“Skald, this seems less of a meeting and celebration of equals, and more like a grasp at power,” Toriton said. “I came here with my daughter and a small entourage as agreed upon, and Goki’s correspondence indicated that he would meet me with equal numbers.”

“This is just precautionary, my lord,” Yanirk reassured him. “King Goki and Queen Leara only wish to guarantee their own safety during the ceremony. Once our clans are joined by the wedding, there will be no need for such displays.”

“I hope you are being truthful,” Toriton said, and I could tell he was struggling to keep his voice calm.

Despite the leverage that Waymund had over us, I sensed no distress from Madalena, Sivaha, or the rest of the crew of Persephone. We’d been outnumbered before. We’d been off balance before. We’d beaten the odds before. I did sense a bit of fear coming from Aasne, but our bond of submission was still developing and feeling her emotions were similar to grasping at running water. I could briefly feel the temperature, but I couldn’t hold on to it easily.

“This way, Idonans,” Yanirk said as he gestured toward the doorways on the opposite side of the foyer. Our entourage followed the skald and the group of fifty warriors that took a position in front of us while the other fifty followed from behind.

This next corridor’s walls were exposed to the canyon, and the last slivers of sunlight were making the transition from orange to a wine color. Stars were beginning to poke through the purplish light and the lack of any city or settlement somewhat allowed the stars to illuminate the canyon.

The view was spectacular, and I was looking forward to taking this palace as my own vacation spot.

But first, I had to conquer these Waymund, take over the Jotnar, and defeat a race of god-like space vampires.

Our pathway emerged out onto a second foyer. This one was a bit smaller than the first, but a grand staircase in the middle led up to another massive set of ancient looking wood doors. There were more Waymund guards positioned on the stairs, but these were all women, and the hard look in their eyes left me no guesses as to their abilities. These were Waymund valkyries, and I felt my heart slam against my ribcage as we walked up the stairs past them.

Now we had a hundred and fifty Waymund warriors around us, and fifty were valkyries.

The doors at the top of the stairs opened, and we entered a long feasting hall. The walls were made of a white and cream marble, the wood beams were carved with beautiful designs of horses, Viking warriors, and trees, and the ceiling bore an array of sparkling chandeliers that gave the stars outside a run for their money.

Wooden pews with thick stone end bracers were set on each side of the long room, and a group of warriors sitting on the right side stood as soon as our entourage entered the hallway. These men and women were well dressed, and I guessed that they were the immediate family of King Goki. The group bowed to our entourage, and then Yanirk gestured for us to sit on the pews on the left side of the room.

“Where is King Goki?” Toriton hissed at the skald as the rest of us moved to sit on the pews.

“He will be arriving shortly,” Yanirk replied as he gestured to the front of the feasting hall. There was a massive marble throne there on top of a two meter high dais, and spiral beams of rock emerged from the back part of the chair as if it was smoke coming up from a fire. I realized this wasn’t really a feasting hall. It was a massive throne room.

“There is only one throne there,” Toriton growled. “Will he loom over the ceremony like a fat spider while I sit below him like a commoner?”

“Oh no, no, no, my lord,” Yanirk apologized. “There is no insult intended. This is Waymund space though, and we did not have time to craft another throne for you. King Goki and Queen Leara have every intention of honoring you after the ceremony, and they thank you for your patience.”

“Let us get on with it then,” Toriton growled. “I grow tired of this disrespect.”

“None is intended!” Yanirk said, but it was becoming obvious to me that this was probably going to play out as the real King Toriton had predicted. King Goki had not bothered to meet with Toriton yet, we had way too many armored guards as escorts, and there was only one throne. It was obvious what Waymund’s plan was: they intended to marry Aasne to one of their sons, then murder Toriton and claim that Idonan and Waymund were now joined together through marriage. Their plan wouldn’t have worked because Toriton had planned on his brother being there, but now the tables would totally turn since I was just going to conquer these fuckers when they thought they had their teeth wrapped around someone else’s throat.

A bell rang out, and the other side of the feasting hall stood from their pews.

“King Goki Waymund arrives!” Yanirk cried out and the guards surrounding us seemed to tense a bit. “Please stand in his presence!” The skald turned to look at us and gestured for us to rise.

The actor playing Toriton, Madalean, Sivaha, and Aasne all sat in the front row of the pews, and they slowly stood. The rest of us followed their example, and I could see the actor’s face turn red with anger. The man was doing an excellent job in his role, and I could see a few of the Waymund warriors glance in his direction with nervous expressions on their faces. The expressions gave me a bit of a pause, and I realized that Waymund still needed Aasne to marry into their family for the coup to take effect; if a coup was what they had planned. They must have guessed that if Toriton got too upset, he would just leave, and they could either let him go, or they could kill him and risk Aasne dying in battle. Then the two clans would go to war, and neither could afford that with the Vaish and Jotnar growling at them.

The chime stopped ringing, and the double doors behind us opened. Everyone gathered turned around to see King Goki and Queen Leara enter, and the gathered Waymunds bowed their heads low before their lord.

None of the Idonan’s bowed, and I took the opportunity to study the pair as they walked down the aisle.

Goki was tall and long limbed. He wasn’t as tall as me, or as muscular, but his tight fitting green uniform showcased his lean muscles and confident strut. His jaw was wide, his eyes were dark, and his hair was a thick brown and gray mane that actually did remind me of a horse. His skin was a healthy tan, and I guessed that he spent most of his days outside. He had plenty of wrinkles on his face, and I would have put him at maybe fifty or sixty Earth-years, but it was hard to tell exact ages because of the atmospheres of different planets.

Queen Leara was short and voluptuous, with an hourglass figure and chestnut brown hair braided back over her shoulder in one long strand that fell to her hip. Her facial features were a bit narrower than her husband, but her skin tone matched his, and the tanned tone offset her bright blue eyes. She looked much younger than her husband, but that was often the way it was with kings.

Both of them nodded to their guards and family as they approached, and then they turned their heads to nod toward us. Their eyes fell on Toriton and the robed women at the front of our pews, and the pair of Waymund monarchs stepped out of the aisle and stood at the front of our pews right in front of my wives.

Only one bench removed from where Dragon, Lux, Calisto, and I sat.

I let my eyes slowly twist to each side so that I could survey the Waymund guards in the room. A quick count put them at about two hundred, and then there were about fifty more well-dressed Waymund men and women in the pews across from us. We were outnumbered five to one, but we expected that, and all we needed was for the guards to relax for half a moment so that we could begin our attack.

“King Toriton!” Goki laughed as he bowed his head. “Thank you for bringing your beautiful daughter to us. It is unfortunate that your wife could not make it.” He was speaking in Nordar, but I was picking up most of the words they exchanged.

“Well met, King Goki,” the actor said in English as he returned the other man’s bow. “My wife sends her disappointed regrets.” He then turned to Queen Leara and bowed his head again. “It is wonderful to meet you.”

“Thank you, King Idonan,” Leara also replied in English as she bowed her head low enough for her braided hair to touch the ground. She wore a pale yellow dress that looked to be made out of a sheer satin. Horses were embroidered on the hem of the skirt and sleeves with a golden thread, and an arrangement of pearls wrapped around her narrow waist.

King Goki wore his military uniform, and he turned away from Toriton so that he could look at the black robed figure of Aasne.

“My son is sitting in the stands over there,” Goki said as he gestured to the side, and I saw the young man stand. He looked just like his father, but he had short brown hair. His face betrayed his nervousness, and his eyes widened as he gazed across the aisle at the black robed women. It really looked like he didn’t want to be here, and his expression was a bit puzzling.

“This is my daughter, Aasne,” Toriton said, and then my wife reached up to lower her hood. She looked as stunning as I remembered her from a few hours ago, and the Waymund king and queen both opened their eyes with surprise.

“King Idonan, you did not tell us your daughter was so beautiful,” Queen Leara said.

“We are Idonan!” the actor laughed. “All of us are beautiful.”

“So they are,” Leara said as she passed her bright blue eyes over the seat where Dragon, Lux, Calisto, and I sat. Her eyes settled on me for half a moment, and I feared that she might have guessed who I was, but then she turned to the two women robed in white with a question on her face.

“Are these your handmaidens, Princess Aasne?”

“Yes, my queen,” the auburn-haired woman said as she bowed her head. “They are maidens themselves, and it is our tradition that they remain covered until after the ceremony as to not detract the eyes from me.”

“I doubt that is possible,” Leara laughed, but the Waymund queen was beautiful herself, her movements reminded me a bit of Sivaha. She had the calm confidence of someone who knew she was beautiful and was used to men doing her bidding.

The proximity of the Waymund king and queen was putting their guards on edge, and I could see a group of Valkyries move to the corners of the throne room so that they could have crossfire opportunity. We had planned for this also, but I still felt my stomach drop when I counted their numbers again.

This wasn’t going to be easy, and I wondered if it would be worth it to just grab the two monarchs now.

“I do appreciate beautiful women,” King Goki said, and I saw Leara’s mouth twitch around her smile. “Allow me to look upon these two women, perhaps I might find one of them worthy to take as an underwife for Leara.

“After the ceremony,” the actor said. “It is our tradition to--”

“King Toriton,” Goki interrupted. “I would hate to remind you that this alliance was your idea. You desperately came to us for help and offered your daughter as a tribute to us. I do agree with the thought of us forming an alliance, but that bond might be strengthened if you allow me to consummate with more of your Idonan women.”

“Let us begin the ceremony,” Queen Leara said as she placed her hands on her husband’s left bicep. “You will have the rest of the night to gaze upon their women and speak with Toriton about the alliance.”

“Their coverings intrigue me,” the tall man said as he reached for Sivaha. My wife leaned away from his hand, and he missed grabbing her hood.

My heart leapt in my throat, and I felt my grip tighten on my pulse rifle.

“Careful, my lord,” Sivaha whispered with words that dripped honey. “This is a time for your son and soon to be daughter. There will be time later to look upon us, and perhaps other things, if your wife permits.”

“Heh,” Goki scoffed, and then shook his head as he looked back at Aasne. “My son won’t know how to ride this one. I’ll have to show him how to do it first, but then I can sample the others she brought.”

The beast in my soul started to growl, and I had to close my eyes and try to picture the wind blowing over the waves of a blue ocean. It was the same story with all the Nordar kings I had met. They were all full of themselves and gave little respect to others. I really wanted to put a bullet through this fucker’s face, but the timing was not perfect.

Yet.

“I did not bring my daughter and her handmaidens for your pleasure, King Waymund,” Toriton hissed. “There was to be the forming of an alliance. Our clans are of equal power, and we must speak of the consolidation of the Vaish and--”

“The Vaish are of no real concern to me,” Goki scoffed as he shook his head. “The crows only pick apart dead bodies. They lack the strength of a horse.”

“But they have absorbed the Skyad Blood Overlord Clan,” Toriton said. “We are in danger.”

“I have heard those rumors, but it might not be true,” Goki said. “I have not confirmed it, but I have a hard time believing that Skyad would kneel to Vaish. But two of your previous statements are incorrect, Idonan. First: we are not of equal power, you showed that by coming to me for an alliance. Second: Vaish might be a danger to you, but they are not to us. Even the Jotnar fear our navy and stout warriors.”

Goki’s words were somewhat laughable. The man had sent assassins to kill Madalena’s father and then changed their mission to kill me. He knew I was a danger, and he had tried to eliminate me before I eventually came for him.

There had not been many conflicts between Vaish and Waymund in the last five years, but every one that has occurred had ended with a Vaish victory. Our intelligence wasn’t perfectly accurate, but we guessed with confidence that both Idonana and Waymund were about the same power, and it was about half of what Vaish was before Sivaha had submitted to me.

The actor playing King Toriton’s face turned red, and he opened his mouth to blurt out an angry retort, but Aasne placed her hand on his arm, and the man closed his mouth and turned to her.

“We are delighted to be in your presence and for this opportunity for an alliance,” she said to King Goki and Queen Leara. “I am sure all this will work itself out after my marriage. I have brought gifts for your people, can my handmaidens distribute them?” She gestured to the two leather cases at Sivaha and Madalena’s feet, and the Waymund rulers looked at them.

“What are they?” Leara said, and her blue eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“They are flowers from my homeworld,” Aasne said as Sivaha and Madalena both opened the cases.

“We have flowers on this world,” Leara said as she gave my three wives a confused look. “Why do we need these?”

“It is a tradition that the bride gives flowers to the groom’s party. You do not need to accept them, but they are my favorite, and it adds a festive atmosphere to a ceremony which is often dour when it has been arranged without a love-match.”

“Fine,” Goki said as he waved his hands. “Give them your flowers and then let us begin. Toriton has bored me with his whining.”

“You disrespect Odin?” Toriton seethed, but Goki let out a snort.

“What will you do, Idonan? Whine about me mistreating our god or you again? Look around you. I outnumber you five to one. I did not even care about taking your pulse weapons. My Valkyries will slaughter your group in half a moment. Just sit there and choke on your tears.”

The actor’s face reddened again, and the Idonan guards sitting a few seats behind me shifted in their seats. I realized that the Waymund king was trying to annoy Toriton with his words now, and it was even more apparent now that Goki didn’t intend for their to be any sort of alliance. He just wanted to get the marriage over with so he could kill Toriton and then make moves to absorb Idonan.

Goki and Leara turned and walked up the stairs of the dais toward his throne. The tall man took his seat on the massive chair, and then his queen pulled a pillow out from around the back of the throne and kneeled on it at his feet. The Waymund king looked incredibly bored already, and he shook his head when Madalena and Sivaha began to distribute their flowers to the gathered Waymund men and women sitting across the aisle from us.

Skald Yanirk cleared his throat and began to walk up the steps of the dais. Everyone turned their attention to the mustached man, and he gestured for Goki and Leara’s son to walk up the stairs and join him on one of the middle steps. On closer examination, the young man wasn’t really more than a boy, and he actually didn’t look at all like Leara. I wondered if the woman was Goki’s second or third wife, since she did seem to be much younger than her husband.

As soon as the boy joined Yanirk on the steps, Madalena and Sivaha finished distributing their white petaled flowers, and they returned to the front of our pews to flank Aasne. The skald waited for them to take their places, and then he gestured for the auburn-haired woman to approach.

Sivaha and Madalena removed her black robe, gave her a bouquet from one of the cases, and then reached to the rear of her white dress so that they could release the train of the garment. They both helped her walk up the stairs and then two meters to her left with their heads bowed.

Now all three of my wives were just a meter or so away from the king and queen of Waymund, and none of the other guards were close by.

“Nordar,” Yanirk began as he raised his arms to the audience. “We are here today to celebrate not solely the joining together of two of our people, but an alliance of clans that we hope will last for generations. When the All Father decided to hang himself from Yggdrasil, he did it to increase his--”

“Just get on with the submission,” Goki interrupted the skald, and the mustached man turned up toward his king with a surprised look on his face.

“My lord, we were just speaking of Odin, and--”

“We all know of Odin,” Goki interrupted. “He is king over Asgard, and I am king here. Tell the girl to submit to my son so we can begin the feast.”

“Yes, my lord,” Yanirk said with a solemn bow, and then he turned back to the audience and forced a painful smile on his face.

I didn’t know if I actually believed in Odin, Freyja, or any of the other Nordar gods, but I might have been starting to believe in the All Father’s power, and I knew that Madalena and Sivaha believed in Odin with every cell of their being. Goki had just shown the god a tremendous amount of disrespect, and I felt the echoes of outrage pour from the crew that I shared a bond with.

And the other people attending the ceremony also didn’t seem very pleased.

“Aasne Idonan, please begin your submission to Alrick Waymund,” the skald said as he gestured to the boy.

“Yes, of course,” Aasne said, and then she looked around the room. “Who will witness?”

“I will witness,” a chorus of voices answered her, and I fought against a smile. It was a tradition amongst all the Nordar that everyone around would witness a submission, so all the Waymund Valkyries and guards had answered her request.

Just as we planned.

Aasne kneeled down on the steps in her pristine white dress and then held her flowers up to her bosom as she batted her long eyelashes at the boy standing before her.

“Do you have a knife, my lord?” she asked.

“Y-y-yes,” he stuttered as he pulled one from his belt, flipped it in his palm, and then handed it to her.

“Thank you,” she said as she held it next to her bouquet. “I am Aasne Idonan. Eldest offspring of King Toriton Idonan. Eldest offspring of King Cantra Idonan. Eldest offspring of Queen Lelhaan Idonan.”

“She is Aasne Idonan. Eldest offspring of King Toriton Idonan. Eldest offspring of King Cantra Idonan. Eldest offspring of Queen Lelhaan Idonan,” the crowd of three-hundred Nordar repeated.

My green-eyed wife smiled at the crowd and then raised her bouquet high above her head. The movement was smooth, but it was unusual, so everyone in the audience fixed their eyes on the bundle of white flowers.

“I am Aasne Idonan. Queen of the Vaish Blood Overlord Clan and this is the last day that the Waymund clan will exist.”

Then her bouquet exploded in a blinding white light.

And so did the small flowers that everyone in the opposite pews held.

The chamber filled with shouts of surprise, but then my warriors had aimed their weapons, and our pulse rifle fire quickly turned the shouts of surprise into screams of death.
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Chapter 14

We focused on the Valkyries first since the group of fifty women was the most dangerous. Even though they were mostly blinded by Aasne’s flash grenade, they were already aiming their weapons toward the pews where we sat.

Our blue pulse bullets streamed from the stands like a tidal wave, and the cluster of the valkyries in the adjacent corner shrieked as their bodies were filled with burning bits of energy. A few of them got shots off, but they died before they could aim, and then I twisted my rifle around to take out the next group of warrior women as my own group of warriors tried to change position so that we were across the aisle.

The next group of valkyries were trying to return fire as their aegis armor covered their bodies. Some of their armor caught the pulse bullets we fired, but it was a rainstorm of blue energy coming at them, and every bullet that bounced off hardened armor was accompanied by five which tore through soft flesh.

We were still surrounded on all sides by Waymund warriors though, and the world seemed to slow to a crawl as I let the monster in my soul change my body into a weapon of war. My spine cracked and grew as I sent a burst of pulse rifle fire into a warrior in the stands that was reaching for his shotgun. I aimed down my holographic sight and took the head off a valkyrie trying to get a target on Lux as my shoulders expanded and stretched my uniform. My feet pushed up to fill my boots as I twisted away from a shotgun blast which almost disintegrated my chest, and my vision twisted to the yellow and red tiger view as I spat my human teeth out in the face of a warrior that tried to tackle me.

I let go of my rifle, grabbed my new knife, and slammed it into my attacker’s stomach. The blade was long enough to pass out his back, and I ripped it across and felt the tip sever his spine. He fell with a scream of horror, and I shoulder checked another warrior before slamming my blade into his inner thigh. He tried to bring his shotgun around to shoot me at point blank range, but I twisted my knife sideways, lifted the handle, snatched the man over my head, and then whipped my blade forward to send him sprawling into another group of warriors.

I dove below the pews as all attention turned to the massive tiger-man in the throne room, and I remembered that I had my aegis. As soon as I thought about the armor, I felt the warm metal begin to slide down my body, and I crawled across the floor as my crew laid cover fire over me.

Then the aegis filled my mouth, nose, and eyes, and I forced myself to breathe through the metal.

I rolled out the other side of the pews and slashed my long blade across the hamstring of an aegis wearing guard. I half expected the armor to stop my blade, but it cut through like butter, and the man screamed as he fell on top of me. I ended his life with a stab to his temple, and then I crouched beside the pew and looked for my next target.

The throne room was pure chaos.

My crew was grouped together on the far side of the pews, and they laid down suppressive pulse rifle fire in seemingly all directions at once. We were still incredibly outnumbered by Waymund, and a few incoming shots from the direction of the exit doors tore into the ranks of the elite Idonan guards who had accompanied us. Amidst this combat, Dragon had transformed into his lizard-man form and was wreaking havoc among the Waymund where their numbers were thickest.

I glanced at the raised throne dais and saw Madalena and Sivaha with their aegis armor on, and they sprayed their weapons across the hallway toward the double doors. Aasne had taken position behind the massive throne, and I could see her hold her twin pistols on Goki, Leara, and Alrick.

As I watched, Aasne turned her head to check on my two other wives, and Goki darted forward. His hand closed over the barrel of one of the young woman’s left pistol, and she slammed the butt of her other pistol down into his face. The taller man took the hit like a champ though, and he tackled the green-eyed woman to the ground.

Madalena and Sivaha were facing the door, and I knew that they hadn’t seen Aasne lose control of the situation.

I slid my knife back into my belt sheath in one fluid movement and lunged to my feet. The throne was a good twenty meters away from me, and I was going to have to run through the chaos of my crew shooting at the well-dressed Waymund family members, but I couldn’t let Goki gain control of the situation. If he wrestled one of the pistols away from Aasne, he could put a bullet in the back of Madalena or Sivaha.

So I pushed my legs to sprint as a roar escaped my throat.

A flurry of pulse rifle bullets slammed into the wall next to me, but I kept running.

A Waymund warrior with a shotgun jumped in front of my charge, and a spray of shotgun pulse bullets hit the floor in front of me. I kept running and felt the shooter’s body break in a dozen places when I shoulder checked him.

A Waymund valkyrie had somehow made it between Goki and me, and she raised her rifle to put a bullet through my tiger-skull. I ducked a fraction of a second before her weapon sprayed blue fire, and then I hit her with an uppercut to the chin. Her aegis armor was able to stop most firearms that weren’t armor piercing, and I guessed it would have shrugged off most melee type of attacks, but I felt her jaw, teeth, and skull crush under the impact of my fist, and I kept running as she fell over dead.

I hit the stairs as King Goki pinned one of Aasne’s arms under her leg and then wrestled a pistol out of her other hand. He turned the weapon around in his palm to fire at her, but that was the instant that I leaped halfway up the stairs and brought my claws down on his arm. The aegis armor, skin, muscle, and bone beneath parted as if I had sliced it with a sword, and he screamed as his wrist fell away from the blood spraying stump.

“Sit down!” I growled at him as I kicked his chest and sent him tumbling down the stairs behind the throne. His arm sprayed blood everywhere as he hit the bottom of the dais, but I could see that his aegis was already moving to seal the wound so that he wouldn’t bleed out.

“Adam!” Aasne screamed, and I turned to her just in time to see that Leana had grabbed the pistol out of her husband’s severed hand.

Then the Waymund queen pointed the weapon at the prone Aasne.

I didn’t have time to knock the weapon out of her hand, but my instinct was to protect my wife. Before I could even think about what I was doing, I had jumped to the side and the pulse weapon barked just as soon as I got in the way.

I felt the bullets hit my stomach, and I prayed that they didn’t penetrate my body. Pain briefly flared through my abdomen, but then my left hand had wrapped around the barrel of the weapon, and I yanked it toward me as I brought my right hand around to grab the Waymund queen by the throat.

I lifted her off the ground, and I saw her blue eyes widen with panic under her aegis mask.

“I’m fine!” Aasne called out, but I almost couldn’t hear her over the sound of the gun battle and the rage that screamed through my blood.

“What are you?” she gasped as she kicked her feet through the empty air and tried to pry my hands from her throat.

“King Vaish,” I growled. “Avatar of Odin and blessed by Freyja. Now, you can sit here quietly, and watch me butcher your people, or you can surrender.”

As I finished speaking, a pulse rifle shot cut through the air between our faces, and her eyes widened even more.

But I didn’t flinch.

“We will surrender,” she hissed through her teeth, and I lowered her so that her feet touched the top of the dais.

But I still didn’t let go of her throat.

“Aasne,” I growled as I passed her pistol back to her and let go of the pretty queen’s throat. “Watch them better.”

“Yes, husband,” she said, and then the auburn-haired woman gestured with her pistols for Alrick and Leara to move down the stairs where Goki sobbed in a fetal position on the stone.

I looked down at the bullet wound on my stomach and felt a bit surprised when I didn’t see a hole or blood there. It seemed that my armor had stopped it, but then I noticed that the aegis was covered with tiger stripes. It must have evolved a bit in the combat, and the beast screamed at me to get back into the fight.

I climbed back up the stairs toward the dais and did a quick analysis of the room. The numbers were still in Waymund’s favor, but they only had about a hundred warriors now, and a quick count of my team gave me forty, one of which was a rampaging transformed dragon-man.

Sivaha and Madalena were both taking partial cover behind the throne some three meters to my right, but each time one of the women fired, another Waymund warrior caught a bullet. I was about to scream at them to surrender, but then the double doors on the opposite side of the room burst open, and a group of twenty more armored Waymund warriors ran inside.

“Goooooood,” I growled as I reached for my twin pistols. They fit my tiger-man hands perfectly, and I set their sights on the distant warriors that had just poured in on the other side of the throne room.

Then I pulled the triggers, and everyone heard the sound of Thor’s hammer.

Twin streaks of fire stretched down from where I stood next to my wives, and it seemed like everyone in the room flinched. My bullets hit the two front men that had run in through the doors, and both of their armored heads exploded.

Then the four men standing behind them also fell apart as if they had been struck by a cannonball.

The Waymund warriors turned their weapons toward Sivaha, Madalena, and I and the three of us ducked behind the throne as a tidal wave of plasma fire turned the stone into pockmarked cheese. The bad news was that I had drawn the attention of pretty much everyone in the room, but the good news was that I still had most of my warriors down in the mostly destroyed pews below, and they gained an opportunity to fire on our opponents without much retaliation.

Sivaha, Madalena, and I spun out from around the throne as soon as the bullets stopped raining on us, and we renewed our attack. A shot from my golden revolver punched through two Waymund warriors who were crouched by the door, and a shot from my silver revolver vaporized the skull of another man, pushed through the rightmost double door, and cracked it down the center.

Now the Waymund were really starting to hurt, and even though they had just received twenty reinforcements, a quick count gave me thirty.

I fired my revolvers again, and two more warriors became splatters of red blood and bone fragments. The weapons I held tore through armor almost as well as the scattergun that Dragon had given me, but they were far more accurate.

I glanced behind me at Goki, Leara, and Alrick. The three of them were kneeling before Aasne, but the Waymung king looked as if he was trying to hobble closer to the young woman, so I lowered my golden revolver and sent a bullet into the wall a few centimeters above his skull. The trio screamed, covered their heads as a bucket full of marble sand and dust rained down on them, and then Goki crawled away from Aasne.

I turned back to the battle and aimed my silver revolver at what looked like the last group of enemies that had taken position behind the cracked open double doors. The pulse rifles from my crew’s weapons were slamming into the wood, but they weren’t penetrating the meter thick doors. I had already cracked one of the doors with my bullets, so I aimed a bit next to the first crack and then squeezed the trigger.

Another plume of fire erupted from the barrel of my revolver, and the bullet hit right where I had aimed. The door cracked again, and the end chunk of wood on the right door fell away from the rest. Nordar warriors weren’t easily surprised, but they hadn’t expected the door to break away as it had, and they were without cover for a few moments.

That was all it took for the rest of my crew to finish them.

Then the battle was over, and silence descended on the throne room.

“Mikhael and Josefinna, count on our side?” Madalena asked.

“Three injured and ten dead,” the redhead replied, but a quick glance revealed to me that the warriors we had lost were from the Idonan elite warriors.

“Lux and Calisto, check the Waymund bodies for survivors,” Madalena said.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” the two women said as they moved through the ruined pews.

“I found someone,” Mikhael said as he pulled Yanirk out from behind a stone support of one of the pews.

“Ahhh,” Yanirk gasped as he waved his hands. “I surrender.”

“I do not believe we are taking prisoners at the moment,” Mikhael said as he pulled a pistol from his belt, spun it in his hand, and then pressed the barrel against the skald’s temple. “Especially when they fired upon us.”

“I was defending my king and queen,” the skald said after he exhaled. “Killing me is your choice, but I will go to Valhalla.”

Mikhael gave me a half smile, and then he holstered his pistol before pushing the skald down onto the stairs of the dais.

“Bring the Waymund king and queen around,” I said to Aasne, and then I moved to sit on the throne that Goki had once sat on. Both Madalena and Sivaha had dispelled their aegis, and they each kneeled on the dais at my feet as Aasne brought our prisoners around the front.

“What kind of monster are you?” the Waymund king spat as he stood at the bottom of the dais, and then he hissed when Aasne cuffed him in the back of the head with her pistol butt.

I made the aegis fall away from my face and then glanced at my twin revolvers. Instead of speaking, I set down the golden one on my armrest, cracked open the cylinder on the right, and then ejected the empty brass. I flicked each one down the stairs toward Goki as soon as I removed it from my weapon, and they ended up at his feet after they bounced down the steps.

Then I reloaded the silver weapon, set it down on the armrest, and repeated the process on the golden one.

“You say you are the Vaish King?” Leara asked, and I was a bit surprised to hear only a hint of fear in her voice. “Is this man not King Toriton? Are your clans allied?”

No one spoke, and I continued flicking the brass at them.

“If you have joined with King Toriton, I would like to speak about an alliance.” Goki’s face was pale, and he held the stump of his arm with a shaking left hand, but he still glanced sideways at the actor. “I realize that it might seem as if I do not have any leverage to do so, but I know much about the Jotnar. I have access to some of their trade routes, and I know of four of their rhodium mining worlds. If our clans unite, we would be able to take them.”

I slid new bullets into my golden revolver, and then I closed the cylinder before looking down on them.

Then I held both the silver and golden revolvers in my hands, and I could see Goki’s tan face begin to pale.

“The crows only pick apart dead bodies. They lack the strength of a horse,” I growled.

“I did not mean those words,” Goki said quickly as he glanced over again at the man he thought was the Idonan king. “It was posturing for Toriton.”

“One of you is submitted to the other,” I said as I gestured with my golden revolver at Goki and Leara. “Which one of you is the true ruler?”

They looked at each other, and I saw Leara’s jaw harden, but neither answered.

“Perhaps your son would know.” I didn’t point my revolver at Alrick, but I might as well have for how terrified he was.

“I-I-I- am not Goki’s son,” the man gasped.

“Do not speak,” the king growled, and Alrick crossed his arms.

“He is not,” Yanik sighed.

“Silence, traitor!” Goki snapped at the skald, but then the king’s eyes widened when I cocked the hammer of my golden revolver and pointed it down at him.

“Someone start talking,” I growled.

“I am his daughter,” Alrick said. “He has no sons, only daughters. Leara is his fourth wife, but she has been unable to produce a child for him since they have only been married for a month.”

“Ha!” Sivaha cackled. “So the whole marriage proposal was a ruse.”

I looked down at Alrick with new eyes, and I saw the feminine qualities that I had first dismissed as those of a boy. Her neck was slender, her jaw small, and her shoulders narrow. Her short brown hair didn’t fall past her ears, and I guessed that she had wrapped her chest tightly to disguise any breasts she might have.

“It was for submission,” Alrick said as she glanced to where the actor who played King Toriton stood. “My father received the letter from Idonan, but only had me to marry off. He had given me a man’s name, so he decided that this would be a way to get Idonan to submit to Waymund.”

“Are you his oldest offspring?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said with a nod. “I was… hard to marry. Suitors did not agree with me. My father demanded that I do this or he would exile me.”

“I can confirm this, King Vaish,” Yanirk said as he bowed his head to me.

“You are a traitor to the crown that you serve, Skald,” Goki hissed. “I trusted you to be my right hand, yet you show your crow plumage when I need you the most.”

“Your skald defended you in battle,” Madalena said. “He is alive right now because of my husband’s good graces. All of you are still alive because of his good graces.”

The four Waymunds looked at Madalena, and their eyes opened as recognition came into their minds.

“The Prime Valkyrie was wearing the robe!” Leara gasped.

“And the other is Queen Sivaha Skyad,” Yanirk said. “I recognize you now.”

“I am Queen Sivaha Vaish now,” the silver-haired seductress said. “There is no longer a Skyad clan. Nor is there an Idonan clan.”

“No Idonan clan?” Goki asked as his brows came together. “But how is that--”

“I conquered Idonan five days ago,” I said. “The man you thought was Toriton is an actor. Aasne is Queen of Vaish now, and she could not have submitted to you. My entire armada is in this system, and there was no way you could have escaped.”

“Ahhh,” Goki said, and the man lowered his head. “It appears that I have been out maneuvered, King Vaish.”

“You have,” I agreed.

“What will you do with me now,” he said. “I am not dead, therefore I must be of use to you.”

“I seek to unite the clans,” I said.

“I will submit to you, if you spare my life,” Goki said as he sank down to one knee.

“That is an option,” I said. “However there is one problem.”

“Yes?” he asked as he looked up at me.

“You sent assassins to kill me, and I think you are a fucking asshole,” I said.

Then I pulled the trigger on my golden revolver.

King Waymund still had his horse decorated aegis up over his body, but the armor didn’t matter. The bullet ripped through him as if he was made of paper, and his body exploded as if it was made of red confetti. Leara, Alrick, and Yanirk all flinched when I fired, but then the Waymund queen began to scream as she clutched her chest.

She was submitted to the man I had just killed, and now the magic was trying to take her with him.

“Fight it,” I said as the voluptuous woman kneeled on the steps and gasped for breath. “Push it outside of your body. Don’t let it win. It has only been a month. You were not a part of him.” It was the exact same thing I told myself when I fought against the beast.

“You can do it,” Alrick said as she kneeled beside her step-mom. The two might have even been the same age, and the familiar way that Alrick wrapped her arms around the other woman’s shoulders made me think that they were friends.

“Push it away,” I said, and Leara cried out as tears streamed down her face.

“The bond is not old enough,” Madalena said. “It will not take you if you do not let it.”

“I ammmmm trrrrrryyyy,” Leara gasped, and then her body began to shake.

“Fight it!” Sivaha shouted as she jumped to her feet. “He was not fit for you. It was not meant to be.”

Leara closed her eyes and let out a final scream.

Then her body lay still, and I felt sadness flow from my three wives after we held our breaths for a few moments.

“May you find a place in Valhalla, my friend,” Alrick began to say, but then Leara’s eyes fluttered open, and she gasped for breath.

“You are alive!” Alrick said as she hugged the other woman.

“Yes,” Leara coughed. “I did not think pain such as that existed.”

“Do you feel better now?” Aasne asked.

“Yes,” Leara said. “Although, I feel empty. I did not have any love for my husband, but I was starting to believe that his emotions were my own.”

“The bond is better if you love the other,” Madalena said as she turned her eyes toward me. I was still in my tigerman form, but I smiled anyway, and she could feel the effect that her words had on my emotions.

While Leara was recovering, I holstered my revolvers and then made my aegis retreat into its amulet. As soon as the metal was gone from my body, I calmed the beast in my mind and shifted back into my human form. I opened my eyes to find Aasne, Leara, Alrick, and Skald Yanirk watching me intently, but Aasne was the only one who didn’t look away when I glanced in her direction. Instead, she just smiled, and I could feel the hints of her affection flow up the steps to me.

“Skald Yanirk,” I said. “Who is the ruler of the Waymund Blood Overlord Clan?”

“Queen Alrick,” the man answered, and the woman looked up to me.

“Why do you wish to unite the clans?” Alrick asked. “Because you feel like it?”

“No,” I said. “The Draugr are returning in four months. Only a united Nordar can stop them. You are the penultimate clan before the Jotnar, and they will not bend the knee easily.”

“No, they will not,” Alrick said. “I will submit to you, King Vaish.”

“I did not ask you yet.” I smiled at her.

“You were about to order me,” she said. “I made the decision myself. Therefore, you cannot say you forced me to.”

“Seems like you are splitting hairs,” Sivaha scoffed.

“Most men are idiots,” Alrick said. “They are ruled by their desires and just expect women to be their servants.”

“I agree with you there,” Sivaha said as she shrugged. “My husband is different. He is the king of kings.”

“That may be,” Alrick said as she looked around the destruction in the throne room. “Who will witness?”

“I will witness,” everyone in the room said as they moved to stand around the bottom of the dais.

I stood from the throne with Madalena and Sivaha kneeling at my side, and Alrick walked up the stairs and matched their position at my feet. The woman reached for her belt, but then Aasne walked up the stairs and gave her back the knife.

Alrick looked up into my eyes then, and I noticed that they were a swirling hazel.

“I am Alrick Elana Waymund. Eldest offspring of King Goki Waymund. Eldest offspring of King Pourtin Waymund. Eldest offspring of King Abalon Waymund.”

“She is Alrick Elana Waymund. Eldest offspring of King Goki Waymund. Eldest offspring of King Pourtin Waymund. Eldest offspring of King Abalon Waymund,” the gathered Nordar repeated in unison.

“I am Alrick Elana Waymund. Queen of the Waymund Blood Overlord Clan.” The kneeling woman cut her hand with her knife, and the trickle of blood splashed onto the marble at my feet.

“She is Alrick Elana Waymund. Queen of the Waymund Blood Overlord Clan.”

The familiar spinning feeling was back, and the air felt as if it was filled with electricity.

“I am Alrick Elana Waymund. I submit my body, mind, and soul to Adam Vaish. I will serve him as consort, advisor, eyes, arms, legs, and heart. We will be bonded both in life, and when we arrive in Valhalla. Our people will be united in one clan under him.” She cut her other palm with her knife and passed it to me while our audience repeated her words.

I drew the blade across my palms and then dropped the knife on the floor. Alrick’s hazel eyes looked like an angry storm, and she bit her lip as we reached for each other. The touch was electric, and I felt as our blood flowed into each other’s body for a few moments.

“I accept your submission, Alrick Elana Waymund,” I whispered, and then the pressure released from my body.

“They are bound,” Aasne said after a few moments of silence, and I helped Alrick stand.

The blood was gone from our hands, but my body was tired from the shift back into my human form. I wanted to rest, but there was a mountain of shit that I had to do first.

“This was not quite the wedding I had expected today,” Alrick said as she smiled at me.

“I expected this,” I said.

“You did?” Her eyes opened wide.

“I intend to unite the clans,” I said as I gestured to Madalena, Sivaha, Aasne, and the gathered warriors. “To do so, someone from each of the Blood Overlord Clans will need to submit to me.”

“I see,” she said. “When will I be able to cook you the marriage dinner and--”

“Later,” I said. “First, we need to talk about combining our armadas, and then we need to return to Nordar – 13 - a.”

“Did you not plan on conquering Jotnar next?” Alrick asked.

“Yeah,” I said, “but first, four of my women are returning from their rite, and we need to get them.”

“You will divert your armada to retrieve four women?” Alrick bit her lip and raised her eyebrows.

“You will understand when you meet them,” I said, and I turned to find Madalena and Sivaha smiling at me.

Then we all made our way down the steps of the dais and out of the destroyed throne room.
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Chapter 15

Merging Waymund into Vaish turned out to be more challenging than any of the other clans. Goki had been blindly confident in his plan to catch Toriton at the wedding, and he hadn’t bothered to bring more than a token portion of his fleet to Dia-Prism 5. This meant that we needed to make a trip to the Waymund home sector and alert them that Alrick was now my queen before they fired on us.

It was one of the small idiosyncrasies of space travel. There were no communication devices that could travel across solar systems, so word had to be delivered like mail had been in the ancient Earth “Pony Express” manner: a ship or group of ships would have to travel to each sector and then alert them of the news. It was slow and inefficient, but there was no other method that we knew of besides the psychic link which the SAVO and Elaka Nota creations like Eve seemed to possess.

Alrick and Aasne both thought I should solve the communication issues by sending runner ships to the Waymund main system so that they would be ready for me when the rest of our armada arrived. Sivaha and Madalena were less trusting, though, and they didn’t want to allow any time for the clan’s admirals or upstart leaders to plan a revolt. Sending herald ships also cost time, and the majority of the Vaish ships were faster than the Waymund vessels.

My solution to such matters leaned more toward brandishing my teeth, so I just decided to play it like I did with Idonan, and we coordinated our entire fleet movement to hit Waymund’s home system at the same time. The action might surprise them, and they might move to defend, but we were in a hurry.

My small gamble paid off, and we did surprise the Waymund fleet at their home sector. They had not anticipated an attack, and they only had thirty thousand ships guarding their main planet. I outnumbered them by over ten times, and the admiral commanding the fleet responded to my communication instantly.

As soon as he learned that I had killed Goki and taken Alrick as my wife, he ordered the fleet to stand down, and we began the process of integrating them into the Vaish armada.

Madalena and Sivaha were experienced with the process, so I let them and Alrick work through the discussions for a day while I spent some time getting to know Aasne. We didn’t have our dinner, but I learned more about her upbringing in the Idonan clan, her love of painting, singing, and music, and her desire to be an excellent wife for me. I told her of my background, Yu’s experiments, my sister and mother, and the adventures I’ve had with Eve, Zea, Paula and Kasta. It was the start of the friendship that might develop into more, but I made it clear to her that my ultimate goal was defeating the Draugr, and that the stakes were impossibly high.

At the end of the first day of Madalena, Sivaha, and Alrick’s meetings with the admirals, my wives and I met for dinner in Persephone’s galley and reviewed the discussions. Alrick’s admirals had committed to cooperating, but Madalena wanted Eve to speak with them and the new admirals that joined us from Idonan. Having someone that could read minds made my growing empire unbelievably strong, but I could also sense that both Madalena and Sivaha missed Eve, Zea, Paula, and Kasta on a personal level.

And I missed them too.

“We will have a more appropriate celebration after they finish their rites,” the Prime Valkyrie said as she raised a glass of wine over our food.

“Agreed,” Sivaha said as she mirrored Madalena’s movements. “Still, our husband has nearly done the impossible, and united Odin’s clans under one king.”

“Jotnar will be the hardest,” Madalena said.

“All nuts can be cracked.” Sivaha shrugged and then took a long drink of her wine.

“Especially with a hammer,” Madalena said as she gave me a slight smile.

“And if a hammer doesn’t work, I’ll just use these.” I rested my hands on the revolvers that they had both given me, and Sivaha laughed.

“Did you see the look on the Waymund faces when you first fired? They were Goki’s personal guard, but I still think one or two of them shit themselves.”

“They were unprepared,” Alrick sighed with a bit of wounded pride. “We all were. My father expected to be dealing with a befuddled King Toriton.”

“My father was many things, but not befuddled,” Aasne said, and her eyes narrowed at the short-haired woman.

“No disrespect intended,” Alrick said, “but your father came to us begging for assistance, and he left himself open to be conquered because of his fear of the Vaish.”

“You do not know of his plan,” Aasne growled. “He never planned on coming planetside. He guessed that Goki would betray him, and my uncle was going to come in his place. Then, if you did betray us, our armada would crush your fleet and exact vengeance.”

“As I said,” Alrick replied with a slow nod. “There is no disrespect intended. As you can guess, my father was an arrogant asshole who cared nothing of other’s feelings. Especially mine. I had no real love for the man.”

“My father was also an arrogant asshole,” Aasne said as she shook her head. “I do have pride in my clan though. The Idonans so respect the art and song of Odin and his children.”

“As do the Waymund,” Alrick said. “In fact, our skalds are known to be--”

“You are Vaish now,” Madalena interrupted them, and the other two women stopped their argument and turned to the Prime Valkyrie. “Your previous clans do not matter. We are Nordar, we are Vaish, and we are Adam’s.”

“Yes, of course,” Alrick said as she smiled and bowed her head to me.

“I agree,” Aasne said. “I did not wish to cause a scene.”

“It is fine,” I said as I took another sip of my wine. I knew that my wives would butt heads occasionally. A group of any people would, and I had seen the bond between Eve, Zea, Madalena, and Sivaha grow stronger in the last month, and I knew that they would eventually normalize.

“My father was also an asshole,” Madalena said, and the other women turned back to her.

“I have heard that King Tanal was somewhat hard to please,” Alrick said.

“Yes, he was.” Madalena nodded, and her steel eyes turned to me. “Now we have a much better king.”

“That we do,” Sivaha agreed. “I didn’t really like my father either, so I killed him.”

“You killed him?” Aasne gasped.

“Yes.” The silver-haired woman shrugged and then swirled her wine around in her glass. “I realized I would do a much better job, so I put a bullet through his skull. A few of my siblings disagreed with my actions, and others thought they should rule instead of me, so I killed them too. Family can be annoying sometimes.”

Alrick and Aasne stared at Sivaha for a few moments, and I could tell they were struggling to keep the shock from their faces.

“I suppose that I became the asshole then,” Sivaha laughed. “But if you are going to live a life, it might as well be the one where you control everything surrounding you.”

“But you serve our husband?” Aasne asked as she looked to me.

“Of course,” Sivaha laughed again, and her brown eyes burned as she turned them to my face. “He is the avatar of Odin. He is blessed by Freyja. He is the king of kings. Who else is worthy to kneel before? You two are fortunate that he has taken you.”

“Yes,” Aasne said as she nodded to me. “I can see that.”

“As can I,” Alrick said, and I could feel the first trickle of pride come from her.

“During the submission to our husband, you said your middle name was ‘Elana?’” Sivaha asked Alrick.

“Yes,” the short-haired woman agreed. “My father wanted sons, but my mother asked that I have a woman’s middle name. He originally said no, but then she begged him and he conceded. The name was my grandmothers.”

“It is a nice name,” Sivaha said. “Much more feminine than Alrick. I will call you that instead.”

“No one has ever called me Elana,” Alrick said. “It does not feel like my name.”

“But it suits you better,” Sivaha argued. “We are sisters now, and we look out for each other. The name is better. It was given to you by someone who loved you instead of by someone who was upset you weren’t a man.”

“Hmmm,” Alrick said as she bit her lip and nodded. Then she turned to me with one of her eyebrows raised. “I will ask what my husband prefers to call me.”

“I am fine with Elana if you do not mind being called that,” I said as I looked at her female Vaish uniform. “You do look much more feminine in women’s clothing.”

“So you prefer these clothes?” she asked as she ran her hands down her narrow hips. She was a bit shorter than Zea but had a similar lean build.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “I like the way you look, and I like the name Elana.”

“See? It is settled!” Sivaha slapped her palm on the table and then raised her glass. We all followed her gesture and took another sip of our wine.

The transponder on my suit beeped, and Nikki’s voice came across.

“Adam, I apologize for the disturbance, but the fleet has begun to warpdrive back to Nordar - 13. You asked me to let you know.”

“Thanks, Nikki,” I said. “How soon until Persephone’s warp drives are reset?”

“Eight more hours,” she replied.

“Alright,” I replied. “Engage them as soon as they are ready.”

“Yes, Adam,” she answered, and then my transponder beeped.

“Your pilot calls you by your name?” Elana asked.

“I told them to call me by my name before I became king,” I said as I drained the last of my wine. “I’m going to head to bed.”

“Elana and Aasne, I need a few more hours of your time to review the fleet layout and the chain of command protocols.” Madalena gestured to a data tablet that she had brought with her, and I saw the other two women’s shoulder slump.

“Ahhh, all work and no play,” Sivaha chuckled. “That is the Prime Valkyrie for you. Do not worry, sisters, I will ensure our husband’s sleep is restful.” The silver-haired woman grabbed my bicep, and I barely had time to nod to the other three women before she dragged me out of the kitchen.

Then we were in my suite half a minute later and making love with the intensity of two storms crashing into each other.

I awoke to the silver-haired woman gently rubbing my face with her fingers, and she told me that we had just come out of warpdrive and were preparing to enter Odin Geirr’s harbor. It meant that we had a good half an hour before we could leave Persephone, so I pulled Sivaha into the shower with me and made love to her again as the water streamed down to us.

Afterward, we brushed our teeth and put on clothes. I wore my Persephone flight suit, but Sivaha had a few dresses in my closet, and she took one that was burgundy and tight around her perfectly proportioned body. Then we made our way to the bridge in time to see Nikki land Persephone inside of the battle fortress. I didn’t see Madalena, Elana, or Aasne, but the rest of the crew was present on the bridge.

“The Prime Valkyrie asked me to tell you that she would await you in the hold,” Nikki said.

“Thank you,” I replied. “Is there any word on the rite?”

“They have done well. Our timing was perfect, and the four women have just reached the shuttle which is taking them from Nordar - 13 - a. They will arrive in the Odin Geirr in a half hour.”

“That’s great news,” I said as a thankful exhale left my chest.

“Yes, it is,” Nikki agreed, and the blonde pilot gave me a genuine smile. “I look forward to greeting them as Nordar.”

“Me as well,” Sivaha said as she tugged on my arm. “Let us not keep them waiting.”

Sivaha and I found Madalena, Elana, and Aasne in the hold. The three women wore tight fitting black Vaish uniforms, and I gave each of them a hug in greeting. Aasne and Elana seemed surprised by my show of affection, but they eagerly returned my embrace, and we then walked down Persephone’s ramp. A group of guards waited for us, but instead of getting into a hovercar, we walked over three docking spaces, and watched a small falcon shaped shuttle began its landing descent.

As soon as the shuttle set down, the doors flew open, and a tall blonde woman stepped out and gave me a smile that caused my head to spin.

Zea carried a burn tipped wooden spear in her hand, and wore white fur shoes, pants, and coat. Her peach colored skin was toasted red from the sun, and her blue eyes sparkled as she descended the stairs and walked toward me.

Eve came next down the stairs. The dark-haired beauty also wore clothes made out of white fur and her red eyes met mine as she flashed me a grateful smile.

Kasta came down the steps after Eve, and she carried a makeshift bow in her left hand, a walking staff in her right, and a quiver filled with arrows over her furs. She stuck her tongue out at me when she saw me and then leapt down the set of stairs in one bound before she hip-checked Eve. The vampire laughed, and she wrapped her arm around Kasta’s waist as they walked.

Paula was last down the steps. She wore the same white furs as the other women, but she carried a stone axe over her shoulder. The engineer quickly bounded down the stairs, and then she wrapped her arm around Eve’s shoulders on the opposite side of Kasta.

“Hello, handsome,” Zea said as she wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a kiss that stole my breath away. “Did you miss us?”

“Fuck yeah,” I sighed when our lips parted. “I’m really happy to see you.” I thought about the time that the four of them had been taken by the Magate Order, and even though they had not been captured by slavers this time, being without them left me feeling a similar kind of emptiness.

“I’m happy to see you too,” she said, and her cheeks blushed a darker shade of red.

I wrapped my arms around her narrow waist and crushed her to me as I kissed her again, then I set her down and turned to Eve, Paula, and Kasta.

Eve ran her fingers across my face and stared deep into my eyes. We didn’t say anything for a few seconds, but I knew that she was learning of the events she had missed. She looked over at Aasne and Elana, nodded at them, and then finally pressed her body against me so that we could kiss. For what felt like a minute, our bodies ceased to be separate, and our hearts beat together as one.

Words cannot describe the love I feel right now for you and the women who stand with us.

I ran my hand through her hair and kissed her forehead. She sighed again at my touch and then gave me another kiss before standing aside for Kasta and Paula.

“I need some sugar, baby,” Kasta said, and I laughed as I threw my arms around her shoulder. The android woman aggressively kissed my mouth, and our tongues danced together for a few moments. I didn’t know what that meant for our relationship, but I almost didn’t care. Seeing them both after the two-week absence was making my heart swell, and I knew that I loved both Kasta and Paula.

“Come here,” I beckoned to the genius engineer, and Paula’s lips met mine as I picked her up from the ground. Then I hugged both of the sisters again and quickly exchanged another round of kisses with each of them.

“So how did the rite go?” I asked once we had all parted.

“It was amazing!” Zea said, and then the three blonde women all began speaking at once over each other.

“We hunted two uiun-bairs!”

“These asshole dog things tried to eat us!”

“Kasta shot a boar with her bow, and we ate like queens for two days!”

“Zea fell in the river and we all had to drag her out!”

“We skinned the uiun-bairs and made these clothes!”

“We were harassed by these assholes, but we scared them off!”

“We sang songs every night and told wonderful stories,” Eve said, and the three other women stopped talking, smiled, and then nodded at her.

“It was great,” Zea said as she smiled at me. “Ummm, not saying I want to do it again anytime soon, but I feel… like. I dunno.”

“You feel powerful,” Madalena said from behind me.

“Yeah,” Zea agreed. “Like I can take on anything.”

“Me too,” Paula said.

“Rites are important for Nordar that wish to become warriors for their clan,” Madalena said.

“And that is what we wish,” Eve said, and Paula, Kasta, and Zea nodded.

“Soooo…” Zea said as her eyes darted behind me to Elana and Aasne. “Whatcha been up to while we’ve been gone?”

“You knew my plans,” I said as I smiled at her.

“Yeah.” Zea returned my grin. “So I’m guessing you were successful?”

“He was,” Sivaha said, “And now there is only one Blood Overlord Clan left unincorporated.”

“I get the feeling we are in for a long story,” Paula chuckled, “but before we get into that, can we grab a shower and some food?”

“Oh, fuck yeah,” Zea moaned. “Adam must think we smell gross.”

“You all smell wonderful,” I said. “I’m happy to see you again. But yeah, let’s get you showered, grab some food, talk about what happened, and then plan our next step.”

“But you forgot one thing, my love,” Eve said.

“Hmmm?”

“The purpose of us performing our rite was so that we could become Nordar. We wished to become Nordar so that we could submit to you and become your wives.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said.

“Well,” Zea cleared her throat. “I still want a shower before I get married. So let’s do that first.”

I smiled at the four of them and I then let out a long exhale of gratitude. I had worried about them passing their rite, but I shouldn’t have. They were all amazing, strong, and capable women who had demonstrated hundreds of times that they didn’t need me.

But they still wanted me, and I wanted them in my life forever.

“Let’s go home,” I said, and then I gestured over to where Persephone was docked.

End of book 10
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