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Author’s Note on Letters

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

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

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

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

Ð or ð: Known as Eth, this letter makes a “th” sound, as in The, or That. It is often anglicized as d.

Author’s Note on Pronunciation

Sídhe or Sìth: Irish and Gaelic words that are pronounced “Shee”.

Clíodhna: Woman’s name pronounced “Klee-uh-na”.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


House Fir:

James Fir: The main protagonist of the story. Having died in combat, he became Hel’s sole einherjar and Champion. He then went on to save Queen Titania and eventually became a baron of the Seelie Court.

Hrein Fir: The First Wife of James and the head of his harem. A valkyrie with straw blonde hair and white wings. She possesses a generally serious attitude and believes strongly in discipline.

Acrasia Fir: Wife of James and the reason he has a harem. A leannán sídhe (fairy) with golden blonde hair and gossamer wings. She has a carefree and fun loving attitude, and doesn’t care much for work of any kind. Very horny.

Nyakuro Fir: Wife of James. A nekomata (cat-girl) with black hair and claws. Always up for a hunt of any kind, and is working hard to study ninjutsu from her clan. Learning to speak humanoid languages.

Elora: Concubine of James and Head Maid of House Fir. A brunette elf with twintails, and ghostly chains dangling from her collar, wrists and ankles. She is a masochist who has trouble dealing with her feelings. As a result, she is often quite acerbic when dealing with others, especially James.

Elina: Concubine of James and maid of House Fir. Elora’s twin, but without the ghostly chains. She has heterochromatic eyes (green and brown), and is insane. Rarely speaks, and when she does, it is usually in a halting whisper of very few words. Has a penchant for spying on her master, and violence towards those that she deems worthy of it.

Lāmina: Fiancé of James and Temple Maiden of Hel. A brunette elf who wears clothing resembling a Japanese Miko, but in black and green, rather than white and red. She is young and idealistic, as well as a bit naïve. Her utter devotion to James makes him a little uncomfortable.

Zahra: Ward of James and the younger sister of Lāmina. A black haired dark elf who is 8 years old, and the cutest little girl ever. Always joyful and energetic, she lights up any room that she walks into. She is also a Temple Maiden of Hel, but spends more time playing and asking the parishioners tons of questions, than doing any actual work.

Seelie Court / Elphyne:

Queen Titania: Fairy Queen of Elphyne and head of the Seelie Court. A close friend of James, this auburn haired woman has butterfly wings, and often turns to him for help with various issues troubling her nation.

Effie: Herald of Queen Titania. A white haired sylph who is much taller than most fae, standing at 5’ 11”. As a close friend of Titania’s, she has an amicable relationship with James.

Wenceslaus: King of the Gnomes. This cowardly little fellow actually only holds the rank of Count in the Seelie Court, but he does rule the Gnomish Quarter beneath Elphyne. He has a working relationship with James, but the two couldn’t be said to be friends.

Aibell: Queen of the Banshees. This short woman (4’ tall) has a pale complexion and long red hair. She is a longtime friend of Titania’s, and holds the rank of Baroness in the Seelie Court. She uses her powers of death prediction to assist the queen in what ways she can.

Nemea: Naiad Viscountess, and ruler of the Undine Quarter, off Elphyne’s shore. She has white hair and sea green eyes, with skin that sometimes appears either a very pale blue or white, depending on the way the light hits her. She generally views James favourably, and lives in the pond behind his temple.

Peaseblossom: Head Maid of Titania’s palace, she is also the queen’s Handmaiden. This 3’ tall, chubby fairy has been with Titania from the beginning, and the two are actually very close friends. She likes to tease James, and is a genuine friend to him.

Tatsuki: An old nekomata whom Nyakuro calls uncle. He was a close friend of her father’s, and claims to be James’ retainer, though he has yet to act like it. He has been teaching Nyakuro the secrets of ninjutsu, as well as how to speak Japanese.

Chimalma: Werejaguar Captain of the Guard for Elphyne. She has sworn her spear to James, for healing the scars that were unjustly inflicted upon her. Has trained harder and longer than any other member of the former Beast Tribe.

Ome: Werejaguar Priestess of Sekhmet. Generally trusts James, but is wary of him.

Cobweb: Deceased pixie who is a close friend of Titania’s, but now serves Hel in her domain.

Geoffrey Eaton: Presumed deceased. A merchant in Guayabo, and a friend of James.

Clarissa Eaton: Presumed deceased. Geoffrey’s 5 year old daughter. James saved her life by healing her congenital heart defect.

Deities:

Hel: Norse Goddess of Death and James’ patron. She is very close to her Champion, and cares much more for his wellbeing than most gods would for any mortal. There are hints of romance between the two.

Sekhmet: Egyptian Goddess of Fire, War, and Medicine. Sometimes called the Eye of Ra, this lion headed goddess is worshipped by the werejaguars of the former Beast Tribe. She is violent and aggressive, but has a mostly amicable relationship with Hel, at least on the surface. In truth, she covets James and wants him to serve her.

Odin: Norse God of Wisdom. Also known as the All-Father, he is the head of the Norse Pantheon. James isn’t sure where he stands with the old man, but he is certain that the god has him tangled up in his schemes.

Yahweh: Abrahamic God. His forces are openly hostile to James, and all of the other pantheons in general. He seems to desire the ‘purification’ of Terra, by way of exterminating all races other than humans. He also forbids magic of any kind, other than the miracles that he grants his followers.

Hermes: Olympian God of Trade and Travel. His temples act as banks all across Terra.

Heavenly Host (Servants of Yahweh):

Michael: Archangel and Champion of Yahweh. Holds a deep hatred of James.

Uriel: General in the Heavenly Host, and Keeper of Beauty and Light. Considers himself a secret connoisseur of the female form, and desires Autumn for himself.

Sarah: Angel who first made contact with James. He made a deal with her, that allowed her to recover the bodies of her fallen comrades.

Autumn: Angel who is a close friend of Sarah’s. Widely considered to be the most beautiful angel created since Lucifer. Very devout personality, and is a stickler for the rules. She believes in purity and is secretly in love with Uriel.

Legion of Hell:

Mephistopheles: Duke of Hell. Gave James knowledge of Faustian Pacts in a deal that allowed him to further his own plots.

Xezbeth: General in Hell. Known as the Liar, he was behind the zombie plague that ravaged Elphyne.

Amorah: Succubus servant of Xezbeth. She was the impetus for the Bokor’s creation of the zombies.

Unseelie Court:

Oberon: Fairy King of Elfame and head of the Unseelie Court. Former husband of Titania, who desires to make her serve him again.


PROLOGUE


Cold water dripped from Autumn’s long black hair as she stared down at the scene below. The night’s heavy rain thoroughly soaked the angel’s pure white stola, chilling her to the bone, but the discomfort didn’t even register in the young woman’s mind.

“How…? How could I fail so completely?” Autumn muttered, her eyes still wide with shock. The man whose soul she’d been sent to Earth to save, lie dead in the street some sixty eight stories below. Sirens and the general sounds of a modern city grated on the angel’s ears, as she struggled to comprehend where it had all gone wrong. Thinking it over for the hundredth time, her mind circled back to a few hours earlier that evening.
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“You must hurry, Autumn. If Father Brooks is to be saved, you must prevent him from being seduced.” Uriel urged his young protégée.

“I don’t understand, sir. Why are we involving ourselves in mortal affairs?” Autumn asked the much taller archangel, doing her best to ignore his broad, muscular chest and the feelings it evoked deep within her. Why must we always meet at the baths? the innocent angel sighed inwardly, attempting to banish her lustful thoughts.

“Because this is no ordinary case of a mortal falling to temptation. Demonic influence is at play.” powerful archangel explained. Dropping his towel to the floor, which had been the only thing preserving his modesty, the sculpted man ran his fingers through the golden curls of his short blond hair. “Make your way to New York as quickly as you can, and stop the woman attempting to seduce the priest. That is, unless you’d rather join me in the bath. In which case, I can send Sarah on this mission.” he added with a playful smirk.

Autumn swallowed hard and fought to keep her eyes locked on his. Every time… he tempts me every time we meet. Surely he has not forgotten my confession of love? It hurts that he tests me so… but I must weather these tests, lest I be unworthy of ever receiving his love in return. Ah… to be loved by one so brilliant, so wise and powerful… so beautiful… Closing her eyes, the young angel shook her head violently. “No sir. That will not be necessary. I will complete this mission in the Lord’s name.”

Because her eyes were closed, the young woman failed to see the frown of distaste and the flash of anger burning in the archangel’s eyes at her refusal. By the time she opened them, the ancient being had replaced his perfect mask, and he spoke to her in a tone cool enough to make the young angel shiver. “Then go. Do not fail me in this, or you will be severely punished.”

“Of course, sir.” Autumn replied, bowing low before leaving as quickly as she could.

The storm clouds and heavy rain masked her descent from Heaven, ensuring that the mortals below would be too busy rushing for cover, to spend any amount of time looking up. Unsure of the priest’s exact location, Autumn decided to begin her search at the church where he worked.

Oh? What’s this? the angel wondered, spotting a woman in black rushing out the church doors and into the rain. Using her God given powers, Autumn made herself invisible to mortal eyes, and landed a few feet away from the suspiciously behaving nun. I think I’ll take a closer look. she decided, sneaking up behind the other woman.

As soon as she drew near the clearly nervous woman, the angel was assaulted by a powerful scent. Sweet and cloying, the nun’s perfume was obviously designed to attract the attention of those nearby, but it wasn’t the intriguing aroma that alarmed Autumn. No, it was the subtle demonic power infused in the solution which troubled the angel. An aphrodisiac… Autumn correctly surmised.

Seeing a taxi driving down the street in her direction, the nun moved to raise her hand in an attempt to hail the cab. The word ‘taxi’ died on her lips a split second later though, when a powerful hand clamped down on her wrist, preventing her from waving down the car. “What!?” the mortal woman gasped, spinning around to berate her unseen attacker. The fact that she couldn’t see anyone there, and yet could clearly feel their grip on her arm, caused the middle aged woman to panic. “L-let me go!” she shouted, attempting to wrench her arm free with all of her strength.

Perhaps a bit cruelly, Autumn did as she was asked, and released the other woman’s wrist without warning. This caused the nun to stumble from the sudden lack of resistance, and fall to the ground. Serves her right. the angel thought with a scowl. Of all the sins, Autumn hated the sin of Lust the most. In her mind, it was perhaps the most avoidable of the seven deadly sins, and yet it was also one of the most prevalent.

“Who… who’s there?” the frightened nun asked, still sitting in the wet street.

“What should be here is the question you must ask, and the answer should be your conscience.” Autumn replied aloud, allowing the mortal to hear her.

“Wh-what!?” the nun shrieked, scooting backwards to get away from the disembodied voice.

“To think that a woman of the cloth would allow herself to sink so low, as to indulge in the sin of Lust. You stink of it.” Autumn admonished the other woman. “The stench of it on you is so strong that it almost overpowers the reek of that demonic perfume you are wearing.”

“De-demonic!?” the nun gasped.

Autumn’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Don’t tell me that you were unaware of its power?”

“My… my friend simply told me it was her lucky perfume! I swear!” the mortal protested.

“Friend?” the angel asked cautiously. I don’t smell a lie there… Autumn noted, much to her surprise.

“She… she’s a prostitute.” the nun admitted, hanging her head in shame. “She comes in for meals at the shelter I work at on Saturdays.”

“And you turned to her for advice on seducing men?” the angel accused more than asked.

The distraught woman merely nodded without looking up. “He should be looking at me, not that… harlot.” the nun muttered under her breath.

Autumn quirked a brow upon hearing this. It would seem this priest will damn his immortal soul even without demonic help. Shaking her head, the angel debated what to do next. Should I even bother trying to lead him back to the light? I should definitely confiscate and destroy the demonic aphrodisiac before I leave. “Go and retrieve that foul perfume, that I may destroy it in the name of the Lord.” Autumn commanded.

“I’m sorry!” the nun cried, her tears hidden by the pouring rain. “I know it is a sin to break our oaths, but I would have waited until we were married to… to… be with him. I swear!” Though she couldn’t see the other woman, the nun’s faith told her that she was dealing with an angel. No other explanation made sense to her.

Autumn blinked in the face of the woman’s words. She… isn’t lying? the angel realized with some small amount of shock. For the first time since the beginning of their encounter, Autumn peered deeper into the other woman’s heart. While it was true that the mature woman did indeed lust after the priest, her heart was near full to bursting with love. This love is… old. the angel noted. She’s loved him for years… since childhood. This revelation stunned the young celestial, as she came to understand what the woman was going through. For her entire life, the mortal had loved her childhood friend, but their oaths had kept them apart. Unable to bear the pain any longer, she hoped to break that oath and take a new one with the man she grew up with. One of marriage.

“Marriage…” Autumn almost whispered. One of the most sacred oaths a mortal can make to God. There is no doubt that, in His mercy, He would forgive them their sins and bless their union… so why was I sent to stop this? The perfume should only draw the man’s attention and lust, not push him to marry her.

The angel was drawn from her thoughts when the nun climbed to her feet and rushed inside the church. Understanding that the woman wasn’t fleeing, but instead going to do as she had been commanded, Autumn followed after her. I’ll cleanse her of the unholy perfume, then destroy whatever remains of the foul substance. the angel told herself. I can think more on this after that is finished.
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Stepping out into the rain once again, Autumn turned her face upwards and looked to the sky. Though it was impossible to see Heaven from the mortal world, it still felt right to look in its direction when seeking guidance. “What do I do now?” the angel muttered to herself. Having taken care of the demonic influence that she had been sent to deal with, Autumn was reluctant to interfere with mortal issues any further.

The nearly inconsolable nun had provided the angel with the address and room number of the hotel, where Father Brooks was supposed to rendezvous with his mistress. She had been on her way to that very place, when Autumn had stopped her. “I guess it couldn’t hurt to look in on him. Maybe drop a hint that he should be looking elsewhere to fulfill his desires, should he be dead set on breaking his oath.”

Taking to the air, the angel flew through the night sky, in search of the famous inn. It didn’t take long to spot the glass colossus, even with the dismal weather hampering her vision. It will be nice to get in, out of the rain. she thought to herself as she approached the building.

Landing on the roof, Autumn quickly made her way to the door leading inside, and was somewhat surprised to find it unlocked. Letting herself in, the angel took a moment to shake her hair and wings dry, before starting down the stairs. According to Sister Jude, whose name the angel had only learned from seeing an envelope in the nun’s room, Father Brooks should be in a room on the sixty fifth floor.

It didn’t take long for the celestial woman to reach the correct floor, and only a few minutes more for her to locate the correct suite. Standing there, in front of the door, Autumn contemplated how she wanted to approach the situation. I really haven’t thought this through… she silently admitted to herself.

The angel’s quiet contemplations were completely derailed in the next moment however, when the sounds of rhythmic thumping and a loud feminine moan reached her ears. There was something that deeply bothered Autumn about the other woman’s vocal expression of ecstasy, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

Once again, Autumn briefly debated turning around and keeping her nose out of the mortal’s business, but the nun’s earnest love for Father Brooks moved the angel, reminding her of her own feelings for Uriel. Sighing heavily, the heavenly messenger reached for the doorknob and was surprised to find this one unlocked as well. Something about the whole situation felt off to her, as the deepest parts of her mind started to piece together tiny hints and clues that pointed to her being led to this exact place and time.

All such thoughts ground to a halt the moment the door was open a crack. The stench of the infernal was thick in the room beyond. So thick in fact, that the only possible explanation was the presence of a demon within. Flinging the door open, the angel was confronted with the sight of a naked man standing with his back to her, and hammering away at an equally nude woman up against the window.

Even in the state of bliss known only to those caught in the throes of passion, the man was sufficiently aware of his surroundings to notice the door behind him being flung open. Spinning to confront the intruder, the man released his lover from his grasp, and took a step away from the window. “Who’s there!?” he shouted, anger and confusion writ large upon his face.

The air shimmered slightly before Autumn’s eyes, and the man’s lover transformed, revealing her demonic nature. Large, bat-like wings spread out from her back, while small ivory horns rose from her forehead. The mischievous grin which split the woman’s ruby red lips seemed to taunt the angel, as if to say that she’d already lost.

With a shout of defiance, the angel charged across the room and hurled herself at the succubus. So focussed was she on her foe, that the man’s surprised shout of “Angel!?” didn’t even register in her mind until much, much later.

Tackling the demon in midair, Autumn shoved her opponent against the window, fully intending to thrust her right through the huge pane of glass. It wasn’t until her target’s body easily crashed through the reinforced glass and was plummeting towards the ground below, that the angel realized that something was terribly wrong.

The dark hotel room echoed with rich and sultry laughter, as Autumn’s mind finally connected the dots. Or some of them at least. Praying that she could make it in time, the angel flung herself out the same window and dove like a falcon, trying with all she had to reach the falling man before he plunged to his death.

Tears streaked from Autumn’s emerald eyes and were torn away by the wind, as she was forced to flare her wings and slow her descent. Almost… Almost! the words of regret rattled endlessly in her mind. The angel had closed the distance between her and the priest considerably, getting within a mere arm’s length before having to admit defeat, or wind up dying herself. Father Brooks crashed into the street below like a fleshy meteor, smashing against the pavement in a sickening display of gore… right before Autumn’s eyes. A gasp of sorrow and guilt escaped the beautiful angel’s lips as she landed next to the man she was supposed to save. The man whose death she had directly caused.

The poor angel was so caught up in her failures, that it took her several minutes to realize that the gathering crowd wasn’t just staring at the naked corpse in the street. The flashes of cameras and shouts of surprise weren’t solely aimed at the recently deceased priest. No. They were aimed at her.

The realization hit Autumn like a ton of bricks, and the sound of demonic laughter confirmed her worst fears. I’ve been set up!? she screamed internally. In a fit of panic, the angel spread her wings and took off, fleeing the scene as quickly as she could.


CHAPTER 1


James shuddered as he stared at the massive conflagration which had completely engulfed Guayabo. Things had been bad when they’d arrived, but since he had been so focussed on the battle with Michael, the einherjar had failed to notice just how quickly the fire had spread.

“Master…” Acrasia sobbed, curled up in the foetal position where she rested in his hands.

Clutching the leannán sídhe tight to his chest, Hel’s Champion wanted nothing more than to console his fairy wife. But reality was a harsh mistress, and the simple fact was that for all his power, the einherjar was helpless to stop the disaster before him.

“Master. Mayhap we should ask Queen Titania for her assistance?” Hrein suggested. The blonde valkyrie approached from the burning town, supporting an exhausted Nyakuro with her left arm.

James nodded in agreement with his First Wife. “Can you take the others and head back to Elphyne, then? I want to look for survivors and help any that I find.”

“That will not be necessary, Lord Fir.” a strong, feminine voice rang out from above.

Looking up, the einherjar saw the air shimmer as an illusory cloaking spell was dropped, revealing the Fairy Queen along with a small entourage of her own.

“Your Majesty.” James bowed his head as the fae monarch landed a few feet away. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Nor was I planning to come.” the auburn haired fairy admitted. “I changed my mind after consulting with Effie, however.” she added, nodding to the sylph herald next to her. “It was clear that this smoke and the colour of the sky was caused by a large fire, and though you have proven extraordinarily resourceful, I saw no way in which you could calm such an inferno. Thus I have come to render my aid.”

The white haired sylph silently eyed her queen in an almost accusing fashion, which caused the fae monarch to shift uncomfortably under her friend’s gaze.

“W-well… that is most of the reason.” Titania stammered in a quiet voice and looked at the ground.

“Most?” James asked with raised eyebrows.

The Fairy Queen looked up to briefly meet the Champion’s eyes, then looked away with a huff. “Aibell may have predicted your death shortly after your departure…”

“And the queen may have immediately rushed from the throne room to fly to your aid.” Effie added in a teasing voice.

Titania scowled at her close friend and confidant, but didn’t verbally rebuke her. Before she could come up with a retort, James interrupted.

“I’m glad you’re here, Titania.” the einherjar admitted, addressing the queen in a very informal fashion. “Truth is, it is only by luck that we survived this encounter, or perhaps fate. Either way, I need to thank Lady Frigg the next time I see her.”

“What encounter?” Titania asked, her voice and expression filled with concern.

“I promise to tell you all about it, but perhaps we should do something about this fire first?” the Champion suggested.

A look of displeasure flashed on the Fairy Queen’s face, but it was brief. “Very well.” she agreed with a sigh. Raising her hands above her head, the fae monarch channeled an almost unbelievable amount of Qi, and cast the most powerful spell James had ever seen. In seconds the sky began to fill with dark storm clouds, and the air temperature dropped by several degrees. Less than a minute later, the skies opened up and the town of Guayabo and its surroundings were sprayed down in an incredible deluge; the heavy rains extinguishing the fire in moments.

Steam poured off the blackened ruins of the town, as Titania continued to direct the unnatural storm to rain down on them, long after the last visible flames died out. It was nearly twenty minutes later that the Fairy Queen finally felt safe in cancelling the spell, and released her control over the weather. By this point, even the indomitable Queen of the Seelie Court sagged with exhaustion, and all present were soaked to the bone. “It has been too long since I worked my magic to such an extent. I am out of practice.” she muttered to herself.

While the nearly divine woman was expending her energy snuffing out the flames of Michael’s attack, James and his wives wasted no time in searching the ruins for survivors. Despite their fatigue and harrowed mental state, the family pushed themselves in the hopes of rescuing innocents, and their friends in particular.

Acrasia was the first to reach the Eaton’s family building, but the fairy lost her will to fight and dropped to the ground upon seeing the wreckage of the merchant’s home. Grief overwhelmed the young fairy, until she could do nothing but bury her face in her hands and sob loudly in the rain, as she knelt in a shallow puddle.

Having returned to her natural form, Nyakuro padded over to her friend and lay down beside her in an attempt to console the leannán sídhe. Accepting the cat’s presence for what it was, the six inch fairy wrapped her arms around the nekomata’s neck, and buried her face in Nyakuro’s black fur while she continued to cry.

James tried everything he could think of to locate Clarissa, hoping against hope that the young girl had survived. Even if she’s dead, I could revive her right? I just have to find her… he thought to himself as he searched. Tossing aside the burned timbers of the Eaton’s house, the einherjar strained his senses, seeking any sign of the human inhabitants. Unfortunately, the scent of charred remains, both of structures and of flesh, overwhelmed his ability to detect any more subtle or individual scents. The smoke was still too thick in the air, and to him, the entire town reeked of burnt meat.

“I shall check where the north gate once stood, Master. They may have tried to escape, or there might be signs of their passing.” Hrein offered.

“Thanks, my love. I’ll keep searching here for the moment.” James accepted with a nod. Looking up to the sky, the Champion sought guidance from his patron goddess. Lady Hel? Do you have any knowledge of Clarissa’s fate? Or that of her father, Geoffrey?

The Goddess of Death replied almost instantly, making it clear that her attention had already been on the einherjar. Though many hath passed though our gates in the past hours, thy friends are not among them. It is possible they yet live… though more likely that they have gone to some other afterlife.

“I see…” James muttered aloud. “Thanks for letting me know.”

Of course. Thou art my Champion. If I can be of assistance to thee, do not hesitate to ask. Hel replied in a solemn voice.

The ex-soldier sighed deeply and turned his attention back to the search. Try as he might to avoid thinking about it, his mind kept circling back to the reason all of this had happened. He said he did it to save their souls… James thought over the archangel’s words. But I think it was more about denying us, his enemy, the chance to grow in strength, just as much as it was to prevent more losses on their side. The newly minted baron knew that, strategically, Michael had done the right thing, but he doubted that he could sacrifice so many innocents for a similar advantage in war. Of course, he probably doesn’t see ending mortal lives as any loss at all, since their immortal souls are likely all he cares about… the einherjar realized with a growl. Having such different values would make it that much more difficult for the Seelie Court to face Yahweh’s forces when the time came. At least we have a century to prepare… James consoled himself.

“Lord Fir.” the Fairy Queen’s voice called out to the Champion, and broke him free of the vicious cycle of thoughts.

“Your Majesty?” James replied, standing up straight and tossing another charred board to the side. Only now did he notice that he had already cleared most of the rubble that remained of the Eaton’s house and store. The einherjar had been working on autopilot while his mind had been tied up with thoughts of the fight against Michael, and regret for his role in the attack on these people. Though it was true that the archangel had destroyed the town because they had begun to shift their allegiance from Yahweh to Hel, James refused to allow himself to feel guilty for causing that shift. Or at least, he was trying to refuse it.

“I would like your assistance in bringing in a team from Elphyne.” Titania stated. “After seeing the destruction here, I feel like we should do more to help the people of Guayabo. They did recently come under our banner, after all.”

The einherjar nodded in agreement. “I feel the same, Your Majesty. Who would you like me to pick up?”

“I believe a team of gnomes would be a good start. They could quickly build a stone longhouse where the chieftain’s hut once stood, thus giving the refugees shelter.” the fae monarch suggested.

“I’ll get right on it. After that, my wives and I will start healing the wounded. Now that I think about it, using the refugees to search the ruins would be a better allocation of resources.” James admitted, finally thinking straight.

“Quite so.” Titania agreed. “If you will assist me in returning, I will leave this operation under your command.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” James replied with a bow.
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Even with the magical powers of the fae, it took over a week to clear the scorched debris from Guayabo, and set up a few shelters for the refugees to live in. With no walls protecting the settlement, the inhabitants were glad for the sturdy stone buildings that the gnomes had provided, as their straw huts would never have prevented the wild beasts and monsters living in the surrounding forests from devouring them in the middle of the night.

All told, less than one in ten humans survived the destruction of Guayabo, with most of those being men who were already outside the town when the attack started; those who were out hunting or working the fields for the most part. Thankfully, most of those same fields were undamaged by the attack, so there was no shortage of food or water for the refugees.

During that week, James and his wives worked hard to help the people of Guayabo get back on their feet. This meant that he was far too busy to attend ceremonies and the like, leading to Queen Titania announcing his promotion to baron in his absence, much like a monarch might do during a time of war.

Even more pressing than the state of affairs in Guayabo, at least to James’ mind, was Acrasia’s mental state. The young fairy had been deeply shaken by experiencing her own death at the hands of the archangel Michael. Thankfully, though rattled, Nyakuro seemed to be handling her own brief demise somewhat better.

“Acrasia, my pet.” James called out to his fairy wife. The fairy was sitting on the front step of the temple, seemingly unwilling to leave the warmth of the sun. She had been working hard to heal the wounded in Guayabo, and searched even longer than the others for possible survivors, but had said little and almost never smiled since that day. The normally lusty fairy hadn’t even sought comfort in their usual lovemaking, instead wanting nothing more than to be held as she softly cried herself to sleep each night.

“Yes, Master?” the fairy asked in a despondent voice.

Sitting down next to his fairy lover, James reached over and wrapped his arm around her, pulling her tight to his side. After a moment of just silently holding her, he asked the leannán sídhe a question in as gentle a voice as he could muster. “Care to talk to me, sweetheart?”

“I’m sorry, Master.” Acrasia whispered, continuing to stare at her feet. “I haven’t been a good wife lately.”

“That’s not true!” James answered as emphatically as he could without shouting. “You’re a wonderful wife, and I wouldn’t trade you for the world. Why on Earth would you even think that?”

The beautiful fae glanced up at her husband out of the corner of her eye. “I haven’t been… you know. Doing stuff with you. And I cry all the time. You must be so tired of me now…”

The einherjar pulled the much smaller woman close and hugged her tight, gently stroking the back of her head. “Nonsense. I don’t think any of us have been ‘in the mood’ after what happened. And I will never get tired of you. I love you, and I always will, so you don’t have to worry your pretty little head about things like that.”

Acrasia tried to give her lover a weak smile as she hugged him back, but even it faded quickly. “I’m so scared…” she finally admitted in a whisper.

James didn’t say anything, and simply kept holding her tight. He knew that she needed to talk about her feelings in order to deal with them, but he also understood that pressuring her wouldn’t help. She needed to open up on her own about this. Thankfully, it seemed like she was ready, for she continued after a minute or two.

“I’m terrified of dying again…” she whimpered. “I know you can always bring me back again, but… it hurt so much!”

“I’m sorry it happened to you, sweetheart.” he replied quietly.

Acrasia shuddered in his arms, and at last the dam broke. Tears flooded down her cheeks as the fairy sobbed openly. “Clarissa… we couldn’t save her. Now she’s gone forever.”

James understood then that the leannán sídhe must have been far more fond of the little girl than he had realized. Unsure what to say, he just continued to hug the fairy and stroke her back.

“We… you worked so hard to save her life, but then that monster killed her anyway!” she cried aloud, nearly shouting. The pain in her voice was heavily tinged with anger, and James could tell that it wasn’t something that the fairy would be able to let go of any time soon, if ever.

“I’m sorry, sweetie.” he muttered softly. “Listen. I’ve been thinking. I want to give the Rebirth spell to all of you girls. I don’t want anything to happen to any of you, if I’m not around to protect you.”

“Thanks, Master.” Acrasia sniffled, then snuggled into her husband’s side. After silently cuddling for an hour or so, the blonde fairy seemed to have calmed down and looked up at her master with soft eyes. “Do you think… we could go to the bedroom for a while, Master?” she asked.

James looked back at her with a gentle but playful grin. “Of course. I think we should take a day to rest and just enjoy each other’s company. What do you think? Sound like a plan?”

The beautiful woman nodded and gave her lover an honest smile. “Yeah. I’d like that, Master.”
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James finished the last of his breakfast, and gazed across the table at their daily visitor. As usual, Hel, the Goddess of Death, had come to share the morning meal with his household. Though she had no need to eat, the deity truly enjoyed tasting the dishes that Elora prepared for the family, and appreciated the social aspect of the visits even more. After centuries in near solitude, Hel was finally able to build relationships with others, and treasured the growing connection to her Champion even more than she was willing to admit.

Turning to face the head maid, the einherjar thanked her with a warm smile. “Thanks for breakfast, Elora. It was delicious, as always.”

“Of course, Master.” the elven maid replied with a slight bow of her head.

Seeing that the goddess had finished clearing her plate, James decided that it was a good time to bring up a topic that had been on his mind lately. “Lady Hel, I have a question for you, if you don’t mind.”

The two-coloured goddess tilted her head slightly, as if mildly confused. “Very well, my Champion. What hast thou on thy mind?”

“Actually… I was hoping we could talk about cultivation.” the einherjar suggested. His words caused a noticeable reaction from the women around the table, with Hrein leaning forward slightly in her seat, and Nyakuro’s ears suddenly twitching attentively.

“Ah. We can discuss anything thou dost wish, of course, but I am bound by oath not to reveal the secrets of cultivation to mortals. Thus I will answer what I can for thee, but hope that thou wilt understand if I cannot answer all of thy questions.” Hel replied.

“Of course. I understand and appreciate you telling me what you can, though.” James said with a grateful smile. “The reason I’m bringing this up now is due to the warning you gave me a while ago, back when I put myself in danger by attempting to cultivate too much Qi in a single sitting. You advised me to ensure that I enhanced certain stats before I attempted such a thing again. Well, I am very close to finishing the enhancement of my final stat, Charisma. I’ve pushed all of the others to one hundred percent already.”

“I see.” Hel said simply.

“Will something happen when I finish enhancing my Charisma?” the Champion asked, hoping that she could elaborate a bit more.

“No. Not right away, at least. I have used my power to hide thee from thy Heavenly Tribulation, until thou art ready to face it.” the goddess explained. “If I had not, thou wouldst have suffered the test when thou made thy mistake over three fortnights past, and almost certainly would have perished for thine error.”

“Hide me? You mean like how Sun Wukong, the Monkey King, used transformations to hide from his?” James exclaimed, blinking in surprise.

“Yea. Though mine own methods obviously differed from those used by the Stone Monkey.” Hel confirmed.

“Forgive my ignorance, Lady Hel, but what is a Heavenly Tribulation?” Lāmina asked, joining the conversation with keen interest.

The Goddess of Death thought for a moment, carefully considering what she could reveal to the mortals at the table, before speaking. “As all present are already aware of the existence of cultivation, I may speak on the subject somewhat. First, thou shouldst know that cultivation, that is, attempting to achieve immortality and enlightenment, is against the will of the Heavens.” Hel began. “The divine desire that the order that they hath created remain undisturbed, and that mortals remain in their place.”

“Do… do you feel that way, Lady Hel?” the temple maiden asked hesitantly.

The corner of Hel’s mouth ticked upward ever so slightly, upon hearing her follower’s question. “Though I am bound by the old oaths, I would not personally be offended if the current order were to be upset.” the goddess replied honestly.

James chuckled and shook his head. “I’m pretty sure Hel wouldn’t have given me the blessing I’d asked for, if she was against mortals learning to cultivate.” he pointed out.

“Quite true.” Hel confirmed. “To answer thine earlier question, Lāmina, Heavenly Tribulation doth exist to punish those who doth follow the path of cultivation. As it is meant to be a deterrent, it is not a secret that cannot be spoken of.” After taking a sip of water, the Goddess of Death continued. “When a cultivator is on the verge of reaching the first stage of immortality, the Heavens send a lightning storm to slay him. Should he survive the event, his current level of cultivation settles to become his Foundation, and he is able to grow stronger thereafter by building upon said Foundation.”

“I’ve heard stories of Heavenly Tribulation, back when I lived on Earth, but they were all either myths or outright fiction. Can you give me any advice on how to survive it? I don’t imagine I could simply avoid it forever.” James asked.

“Thou couldst, but thou wouldst be the weaker for it.” Hel answered. “Though I have already given thee the knowledge thou dost seek.”

The einherjar thought for a moment, before proposing what she’d told him before. “The stats? Intelligence, Charisma, Agility, and Endurance?”

Hel nodded in response. “Yea. As I have mentioned, the Heavenly Tribulation will take the form of a lightning storm. Each bolt will be powerful enough to slay an ordinary mortal, with the bolts empowered by both lightning and Qi. Due to the nature of the Heavens however, the storm will not be as chaotic as a natural one, but instead conform to divine order.”

“An ordered storm…” the Champion muttered. “Then… the lightning strikes will have a pattern to them?”

The Goddess said nothing in response, but merely smiled and took another sip of her water.

Seeing this, James ran with the idea. “Intelligence… to see and understand the pattern. Then Agility would be to move and avoid the strikes. Obviously I won’t be fast enough to actually dodge a lightning bolt, but if I can predict where it will hit…”

“Thou couldst ensure that thou wert not in that spot, at that time.” Hrein interjected, finishing the thought for him. “As for Endurance, I suspect it would give thee a better chance of surviving those strikes that thou couldst not avoid.”

“Charisma would do the same then, but on a spiritual level.” Lāmina theorized, while chewing lightly on her thumbnail. “Since the bolts are made up of Qi as well as lightning, they would attack both your soul as well as your body.”

“Splendid.” Hel remarked with a genuine smile on her face. “I am most pleased to see that my Champion hath surrounded himself with such intelligent women.”

Lāmina blushed furiously at the compliment from her goddess, while Hrein dipped her head in a bow to the deity, accepting her words with grace.

“Qi, eh?” James muttered, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but it sounds like these bolts would be an excellent source of power.”

“Potent and dangerous.” Hel warned her Champion, narrowing her eyes slightly as she spoke. “There will be twelve strikes in total, with each containing roughly 100 Qi, by thy system of measurement.”

“1200 Qi… that’s a lot of resources to waste, if we can avoid it. I could do a lot with that kind of power.” the einherjar noted.

“Resources which shall be useless, if thou art killed in the process of collecting them.” the Goddess of Death countered.

Shaking his head, the Champion continued to argue his point. “I should be able to heal between strikes or, worst case scenario, rely on Rebirth to bring me back if I’m killed.”

Hel let out a frustrated sigh. “Thou art only considering the damage to thy body. Rebirth will be of no help to thee, should the Qi bolts shred thy soul.”

“Ah…” James stuttered. “Damn. You’re right. I’m sorry, Hel. I was blinded by the prospect of gaining more power. Thank you for your wisdom, my Lady.” the einherjar apologized while bowing his head to the beautiful goddess.

Hel shook her head and sighed again, this time allowing the faintest of smiles to grace her lips. “Such is the nature of the cultivator. Without ambition and a certain level of recklessness, thou wouldst never achieve thy goals.”

James looked up and gave her a tempered smile in return. “I’m very fortunate to have such an understanding patron.”

“Indeed. Speaking of growth, there is more that thou ought to know.” Hel added a little hesitantly. “Due to my oaths, I cannot tell thee how thou wilt grow after thy Foundation is formed, but I can say that it will not occur in the same fashion as before.”

“Oh?” James asked, his curiosity well and truly piqued.

“None of thy ‘stats’, other than thy Crimson Palace, will be able to grow using the same methods as before, once they are solidified into thy Foundation. Thou wilt be a mere mortal no longer, but will have taken the first true steps to immortality. I will also add that, shouldst thou think hard on the beginning of thy journey, thou wilt discover that thou hast already encountered the means by which thou may continue it.” Hel explained.

“Huh. Rather cryptic… but I’m sure you’ve spoken as plainly as you can. Thank you for the advice.” James said earnestly.

Hel nodded. “Thou art welcome, of course. It is only natural that I should help my Champion in what ways I can.”

“Master… if I may interrupt?” Elora said, stepping up to his side.

“Of course. What’s on your mind, Elora?” James asked, turning his attention to the pretty elven maid.

“I was just thinking. You have been expanding my Dantian by teaching me spells. Am I correct in thinking that is how you have grown your own as well?” the head maid inquired.

“Yes, that’s right.” the einherjar confirmed.

“Then… given what Lady Hel just said… does that mean that your Dantian will cease to grow after your Tribulation?” Elora asked, causing almost everyone at the table to gasp aloud.

James stared at his lovely concubine for a long minute, with raised eyebrows. “That… that’s an excellent point, Elora. Thank you very much for bringing it up.”

The maid merely nodded firmly at his thanks, then stepped back from the table.

“I can confirm that what she sayeth is true, my Champion. The growth rate of thy Dantian hath, to this point, been truly remarkable; to the point of being unheard of. Unfortunately, with the settling of thy Foundation, thou wilt be solidifying the walls of thy Dantian, so to speak. I will not say that further expansion would be impossible… but it would be exceedingly rare and difficult, to say the least.” Hel informed her Champion.

“Then… I should learn as many spells as I can before taking that next step in my cultivation.” James concluded aloud.

“That would be wise, however… do not dally for too long. Thine enemies are not few, nor known for their patience.” the goddess warned him again.

James sighed and leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes for a moment. “We really are under time constraints, aren’t we? We may have a century before the Heavenly Host can invade, but Oberon is almost certainly on his way, and I have no doubt that the Holy Empire’s forces will reach our shores soon as well.”

“Indeed.” Hel agreed.

“I guess there’s no time to waste, then.” James declared and stood up from his chair.


CHAPTER 2


Autumn stood outside the gates of Araboth, the seventh heaven, in chains. After her utter failure on Earth, the angel had returned to Heaven to report on the events which had occurred during her mission, as well as accept punishment for her failure. But still… I never imagined that General Uriel would involve the Lord in this! Surely my sins are not so great as to require His attention… are they? the angel thought in a near panic.

The massive golden doors leading into the seventh heaven were suddenly swung wide, and the sky above echoed with thunder. Uriel, who was standing to Autumn’s left, ordered the angelic guards to move forward and drag her before the Lord to be judged. The roughly human shaped beings, who resembled nothing so much as an impossible mix of fire and water, silently did as commanded and drew on Autumn’s chains.

Though she was afraid, the younger angel did not resist, and willingly crossed the threshold. The woman’s eyes widened as she took in the vast expanse before her. A plain of sparkling emerald shone as if infused with divine light, and soon gave way to sea so placid, that it appeared to be made of glass.

In the distance, beyond the water, Autumn could see a single tree. That must be the legendary Lote Tree of the Farthest Boundary. the angel thought to herself. Though she had never seen this one before, she instantly recognized it as a jujube tree, which not only bore fruit, but from which Christ’s crown of thorns had been woven.

Movement out on the water suddenly caught the angel’s attention, drawing her gaze to a solitary figure making his way across the surface of the sea. Dressed in a white robe, with his chest bound in a golden sash, the man strode barefoot across the water without disturbing its surface. Realizing who he must be, Autumn immediately dropped to her knees and respectfully lowered her gaze. Upon noticing the man, the rest of the angels present did likewise.

A few heartbeats later, Autumn felt a warm and gentle hand lightly touch the back of her head, and a soft, soothing voice whispered in her ear as the man crouched next to her. “Be not afraid, sister. No matter what comes, keep faith that my father knows all, sees all, and all is according to His plan.”

When she felt the hand move to her chin, the angel gave in to her desire to look upon the Saviour, and raised her eyes to meet his. “Jesus…” she breathed, noting the gentle smile on his lips.

The son of God gave the slightest of nods, then turned his face skyward and spoke a little louder than before. “He comes.”

As if heralded by His words, storm clouds quickly began to gather in the sky, and slowly began to descend towards the small group of celestial beings. As the clouds drew nearer, lightning began to flash, illuminating vague shapes flying within. In short order, three of these shapes emerged and began to circle the cloud, singing “Holy, holy, holy is Yahweh, who was, and is, and is to come!”

Autumn stared in awe at the six winged angels, noting that the stories were true, and that the seraphim really did cover their eyes with one pair of wings, and their feet with the lowest set, using only the middle pair to fly. Over and over they sang the same chorus, with only minor variations, never pausing in their effulgent praise of the Lord.

A sharp chill ran down Autumn’s spine, replacing the angel’s joy and wonder at meeting her maker, as she suddenly remembered the reason for her being there in the first place. Overwhelmed by a mix of fear, awe, and shame at what she had done, the woman bowed her head and lowered her gaze to the ground once more. It was only after tearing her gaze away from the awesome sight of her Lord, that her mind was free enough to become aware of the sound which accompanied Him; a loud noise, more like the roar of a jet engine, than a simple rushing of the wind.

Despite the wild emotions in her heart, the young angel’s mind was overflowing with curiosity. Slowly, she raised her eyes such that she could witness the thunderhead touching down, without lifting her head overmuch. The moment the dense cloud came into contact with the emerald plain, it quickly began to dissipate, revealing the divine throne within.

The first thing that Autumn could make out as the vapours dispersed were the fiery wheels of God’s chariot. Four in all, with one on each side of the square construct, these nested wheels were in fact angels of another sort. The ophanim, as they were called, sparkled like green gems, and indeed appeared to be made entirely from chrysolite. The only exception to this, were the dozens of eyes which covered the rims. One thing that the chained angel noted, was that though the wheels turned, they would not need to angle like those of a modern car. Instead, a second rim was nested within each of the first; the inner wheels perpendicular to the outer, allowing the divine chariot to change direction instantly.

Next, Autumn’s attention was drawn to the cherubim. These four winged angels were closer in appearance to men than their ophanim cousins by far, but were still incredibly inhuman in nature. At nearly fifteen feet tall, the four beings stood at the corners of the chariot, with the tips of their upper set of wings touching one another, essentially forming the frame of the construct, and using the lower set to provide the godly vehicle with lift. In fact, Autumn noticed that the moment that the cherubim’s bronze hooves touched the ground, their lower wings stopped moving, and the sound of rushing wind ceased entirely.

Glancing at the tall angels’ heads, Autumn was reminded once again of just how inhuman they really were. Each of the celestial beings bore four faces, with a man’s face looking forward, and the face of an eagle facing the rear. A lion’s face stared out from the right side of the head, while the face of an ox made up the left, meaning that the cherubim need never turn to see ahead, regardless of which way the chariot was moving. All told, the only way in which they resembled humans, was that each had two arms and two legs, though those legs were straight, with no obvious knees.

Aside from the angelic components, the rest of the chariot was made from slightly more mundane materials. Lightning and fire filled the space between the living parts, and a platform of shining ice floated just above the heads of the cherubim. Atop the un-melting sheet of ice, sat the true Throne of God. The divine seat was sculpted entirely from a single massive sapphire, and upon it sat the Lord himself.

When at last Autumn’s eyes landed on Yahweh, she was instantly overwhelmed with a need to prostrate herself before God, and quickly diverted her gaze while doing so. Despite this, the image of her Lord was forever burned into her mind. Though He wore the shape of a man, there was no mistaking Him for a mere mortal. From the waist up, he appeared as though his body had been forged from brilliant metal, shining with the heat of the sun from within. Below the belt, his legs and feet were as sculpted fire; and his face… try as she might, Autumn could not recall her Lord’s face. It had shone so brightly that no features could be seen, and only the vaguest silhouette remained in her memory. The only other thing she could remember, was the light which surrounded the deity. Every colour of the rainbow had shimmered in the air around him, his divine aura so powerful and pure that it was almost impossible to describe.

“Stand and be judged!” Yahweh’s voice suddenly thundered across the plain.

Unable to disobey, Autumn lurched to her feet, but still kept her gaze lowered, staring at the cloven feet of the cherubim nearest her. Though she trembled with fear, deep in her heart, the young angel held faith that God would be fair.

Stepping forward, Uriel, spoke in a deep and clear voice, methodically laying out each of Autumn’s transgressions before the court. “Not only did Autumn fail to thwart the demonic plot to damn Father Brooks’ soul, but her actions directly caused his death, thereby denying him any chance at redemption. Furthermore, had she not tarried with the lustful nun when she first arrived on Earth, and had instead immediately proceeded with her mission, she would have made it in time to prevent his last encounter with the succubus entirely. As such, I charge that the damnation of Father Brooks falls squarely on her shoulders. Lastly, in clear violation of Your order of secrecy, she revealed her true nature as an angel to the mortals of New York, for all the world to see.”

Autumn’s eyes widened at the archangel’s accusation, and despite the fact that his words were technically true, she couldn’t help but feel utterly betrayed by the man she had loved with all of her heart.

Before she could say a word in her defence, one of the seraphim landed next to the throne, and plunged its hand into the fires within. Miraculously, the being seemed unharmed by the divine flames, and withdrew its hand to reveal a burning coal in its palm. With a flutter of its wings, the celestial being closed the distance between them, and held the glowing ember up to her face. Without warning, the much larger angel pressed the scorching object to her lips, causing Autumn to briefly cry out in pain and shock.

“Lo, this hath touched thy lips, and thine inequity is taken away. By the power of the Almighty, let no falsehoods be spoken by thee.” the seraphim intoned, before returning to its place in the air.

Autumn had hardly regained her mental footing when Yahweh’s voice boomed once more. “Autumn! Do you deny any of the accusations made against you?”

The heartbroken angel hung her head and shook it slightly. “No, my Lord.” she replied in a quiet voice, fighting to restrain her tears. I… I failed in my mission, but still… Does Uriel truly have no love for me? The way he acted in the past… The contrite angel was savagely torn from her inner thoughts upon hearing Uriel’s next words, a question directed at her.

“Is it not also true that the reason you dallied with the lustful nun, was that you felt a kinship with her? That you empathized with her feelings for Father Brooks?” the archangel asked with a sneer.

Autumn was so shocked by his words, that her mind almost failed entirely. He… he knows how I feel about him, and yet… Uriel’s weaponization of her love stunned the younger angel so much that she couldn’t think straight enough to answer in anything but the simplest of terms. “Y-yes.”

If she hadn’t been blindsided by his verbal attack, if she had been given time to think about her response, she could have explained more clearly. That it was Sister Jude’s love that she empathized with, not her lust. But the vengeful archangel had played his hand well, and his tone and mannerisms had thrown Autumn so completely off balance, that she unwittingly condemned herself.

If Uriel could see beyond the veil of light surrounding the Lord’s face, he might have recognized the near infinite wisdom in the ancient God’s eyes. Wisdom that saw through his schemes, and yet saw fit to allow them to play out… all in accordance with His own plans.

“Autumn. You have admitted your guilt before Me, and thus shall be punished accordingly. You stand accused of the sin of Lust, and so I damn you to live out your days as the embodiment of that sin!” God proclaimed in a voice that sounded like rushing water.

With the mere flexing of his finger, Autumn’s sentence was carried out on the spot. The beautiful angel threw her head back and screamed as her body warped and twisted, quickly taking the form of that which she hated most. Her glorious white feathers turned black and shrivelled up, before dropping to the ground and leaving her wings black and leathery, like those of a bat. Small ivory horns sprouted from the top of her head, and her canine teeth grew in length, to resemble the fangs of a vampire.

That was all that the gathered celestials got to see however, for the moment the change began, the chains had shattered around her wrists, her pure white stola burned away in a flash of flames, and the fallen angel was encapsulated in a giant egg of stone. Lifting his hand in the air, Yahweh made one final declaration before sending the stone egg hurtling through the sky. “Autumn Fallen, from Heaven, I cast thee out!”
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A wicked thunderstorm whipped the sea into a frenzy, causing the small vessel to be tossed around like a feather caught in the wind. And yet… the inclement weather didn’t seem to disturb the languid woman in the slightest. Reclining in a deck chair and sipping wine from an elegant crystal flute, the lady didn’t appear to have a care in the world. This was because, despite the raging storm outside, the small ketch was an incredible craft indeed. Blessed by Poseidon himself, the Storm Petrel was nigh unsinkable. The excellent craftsmanship of the elven vessel, when combined with the sea god’s blessing, and the woman’s own power, ensured that she would stay afloat, no matter how rough the seas got.

A flash of lightning was reflected in the woman’s deep brown eyes, quickly followed by the roar of thunder ringing in her delicately pointed ears. “Ah. I suppose it is almost time then, isn’t it?” she mused aloud, with a tiny smirk playing on her lips. The uncannily relaxed woman watched the sky carefully, as if waiting for something amusing to happen.

But a few seconds later, the woman’s prediction was confirmed, and the night sky lit up like the coming of dawn. A ball of fire split the clouds, and streaked across the sky as it plunged towards the earth, washing the woman’s olive skin in its fiery glow.

“Hmm. Not this time, Yahweh. No, I think something else would be more fun.” the woman quipped with a grin. With a flick of her wrist, Lady Luck altered the course of the shooting star, and with it, the course of history.
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James was tired. He’d spent most of the day cultivating. He hadn’t even stopped for lunch, and now it was time for supper. Despite being more than a little peckish, the einherjar decided to ignore the soft rumbling of his stomach, and press on with his work. I can grab a bite before bed. he thought to himself. A quick glance at his Status Screen revealed all of the gains that he’d made so far that day.

First off, he had spent the remainder of the morning cultivating from the magic bean that he had received from the dryad Balanus as a wedding gift, then enhancing the spell he had learned from it. The end result of which was thus:
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After that, he focused on learning what magic he could from the Tooth Fairy wand that Acrasia had received from her mother, also as a wedding gift. Despite his best efforts, the einherjar had failed to enhance the spell in any truly meaningful way. In the end, though the final product was less than amazing, it was something at least.

[image: Tooth Fairy’s Gift]


With that done, James cultivated the necessary Spirit to grant both spells to Acrasia, as well as boost his final stat, Charisma, to 100% Enhancement. This gave him a final Total Charisma of 100, and through the day’s efforts, his Dantian grew to a new total capacity of 1150 Qi. Of course, this also meant that the total capacity of Acrasia’s Dantian also grew, reaching 570 Qi.

Now he faced a decision that entailed no small amount of risk. Summoning one final wedding gift from his Inventory, James sat on the mossy earth and stared at it in contemplation. The einherjar knew what the small leather pouch contained, as well as the danger that the contents posed to his sanity. “The nymph’s lock.” he muttered to himself as he weighed to potential risk with the reward.

“Master… are you really going to use that now?” Acrasia asked with a hint of worry in her voice.

“I’m definitely thinking about it.” the ex-soldier admitted. “Aora said that the nympholepsy it would cause could enhance a man’s awareness and eloquence. That could mean a stat increase of some kind, and if so, it would be more beneficial to use it now, while it could potentially benefit from my Enhancement percentages.”

The pretty fairy beside him openly frowned in displeasure. “Yeah, but she also said that it would drive most men mad.”

James chuckled softly at his tiny wife’s warning. “This is true. But it’s not as if I don’t have a plan, you know.”

“Oh?” the blonde fae asked with a quirked brow. “What is your plan, Master?”

“I’m going to have you assume your larger form, and kneel in front of me while I attempt to cultivate from the nymph’s lock.” the einherjar explained.

Acrasia tilted her cute little head and scowled slightly in confusion. “I don’t understand, Master. How will that help keep you safe?”

James grinned as he gazed back into his lover’s eyes. “Simple. It is the supernatural beauty of the nymph which could potentially affect a man’s mind, right? Well, I’ll have you know that there is no woman more beautiful in any of the worlds, than the one by my side right now.”

The leannán sídhe’s eyes widened in surprise upon hearing her husband’s statement. “Master…” she breathed, earnestly touched by his frank compliment.

Hel’s Champion leaned forward and kissed the fairy as lightly as he could, his lips covering her entire face, given their difference in size. “There is no way a mere nymph could cloud my mind, with your beauty distracting me. I doubt she could even hold my attention for a heartbeat.”

Acrasia blushed prettily at his continued praise for her appearance. Biting her lip, she shyly looked away for a moment, then met his gaze with her own once more. This time however, her eyes were filled with determination rather than worry. “Okay, Master. I’ll make sure to keep your mind on me.”

The einherjar’s grin widened, and he nodded in agreement with his lovely wife. “I’ll be counting on you.”

Shifting to her human-sized form, the fairy knelt between her master’s legs and placed her hands on his chest, as she gazed up at him with pure adoration. Unsurprisingly, with her naked body on display as it was, she was proving to be one hell of a distraction. So much so that James had a fair bit of difficulty fighting the urge to abandon his work entirely, and take her right then and there.

Swallowing hard, and repeatedly reminding himself that he could enjoy the beautiful woman whenever he wished, the ex-soldier used every bit of his discipline to stay focussed on the task at hand. Using the tips of his claws, James drew the small pouch open, then fished around inside for the lock of hair that he knew lay within. The moment his fingers came into contact with the small twist of hair, he knew that he was in trouble. Even just touching the silky threads proved to be more tempting than he had ever imagined. Soft did not begin to describe the sensation of the material against the rough skin of his fingers. Unable to resist the urge to see what could possibly feel so good in his hands, the einherjar drew the nymphs lock from the pouch.

The moment the magical bundle emerged from its leather confines, the supernatural power of the artifact slammed into the Champion’s mind, like a Mack truck speeding down the highway. The einherjar reeled as his senses were quickly overwhelmed, and his entire being was filled with a single desire: to find and claim the nymph whose hair he held in his hand.

Having been watching her lover intently, Acrasia immediately noticed the moment her owner’s eyes glazed over, and didn’t hesitate for even a split second to act. Moving her hands from his chest to the sides of his face, the fairy pressed her naked body against his, and leaned in to whisper in her husband’s ear. “I love you, Master.”

Those four simple words shook the einherjar to his core. Nothing in any life, past or present, could ever affect his heart like hearing that earnest phrase from a woman that he loved. Before his befuddled brain could even process that loveliest of sounds however, his fairy wife followed up with action to prove her words. The sensation of her tender lips pressed against his shattered the nymph’s spell, and the magical hold it had on his mind. Closing his eyes, all interest in the nymph flew from his consciousness as he embraced the much smaller woman in his arms, and kissed her deeply in return.

After several long minutes Acrasia broke the affectionate kiss, and leaned back to look up at her lover’s face. “I take it you are okay then, Master?” she asked with a coy grin.

James gazed down at his blonde slave and laughed softly, before resting his forehead against hers. “I am now. Thanks to you.”

Acrasia blushed slightly, then stole a quick peck from his lips. “Good. I’m glad.”

“And Acrasia?” the einherjar said quietly with a solemn look on his face.

“Yes, Master?” she asked, a tiny bit confused by his sudden change in tone.

“I love you, too.” James replied, his voice a little raw with emotion.

Unsurprisingly, the einherjar’s confession led to another round of passionate kissing, which quickly devolved into a full on lovemaking session in very short order. Once the pair had sated their desires, at least to some extent, they were able to return their attention to the task at hand, if a bit reluctantly.

After cultivating another 100 Spirit, James once again attempted to cultivate from the nymph’s lock. This time, having already been exposed to and overcome that particular fae’s power once before, the einherjar was unaffected by the nympholepsy. Thus, he was able to successfully copy the mystic pattern of the natural artifact, and immediately shunt the spell to his fairy lover’s mind. Checking her Status Screen afterwards, he was pleased by what he saw.
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“Damn. That’s a nice spell.” James whistled softly. Reading the spell description brought to mind his own battle with the artifact, and so he checked his Status Screen as well. Sure enough, he had gained the stated increases to his base stats. Though I only won thanks to Acrasia. he reminded himself. I’ll have to do something nice to thank her again, later on.

Glad to have that little project behind him, the einherjar made one final note of the pair’s stat increases, before closing their Status Screens. The total capacity of Acrasia’s Dantian had shot up to 620 Qi; while his Intelligence had reached 274, and his Charisma topped out at 110.

Almost immediately after, James started thinking about how he could adjust or enhance the spell, so that he and his family could get greater use out of it. Before he could get very far though, his train of thought was interrupted by the voice of his first wife calling out to him.

“Master! Art thou not yet finished with thy work for the day? Elora hath stated that thou hast not yet taken the time to eat.” Hrein shouted, a hint of frustration tinging her voice.

James sighed and knew that there was no point in arguing with the valkyrie. Though there were still a couple of hours until their usual bed time, the woman would definitely insist that he at least make time to have some dinner before retiring for the evening. Looking up at the night sky, the einherjar prepared to argue for just one more hour of work, when something unusual caught his eye.

“Master?” Hrein asked, turning to follow his skyward gaze. It took less than a second for the woman to spot what had caught her husband’s attention. A great fireball was streaking through the heavens, and seeming to grow larger by the second. Though the valkyrie lacked any modern education, even she understood that the apparent growth was an illusion; the falling star was in fact heading straight for them, or damn near it.

Before either of them could say anything further, the meteorite slammed into the earth with such force, that they felt the ground tremble beneath their feet. James’ first thought was to rush to the crash site, and ensure that the forest hadn’t been set alight by the impact. The moment he spread his wings to take flight however, his First Wife said something completely unexpected.

“Master! We must away to the site of impact! The demon must be slain, lest it be free to run amok in the world!” Hrein shouted, taking to the air.

“Eh!? What!? Demon!?” James cried in confusion, taking off after the valkyrie.

“Master! Wait up!” Not wanting to be left out, Acrasia rushed to keep up.


CHAPTER 3


“What do you mean, demon!?” James shouted as a hurried after his valkyrie wife.

Hrein glanced over her shoulder and yelled her response over the rushing wind. “Surely thou knowest that falling stars are in fact fallen angels, yea?”

The einherjar blinked in mild confusion. “Er… is that so?” he asked a bit hesitantly. Last I checked, they were just bits of rock and metal… James thought to himself.

“Though many demons are sired naturally, the first were angels cast out of Heaven.” the shield maiden explained as she landed a safe distance from the burning wreckage. “To this day, those that rebel against Yahweh are condemned to the same fate… twisted into diabolic abominations and hurled from the heavens as punishment for their wicked deeds.”

As fascinated as he was with Hrein’s history lesson, the einherjar couldn’t help but be distracted by the destruction he saw below. In the centre of a twenty foot wide crater, sat what looked like an egg; one large enough to hold a person inside. Its stony surface was scorched black and pitted like the surface of the moon, while small fires were scattered around it like so much debris.

“At least the forest didn’t catch fire…” James muttered aloud as he slowly approached the huge indentation in the ground. It’s a miracle that it didn’t hit the city, given how close it landed… wait… Looking around, the Champion realized that he recognized the section of forest where the meteorite had impacted. In fact, it was the part that he was most familiar with of all. This… is the clearing where I first arrived on Terra. This can’t be a coincidence! his mind screamed as the realization dawned on him.

“What is most strange, is the angle of entry…” Hrein continued her explanation. “Most fallen angels would punch straight through the mortal realms, ending their forced journey in the pit of Hell.”

“Hrein… don’t you recognize this clearing? This angel or demon or whatever… it was sent to the exact same spot I was.” James pointed out, more than a little concerned by that fact.

The normally stoic valkyrie frowned as she considered the implications of what her master was saying. “Then… the demon hath been sent after thee, Master?”

The Champion shook his head. “Never heard of God sending demons to do his work, so I doubt that’s the case.” Weaving his way around the small fires, James slowly descended into the crater, and made his way towards the egg shaped meteorite.

“Sent… to thee, then?” Hrein muttered, now scowling at the egg with intense suspicion. Summoning both her spear and shield, the valkyrie hurried to catch up to her husband. Why would Yahweh send a demon to my master? I can see no reason, unless it was to harm him in some way.

James was still a few feet away from the stone egg when the air shook with a resounding crack. The source of the sound was no mystery however, as it had accompanied a jagged split forming in the rocky shell of the egg, which now allowed a haunting green glow to escape from within. Before the einherjar could react in any way, more cracks formed on the surface, giving the meteorite the appearance of hatching.

Concerned that the demon imprisoned within might escape once it finished hatching, Hel’s Champion leapt the remaining distance, putting him within arms reach of the fallen star. The moment his feet touched the ground, a large section of the stone shell fell away, revealing a sleeping woman curled up within. Even with the eerie glow cast by the green crystalline interior of the egg, it was difficult to see most of her body, for she had wrapped her black, leathery wings around her like a blanket.

James heard his wives land behind him, then felt Hrein’s hot breath on his cheek as she leaned in to whisper for his ears alone. “We should slay the demon before she doth wake…”

As if the valkyrie’s words served as an alarm for the demoness, her eyes fluttered open the second they were uttered. Emerald green eyes peered out from under long, luscious lashes, and instantly locked onto the einherjar’s own. Her caramel coloured skin and black silky hair looked so soft, it was if they were begging to be touched. Even the way that her sharp, pointed fangs dimpled her plump lips didn’t deter from how tempting her mouth was. Nay, if anything, they only seemed to enhance how impossibly inviting those lips seemed. Despite being constantly surrounded by supernaturally gorgeous women, James found himself utterly transfixed by the woman’s unearthly beauty. In a word, she was perfect.

Sensing that her husband had been captured by the dark woman’s gaze, Hrein raised her orichalcum spear, and prepared to thrust it into the creature’s heart.

“Wait.” James uttered a quiet but stern command, raising his hand to forestall Hrein’s strike.

“She is a demon, Master! A creature of evil! She cannot be allowed to run free. She must be destroyed, lest she bring great harm to the people of Terra!” the valkyrie protested.

“We could capture her…” Acrasia suggested, clearly taken with the diabolic woman’s beauty as well.

The look in the fallen angel’s eyes gradually changed, as those who are slowly waking up are wont to do. As the light of consciousness returned to her emerald orbs, so did their colour change. In a blink, the entirety of her eyes were swallowed in a red light, and a predatory grin split her luscious lips. Without a word, the succubus flung herself at the male before her, crushing her lips against his in a passionate kiss; her tongue exploring the depths of his mouth as her hands roved over his sculpted body, and her sharp claws shredding his clothes.

As if the danger presented by the demoness wasn’t enough impetus for the valkyrie to strike her dead, the demonic whore’s actions with her husband filled the shield maiden with jealousy and pushed her to act. Dropping her scutum, Hrein gripped her spear with both hands and drove the weapon towards the dark woman’s back.

It was only by chance that Acrasia moved ever so slightly, catching Hrein’s attention and halting her strike. The fairy stood there with an unusually contemplative look on her face. The way she worried her lip in thought made it clear that she wasn’t under any sort of magical compulsion.

Despite her jealousy and sense of urgency, seeing her sister wife act like this made the valkyrie believe she had been missing something. A quick glance at the two figures embracing on the ground revealed that her husband wasn’t being influenced by magic either. Sure, he made no effort to stop the succubus from kissing him, let alone throw her off completely, but he was deftly moving his hands below their waists, easily preventing the woman from mounting his manhood.

This confused Hrein even further, forcing the valkyrie to reassess the situation. Why? Wherefore hath he not cast her off? It is clear that he could overpower her physically, or even defeat her with his magic. And yet…

While Hrein was thinking through what she was seeing, the succubus suddenly broke off the kiss and growled in wordless frustration, her sinuous tail lashing the air behind her. This finally freed the einherjar’s mouth to speak. “What do you think, Chooser?”

Those simple words, that single phrase, brought all of Hrein’s thoughts to a halt. Chooser. The word echoed in her mind like a scream in a canyon. Finally, after several heartbeats, the valkyrie’s mind started working again. Of course. I am his Chooser. My Master doth not see this demoness only as a monster… but as a woman. A beautiful one at that. Even I cannot deny how comely she is, no matter how I might wish otherwise. More than that, she is succubus; a powerful entity that certainly presents a rare opportunity for our family to gain strength.

The dark haired woman screeched in anger and lust, then attempted to resume her passionate kiss with the einherjar. This time he stopped her, however. Keeping their nether regions separate with one hand, he used the other to grab her by the throat. It was difficult to keep her still, what with all of her squirming, but the Champion fought to buy his wife as much time as she needed to think things over.

Thankfully, it didn’t take the Chooser much longer to make her decision. “Claim her, Master.” Hrein stated firmly.

A feral grin creased the einherjar’s lips as he loosened his grip on the fallen angel’s throat and cast a spell. To his surprise, the demoness decided to change tacks, and sate her lust in another way. Thinking she could slip his guard, the dusky skinned beauty slid down the ex-soldier’s body and gripped his shaft in her hands. Grabbing her by the hair before she could take him in her mouth, James slowed her attack just long enough to utter the pertinent words. “Do you agree to be my lover?” he asked in a gruff voice.

The succubus groaned in pain as she pulled against his grip on her hair. While she made no verbal response to his query, the moment he released his grip, the demoness thrust her lips down over his shaft and sucked his cock like she was starving.

James hissed through his teeth and closed his eyes, enjoying the sensation of the woman’s enthusiastic, if unskilled, ministrations. “I’ll take that as a yes.” he chuckled darkly. Though the einherjar would have preferred the loving attention of any of his wives or concubines, the fallen angel’s ravenous devouring of his cock wasn’t unpleasant. What aroused him far more however, was the knowledge that the lovely creature would be his to command for eternity. Thank you Lady Luck, for delivering such a beautiful slave to my doorstep. he silently prayed, completely unaware that was exactly what had happened.

The einherjar’s thoughts were turned outward once again when the succubus suddenly started moaning pitifully, as if frustrated and begging to be fed. Unfortunately for her, he wasn’t quite there. Deciding to help her out a little, James looked up at the beautiful woman standing near his head, and peered under her leather skirt. Even though she was his wife, and he could see her naked any time he liked, there was just something naughty about catching a woman without any underwear on.

Well aware of where her husband’s gaze had wandered, Hrein blushed furiously, but chose to obediently grant him what he desired. Spreading her legs slightly, to offer him a better view, the valkyrie even went so far as to lift the hem of her skirt a little. Moreover, the significance of what he was doing wasn’t lost on her. Though he is being serviced by a new slave, and one that is almost impossibly beautiful at that, it is me to whom he looks to for arousal. Not even the lovely and ever eager Acrasia, who is standing nearby with all of her charms on display, but me…

Seeing his wife so obediently, and yet shyly, display herself for him definitely aroused the Champion a great deal. He was nearing his peak when Hrein did something even more scandalous. Slipping one hand under her skirt, and using her fingers to spread her delicate lips, she opened herself up for his viewing pleasure.

James gasped in ecstasy as he came, flooding the succubus’ mouth with his seed. The dark woman slurped his cum down greedily, as though she couldn’t get enough, and then three things happened at once. First, a slender leather collar appeared on the fallen angel’s throat, eternally binding her to the einherjar as his slave. Second, the red light that filled the woman’s eyes went out, returning them to their natural green colour and design. Lastly, the demoness screamed as if in horror, before collapsing on the ground to begin weeping uncontrollably.
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The sour scent of spilled beer mixed with the offensive odour of the unclean, at least to the archangel’s sensitive nose. Michael looked around the honky-tonk bar with a grimace that even put his usual frown to shame. So many that claim the Lord as their saviour, yet do not live by His commandments… pitiful. Disgusting.

Forcing down his judgemental thoughts, Heaven’s General chose to focus on why he was walking among the mortals in the first place. I know that graceless degenerate is here somewhere… he thought to himself as he scanned the saloon. At last, his eyes landed on a well dressed gentleman seated at the bar, with a buxom blonde in his lap. Michael sneered as he recognized the so called ‘god’ through his disguise, and made his way over to the disreputable fellow.

Cindy played with her hair and laughed at the older gentleman’s lame joke. Well, at least I think he’s older… The truth was, the blonde bombshell was well past her prime, but did her best to hide it with as much makeup and pilates as she could afford on her dismal waitress’ salary. Oh well, so long as he’s got the cash, his age doesn’t matter. she reminded herself. And it’s not like he’s going to notice a few wrinkles here or there… his eyes haven’t left my tits since he walked in.

The off duty waitress’ train of thought was suddenly derailed when a large hand clapped heavily on her companion’s shoulder. Her baby blue eyes slowly traced the thick arm attached to the hand, up to a set of broad shoulders, and finally to a face so handsome, she was sure she’d be seeing it in her dreams for weeks, if not years. But the look on that visage of masculine beauty spoke of trouble, and not the kind she was looking for. “Uh… ah… hi there, handsome…” she stammered, slipping off the gentleman’s lap.

The cold look in the newcomer’s eyes when he regarded her, was more than enough of a response. Though he hadn’t said a word, his gaze spoke volumes… almost screaming that she had been judged and found very, very wanting. Without another word, Cindy grabbed her purse off the bar, and hustled to the front door. Whatever trouble that man was bringing to her favourite haunt, she wanted no part of it.

“Loki.” Michael sneered as he gazed down at the disguised deity.

Fear briefly flashed in the Trickster’s eyes before he plastered over his emotions with a fake smile. “Michael. Fancy meeting you here.”

“Fancy indeed.” the archangel snarled, taking a seat next to the Sly One. “I believe I freed you from your bonds for a purpose, did I not?”

“Y-yes.” Loki stammered, more than a little uncomfortable under the archangel’s gaze. “I believe your Lord had ordered all others banished from Earth… for the time being.”

“NOT… for the time being.” Michael hissed. “For eternity, as you well know. Just as you know that I was ordered to slay or banish our enemies, as I saw fit. Yet I let you live. Remind me, Trickster, why did I do that?”

The Norse god swallowed hard, knowing full well that he might not escape this encounter unscathed. Yahweh’s Champion was not one to be trifled with, even by the gods. In fact, if he were a part of any other pantheon, Michael might well have been worshiped as a god himself, he was so powerful. “Because my escape was mutually beneficial.” Loki answered finally.

Michael’s eyes narrowed dangerously, but he nodded after a few tense heartbeats. “Precisely. You were supposed to kick off Ragnarok, and destroy our mutual enemies. Why then, have you not done so!?” the archangel growled.

“I couldn’t!” Loki held his hands up defensively. “I couldn’t find a way to free my son, Fenrir. And without him, we have no hope of winning.” he whined.

“FIND a way!” Michael demanded.

“Right! I’ll get right on it!” the Trickster squealed, jumping from his seat and back pedalling towards the door.

“And Loki…” the archangel called out, halting the Sly One in his tracks.

“Y-yes?” Loki replied hesitantly, wanting nothing more than to put distance between himself and the angry archangel.

“No matter how beneficial your existence may be, if I ever find you on Earth again, I will end you.” Michael threatened.

At this, the Trickster bowed briefly then spun on his heel and hurried out the door. Seeing him go, Michael took a deep breath to calm himself down, then even allowed his lips to form the faintest of smiles. “I may not be able to invade Terra for a century, but that doesn’t mean I can’t cause its destruction.” he whispered to himself.

The archangel’s good mood was very brief indeed, for a moment later an annoying mortal leaned over the bar. “Hey mister. Are you going to pay that guy’s tab?” the bartender asked.

Michael clenched his fists and grit his teeth so tightly, that he nearly cracked a molar. Loki!!! he screamed internally, and was sure he could hear the Trickster’s distant laughter.

[image: ]


James stared down at the succubus, completely befuddled by her behaviour. Glancing at his wives, he saw that they looked equally confused, so he settled on approaching the fallen angel. Dropping to one knee next to her, the einherjar placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, in an attempt to comfort the sobbing woman.

“Kill me. Please. I beg of you.” she muttered quietly, her face buried in her hands.

Hel’s Champion was more than a little taken aback by the woman’s suicidal request, and quickly looked to his wives in the hopes that they understood something that he didn’t. Both Hrein and Acrasia shook their heads as they met his gaze, not having a single clue more than he did.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t just murder people without reason.” James replied softly.

“Kill me!” she screamed, sitting up and turning to face him for the first time. “I’m a monst…” the woman cut her plea short the moment she took in his appearance. Rather than continue to cry, the demoness quickly scooted back away from him, with a look of fear and hatred in her eyes.

“Uh. Hi. I’m James, and these are two of my wives, Hrein and Acrasia.” the einherjar introduced himself with small wave. “And for the record, I really don’t think you are a monster. I’d say you’re very beautiful, in fact.” he added with a shrug.

“Of course a demon would say that!” the succubus hissed.

James blinked and looked at each of his wives again. Hrein sighed and shook her head, while Acrasia merely started to giggle. Letting out a tired sigh, James grimaced and scratched his ear. “Look, lady. I’m not a demon, okay? I’m an einherjar. Likewise, she’s a valkyrie, and she’s a leannán sídhe.” he explained, indicating each of his wives in turn.

“Liar!” the dark haired beauty shouted.

The einherjar frowned at her accusation, but didn’t lose his temper. “K’. Why would I lie about that?”

“To trick me, obviously!” she hissed back.

“Uhuh… One, with you being a demoness yourself, wouldn’t it make more sense to claim to be a demon to get on your good side? And two, since you’re mine now, there is absolutely no reason to trick you into anything. It would just be a waste of my time.” the Champion rebutted.

The woman’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and she shifted to place her feet under her. “I am not yours.” she snarled, then attempted to leap into the air.

“Sit down so that we can talk this out calmly.” James commanded.

The moment his words registered in her mind, the succubus froze in place. A deep, undeniable urge to obey his command seemed rooted in her very soul. Resisting it wasn’t outright painful, but she found that she could take no action other than the one he’d ordered. Of course, she could do nothing, merely remaining in place, which is what she settled on out of pure defiance. “What did you do to me!?” she demanded.

While he was a bit annoyed at her rebellious behaviour, he couldn’t really blame her for it. I mean, I’d fight it too. he admitted to himself. “I’ve enslaved you. For eternity.” he replied honestly.

“Damn you!” the succubus shrieked, only now realizing that she felt something around her neck. Slowly, she tried to raise her hand to touch the collar circling her throat, and very quickly found that she had no difficulty doing so. I guess I am free to act, so long as I don’t go directly against his orders… she guessed correctly.

“So, let’s get the basics out of the way first. That way we can have a civil conversation without you doing something we’ll regret later.” James suggested. “First, you will obey any order given by me or any of my wives. Second, you are forbidden from intentionally causing harm to any intelligent being, except in self defence, defence of an ally or innocent, or under command by those with the authority to do so. This includes harming yourself. Lastly, you are forbidden from attempting to escape me or my control.”

The first set of orders made perfect sense to the succubus, but the second confused her somewhat. “I can’t hurt… innocents?”

“No, you cannot.” James growled. “Which is one of the two main reasons I enslaved you in the first place.”

“What do you mean?” the demoness asked, her anger subsiding slightly as it was replaced with curiosity. “Why did you enslave me, if not to use me for… for… sex?”

“Well, I freely admit that, as my concubine, sex is definitely something that we will be enjoying together. But as I said, there were two reasons for enslaving you. The other was the simple fact that you are a demoness. I couldn’t allow one of your kind to run free on Terra, causing unknown levels of chaos. My options were either control you, or kill you. I chose the former.” the Champion explained.

The woman’s face twisted as if she were in agony, her emotions a tangled and confusing ball in her gut. Still, one of the words which the supposed einherjar spoke stood out over the others. For the first time since she’d awoken, the succubus took the time to really look around at her surroundings. “Terra?”

“That is the name this realm.” the straw blonde valkyrie replied.

“But… why? I was cast out of… of Heaven.” the raven haired demoness hiccuped as tears began to form in the corners of her eyes once more. “Why aren’t I in Hell?”

“That… I don’t know.” James answered honestly. “All I know is that we saw you from the nearby city of Elphyne. We were worried the meteorite might set fire to the forest, or worse, that a demon might be let loose on the world.”

The succubus sniffed and tried to fight back her tears. “Kill me.” she stated again, this time more firmly than before. “I would rather die than live my life as a demoness. Especially a filthy succubus.”

James glanced at his wives briefly before returning his attention to the woman opposite him. “I’d really rather not kill an innocent person, especially one under my care. Would you be willing to at least tell me your name and why you would rather die?”

Why is he behaving in such a calm and reasonable manner? the succubus wondered in frustration. Now that she was actually taking in her surroundings, she quickly noted the slave collars around the necks of his supposed ‘wives’. No matter what he claims to be, his monstrous appearance reveals his true nature, which is that of a slaver.

Rather than prod her, James simply sat there in silence, waiting for the woman to answer on her own. The women beside him seemed to possess less patience however, and openly scowled at the demoness.

Finally, she decided that she was unwilling to commit further sin by lying, and that carefully answering his questions might be more fruitful than simple defiance. Perhaps I can find a way to free myself, or better yet, anger him enough to kill me. the demoness thought to herself. “My name is Autumn… Fallen.” she stated. “And I am not innocent. I have been in the mortal realm less than an hour, and already I have succumbed to the sin of lust.” the woman hissed through clenched teeth.

“I see. Thank you for answering my questions, Autumn. As for the sin of lust… is that why you don’t wish to live as a succubus?” the einherjar asked in a gentle tone of voice.

Autumn looked at the beastly man with incredulity. How could he even ask such a question!? she yelled internally. “Of course it is!” she snapped. “This body is cursed to need a man’s seed, lest it drive me mad with hunger! So kill me now! I will not lead a life of endless sin!”

James gave his newest slave a moment to add anything further to her argument before giving his rebuttal. When it seemed like she wasn’t going to say anything more, he engaged her once again with earnest logic. “You will not lead a life of sin, Autumn. I hereby forbid you from ever having carnal relations with anyone outside of myself or my harem.”

The succubus glowered at her owner, and opened her mouth to speak but was cut off by him continuing his explanation.

“You may think that being a member of my harem is sinful. Let me tell you that it is not. You are my concubine, Autumn. I took you as such the moment I enslaved you, and so you have not performed any sexual act outside the bounds of our contract.”

“Concubine.” the woman spat. “Sex outside of marriage is a sin. A concubine is not a wife.”

“Did Jacob commit sin when he lay with Zilpah? Or David when claiming his many concubines?” the einherjar argued.

Autumn opened her mouth to argue further, but found that she had no legal footing to stand on.

“You’re worried about your hunger, but I will feed you at least once a day. You have my word on that.” James continued. “I will not allow you to succumb to the state you were in when I found you.”

“But…” the succubus murmured, her lower lip trembled as she listened to his arguments, his assurances slowly whittling away at her resolve to end her own life. Unfortunately, as one seed of despair perished, another rose up to take its place. All her life she had loved but one person; Uriel. And yet, despite the depth of her love, she had never once given in to the desire to know him carnally, for she truly believed that to be within the special province of marriage. Yet… not only had he betrayed her, she was sure of that now, but she was condemned to lay with a man she didn’t love at all. Damned to spend eternity as a creature driven by that sin she hated the most. Lust.

Down and down her heart and mind swirled, as if caught in a whirlpool of guilt and shame, until suddenly a single word shattered the dark clouds of despair, parting them like a ray of golden sunlight. “Wait… what?” the fallen angel whispered, raising her eyes to meet those of her owner.

“I said, that you may yet become my wife. If you come to love me, that is. And if you gain the approval of my First Wife, Hrein.” James said again, calmly repeating himself for her benefit.

“Love?” she muttered in a near whisper. “Love… you?”

“Well, that is the goal, isn’t it?” the einherjar asked as he scratched the back of his head in embarrassment. “I mean, for most people anyway, right? To love the people they are with?”

Autumn blinked in confusion. “Why… why would it matter if I love you? Shouldn’t it be the other way around? Are you not the master in this relationship?”

“Uh…” James started, trying to answer the woman’s question, but found himself unable to form the words properly. This only caused the succubus to look at him strangely, and made his wives begin to laugh. After a few seconds, the einherjar gave in to the general mood and joined them in their laughter at his own expense.

“What… what is so funny?” Autumn demanded, thinking that they were laughing at her and becoming a bit angry.

“It is just that… our Master is… how doth he put it, Acrasia?” Hrein asked the fairy for help.

“A sucker for a pretty face!” the fae woman replied, laughing even harder.

Seeing that her sister wife wasn’t going to pull it together any time soon, the valkyrie expounded on the explanation. “That is to say that thou shouldst not worry for a place in his heart. ’Tis a fact that thy face is one of great beauty, and shouldst thou treat him with kindness and respect, it is a near certainty that he will fall for thee eventually.”

“Hey now. I’m not that bad.” James grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest.

Sadly for the einherjar, his words only served to engender looks of disbelief from his wives, followed by even more laughter.


CHAPTER 4


“So, do you still want to die? Or are you willing to give life with us a try?” James asked, hoping he had put at least some of the woman’s fears to rest.

“Are you giving me a choice?” Autumn inquired, giving the einherjar a doubtful look.

The Champion grimaced as if he didn’t want to reply, but then gently shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’m not. I’m unwilling to let you die. Nor can I let you go, for your own safety and that of others.” he answered honestly.

The succubus stared at her master for a long moment, then nodded. “Nor should you. But I thank you for your honesty.” Sighing, the demoness turned her head and wiped away her tears before turning back to face her new family. “Since you were honest with me, I will treat you with the same respect. To be frank, I don’t know. I don’t know whether I want to die, or if I should try to make the best of this life.”

James nodded in understanding. “I get that.”

“Um… Master?” Acrasia suddenly called out, interrupting their conversation.

“What is it, my pet?” the einherjar asked, turning to face the lovely fairy.

“The trees are starting to catch on fire…” the fae pointed out, with a concerned look on her face.

“Oh shit! Give me a minute!” James shouted, jumping to his feet. For the next several minutes, the einherjar ran back and forth, casting Running Water repeatedly, and soaking all of the hotspots he could find. When at last he had doused all of the flames, and even any embers that he saw, Hel’s Champion returned to his spot in front of Autumn.

“You… really aren’t a demon, are you?” the succubus asked, tilting her head slightly in curiosity.

“No, I’m really not.” James replied, then went on to give the woman a brief rundown of his afterlife and current status on Terra. When she seemed disinclined to believe that he was a baron of the Seelie Court, he proceeded to show her the coat of arms Queen Titania had granted him as proof. For some reason, the fallen angel appeared to have less trouble accepting that he was Hel’s Champion than the fact that he was allied with the fae.

After the einherjar finished his story, Autumn felt it was only fair that she share hers. Though she kept it brief, the fallen angel explained the series of events that led to her fall from grace, and her subsequent capture by his hands.

When it seemed that the succubus was finished speaking, Hrein stepped in to point out the obvious. “Master. The hour hath grown late. Should we not retire to our home for the night?”

“Of course. You’re absolutely right, my love.” James agreed, climbing to his feet. He then offered the succubus his hand, which she reluctantly accepted and stood as well. “Let’s head back to the temple in Elphyne, then take the portal home from there.”

As the others began to climb out of the crater, a sudden thought occurred to Acrasia. Acting quickly on her bit of inspiration, the clever fairy zipped around and collected every piece of the stone egg which had borne Autumn to Terra, and sent them to her master’s Inventory before catching up with her family.

Though it was late at night, Autumn found that she could see just fine; the darkness was no impediment to her new demonic vision whatsoever. This meant that she was free to take in the natural beauty of Elphyne, once she passed through the illusory veil which hid the fae city from outsiders. “It’s like a massive garden…” she murmured, clearly impressed with what she saw.

“Sir! Is everything all… right?” Lāmina called out to their party as they approached the temple, having been waiting for them on the step.

James could tell by the pause in her speech that the young elf had spotted the newest member of his household, as well as the collar around her neck. Clearing his throat, the einherjar figured the best thing to do was introduce her properly. “Autumn, may I present my fiancé, the lovely Lāmina. She is the preeminent Temple Maiden in Hel’s service, and a constant source of love and support for me and my family.”

The einherjar’s glowing introduction seemed to take a bit of the edge off the elf’s anger, such that, while she didn’t smile at the new woman, she did at least curtsy and speak politely. “Welcome to our temple.”

While Autumn nodded in return, James took the opportunity to introduce her to the temple maiden. “Lāmina, this is Autumn. She is the newest member of our family, and my concubine.” Like the elf, the Champion stressed the word ‘our’, driving home the point that he considered Lāmina to already be part of his household, whether they were married yet or not.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, my lady.” Autumn stated, imitating Lāmina with a curtsy of her own. Though the elven maiden was not yet the wife of her master, the fallen angel felt that it was smart to treat her with the same respect as if she were. Now… if only I didn’t have to bear the shame of walking around without any clothes… the succubus silently bemoaned her fate. Honestly, she wanted to protest this treatment, but had noticed early on that the leannán sídhe was in a similar state of dress, wearing nothing but the collar around her neck. Clothing must be a right reserved for the First Wife or something. she told herself forlornly.

Lāmina frowned at the new slave’s form of address, but didn’t correct her. Why must it be that my betrothed literally has gorgeous women falling out of the sky for him? she lamented internally. Though she had never met a succubus before, it wasn’t hard to guess at the other woman’s nature, nor was it difficult to deduce where she had come from.

Taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, the elven maiden forced herself to smile and raised a hand towards the temple doors. “Please come inside everyone. It is late, and I’m sure we are all eager to get home.”

James led his entourage into the temple, only stopping for a brief moment to kiss Lāmina lightly on the lips, before heading inside. This small act of affection surprised the elven maiden more than a little, but did a lot to improve her mood.

Once inside, the einherjar activated the mirror portal and ushered each of the women through, before crossing over himself. As he stepped into the foyer of his mansion, the Champion saw that every member of his household had gathered to greet them, and most were looking directly at the newcomer.

A deep blush coloured Autumn’s cheeks, as even more eyes gazed upon her naked body. At this point she could see that Hrein wasn’t the only one to wear clothes, which made her very confused as to the order of things. All four elves present were fully dressed, though the two youngest looking didn’t bear collars. Which is good, she thought, since the youngest is but a child. The eldest two appear to be twins, and are dressed as maids… but why would maids get clothes, while some wives do not? Both Acrasia and that cat-girl are as naked as I am… does that mean that perhaps they are being punished? The succubus’ thoughts swirled in a chaotic mess as she tried to understand the situation she had found herself in.

“I have already introduced my wives Hrein and Acrasia, as well as my fiancé Lāmina.” James announced, mainly for Autumn’s benefit. “So allow me to continue the introductions. The beautiful nekomata you see before you is my other wife, Nyakuro. Next to her are the twins, Elora and Elina. Both of whom are my concubines, like yourself, and serve as maids here in the mansion. Finally, we come to my ward, Zahra. She is the sister of Lāmina, and like her, serves as a Temple Maiden for Hel.”

“Hello.” Autumn said in greeting, performing another somewhat clumsy curtsy. “It’s a pleasure to meet all of you.”

Each of the ladies present acknowledged her greeting in their own way. Then, after a respectful pause, Elora stepped forward. “I am the head maid here, so if you require anything, please let me know. Once the Master assigns you a room, I will bring a pitcher of water and some supper for you. If you desire a bath, I will show you the way at that time.”

“Thank you, Ms. Elora.” the demoness replied politely.

“Yes, thanks Elora. I appreciate you taking care of her. For now, let’s get her set up in the last available room on the second floor. There should already be a bed there, since we planned to use it as a guest room anyway.” James added, flashing the head maid a grateful smile.
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“Where is she!?” Uriel roared in anger, his red and gold wings flapping wildly and kicking up a violent dust storm.

“I already told you, I don’t know!” Amorah yelled back, her small fists clenched in frustration.

The blond archangel growled as he surged forward, stopping only when he loomed over the much shorter succubus. “You said… you promised me… that you would capture her after the fall.”

“But she didn’t fall!” the mocha skinned demoness protested. “At least not all the way.”

“Nonsense!” the angelic general shouted into the sky, his head thrown back and fists raised. “I saw her fall! I witnessed her damnation!”

Long seconds passed in silence before Uriel calmed enough to look back down at the frightened, yet willful succubus. “She was perfect. The most beautiful angel created since Lucifer.” he said slowly through clenched teeth, as if speaking to a moron or a child that was testing his patience. “So I ask you again, demon. Where. Is. She!?”

“I don’t know!” Amorah screamed back, fighting the urge to lash out at the stubborn celestial. “She’s not in Hell. I’m sure of it!”

“She was to be MINE!” Uriel roared again, his broad chest heaving with rage. “If one of your kind have sullied her…” he threatened, leaning in until his perfectly sculpted nose pressed against Amorah’s.

“Go.” the succubus hissed. “Your prize is not here. Somehow she must have fallen elsewhere. I neither know nor care where.” Wanting nothing more to do with the enraged archangel, Amorah turned to leave. I swear I will never deal with his kind again. she silently promised herself.

“You will care, whore!” Uriel yelled, grabbing the succubus by the wing and snapping several of the bones therein.

The demoness screamed in pain and lashed out with her claws, hoping to rake the angel’s eyes or some other vulnerable part. Unfortunately for her, she only managed to make contact with the bronzed skin of the ancient celestial’s chest, doing little more than leaving short trails of red marks, and failing to even draw blood.

Uriel’s fist slammed into the fiend’s face, breaking her nose and abruptly crushing her will to fight back. Grabbing the battered but still beautiful woman by the throat, the archangel lifted her into the air until his face was in hers once more. “You will find Autumn. Then you will bring her back to me, unharmed and unsullied. I will be the one to take her virginity. Do you understand?”

“Y-yes.” Amorah rasped, barely able to speak with the angel’s powerful hand wrapped around her throat.

“Good.” Uriel replied with a vicious grin before releasing his grip and letting her drop to the ground.

The succubus knelt there at the archangel’s feet, clutching her face and neck as she coughed and choked in a desperate attempt to catch her breath. After several long minutes, her breathing seemed steady enough to move, so Amorah began to turn and crawl away.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Uriel demanded.

Looking up at him with fear and shock, the demoness couldn’t imagine what more he could want. “I… I…”

“You have another task to complete, whore, before tending to your new mission.” he stated with a derisive sneer while adjusting his toga. “And you still need to be punished for your initial failure.”
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James awoke to the sound of screaming. It wasn’t coming from within his own room, but it was definitely nearby. Launching himself out of bed, the einherjar instinctively cast his morning suite of spells on himself, as he dashed for the door.

Unsurprisingly, his wives reacted just as quickly, arming themselves and taking forms appropriate for battle before they even hit the balcony overlooking the foyer.

“It’s Autumn!” Acrasia yelled as she zipped towards the other woman’s bedroom door.

In less than a minute from the time they woke up, James and all three of his wives were standing over the bed of the succubus. The demoness lay upon the sheets, thrashing to and fro, while letting out an unholy assortment of screams, hisses and snarls.

“What’s wrong with her?” Acrasia asked, a genuine look of concern clouding her features.

There were no visual clues, such as wounds or lesions, at least as far as James could see. Thinking fast, the ex-soldier cast a Diagnosis spell on the succubus, his eyes quickly darting to the lower section of the display.

Negative Status: Fever (Carnal Thirst).

“What the hell?” James muttered. “Is this something to do with the needs that she mentioned?”

“Master?” Hrein asked, looking over the einherjar’s shoulder, but unable to see the display, since he hadn’t made it visible to others.

“It says that she is suffering from a fever caused by something called Carnal Thirst.” he explained.

“Hmm. Mayhap the fever is a stage through which she would normally pass, before reaching the mindless rage she hath displayed already?” the valkyrie surmised.

“Maybe.” James agreed, stroking his beard. “I could try feeding her again, but I want to check her Status Screen first, just in case there is something else we are missing.”

“I agree, Master. That doth sound like the most logical plan.” Hrein nodded.
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“I don’t see anything else that might be wrong with her. Do you?” James asked, showing Autumn’s Status Screen to his wives.

Each of the women present shook their heads, as none of them had any other ideas.

“Wait. It says here that her Dantian is empty, even though it has a capacity of 50 Qi. How can that be if she’s done nothing but rest all night?” the einherjar wondered aloud.

“Dost thou think she hath been suffering from a lack of Qi, Master?” Hrein guessed.

“Perhaps. There isn’t enough information here, but perhaps her Carnal Cultivation technique is the only way she can regain Qi naturally…” James suggested.

“And with Carnal Thirst draining her of five Qi a day…” the valkyrie began.

“It would slowly kill her unless she feeds.” the Champion finished.

“Or drive her mad, at the very least.” Hrein added.

“Her eyes are closed. Do you think she’s still asleep?” Acrasia asked, leaning over to get a closer look at the troubled succubus.

“That’s possible. I’ll see if I can wake her up. She might be able to tell us more about what’s going on.” the einherjar stated, reaching out to gently caress the sleeping woman’s cheek. “Hey, Autumn. You with us? Are you okay?”

The demoness groaned, but her eyes began to flutter open, eventually focussing on her master’s face. “James?”

Both Hrein and Acrasia scowled at the fiendish woman’s use of their husband’s first name, but let it slide under the current circumstances.

James smiled softly and continued to stroke the woman’s cheek affectionately. “You were screaming and moaning in your sleep. It sounds like you are in a lot of pain.”

“You should make me moan.” Autumn whispered in a sultry voice. Almost immediately after she said it, the fallen angel’s eyes went wide in shock and embarrassment. “No! No, I didn’t mean it!” she cried, clutching her head as if she had a headache.

“The fever doth seem to be affecting her personality, Master.” Hrein stated with a slight frown.

“No…” Autumn groaned. “I don’t want to be like this. To think these thoughts.”

“As much as you likely hate the idea, I think you need to be fed.” the einherjar pointed out. “You seemed to recover quite quickly afterwards, last night.”

“I hate this…” Autumn murmured. “I don’t even remember my first time.” she sniffed, a single tear sliding down her cheek.

“Er… well… not to put too fine a point on it, but, by some points of view, you are still a virgin.” James tried to assure her.

“How?” Autumn nearly shouted, scowling up at the bestial man. Why is he trying to trick me now? she wondered.

“How can I put this delicately? We uh… haven’t… well, you still have your hymen.” he stated finally. “Check if you want. We’ll turn away.”

“What!?” Autumn shrieked, pulling the sheets tight over her.

Without answering, James and his wives turned their backs on the shy succubus and waited for her to speak again.

Thinking that he must be lying, the demoness hesitantly probed her lower half with a slender finger… only to find that the strange man had been telling the truth.

“How is this possible?” she finally asked in a meek voice.

“You, um… fellatio.” the ex-soldier mumbled. Damn it! I’m trying to be considerate of her feelings, but she is just making this so awkward! James grumbled in his head.

“Fellatio? I don’t understand. What’s that?” Autumn demanded a little more sternly.

“You used your mouth!” Acrasia explained with a big smile.

“My… my mouth… on his…! That’s disgusting! But… I’m certain that I need his seed inside… me. Inside me… or I’ll… you know. Go crazy.” the succubus stammered.

“It is inside you. You swallowed!” the fairy expounded on her previous statement.

Poor Autumn looked like she wanted to vomit. Or die of shame. Perhaps both. Definitely both… she told herself as she curled up beneath the sheets.

“Ladies, could you give us a few minutes, please?” James asked, hoping the succubus would feel less awkward with fewer people around.

“Of course, Master.” Hrein replied, then led the other women out.

The einherjar waited for his wife to shut the door, then took a seat on the edge of the bed. “Autumn. I am sorry for your plight, but it is my responsibility to take care of you. We don’t have to do anything right this moment, but I ask that you come to me before you lose yourself in the rage again.”

Autumn sobbed softly under the covers, doing her best to remain quiet as she lie there, lamenting her fate. It surprised her then, when she felt a large, yet gentle hand rest against her arm and pat her comfortingly. After a few minutes, the succubus found her voice again. “I… don’t think I have long.” she whispered.

A heartbeat passed, then the einherjar spoke in a soft voice. “Are you ready now?”

The demoness nodded, and reluctantly drew the sheet down from covering her head. Turning her head, she saw her master sitting there, gazing down at her with genuine concern in his eyes. “I’m ready.” she stated, but didn’t lower the sheet any further.

“Okay.” James stood and undid the button on his ragged shorts, letting them fall to the floor.

“Yummy.” Autumn moaned seductively, licking her lips. Once again, her own behaviour took her by complete surprise, causing the shy woman to shriek in embarrassment and dive back under the covers. “No! I’m not like that!” she insisted.

Sitting back down on the edge of the bed, James patiently stroked the woman’s back. “I know you aren’t, Autumn. And that’s why I’m going to feed you frequently. At least twice a day.”

“What!?” she asked, a little louder than she intended.

“I don’t want your other personality taking over. Not even for a minute. And for the record, it’s not because I dislike her or anything, but I know you hate her.” the einherjar explained.

“That… makes some sense, I guess. I don’t want that either. But still! Isn’t that backwards? To have sex to avoid falling to the sin of lust?” Autumn argued.

“Nope.” James said simply.

“No? What do you mean no?” the succubus demanded, throwing the sheets back again, so she could look him in the eye.

“A few reasons. One, if you are under the influence of your Carnal Thirst, you would look at any man like that, wouldn’t you?” he asked.

Autumn hesitated a moment, but then nodded silently.

“Well, I forbid it. I am the only man that will ever have you. You are my concubine, Autumn. That may not be your ideal form of marriage, and I’m not saying that can never happen, but we are bound by an oath, and that is important.” the ex-soldier explained.

“Okay.” the demoness quietly conceded.

“Second, if we make love when you are not under the influence of your Carnal Thirst, then you can perform your part for reasons beyond just lust. Duty for example, or dare I hope, even affection?” the einherjar added.

The succubus took a moment to answer, but nodded her head again. “It is a concubine’s duty to lie with her master. This much is true. To be honest, I don’t know you well enough to love you, but… you do seem to be a decent person. You’ve done well by me so far, at least.”

“Third, and I know I might be stretching it here, but who sent you to me? And you were sent to me, Autumn. You fell in the exact spot where I first arrived on Terra. That can’t be a coincidence.” James told her.

Autumn was a little shocked by his sudden revelation. Dropping her gaze to the floor, she thought carefully about what had brought her to this moment. Her mind’s eye scoured her recent memories, especially those of her trial in Heaven. At last, she recalled one specific moment, minutes before she was judged. The memory surfaced, and a powerful, yet comforting voice echoed through her thoughts. “Be not afraid, sister. No matter what comes, keep faith that my father knows all, sees all, and all is according to His plan.” The succubus gasped as she came to the realization that right here, in this bed, was where she was supposed to be. Be it as punishment or salvation, this was the fate she’d been granted.

What the thoughtful succubus didn’t realize was that her fate had been altered by a divine being other than her God. And yet… who can say that wasn’t His plan all along?

“Lastly,” James continued on, not fully aware of the epiphany his slave was having. “is it truly sinful for a man to lust after his own wife or concubine? Or she her husband or master?”

Autumn raised her eyes to meet his and stared into his green orbs for a long moment. “No, it is not.” she replied finally.

Even though he wasn’t the most sensitive fellow, James could clearly see that the succubus seemed significantly less troubled that before. There’s a certain determination in her eyes, isn’t there? he noted to himself. “Good. I’m glad you agree. I… really want you to feel better about all of this, Autumn.”

“Thank you, James.” Autumn replied with a serious look on her face.

The einherjar opened his mouth, about to explain some of the rules she should be following, but decided that could wait. I’ll have Hrein and Acrasia fill her in. he told himself. “Of course. I do care about you, Autumn.”

Taking a deep breath, the demoness flung back the sheets, revealing her body to the man sitting next to her. “I am ready.” she stated in an almost robotic voice. Lying on her back, she closed her eyes and slowly spread her legs.

“Wait.” James cautioned her, lightly touching her knee with his right hand. “Are you still feeling the influence of your Carnal Thirst?”

“Yes.” she admitted. “That’s why you must hurry. It’s very strong.”

“Then I won’t be taking your virginity this time.” the Champion stated.

“What?” Autumn gasped, clearly shocked and confused by his words.

“I don’t want our first time to be merely for the sake of slaking your thirst. I want it to be special. A pure act of affection, with no reason beyond that. Don’t you want the same?” he asked.

Autumn’s lip trembled as she considered his words. Of course I want that! she screamed internally. “But… my Thirst…” the succubus stammered.

“Can be quenched other ways. As far as I know, there are three forms of sex that should work for you.” the ex-soldier pointed out.

“Three!?” the demoness exclaimed, her eyes flying open.

“Standard, oral, and anal.” James elaborated.

Autumn blinked, then glared at the einherjar. “I will not do something so filthy as… as… sodomy!” she declared firmly.

Well, we’ll let her think that for now… the Champion decided. No need to rush her. “Oral it is, then.”

Autumn’s jaw dropped as she stared at her master with incredulity. “You can’t be serious!”

“I am serious. We want to preserve your virginity for a more meaningful encounter, and you aren’t interested in sodomy, as you put it.” James said with a shrug. “That leaves fellatio as the only way to feed you right now.”

The fallen angel’s eyes flicked back and forth between her owner’s face and his stiff member. Logically, he was correct of course, but that didn’t mean it was easy for her to accept.


CHAPTER 5


Autumn lay on the bed, unsure what to do. Biting her lip in thought provided a quick reminder that her teeth were no longer the same as they used to be, and she now sported a set of sharp, vampire-like fangs. “Uh… are you sure you want to put… that… in my mouth?” she asked, licking one of her fangs with the tip of her tongue.

James frowned as he studied the succubus on the bed next to him. She was easily the most beautiful woman he’d ever met… before Acrasia had started enhancing herself. But… I think she’ll surpass even my little leannán sídhe, once she’s fully enhanced. he admitted privately, but swore to himself that he’d never say it out loud. “Well… you didn’t hurt me last time.” he pointed out.

The demoness frowned and wondered how that could be. Concentrating on the sensations in her mouth, and probing her teeth with her tongue, the succubus eventually discovered that the fangs were retractable. “Hmmm.” she frowned. It’s almost as if I was built for pleasure… she silently conceded to herself. Though she wasn’t vain in the slightest, Autumn was well aware that she had always been the most beautiful of the angels in her group, physically at least. And my body hasn’t changed that much. The biggest alteration was to my wings. I’ve lost my soft white feathers, so they’re black and leathery now, like one would expect of a demon. she thought with a bit of a pout.

The einherjar sat there quietly, allowing the fallen angel to sift through her feelings, and not pressuring her or rushing her in any way.

While she was aware of the man watching her, Autumn was too distracted by coming to terms with her new form to think about him. I have a tail now, too. she thought, flicking the sinuous appendage. It’s black, like my wings, but the rest of my skin hasn’t changed colour. It’s still the same caramel shade it’s always been. I wonder what the little spade at the end of my tail is for? “Oh! It’s sharp!” she exclaimed, accidentally cutting her finger on the tip.

“Here. Let me take care of that for you.” James offered, quickly casting a Panacea spell to heal the tiny wound.

Autumn blinked in surprise. “You… can heal people?”

The einherjar grinned. “Indeed I can. And you will be able to as well, once I start teaching you spells.”

“I see…” the succubus said hesitantly. God has forbidden the use of magic, other than the miracles he grants. But… I guess I’m not really His follower anymore, am I? Autumn’s heart sank at the thought. I’m bound to an einherjar who is the Champion of a heathen goddess… for eternity. “No. I won’t let myself wallow in self pity like this. I’ve already determined that I am here for a reason.” she muttered to herself.

While she was berating herself in an attempt to ward off depression, the succubus caught a tiny bit of motion out of the corner of her eye. Directing her full attention at the source of movement, she quickly realized what she was staring at. H-his…! It moved! she screamed in her head.

“Like what you see?” James smirked, unable to resist teasing her.

“I do NOT!” Autumn protested.

“You don’t?” the einherjar faked a frown.

“I… I mean… it’s… I’m sure it’s a nice… one. But… uh…” the succubus stammered, waving her hands apologetically.

The Champion couldn’t hold back any longer and broke into a fit of laughter.

“You!” Autumn gasped, her eyes widening as she realized that she was being teased. “You rake! You scoundrel!” she yelled, slapping him repeatedly on the chest and arms. Eventually the demoness gave up hitting her owner and crossed her arms over her chest in a huff. “I can’t believe you teased me like that.”

“But you feel better now, don’t you?” James pointed out with a grin.

Autumn opened her mouth to argue, but found that she did indeed feel better, so she closed her mouth again without saying anything.

Seeing that she wasn’t as upset anymore, James slid closer and slipped his arm around her shoulders. When she started to turn her head, he stopped her by leaning in and whispering into her delicately pointed ear. “Autumn. I want to kiss you.”

The succubus went stiff in his arms, clearly not expecting to hear those words. “Why?” she asked in a shy whisper.

“Because you are so incredibly beautiful, Autumn. I think you are an amazing woman, both within and without.” he replied just as quietly.

Autumn scoffed in the quietest way possible. “You can’t possibly know what I am like inside. You’ve only just met me.”

“Au contraire, ma chérie.” James argued softly. “It is plain as day how honest and sincere you are as a person. How dear virtues such as love and loyalty are to your heart. I know how deeply it pains you that you have fallen, that you feel cursed by your fate, but Autumn… I cannot express how blessed I feel, ever since you dropped into my life.”

The fallen angel turned her head to face the man speaking so boldly to her; her brow deeply furrowed and eyes filled with skepticism. “Are you serious? Do you really mean that?”

James looked deep into her emerald eyes without flinching, and told her the honest truth. “I do.” And then, when he saw a tiny flicker of acceptance in her beautiful eyes, he leaned in and proved his words with a kiss. It was a tender thing, full of hope and affection, expressing the earnest feelings he held for this woman in his heart.

As the seconds ticked by, Autumn slowly surrendered to his embrace, slipping her arms around his waist and pulling him down onto the bed atop her. Part of her realized that her Carnal Thirst was pushing her to act this way, and yet… another part of her was grateful for it. Without that cursed trait, she doubted that she could ever find the courage to open herself up to a man such as this. Maybe… it is a blessing. Could it be that I… I’m free to experience love?

James continued to kiss his lovely concubine, but stopped himself before he lost control. “I’m sorry, Autumn. I don’t want to take this too far. I…”

The succubus shushed him by pressing a finger to his lips. “It’s true that I feel the thirst, and it is strong. But it’s also true that I am clear minded enough to know that… I want this. We are bound and… and I… please. The thirst will make it easier for me.” she explained.

Hel’s Champion thought hard about what she’d said, and searched her eyes for any hint that she’d fallen under the sway of her Carnal Thirst. Try as he might though, he couldn’t detect any of the bright red glow that he had seen the night before.

“Very well.” the einherjar accepted, his voice rough with desire. Gently running his fingers through her hair, James leaned in and kissed Autumn again. This time though, he didn’t stop his hand from exploring her body.

Autumn shivered under his light and gentle touch. She had never allowed a man to caress her body like this before, and the sensation was exhilarating. The way his fingers deftly danced over her skin, slowly working their way down her neck and even lower, until his large hand cupped her firm breast, nearly drove her insane.

James smiled when the succubus moaned into his mouth, her sensitive body reacting to his touch in the most delightful ways. But as sweet as Autumn’s lips were, the einherjar longed to taste more of her. Her gasp when their lips parted aroused him even further, making him want to claim her in every way possible. So he did. He began by kissing the corner of her mouth, then along her jaw, working his way to her neck. The way she shivered and clawed at his back with every touch of his lips to her skin, only served to encourage him all the more.

“James.” she moaned in a breathy voice.

“Master.” he corrected her. “Call me Master.”

“Master.” she pleaded. “Take me. Please.”

“In due time.” the einherjar assured her, leaving a trail of kisses up her neck, pausing only once he reached that sensitive spot, just below the ear. Pressing his face into her hair, he inhaled; drinking deeply of her scent. “You’re perfect.” he murmured, lightly nipping at her ear with his teeth.

Though he had yet to touch any part of her that she would have considered erotic before, other than her breast, the fallen angel couldn’t deny the desire building in her body. Oh, how little I knew… she silently scolded herself. My education is lacking, but please God, let this man teach me!

No matter how badly he wanted to finish the deed, Hel’s Champion was nothing if not disciplined. He refused to rush the lovely slave’s first experience, and so he took his time, painstakingly kissing his way down her body, and savouring the scent of her arousal. When at last his lips found her breast, the demoness shuddered so intensely that her wings flexed and lifted her from the bed, pressing her body firmly against that of her lover.

“Oooh, Master.” she groaned, biting her lip hard enough to make it bleed. The sensation of him sucking at, and flicking her nipple with the tip of his tongue, nearly overwhelmed her. Deep in the recesses of her mind, Autumn suspected that something strange might be going on with her body. While she had expected intimate touches to feel good, she never would have guessed that they would feel this amazing. Maybe… it’s because I’m a succubus? she wondered idly.

Soon, the einherjar’s large, calloused hands had to take the place of his lips on her pert B-Cups, as his mouth became busy pressing a trail of wet kisses even further south. Not that Autumn was complaining. The Champion’s strong hands felt like heaven to her, as they fondled and groped her breasts, occasionally pinching her nipples in manner that blurred the lines between pain and pleasure.

In very short order, even that intense sensation was surpassed however. Her master’s lips had glided lightly over her taut belly, only to land on her inner thigh. Suddenly, she was all too aware of his hot breath caressing her most secret places, and Autumn realized how closely he must be inspecting that hidden valley. Embarrassment flooded her mind, and she found herself pressing down on his head from above as she squirmed beneath him. “W-wait! Don’t look…!”

The feeling of his tender kiss against her delicate folds froze the succubus like a deer in headlights. But that was nothing compared to the nearly electric shock she experienced when his tongue parted those lower lips, then slid upwards until it flicked a tiny button that she didn’t even know she had.

Hearing Autumn’s gasp as he toyed with her clit was music to James’ ears. Slowly, carefully, he licked and sucked at her pussy, ensuring that he tasted every inch of her that he could reach. The truth was, he absolutely adored this woman’s perfect sex. Her hairless mound sat atop the tiniest, most delicate set of labia, which in turn gave way to a tight, sweet tunnel that he couldn’t wait to enter. But wait he would. For the next ten minutes, he did nothing but lavish the woman’s sex with attention.

Autumn couldn’t think straight. Her mind was nothing more than a melting pot of pleasure; of that she was sure. It had started with that first kiss to her nether regions… and it hadn’t stopped. The way the einherjar sucked at her clit while probing it with the tip of his tongue, was the most intense sensation she had ever experienced. While she had been unaware of that particular organ before, she definitely wasn’t now.

Less than a minute after the first time her master began licking her there, the succubus was overcome with what she had thought was a seizure. A mounting pressure had built inside her until her body trembled and shook uncontrollably, finally culminating in an earthshaking orgasm. Of course, the poor fallen angel had no idea what was happening to her, for she’d never even heard of an orgasm before. Even now, all that she knew what that it felt good. A pleasure so all encompassing, so thoroughly overwhelming, that it was impossible to think or do anything other than ride it out.

James was honestly amazed at the succubus’ endurance. He had been attacking her sweet spot for nearly ten minutes straight, and the woman had been drowning in a nonstop cascade of intense orgasms the whole time. Most women, correction, all women except Acrasia, would have begged for him to stop by now. After a certain point, they all felt it was too much and needed a break. Yet here she was, the virgin succubus, riding his face like it was a bucking bronco that she was determined to break. Quite the change from the start, eh? he thought to himself as he began to slow his licking. She went from pushing my head away out of embarrassment, to combing her fingers through my hair, and pulling me in with all of her strength.

Autumn blinked as her mind gradually began to clear. Slowly, she became aware that her voice was hoarse and her throat was dry from screaming. The tremors rippling through her body had yet to cease entirely, but they were calming enough that she had actually regained some control of her limbs. “What… was that?” she asked, completely out of breath.

“Orgasm.” James replied, his voice slightly muffled as he gave her pussy one final kiss. “The pleasure of sex.”

“P-pleasure?” the fallen angel stammered. No wonder mortals lose themselves to lust! The sensation was… unimaginable! How do they ever accomplish anything else? “And yet…” she murmured aloud. “My thirst has not abated!” she realized to her absolute horror. The sound of her master chuckling caused the succubus to look down at him with worry.

“Of course not!” James laughed. “We haven’t had sex yet.”

“We… haven’t!?” Autumn gasped utter shock.

“Well, we had oral sex. But that’s just to get you warmed up. That won’t feed your thirst.” the einherjar explained.

“Warmed… up?” the demoness blinked in confusion.

“Well yeah. A man needs to get his woman wet before they make love. It’s called foreplay.” James informed her.

Autumn swallowed hard. “Foreplay…” she muttered his words back at him.

“Yup. Now comes the main course, ma chérie.” the Champion replied with a wink. Gently spreading the fallen angel’s legs, the einherjar positioned himself at her entrance. “Now, this will hurt a little, since it’s your first time. Don’t worry though, I won’t let you suffer.” he assured her.

The fallen angel bit her lip and watched with wide eyes as the large man placed the head of his cock against her slit. She was so entranced by the sight, that her breath caught in her throat the moment their sexes touched, and she didn’t remember to breathe until he was pushing into her. In fact, it was the pain of the einherjar breaching her hymen that made the succubus gasp.

Thankfully, the Champion was true to his word, and the pain didn’t last long. The moment he was through the thin barrier, James used his magic to heal the small tears in her sensitive flesh, leaving only the sensation of his thick shaft pressing ever deeper inside her.

Unable to hold back the deep groan that escaped her lips, Autumn’s head fell back to the pillow; her eyes closed and mouth gaping as she panted loudly. I never could have imagined feeling so… full! It’s like he’s stretching me to the limit! she screamed internally, her mind reeling at the new sensations.

James was surprised once again. Ever since he’d been given his new body, none of his lovers had been able to take his full length. Hrein came close, leaving only an inch or so exposed, but with Autumn… only the tiniest bit of his manhood was still visible by the time he filled her up. It’s like she was made for me… built specifically to take all that I can give her. he thought with wonder. Pausing for a few heartbeats, the einherjar allowed the demoness to adjust to the experience, and just savoured the feel of her tight pussy squeezing his cock.

When he felt she was ready, James slowly began to draw back, in preparation to really begin. He had to laugh though, when the succubus let out a plaintive moan as he pulled out, clearly wanting him to fill her up again. Never one to leave a woman unsatisfied, he reversed course as soon as his tip was all that remained inside her. This time he was a little more forceful as he plunged into her sweet canal, eliciting a pleasured groan from the dark haired beauty once again.

Completely overwhelmed and unsure what to do with her hands, Autumn reached above her head and pushed against the headboard to keep from slamming into it. It hadn’t been a problem at first, but as the einherjar had picked up the pace, the slender succubus began to slide up the bed to an uncomfortable degree.

James saw the succubus struggle to figure out what to do, but didn’t bother guiding her. It would be easy to keep her from sliding up the bed like she was, if that was his priority, but it wasn’t. Rather than grip her by the hips and control her motion, he instead used his hands to provide her with even greater pleasure. One hand, his right, was busy groping and fondling her breast, while the other was working down below. By now, the einherjar was well aware of how sensitive the woman’s clit was, and so he paid it extra attention; continuously rubbing and pinching it with his thumb and forefinger, and matching the rhythm of his thrusts.

It didn’t take long for the newly minted succubus to lose herself to another wave of orgasms, which in turn triggered the Champion’s own. Flooding her womb with his seed, the einherjar let out a roar of ecstasy that nearly shook the walls of his mansion.

Collapsing on top of the fallen angel, James inhaled her sweet scent as he looked into her brilliant eyes, and found that he couldn’t resist kissing her. At first, it was a tender and affectionate embrace, but that quickly devolved into a passionate struggle to explore and taste as much of each other’s mouths as possible. “More.” he growled, briefly breaking the kiss. “I want more.”

“Yes!” Autumn hissed immediately.

Though he was reluctant to pull away from her kisses, James did so with the knowledge that he was about to have even more fun. The confused look on Autumn’s face was amusing, but didn’t last long, as the einherjar withdrew his manhood from her sex, and knelt on the bed a little further down.

“What… are you doing?” the succubus asked in a tone that almost sounded hurt. Was he only teasing me? Does he not want to continue? she wondered.

Before she could worry any further, James lifted one of her legs and passed it over his head, flipping her over onto her belly in the process. Without a word, he gripped her by the hips and pulled her into a kneeling position, where she was on all fours and he was settled in behind her.

The feeling of her lover’s cock pressing into her from behind answered all of the woman’s questions and blew away her doubts. God… it feels so different! the succubus realized as the einherjar filled her up again. “Oh!” she exclaimed as he slowly began to ride her. His… he’s… hitting something… a spot inside me… that didn’t happen last time! “Sooo good…” she moaned, then instantly felt ashamed when she realized that she’d said it aloud.

“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, ma chérie.” James growled in her ear. Slipping one hand under her, he began to tease her clit while he picked up the pace of his thrusts.

Autumn gasped for the hundredth time that day, the feeling of another orgasm already building up inside her, and she could tell it would be a doozy. “Ugh.” she groaned as he slammed into her from behind again and again. I can’t kiss him in this position… but it feels so good when he hits that spot. I… can’t decide which is better!

“You want more?” James asked in a taunting tone.

“Yes!” the succubus screamed without hesitation.

An evil grin split the einherjar’s lips, as he slipped his free hand between them. After thoroughly soaking his thumb in their combined juices, the devious Champion pressed his thumb against the woman’s unprotected rosebud.

Autumn’s mouth gaped and her eyes went wide with shock, as she felt her lover’s thumb push past her sphincter. He’s… his thumb is… is in my butt!? she screamed in her head. Before she could protest, the einherjar had slipped his digit all the way in, as far as it could go, all without slowing his thrusts into her pussy. The fallen angel’s first instinct was to try and squirm away, but the way that he held her with one arm under her belly, so that he could play with her clit, kept her in position. And then it happened. The orgasm that had been building up crashed over her, and knocked all conscious thought from her pretty little head.

When her arms went weak, and Autumn’s face crashed into the mattress, James knew it was time to take the next step. “Do you want more?” he asked again, fucking the succubus right through her climax.

The demoness let out a pitiful, wordless moan. Her bones felt like jelly, and the only thing keeping her backside in the air was her lover’s strong arms, but deep down she knew. “Yes…” she breathed, giving voice to her honest desires.

“Remember, you asked for it.” James growled with a feral grin.

Slipping his rock hard cock out of her pussy, he shifted her position ever so slightly. While it wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying, he slid the index finger of his right hand into her slick tunnel, effectively hooking her with it. His thumb continued to strum her sensitive clit, as he withdrew his other one from her backside. A quick use of his Inventory Trick cleaned that hand, just in case, before he used it to line himself up.

Autumn was just barely beginning to catch her breath, when she felt something much larger than a thumb press against her backdoor. What on Earth..? was all she managed to think before she felt the einherjar’s cock push past her tight ring, and slowly plunge into her ass. The surprising move (to her at least) made her freeze on the spot. Deeper and deeper he pushed into her rear end, until she felt his balls slapping against her pussy.

“Oh baby. Now that’s tight.” James groaned. Despite how tight her ass felt on his cock, the einherjar was honestly surprised at how easy it was for him to enter her. He’d enjoyed taking women this way a few times in his past life, but without exception they had all required a lot more build up, and copious amounts of lube. That wasn’t the case with his little succubus, though. It was as if her ass readily accepted him, and was somehow naturally slick, while still being as tight as it should be.

Unsure what to do, Autumn just lay there, stunned. No matter how she might have felt about it previously, there was no denying that it was a pleasurable sensation, now that she’d experienced it. Not as good as before but… oh! So full! she thought to herself as the einherjar slowly began riding her ass.

Despite his superhuman stamina, James knew that he wouldn’t last long like this. Listening to Autumn’s grunts and groans, he could tell that the woman was enjoying the ride, but not nearly to the extent that he was. She probably won’t cum this way. he realized eventually. Guess I should hurry this up, then. With no reason to prolong the session, the Champion picked up the pace even further, no longer holding himself back, and fucking Autumn in the ass with wild abandon. The fallen angel’s shouting grew even louder under the brutal assault, arousing the einherjar even further, until he finally exploded, emptying his balls deep inside her bowels.
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“What… are they doing?” Hrein asked, having been listening to the pair’s moans and roars for nearly an hour by that point.

“He’s… doing her… in the bum!” Acrasia exclaimed, peeking through the small gap created by the partially open door.

“In the…!?” the valkyrie gasped. He hath never asked for that before… what doth this mean? the shield maiden wondered in shock.

“I wonder if I’m big enough?” the blonde fairy pondered out loud, turning her head and twisting, as if trying to inspect her own backside.

“No! Thou art certainly too small.” Hrein hurriedly assured her. “Besides, as First Wife, it is my duty to… to… provide such services… before anyone else!” I cannot allow the others to give him more pleasure than I! the valkyrie swore to herself.

“Nya…” Nyakuro yowled quietly, clenching her ass cheeks tight with her hands, and swishing her tails violently.

“Oh!” Acrasia gasped. “Looks like they’re finished. I’d better go clean Master up!” she declared cheerily. The fairy didn’t even make it a single step however, before she stopped in her tracks. A small grimace formed on her lips, and she slowly turned around to face the others. “Actually… I think it’s someone else’s turn.” she stated, having remembered where her master’s cock had just been.

“Eh!?” Hrein exclaimed with a look of horror on her face.

“Elora!” Acrasia shouted, pointing directly at the maid who had silently turned in an attempt to get away. “You’re his concubine, so it’s definitely your job to clean up in cases like this!”

“What!? But… but Mistress…” Elora stammered in protest.

“No buts! Well, there was a butt, which is why we’re in this mess, but still!” the fairy began to argue.

“Blood.” Elina said simply, coming to her sister’s defence.

“Oooh. Right. Right.” Acrasia agreed, nodding sagely. “It was her first time, so there might be blood. Good point Elina.”

Elora sighed with relief. “The Master does not demand we clean up when he claims a virgin.”

“That’s right.” the fairy confirmed, still nodding. “That means you’re off the hook this time. BUT!” Acrasia shouted, pointing at the head maid once again. After pausing for effect, perhaps even a little too long, she continued. “The next time there’s, you know, butt play, it’s your job to clean up afterwards.”

Elora grit her teeth in an attempt to prevent her disgust from showing, then curtsied politely. “Yes, Mistress.” she said, accepting the declaration with all of the grace that she could muster.


CHAPTER 6


Autumn collapsed on the bed the moment that James released his grip on her. She wasn’t sore as she might have imagined, but she was definitely tired. Despite the relatively cool air in the mansion, a sheen of sweat glistened on her caramel coloured skin, emphasizing the workout she’d just had.

Rolling over slightly, so that she was on her side, the succubus heard her master groan, and caught him standing up out of the corner of her eye.

“I’m sure a bath would feel great right now, but we’ve got a busy day ahead, so we’ll have to make do with my Inventory Trick to get cleaned up.” James declared as he stretched.

“Inventory Trick?” Autumn asked, her mind slowly getting into gear.

The einherjar spent the next ten minutes or so explaining his blessings and how they worked, then showing the succubus how she could make use of them. Autumn was quick to understand the summoning aspect of the Inventory blessing, but was more than a little bewildered by the Status Screens.

“You mean to tell me that you have the ability to make me stronger, or even teach me spells in a matter of minutes rather than years?” she asked in disbelief.

“That’s right.” the ex-soldier confirmed with a grin. “But we’ll get into all of that later. I need to give out the morning blessings, then report to Queen Titania. And that’s all before breakfast.”

“Blessings? Ah. I suppose you are the Champion of a goddess, aren’t you?” the demoness stated.

“Well yes, but the blessings don’t come from her in this case. The girls just call it that because one of the spells I cast on them is called Blessing.” James explained. “Come with me and I’ll answer any other questions you have, while I have time.”

As instructed, Autumn followed her new master out of the room and through the mansion. Everything was happening so fast that the fallen angel was having trouble keeping up; and that wasn’t even taking into account the emotional whirlwind that her fall from grace was creating in her heart.

In the past day, I’ve performed every sinful, lustful act that I can think of, and many that I hadn’t even imagined! the fallen angel lamented silently while doing her best to pay attention to her master’s words. I’ve truly become a demoness.

The succubus didn’t even notice when James stopped talking, and was so caught up in her own thoughts that she walked right into his chest. Slipping his arms around her, the einherjar kissed the top of her head, then whispered in her ear. “Talk to me, ma chérie.”

“You keep calling me that.” Autumn noted, blushing a little as she puffed her cheeks.

“It’s my special name for you. A term of endearment.” he explained.

“You don’t say it to anyone else?” the succubus asked, quirking her brow as if disinclined to believe it was so.

“I do not.” James answered honestly. “My feelings for each of you are as unique as you girls yourselves. As such, I treat each of you differently, though each is special in their own way, and that includes having an affectionate name just for them.”

“I see.” Autumn replied, allowing her frown to slip a little. While it was relatively easy to understand what was upsetting her, the succubus found it difficult to put into words. “I… I’ve fallen.” she admitted with a shudder, hanging her head in shame. “And I don’t mean just from Heaven. I mean from grace.”

“How so?” James asked in a gentle voice, and giving her a little squeeze.

“The sex… I… wanted it. Even after the thirst had been quenched… I wanted more.” The demoness seemed to be struggling to speak, but forced the words from her lips, almost like a confession. “Even an act as filthy and vile as sodomy felt… good. I enjoyed it.” Unable to hold it in any longer, the young woman broke down into a fit of sobbing, and buried her face in the einherjar’s chest.

James just held her tight for some time, without saying a word, and letting the beautiful succubus get it out of her system.

“It’s me!” she cried. “Not just this evil form I’ve been forced into. It’s really me! I must have always been like this on… on the inside.”

The einherjar gave the distraught woman another comforting hug, then kissed the top of her head. “Hey. Look at me.” he said softly. It took a few heartbeats for the demoness to comply, but when she did he kissed her again, this time on the forehead.

Autumn stared up at her master through bleary eyes. Her face was a mess of snot and tears, but she was no less beautiful to him. Placing his forehead against hers, he spoke in a gentle tone as he gazed deep into her eyes.

“No matter what you might think of yourself right now, I wouldn’t change you for the world. And that’s the truth.” he told her.

“But… I’m a monster.” she hiccuped softly.

“I disagree, but that’s neither here nor there. What’s important is what you think and feel. But let me assure you of a few things. Okay?” the einherjar stated.

“What’s that?” Autumn sniffled and gave the much taller man a dubious look.

“I will never allow you engage in such behaviour with any other man, nor anyone outside my harem, period.” the Champion began.

“You already said that before.” the fallen angel pointed out with a scowl.

James gave the woman a tender kiss on the lips and smiled down at her. “I know I did. But let me finish.”

“Go on…” Autumn mumbled.

“That means you can never hurt anyone with your desires. In other words, you are completely free to be yourself with us. With our family. You are safe.” the Champion explained.

The succubus blinked slowly, really taking in his words and thinking them over. He… accepts me. she realized, perhaps a bit belatedly. He doesn’t blame me or condemn my desires… but he won’t let them affect innocents either. Is… is it all right to be like that with… with your husband? No! Some of those acts were… but… but…

Realizing that the lovely woman’s mind was starting to go in circles, James spoke up again. “Autumn. It’s all right.”

“How can you say that!?” she nearly shouted. The moment she spoke however, she understood that he had been trying to comfort her, and apologized immediately for lashing out. “Sorry. I… I didn’t mean to yell.”

“It’s okay.” the einherjar replied, giving her another squeeze. “You’re going through a rough time. I get that. But, there’s another thing you need to remember.”

“Which is?” she asked, earnestly hoping that he could show her a path to salvation.

“You’re in Lady Hel’s camp now. Her standards for sin are different than your old Lord’s. And I promise you, she will not condemn you for such thoughts or desires.” James explained.

Autumn understood that his words were meant to comfort her, but in truth they only made her feel worse. His statement drove home the fact that she had fallen from God’s good graces, and could never return. The succubus tried to hide her disappointment with a smile though, and thanked him for his kind words.

The einherjar cringed slightly and shook his head. “You really are a terrible liar. Promise me you won’t play poker?”

Frowning at the unfamiliar word, Autumn asked him what he was talking about. “I will take that as a compliment, but what is poker?”

“It’s a card game where one makes bets, often based on bluffs. But that’s not important. Look, obviously I can’t truly understand what you are going through, Autumn, but… I really want you to feel like you have a home here, with us. A place where you belong. A new family. So no matter what hardship you may be facing, just… know that you aren’t doing it alone.” Having done his best to say how he felt, James kissed her one more time, then hugged her tight.

Miraculously, the Champion’s words did make the fallen angel feel a tiny bit better. I may not have a place at God’s side anymore, but… I do have a place. People that care for me, even if I am a sinful creature. Could… could it be that this was His plan all along? Could this be where I was always meant to be? A tiny seed of hope settled deep inside Autumn’s heart at that moment. Only time would tell if it could grow into the guiding light that she needed.
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“Thank you for breakfast ladies. It was delicious, as always.” James proclaimed, smiling at the twin maids. The morning had been hectic, to say the least, but things were finally back on track. He had managed to get Autumn sorted out and settled in for the most part, leaving Hrein to instruct her on the basic rules of the household, and Acrasia to teach the poor woman about the rules of the bedroom. Beyond that, the einherjar had gone through his morning routine of blessing everyone, and even made his report to the queen before breakfast.

“Indeed. And thank you for having me this morning, James.” Titania stated with a brilliant smile. The Fairy Queen had been so concerned by the baron’s news of a fallen angel, that she had insisted on meeting her right away, essentially inviting herself over for breakfast in the process.

“Of course. And thank you for having Peaseblossom take care of that order for me.” the Champion replied, noting that the monarch was setting aside fae customs for the moment by expressing gratitude.

“Think nothing of it.” the queen answered with a dismissive wave of her hand. “My handmaidens should have the corset and skirt ready within a couple of days, but I am certain that the whip and shoes will be delivered sometime today.”

“I’m glad.” Autumn piped up, joining the conversation. “While I can cover myself with this illusion, it takes a great deal of my concentration to do so. It will be a great relief to have some real clothes to protect my modesty.”

“We’ll take care of your Qi issues shortly, Autumn. I plan to spend the day granting you techniques and improving your skills, so that you don’t suffer from Qi deficiency any longer.” James informed her.

“That would be wise, my Champion, but do not delay thy Tribulation for too long. I fear thy time may be growing short.” the Goddess of Death warned him.

“Of course, Lady Hel.” the einherjar replied with a bow of his head. “I plan to be ready within the week.”

Autumn glanced down the table to where Hel was sitting. She had not expected to meet the divine being quite so soon, and was surprised when the goddess had shown up for breakfast as if it were the most normal thing in the world. When the head maid informed her that it was normal for them, the succubus almost had a heart attack. Though I have been in the presence of God, and spent much time around powerful beings such as the archangels, I never would have imagined having casual meals with deities or monarchs on a daily basis! she thought to herself.

Standing up from her seat at the foot of the table, Hel spoke before leaving. “As always, I thank thee, James, for thy hospitality.”

“Of course, Hel. It’s always a pleasure to have you with us.” James replied, standing as well.

The Goddess of Death graced her Champion with one of her rare smiles, then turned her attention to the newest addition to his family. “I hereby welcome thee into my service, Autumn Fallen. Shouldst thou ever have questions or a need to speak with me, my door is always open to thee.”

“Thank you, my Lady.” Autumn said, standing and bowing from the waist.

The ancient deity nodded her head to the succubus, then again to her Champion, and turned to leave.

“I’ll see you out, my Lady.” Elora offered, then promptly caught up to escort the older woman out.

“And I will leave you to your business, James. It is a pity that you will not have time to attend court again this morning, but I understand how busy you are.” the fae queen stated with a teasing smirk.

“I promise to attend when I can, Titania.” the baron replied with a soft chuckle.

“If you could see me out, please?” the Fairy Queen asked, turning to Elina.

The elven maid curtsied elegantly, then turned and led the queen from the dining room without a word.

“I suppose we should all get to our tasks for the day.” Lāmina stated with a sigh, which evoked a series of nods and murmurs in response.
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The rest of the morning progressed much as James had expected, with the majority of it dedicated to cultivating. The first thing that he did was grant Autumn the Energy Siphon technique, thereby giving her Dantian a means to fill itself, other than through sex. He also gave her the True Cultivation technique, so that she would be able to enhance herself in the future. Next, he gave her the standard first enhancement, boosting her Dantian capacity by 100%.

Though he had planned on working straight through lunch, Elora insisted that they both take time to eat; providing the pair with a basket of sandwiches, along with a variety of fruit, to eat right there in the clearing behind the temple.

After the unplanned, yet surprisingly pleasant picnic, James and Autumn got back to work. Using her new knowledge, the succubus practiced meditating and sensing the Qi within her, while her master did his own thing.

Reading through Autumn’s spell list, the einherjar decided that he wanted most of her spells for himself, as well as one of her techniques. This meant that he required more Spirit than he had initially anticipated, and was forced to call on his wives to cultivate along with him. Though Acrasia had no interest in cultivating herself, she was plenty happy to take the day off from music lessons.

Despite knowing that it would be painful as hell, James copied Autumn’s Night-Vision for himself, thinking that it could be very useful in combat. As it turned out, the einherjar had vastly underestimated just how agonizing it would be to reconstruct his eyes cell by cell, and wasted over half an hour curled up on the ground, groaning from the self inflicted torture.

While James was suffering from the results of his own stupidity, Nyakuro granted Autumn the Enchanting Music technique from Acrasia’s list, while Hrein doubled the duration of her Shape Shift - Human spell. As it turned out, the fallen angel was well versed in playing multiple instruments, including the harp, trumpet, and flute. When she found out that the blonde fairy was studying music with a local sylph, the demoness generously volunteered to instruct the leannán sídhe on her time off. This led to a bout of vociferous protests from the tiny fae, lamenting the loss of her free time, much to the amusement of everyone else.

Another hour’s work allowed Hrein to do the same for Autumn’s other shape change spell, while Nyakuro enhanced the fallen angel’s Flight Speed, doubling it to 100 miles per hour. In the mean time, James focussed on improving his own Illusion spell, with the idea that he would copy it over to everyone else once it was sufficiently enhanced. This made more sense than enhancing Autumn’s, in his mind at least, since his was already farther along. Logically, the first thing he did was double the duration, allowing it to last for a full 20 minutes instead of 10.

Next, James had the ladies join him in his work on the Illusion spell. With yet another hour’s worth of cultivating and tinkering with the magic, Hrein doubled the size of the cube, from 5 yards to 10 per side, while Nyakuro changed the word cube to sphere. This had the effect of adding the word diameter to the spell, reducing the volume of space it filled by about half, but doubling the cost to cast the magic to 20 Qi. James then halved the cost of the spell again, using 100 Spirit of his own.

By this point in the afternoon, Acrasia had started complaining. The tiny fairy had been in a near constant state of discomfort, due to the fact that Nyakuro had been cultivating from her Qi pool the entire time, rather than her own. This made sense, since the fae had a much larger Qi capacity, and thus recovered Qi that much more quickly as well. After promising that she would only have to endure one more hour of cultivation, James was able to placate the fae woman with further promises of extra attention that night.

Thus the trio of cultivators were able to continue hammering away at the einherjar’s Illusion spell for yet another hour. The next logical step was for Nyakuro to change the word diameter to radius, thereby increasing the size of the spell drastically. As for James, he changed the word concentration to programming, allowing the spell to be set up prior to casting, at the cost of doubling the Qi cost to 20 once again. Hrein, on the other hand, added the word tactile to the spell description, allowing the illusions to become solid.

The last hour before supper saw the party make the final adjustments to the Illusion spell, as well as James gain a new spell from Nyakuro. Using all 115 Spirit she had gathered, the nekomata granted her master a copy of her Shape Shift - Panther spell, which had the added effect of expanding his Dantian capacity to 1180 Qi in total. As for the Illusion spell, which was now listed as Glamour in the spell list, both James and Hrein added yet another sense to the spell description, with the valkyrie adding olfactory, and the einherjar including gustatory. The end result was a complete change to the spell, including most of the description, and a massive increase to its Qi cost.

[image: Glamour]


“Holy crap, Master! I think that’s the same kind of spell Queen Titania uses!” Acrasia exclaimed, after reading over the spell’s description.

“And I’ll be granting you a copy, right after supper. Well, as soon as I can cultivate 260 Spirit, that is.” James informed his fairy wife. This led to several minutes of excited cheering on Acrasia’s part, even culminating in a little midair dance that scattered sparkling fairy dust all over the place.

As promised, after a quick break for supper, it was back to the grindstone for the einherjar and his wives. James, Hrein, and Nyakuro all spent the remaining three hours before bedtime cultivating nonstop.

Acrasia, on the other hand, reluctantly spent that time studying music under Autumn’s diligent tutelage. The end result of which was quite a surprise for both the leannán sídhe and the succubus. Since the only sheet music they had on hand was the fairy’s copy of the Pied Piper’s 1st Movement, both women wound up learning the piece as a Spell Song that they could cast using their Enchanting Music technique.
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This excited Acrasia mostly because she felt that it meant she could avoid practicing music now. Unfortunately for her, Autumn quickly disabused her of that notion, stating she was certain that James would find them more music to learn in the near future.

With the necessary Spirit accumulated, copies of the new Glamour spell were given out to the ladies that needed it most. The first to receive it was Acrasia, which had it overwrite her previous Illusion spell. This meant that the tiny fairy could no long create cheap illusions with her magic, but that was a worthwhile tradeoff, since the powerful new spell forced her Dantian to expand drastically. With a new total capacity of 920 Qi, she didn’t have to worry about running out of power any time soon.

“Master. I must admit to a certain level of bafflement.” Hrein stated while examining the fairy’s Status Screen. “I was under the impression that upgraded spells would not increase the capacity of our Dantian, as they were considered the same spell as the root from which they were created.”

“Hmm.” James hummed thoughtfully as he looked over the changes to Acrasia’s status. “It seems her base capacity increased by 150 Qi. That matches the increase in the cost of the spell, since Illusion was 10 Qi, and Glamour is 160.”

“I should like to point out that Nyakuro did not gain any additional capacity by learning the variants of Dancing Flames, however.” the valkyrie countered.

“The only logical conclusion is that, since those spells had the same Qi cost as the original, nothing was gained. Much like how you didn’t get anything additional from learning Panacea, since it replaced your Antidote spell.” the einherjar surmised.

“It is a pity that we did not learn of this sooner, Master, else we might have thought of ways to increase our power substantially.” Hrein sighed with a frown.

“Agreed. Well, we’ll do what we can in the limited time we have left. In the end, you girls might wind up benefiting from this discovery, even if I don’t get to.” James stated with a small shrug.

Nyakuro was the next to receive the spell, and the nekomata was already making plans for how she could use it in battle. No matter how useful it seemed however, the cat-girl was most elated by the increase to her Dantian capacity. At 720 Qi in total, she finally felt like she was on par with the others, or close to it. Though she had never said anything to them about it in the past, it had always bothered her that she had such low reserves of Qi, when compared to the other combat oriented members of their household.

The last to receive the Glamour spell was Autumn. Though James had given her a few techniques already, this was the first true spell that her new master had granted her. Beyond gaining access to much more powerful illusion magic, the new spell also gave her the expected expansion to her Dantian, outright quadrupling her total capacity to 400 Qi. Ever since Autumn had fallen and become a succubus, she’d suffered the constant ache of having an empty, or nearly empty, Qi pool. For the first time since the change, she didn’t feel like her soul was starving, and yet instinctively knew that she could hold a lot more power than she currently did; much more than she ever could have imagined before.

After the Glamour spell was given out, each of the three cultivators still had a small pool of Spirit left. James used most of his to alter his new Shape Shift - Panther spell by changing the word panther to tiger in the spell description. Beyond changing the name of the spell, this also had the effect of doubling its Qi cost to 30. Along the same lines, Nyakuro used all of her remaining Spirit to double the duration of Hrein’s Shape Shift - Swan spell, before Hrein turned around and granted a copy of it to their husband. Though they doubted that he would have much need to take such a form, the women had decided to give him as many spells as they could, so that his Dantian could reach as high a capacity as possible, before the einherjar underwent his Heavenly Tribulation.

“Thank you, ladies. I appreciate the boost. My total capacity is up to 1210 Qi now, thanks to you.” James said with a genuine smile.

“Thou art welcome, Master.” Hrein replied, smiling back.

“Meow!” Nyakuro added a second later.

In thanks for her assistance, Hrein used up the last of the Spirit she had gathered to finish off Nyakuro’s enhancement to her Intelligence; thus pushing the nekomata’s total IQ to 170. Similarly, James used his final 20 Spirit to boost Hrein’s enhancement to 50%, giving her a total IQ of 172.

With all of their spiritual resources spent, the entire group decided it was time to retire for the evening.
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James woke feeling refreshed. Yesterday had been a long day of cultivating, and it was looking like today would be no different. I can’t complain, though. he silently admitted as he slipped out of bed. If tonight turns out anything like last night, it will definitely be worth the effort. As it turned out, the ladies had felt like celebrating their growth and, unsurprisingly, their husband had been the main beneficiary of said celebrations.

Pulling on his ragged shorts, the einherjar glanced at the tangled mess of bodies decorating his bed. I was surprised when Autumn joined us last night… though not nearly as surprised as she was, when the women started playing with her. At first it had seemed like the fallen angel was going to bolt, being utterly disgusted by the sinful idea of women lying together. Thankfully, from James’ point of view at least, her succubus nature quickly got the better of her, and the young demoness was drawn into the most delicious acts of lust imaginable.

“I guess she’s got more in common with Acrasia than we realized.” the einherjar whispered to himself as he gaze at Autumn’s sleeping form. It’s faint, but she is definitely a little more beautiful this morning than she was yesterday. he noted. And since she was well fed last night, I shouldn’t have to take care of that this morning. Which is good, since my mornings are often tight to begin with, so nights work better overall. That said, I suppose I should also take time to feed her at some point throughout the day.

Quietly moving around the room, James began the morning routine of granting his blessings to the ladies, before carrying on with his day.

Before he realized it, breakfast was over and the einherjar was seated on the mossy ground behind the temple yet again, ready for another long day of cultivation. Rather than wait, James had his wives and Autumn join him right from the beginning. To start with, he had the willing cultivators do nothing but meditate and gather Spirit all morning. It was only after stopping for a quick lunch, that he allowed any of them to use some of what they gained.

While the others were cultivating, Acrasia spent her time lounging about as she was wont to do. Though the fairy would have much preferred to go and do just about anything else, James felt that it was good for her to learn a little patience. He even silently hoped that, if he kept her bored long enough, she might actually decide that doing some cultivating of her own would be more entertaining than doing nothing.

By the time lunch was over, those who were cultivating had 360 Spirit each to work with. James spent his resources on altering his Shape Shift - Swan spell to allow for an eagle form instead. After that, he grabbed copies of both of Autumn’s Shape Shift spells and added them to his own list.

In truth, he had hesitated to take the fallen angel’s Shape Shift - Human spell. The einherjar wasn’t sure how he felt about being able to have a human body again, after all this time. Worse, he hadn’t forgotten how Hrein had looked at him when he was first reborn in his current body. I… I don’t ever want to see her look at me like that again. he silently admitted to himself. And I don’t want to have to hide in a human form every time I make love to one of my wives… but… will they want me to? Will they prefer that body over my real one? Will they even want to touch me when I’m like this, if they have a choice?

Hrein sensed that something was deeply troubling her husband, but had no idea what was on his mind. Unsure if she should ask, the valkyrie simply placed a hand on her husband’s shoulder and kissed him on the cheek. When he turned to look at her, she smiled up at him and spoke four magic words. “I love thee, Master.”

The shield maiden’s kind words melted the Champion’s heart all over again, and did more to vanquish his doubts than any amount of ruminating ever could. “I love you too, Hrein.” James replied, his voice cracking a little with emotion. Taking a moment to hug her tight was enough to calm his nerves and clear the mist that had built up in his eyes.

When the tender moment had passed, the einherjar had his First Wife help him with his work. Using 100 of her Spirit, the valkyrie updated his Shape Shift - Dog spell to allow him to become a wolf. Once she was finished, her husband pointed out that she had just the right amount of Spirit remaining to claim a copy of the Glamour spell for herself. At first, Hrein didn’t see herself using such a spell, but James convinced her to take it anyway. Not only would it boost her Dantian capacity significantly, all the way to 1190 Qi, but he also suggested several creative ideas on how she could use it in combat, while remaining thematically true to her nature.

Though he was low on Spirit himself, James wasn’t finished working. The next step in his master plan was to combine all of the Shape Shift spells into one, with the exception of the Human version. Knowing full well that doing so would result in a killer headache, the ex-soldier gave instructions to his nekomata wife, just in case he passed out, before pressing on anyway. And it was lucky that he did. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, the einherjar did not pass out, but he was incapacitated for a good quarter hour, thanks to the migraine shattering his mind.

Doing her best to ignore the agonized groans of her master as he roll around in the dirt, Nyakuro carried out the instructions he had left her with. First, she reduced the cost of the newly combined Shape Shift spell back down to the original 15 Qi, and then she added to her lover’s pain by inserting the Human version into the combo. A quick glance at the new spell confirmed that she had completed her objective perfectly.
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Finished working on the first set of instructions, the cat-girl carried on with the rest. This involved granting her master a copy of Acrasia’s Growth spell which, like some others before it, seemed to change a bit once inserted into a different person’s spell list, becoming more personalized to the caster. Where, for the fairy, it allowed the caster to grow from 6 inches tall to 4 foot 11 and increased her Strength by 40 times, the spell seemed to create far less drastic effects for the einherjar.
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With the combined with gains from learning each of the spells that day, the total capacity of the einherjar’s Dantian finally reached 1300 Qi.

Moving on from working on her master’s spell list, Nyakuro then followed through with granting Autumn a copy of Druid Covering. It was well known that the invisibility the spell offered was an advantage that James wanted all of his followers to have, without exception.

And then there was Autumn herself. She had been shown the spell lists of her new family members, and the succubus had been astonished at the level of magical power that House Fir possessed. Without a doubt, the demoness was eager to learn as much as she could from her master and his women, but certain spells had to take priority. First, she absolutely wanted the ability to heal herself and others. It was something that she dearly missed after being stripped of that particular magic when she fell. Taking the Panacea spell for herself, the succubus could not heal an even greater variety of ailments than she could as an angel.

Next, the fallen angel chose to learn the Summons spell. Not because she particularly wanted to, but because her master had commanded her to at the earliest opportunity. Apparently, it was another one of the so called mandatory spells that he insisted on all of his followers learning. Thanks to learning it however, along with the other spells that afternoon, the total capacity of Autumn’s Dantian shot up to a whopping 620 Qi. A far cry from the 50 Qi I had two days ago… the succubus remarked to herself.

Finally able to continue with his work, thanks to the migraine passing, James picked himself up off the ground, and dusted himself off. “Nyakuro, if you don’t mind, I’d like you to contribute your remaining Spirit to enhancing Hrein’s Intelligence. I’ll do the same, so that should finally finish off that stat for her.” the einherjar suggested.

“Hai, Meowster.” the nekomata agreed and did as she was asked. This was a significant boost for the valkyrie, bringing her total IQ up to an impressive 230.

“How much Spirit do you have left, Autumn?” James asked.

“I have 75 points remaining.” she replied. When the demoness saw her lover’s brow quirk up, she immediately remembered the instructions given to her by Hrein and Acrasia, and quickly added “Master.” to her statement.

The einherjar nodded in approval, then gave her a warm smile. “I think you should use that Spirit to further enhance your Beauty. With the little boost you got last night, that should add up to 80%, meaning you will be nearly finished with that stat.”

The succubus frowned when she heard his suggestion. “Are you sure that is the best use of my resources, Master?” she asked, thinking his motivations more than a little dubious.

James chuckled and nodded again. “Yes, I’m sure. I have a battle plan for you, so don’t worry. Whether you like it or not, your Beauty and Charisma are your greatest strengths, so we will load you out with spells and abilities that take full advantage of those stats.”

Autumn cleared her throat and nodded deeply to the einherjar. “As you wish, Master.” Following his instructions, the fallen angel enhanced her Beauty with her remaining Spirit, bringing her new total to 180, and instantly surpassing all present, except for Acrasia.

With everyone’s upgrades taken care of, James prepared to settle in for several more hours of cultivation. His plans didn’t last more than a minute however, as Elora came running out the back door of the temple, shouting his name.

“Master! Come quick! Lady Hel needs you to return home at once!”


CHAPTER 7


James flew through the wind and sleet that made up the standard weather in Éljúðnir. His wives and newest concubine followed after, fanned out in a single line behind him. As it turned out, Lady Hel hadn’t wished to meet him at his home, but hers, which had necessitated the short trip through the unpleasant climate of Niflheim.

Apparently recognizing him as Hel’s Champion, despite the dark and gloomy weather, none of the guards stationed around the castle challenged the einherjar, even as his party climbed the stairs and entered the central keep.

“Brrr! I really hope I get some clothes soon. This realm is so cold that I don’t even care about the embarrassment of being naked. I just want to warm up!” Autumn remarked, wrapping her wings around her like a cloak. A quick glance to her left and right revealed that, while they didn’t appear ashamed at all, both Nyakuro and Acrasia were shivering from the underworld chill as well.

“Mayhap we might learn some magic that could assist us with that.” Hrein suggested. “I believe that a suitable amount of clothing to ward off the chill here, would render flight difficult indeed.”

Leading his ladies down the hall towards the throne room, James wondered what the fuss was all about. It was highly unusual for Hel to call him to her realm out of the blue, and even rarer for her to do so via some channel other than speaking to him directly. The einherjar got the answer to his question before he could ponder it for too long, however. He never even made it to the audience chamber before Cobweb came zipping around the corner, nearly colliding with James’ broad chest, and losing his hat in the process.

“Oh! Sir James! I’m so glad you’re here!” the little fairy squeaked.

“Tsk tsk, Cobweb! It’s Lord Fir now, not Sir James.” Acrasia corrected Hel’s messenger with a wagging finger.

“Eh!? Really? When did that happen!?” the male fairy exclaimed excitedly.

“Almost two weeks ago!” the leannán sídhe replied proudly, hands on her hips and nose in the air.

“Wow!” Cobweb shouted, apparently forgetting to use his indoor voice. “Congratulations sir! I mean, my lord!”

James chuckled softly and shook his head. “It’s all right, Cobweb. We’re all still getting used to it.” Leaning over, he picked up the pixie’s blue cap and dusted it off, before handing it back to the little man. “Would you mind escorting us to Lady Hel?”

“Of course, my lord!” the fairy messenger replied enthusiastically.

It didn’t take long for the einherjar to figure out where they were going, once the pixie took the lead. Sure enough, his guess was confirmed when Cobweb stopped at the door to the dining room.

Gripping the ring shaped door handle, which was nearly as big as he was, Cobweb pulled with all of his miniature might. After a few false starts, and stubbornly declining any assistance from the guests, the pixie messenger finally managed to draw the door open. “P-please… enter…” he huffed, completely out of breath from his struggles.

After giving the hard working fairy a slight bow, James accepted the invitation and made his way into the dining room, quickly followed by the rest of his party.

“Ah! James, my Champion. It is good to see thee and thy wives.” Hel proclaimed from her seat at the head of the table.

“My Lady.” the einherjar replied, bowing deeply. Immediately recognizing the other person in the room, who was seated across from Hel, James chose to greet her as well. “Lady Sekhmet.” he added, bowing to the other goddess, if not quite as deeply as before.

“Champion.” the lion headed goddess replied simply. Her eyes narrowed as she took in the women gathered behind the einherjar, and her gaze seemed to linger on Nyakuro a bit longer than the others, but she didn’t acknowledge the women in any way beyond that.

“Please. James, ladies, join us at the table.” Hel stated in a regal voice, inviting them all to take seats near her.

If Sekhmet found it odd to share a table with mortals, she didn’t say anything about it. In fact, she didn’t say anything at all, until Hel brought up their previous conversation. “Lady Sekhmet and I were just discussing options for bringing sunlight to Niflheimr.”

“Not that we have found any viable ones.” the Eye of Ra scoffed. “Though the sun does travel through the Underworld, almost none of its light reaches the realm of Hades, let alone as far north as Hel.”

“Which is why,” Hel interjected, “I did suggest that we create a new sun here, over Éljúðnir.”

The Goddess of Fire rolled her eyes and sighed, as if she were tired of the conversation. “We have been over this, Lady Hel. Though I do command some small power over the sun, I do not possess the resources required to create a new one. And certainly not without recompense.”

Hel frowned, which in itself was unusual, since the woman seldom showed much emotion at all. After taking a deep breath, the Goddess of Death schooled her expression once more, and turned her attention back to James. “And thus my pleasure at thy presence, my Champion.” she stated with the faintest of smiles.

“How can I help, my Lady?” the einherjar asked, leaning forward and placing a hand atop the goddess’.

Sekhmet gasped out loud and her eyes widened in shock upon seeing simple interaction. Not only does he carelessly touch a goddess, but… that hand… the Egyptian goddess’ mind reeled at what she was seeing.

Though she was supposed to be cold and uncaring, the Goddess of Death couldn’t help but give her Champion an uncharacteristically brilliant smile. When James had reached for her hand, he hadn’t just clasped the one closest to him. No, the einherjar had intentionally reached across the table to claim her left hand… the one whose skin was black with death. No one touched the left side of her body, not even the All-Father did when he cast her out of Asgardr. And yet, this warrior, her Champion, did so not only without fear, but with affection.

It took the fearsome goddess a moment or two before she realized that she was smiling so broadly, and that everyone in the room was waiting for her to speak. Slightly embarrassed, the Goddess of Death cleared her throat and answered her Champion’s question. “I would hear any suggestions thou wouldst give in regards to our conundrum.”

“Hmm.” James hummed in thought, while stroking his beard with his free hand. “That’s a tough one.”

The Eye of Ra shook her head, as if coming back to her senses, and scoffed at the incredulity of the entire situation. “You would ask a mortal for insight, when we deities are at a loss?”

“James hath proven to be surprisingly resourceful and creative. I have full faith that he can find a solution, even if we have not.” Hel replied with a slight haughtiness to her tone. “He is my Champion, after all.” she added under her breath.

Before Sekhmet could naysay him any further, the einherjar began to brainstorm. I can’t let Hel be embarrassed now, not after she just declared her faith in me to a rival. So think James, think!

“Would the first issue be the construction of the sun?” Hrein asked the room in general, attempting to give her husband time to come up with a plan.

“Of course!” Sekhmet snapped. “You have no idea how large or powerful the sun really is, valkyrie.”

“But we don’t need a full sized star.” James pointed out, a little displeased at the deity’s condescending attitude towards his wife.

“Star? I thought we were making a sun?” Acrasia asked, tilting her pretty little head in confusion.

The lion headed goddess rolled her eyes and threw her hands up in disgust. “See? They are ignorant of even basic knowledge.”

“James knew well that the sun is a star.” Hel argued, a little irritation leaking into her voice.

Years of experience with women told the ex-soldier that telling the ladies to calm down would only have the opposite effect. Thus, he used the tried and true tactic of simply pushing forward with the pertinent facts, in an effort to distract them from their emotional quarrel. “What we need is something much, much smaller. Something that can bring heat and light to a city, without worrying about the area beyond.”

Sekhmet scowled, but turned her attention back to James. “Regardless of how small you plan to make it, the celestial materials and energy source are beyond your reach. While I could acquire such things from my father, very significant compensation would be required.”

“Celestial? That means part of the heavens, right Master?” Acrasia asked, completely undeterred by Sekhmet’s attitude.

“That’s right, my pet.” James confirmed with a warm smile.

The Egyptian goddess opened her mouth to let loose with another line of snark, but was forced to cut herself off before she even began. For the second time that day, she stared at a mortal in shock.

“Like this, Master?” the blonde fairy asked, summoning the meteoric egg from their Inventory.

James quirked a brow and simply turned to look at Sekhmet in silence, all while doing his best to hide a shit-eating grin.

“Heavenly emerald…” the Goddess of Fire gasped. “Where… where did you get that!?”

“Autumn, my concubine over there, was encased in it when she fell.” the einherjar answered with feigned nonchalance.

Sekhmet’s head slowly turned until she was facing the succubus. The woman hadn’t said anything since arriving at the table, but now she had the deity’s undivided attention. “Fell? You were not born demonic?”

Autumn fought to keep the deep shame and frustration she was feeling from showing on her face. “No. I was created as an angel.” she answered a bit sharply. “I fell only recently, and my Master took me in right away. I have never lived as a demon would.”

The Goddess of Wrath stared at the demoness for a long moment, but then forced herself to return her attention to the einherjar. “It would seem you have been very fortunate, Champion.”

“More than you can imagine, Lady Sekhmet.” James replied with just a hint of pride.

Sekhmet’s eyes narrowed slightly, but then a slightly taunting grin formed on her lips. “Well, against all odds, you do possess suitable materials for crafting a miniature star. Unfortunately for you, a celestial energy source won’t be as easy to come by.”

“Hmm. I’m not so sure.” the Champion remarked, causing the cat-like goddess to freeze where she was sitting. “I can’t think of a way to induce nuclear fusion, and I doubt we’d want such a reaction occurring near Éljúðnir anyway. But maybe…” he muttered, just loud enough for those at the table to hear.

No. It’s impossible! Sekhmet protested vehemently in her head. He can’t possibly come up with such an energy source. He needs ME! I won’t allow this opportunity to slip away!

Turning to the Goddess of Death, James asked her opinion. “Do you think a Heavenly Tribulation would work?”

Hel smirked while Sekhmet’s jaw dropped. “The power to create an immortal… it just might, my Champion.” Hel remarked, turning to Sekhmet for confirmation. “What dost thou thinkest, Eye of Ra?”

“No!” the Goddess of Fire shouted, before reining in her anger. After clearing her throat and attempting a façade of calm, she repeated herself. “It would be close, but not quite enough.” Lifting her chin arrogantly, Sekhmet looked down her nose at James. “Besides, though you may be on the path to immortality, you have only just begun that journey. There is no way that you are ready to face a Heavenly Tribulation yet, and I have no desire to wait for you to reach that point.”

Before James even had a chance to respond, Hel interjected on his behalf. “On the contrary, my Champion is prepared to face the challenge at any time now. He hath only been delaying its arrival, so that he may face the Heavenly Tribulation at the most opportune moment.” the Goddess of Death stated proudly.

The Goddess of War managed to hide her shock a little better this time, with the only visible reaction being the clenching of her fists. “An incredible feat, to be certain… but just how has he been delaying a Tribulation?” she asked accusingly.

Unwilling to let Hel get in trouble for helping him out, James jumped in on her behalf this time. “There are plenty of ways to avoid it until one is ready. Shapeshifting being one of the most common.” he replied, thinking back on the stories he’d read of Sun Wukong. Since he didn’t claim that it was the method that he used specifically, the einherjar didn’t count it as lying to the goddess. I’d better get this conversation back on track before she digs any deeper. he thought to himself. “By the way, you mentioned that the Tribulation wouldn’t be enough. Why is that? Will we need another power source, then?”

Sekhmet frowned for the umpteenth time that day, but chose to indulge the mortal with a direct answer. “Even the energy of a Heavenly Tribulation wouldn’t be enough to power a miniature sun for all time. It would burn out eventually.”

“We don’t really want it to burn all the time anyway, really. Just… half the day? Like a normal day / night cycle.” James replied.

“And how do you propose to do that without moving it?” Sekhmet asked, crossing her arms and glaring at the einherjar.

“Maybe it doesn’t have to be quite the same…” the ex-soldier muttered aloud, his thoughts racing. “Instead it could be more like… rebirth. The dawn of each day would light up the sky, and then the sun’s power would wane until it goes dark at dusk. Or maybe it could glow a bit at night, like an ember… until it bursts into flames again the next morning.”

“That would be like having a moon!” Cobweb exclaimed, drawing attention to the fact that he was still in the room. “I miss the moon…” the pixie added with a pout.

Hel looked over at her sullen messenger with sympathy, then patted the einherjar’s hand. “That doth sound like a lovely idea, my Champion.”

“Sure it does.” Sekhmet grumbled, feeling a bit defeated. “But unless your mysterious benefactor is giving out access to the Flames of Rebirth, I don’t see how I could make it work.”

Trying to hide his smile, James summoned Huáng’s tail feather, and placed it on the table.

Sighing, the Goddess of Fire picked up the phoenix feather. “I won’t even ask where you got this, but as a deity of healing, I would dearly love to have one of my own. Is there any way you could provide me with one?”

“I can’t promise that I’ll be able to get another, but I will see what I can do.” the ex-soldier replied. Seeing the deity’s mood begin to turn sour again, he quickly added another offer to placate her. “That said, I really do appreciate your help with this project, Lady Sekhmet. As such, may I make an offering to you as thanks?”

Both goddesses gave James questioning looks, so rather than wait for a reply, the einherjar summoned Michael’s Flaming Sword, and laid it on the table as well.

“I know that blade!” the Goddess of War shrieked, jumping to her feet and knocking her chair over. “How!?” the powerful woman demanded, locking eyes with the einherjar. “How did you come by this blade!?”

James shrugged and gave the ancient deity a feral grin. “A certain foolish archangel thought to throw it at my wife. So she kept it.” Standing up, he held his hand out to the sword. “And now I offer it to you as thanks. I thought that perhaps it would make a suitable weapon for your next Champion.”

The Goddess of Fire stared at the mythical sword with greedy eyes. “Indeed it would…” she muttered aloud. I had hoped to use this project to put him in my debt, but… perhaps this isn’t a bad consolation prize. Yes… there will be other times, other ways to tie him to me. And in the mean time, this cooperation between us will serve to build a certain… rapport. “Thank you, Champion. I will gladly accept your offering, and be happy to help bring light and warmth to Hel’s domain.” Sekhmet agreed with a toothy smile.
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“Sekhmet hath informed me that she shall require at least one day to prepare the fallen star, in addition to travelling to her domain and back again. Thus, thou hast two days until thy Heavenly Tribulation, my Champion. The Goddess of Fire shall arrive after the sun doth set on Terra, the day after tomorrow. Make good use of thy time.” Hel informed James after seeing the other goddess off.

“Thanks, Hel. I’ll do just that. I already have some plans, so I’ll get to them straight away.” the einherjar replied.

As they were leaving Hel’s keep, James laid out his plans to the ladies around him. “There are a few things that I would like to achieve before facing my Tribulation, if I can, but I’ll need your help if I am to finish in time.”

“Of course, Master.” Hrein answered, lowering her head in a slight bow as she walked behind him. “Tell us what thou dost desire, and it shall be done.”

“First and foremost, my primary goal is to expand the capacity of my Dantian to 1500 Qi. That’s 200 more than it is currently. I believe this can be achieved, as it would only require increasing the base capacity by 100 Qi.” the einherjar began.

“All right. I know I’m new to all of this, but that doesn’t sound easy. Besides, is there a reason that you want to have that specific capacity? Is it special in some way?” Autumn asked, looking at her master with a thoughtful frown.

“No, it won’t be easy.” James admitted. “But I believe that it can be done if we abuse the system a bit. It will make things a little less efficient for you ladies for a short time, but that can be fixed with a little more work later on.”

“More work…” Acrasia mumbled, hanging her head and letting her shoulders droop. “Cultivation is such a pain.”

Hel’s Champion smirked, but otherwise pretended not to hear the fairy’s complaints. “As for the reason behind that particular capacity, it’s a simple matter of math. If I can achieve a capacity of 1500 Qi, then I will recoup any spent energy at a rate of 120 Qi per hour, thanks to our Energy Siphon technique.”

Hrein’s eyes widened as the valkyrie came to a sudden stop, nearly causing Nyakuro to walk into her from behind. “That… that is the same rate at which we cultivate Qi, using thy True Cultivation technique!”

The einherjar’s grin widened as he turned to wink at his brilliant lover. “Precisely, my love.”

“Then… you’d never run out of energy!” Autumn realized with a small gasp. “No matter how much you cultivated on any given day, you would never be short on resources for casting spells!”

“Meaning that I eliminate one of my biggest vulnerabilities.” the ex-soldier confirmed with a nod. “To be honest, that has always been a worry of mine, ever since I started down this path. If I found myself in battle after a day of training, it would be like showing up to a war with a rifle that wasn’t loaded.”

“Even with such a large capacity, you could still run out of energy when casting spells, though.” the succubus pointed out. “So… it’s like you still have a limited amount of ammunition, to continue with your comparison.”

“Exactly. While I would love to increase the capacity of my Dantian to nigh infinite levels, that simply isn’t possible. At least, not with a definite timeline hanging over our heads.” James added with a sigh.

“So… what dost thou require of us specifically, Master?” Hrein asked, falling into step with the others again.

“From you, I will need a copy of your Seiðr - Memento Mori spell. Actually, that’s the simplest bit of my plan. I’ll also need help from you other girls as well.” the Champion replied, nodding to the women accompanying him.

“Me-ow?” Nyakuro inquired, pointing a finger at her own chest.

“Yup.” the einherjar confirmed. “I’ll need you to double the number of corpses you can control with your Dance of the Dead spell by doubling the Qi cost, then grant me a copy.”

“And me?” Autumn asked when the nekomata nodded in understanding.

“Like Nyakuro, I need you to double the Qi cost of a spell. Specifically, your Dream Walker spell. While it will have the added benefit of increasing the duration of the magic, I realize this is not the most efficient way to do so. We’ll get that sorted out later, as I mentioned before.”

“Very well.” the demoness agreed. “I will make sure to cultivate enough Qi to grant you a copy while I am at it.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.” James nodded to the beautiful fallen angel with a smile.

“I… I’ll help too!” Acrasia declared, determined to overcome her own laziness in this one instance.

“Really? That’s wonderful, my pet. I’ll be sure to reward you later.” the einherjar promised her with another wink.

The fairy giggled and gave her owner a mischievous grin. “I’ll look forward to it.”

“Well then, since you volunteered to help, I’ll need a copy of your Nympholepsy spell.”

Acrasia frowned when she heard that. “But Master… I don’t think you can use it.”

“You’re probably right that I can’t in its current iteration, but I’m hoping that it will either change when I receive it, like some spells do, or that I will be able to modify it somehow. In all honesty, that spell is the final piece that I need to reach my goal of 1500 Qi.” the ex-soldier informed her.

“Okay, Master!” Acrasia nodded firmly, with a determined look on her face. “We’ll do it!”
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The sun had long since set by the time James and his women called it a day. Thankfully, since they were so short on time, the crew didn’t run into any other serious delays. The only time they stopped cultivating was to take a brief supper break, then went right back at it.

Though they were all tired, it was Acrasia that had it the worst by far. Not only had the normally lackadaisical fairy forced herself to cultivate for a full three hours before supper, but it had been her Dantian that had supplied the energy for Autumn’s cultivating as well. This couldn’t be helped, since the succubus simply didn’t have the reserves to work with yet, but it was still an uncomfortable ordeal for the leannán sídhe.

Due to everyone’s hard work, each of the party members found that they had more than enough Spirit to work with. This meant that they could do a little extra to strengthen the team, beyond what they had been initially asked for. Hrein went the extra mile by doubling the duration of her seiðr, before handing a copy off to James. After that, the valkyrie granted a copy of the Rebirth spell to their newest member, greatly increasing the capacity of the fallen angel’s Dantian, as well as giving the woman access to the coveted spell.

In the end, Hrein did allow herself one small bit of selfishness, however. The Chooser had felt a tad plain of late, not because she wasn’t a beautiful woman, but simply because she was constantly in the company of supernatural beauties like Autumn and Acrasia. When compared to their nearly divine levels of attractiveness, almost any woman might feel inadequate. Thus, the valkyrie spent the meagre 5 Spirit she had left to enhance her own Beauty stat, bringing her total up to 89.

The cat-girl’s approach was a little different than that of the shield maiden. Once she’d finished with her master’s request, the nekomata upgraded his Flaming Sword spell to match her own Flaming Fists. It was only after that, that she felt comfortable spending some Spirit on herself, and used 100 Qi to halve the cost of her Dance of the Dead spell, back down to 25 Qi. Like Hrein, it wasn’t lost on Nyakuro just how beautiful the other women in her master’s harem were; and some were only growing more beautiful by the day. Not wanting to lose her lover’s attention, the cat-girl used her last remaining Spirit to enhance her Beauty stat as well. This resulted in her having a total Beauty of 93, with plenty of room to grow.

For the succubus, this meant a further increase in the duration of the Dream Walker spell, bringing it up to 4 hours. Feeling like she was lacking in offensive abilities, Autumn chose to gain a little firepower of her own, and snatched a copy of Nyakuro’s Flaming Fists while she was at it. This, combined with the spell that Hrein had granted her, pushed the total capacity of her Dantian all the way up to 760 Qi. With only 20 Spirit remaining, the demoness dumped it into enhancing her Beauty, finishing off the stat, and bringing the total up to an even 200.

Acrasia, on the other hand, doubled the percentages of the stat increases that a target could potentially gain. This meant that a lucky fellow could gain a permanent 20% boost to his Intelligence and Charisma, but only if his Charisma was high enough to surpass her incredible Beauty stat. Unfortunately for the men of the world, that meant that very few mortals could ever count on acquiring such a boon.

After that, the fairy spent most of her remaining Spirit on topping up the enhancement of her stats. She capped off her Endurance with a total of 10, then dumped 100 Spirit into her previously un-enhanced Intelligence all at once. This resulted in two things happening simultaneously. First, her IQ jumped from 85 to 170 in a matter of seconds. Second, the instant forging of new neural pathways and the ignition of previously dormant neurones caused a migraine of such epic proportions, that the fairy immediately screamed and passed out.

When she woke up some time later, the leannán sídhe briefly lamented her previous stupidity, and then assured her family that she had indeed learned a valuable lesson from the experience. After checking her Status Screen to ensure that nothing was amiss, Acrasia discovered that she had 20 Spirit remaining, despite all of her stats being fully enhanced. Not wanting to waste the valuable resource, she donated the energy to Hrein, pushing her sister-wife’s total Beauty to 106.

With his lovers taking care of all the items that he’d asked for, James found himself in the rare position of not having to spend his own Spirit. In the end, he decided to use his collected energy to make the spells more efficient again, halving the cost of the Dream Walker spell for both himself and for Autumn, as well as Dance of the Dead on his own spell list. At that point, 60 Spirit was all that the einherjar had remaining. Not enough to teach anyone a spell, nor to enhance one, James decided to put it to use enhancing one of his women’s stats. Having discovered that Acrasia had managed to completely enhance all of her stats - a result of checking on her when she’d passed out, the Champion worried that his First Wife might feel like she was falling behind. He knew that the valkyrie was very competitive in most ways, and so he felt like it was wise to give her a hand in this case. Checking the shield maiden’s Status Screen, he saw that the woman had been enhancing her Beauty stat, and thus chose to boost it further with his remaining Spirit. Doing so erased the few small blemishes that were visible on her skin, such as tiny scars from training, or things of that nature. Since she had already been more beautiful than the vast majority of women on Earth, James didn’t notice much of a change in the way that she looked, but wisely kept that tidbit of information to himself.

Their day’s mission complete, James did indeed reach the 1500 Qi capacity that he had been hoping for. Moreover, he gained access to a slightly different version of Acrasia’s Nympholepsy spell. As expected, the piece of magic changed a bit when added to his spell list.
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”I can think of a lot of ways to abuse this spell, and can’t wait to work on altering it.” the einherjar noted aloud. “That said, it will have to wait. We have far more pressing matters to attend to.”


CHAPTER 8


Hel, we may have a problem, over. James called out to his goddess, hoping that she would hear his thoughts.

Speak thy mind, my Champion. What doth trouble thee? Hel asked, answering his spiritual call.

It’s Acrasia. She’s fully enhanced all of her stats. I’m afraid that she’ll be struck by a Heavenly Tribulation as well. For that matter, Hrein and Nyakuro aren’t all that far off from being in the same position. the einherjar explained.

Fear not for thy fairy wife, James. Fae such as the leannán sídhe hath grown in power thusly, since time immemorial. As natural immortals, the fae are not bound by the same rules as mankind. the Goddess of Death assured him.

“Oh. That’s good to know.” the ex-soldier muttered aloud.

That said… if she doth wish to progress beyond her current stage of cultivation, as thou wilt, she will be required to face a Heavenly Tribulation of her own. Hel went on.

“Oh.” James said again, with significantly less enthusiasm. What of my other wives? he asked.

Of thy current lovers, only the immortals will be given the same choice. That is to say, the valkyrja and the succubus. Thy mortal women, the nekomata and álfar, face the same danger that thou dost. the goddess warned the einherjar.

Turning to his First Wife, the Champion made a request. “Hrein, could you do me a favour and gather the household in the dining room? There’s something we all need to discuss.”

It took less than a quarter of an hour for the entirety of House Fir to gather as requested. Once everyone was seated at the dining room table, James explained why he had called them all there. After detailing the danger that the women faced, should they choose to continue cultivating, he took the opportunity to update everyone’s Summons lists.

Surprisingly, Nyakuro had mastered enough of the elven language to speak the words of the spell. James secretly thought it likely that she had practiced those words in particular, to the point that she could recite the spell, even if she couldn’t form a normal sentence. This meant that both she and Autumn were able to bind the others to their Summons lists, while everyone else updated their own spells to include the succubus. Finding that he could actually access a text version of the list via his Status Screen, James went through and purged all of the random people and animals that he had added, simply to transport them from one location to another. Once he’d finished cleaning up his own list, so that it only included members of his household, he showed Hrein how to do it with hers.

Seeing how easily James and his women got distracted, Autumn decided to step in and get the conversation back on track. “Listen. I know I’m new here and all, but perhaps we should finish discussing the matter of our cultivation, before moving on to anything else.”

“Ah. Yes. You’re right about that.” James agreed with a grunt. “What do you ladies think? I will say that I want all of you who plan to join me on the battlefield, to be as powerful as you can possibly be.”

His words were met with a round of head nodding and affirmative murmurs, indicating that the women present all agreed with the sentiment. Finally, it was Hrein who spoke up for his harem. “It would take less than two hours of cultivation for both Nyakuro and I to be ready to face Heavenly Tribulations, Master. Also, if I am correct, it would take less than one quarter of a day, to prepare Autumn for the same.”

“So, are you implying that you would like to face your Tribulations at the same time that I do?” the einherjar asked.

“Yea.” Hrein confirmed with a stiff nod. “I do not wish to fall behind thee in thy training.”

Hel’s Champion thought about it for a minute, but then shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, my love.”

A look of frustration flashed in the valkyrie’s eyes, but she soon steeled her emotions and forced herself to question her lover calmly. “Might I ask why that is, Master?”

“In a word, capacity.” James replied with a sigh. “I don’t want you ladies to rush your training and undergo Tribulations, before you max out the capacity of your Dantian. There are more spells that I wish to grant each of you, and some which have high Qi costs. Like Rebirth, for example. I still haven’t given copies of that spell to most of you yet.”

The valkyrie grimaced upon hearing her husband’s answer, but eventually sighed in acceptance. “Thou art correct, Master. It would not do to hamper our potential, simply to keep pace with thee. I agree that would be putting the cart before the horse.”

“But from what I’m hearing, I am thinking that all of you will want to face Tribulations at some point. Is that correct?” the Champion asked.

James looked around and received nods of confirmation from each of the women present, including the maids, much to the einherjar’s surprise. “Well, that settles it then.” he stated aloud. “Hopefully we’ll be able to find safer ways to handle these Heavenly Tribulations, or at least put the celestial energy to good use, by the time the rest of you are ready.”
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Autumn sighed. I am so looking forward to getting some clothes later today. she thought to herself as she flipped the page. It’s so distracting to sit around naked, even if it’s just the two of us here. Glancing over at her study companion, the fallen angel silently regarded the other woman. The leannán sídhe was, in many ways, very similar to the succubus. Both species were renowned for their sexual proclivities, and both even fed off the life force of their partner. The difference is, she doesn’t go mad with lust if she doesn’t get any for a while. the demoness silently griped.

“Hmm. This is hard, but it’s amazing that you can write all of this from memory, Autumn!” Acrasia remarked, flashing the fallen angel a smile of admiration before turning her attention back to the sheet music.

“Uh, thanks.” the succubus replied, glancing at the blonde woman again. She looks so studious in the morning light… Autumn noted, her gaze lingering on the fairy. So pretty and elegant when she brushes that loose strand of hair behind the point of her ear. The succubus sighed as her eyes dipped to the fae woman’s mouth. Or the way she bites her lower lip when she’s concentrating… It almost makes me want to… No! No no no no no NO! I do NOT want to kiss her! How could I even THINK such a thing!? What is wrong with me!? The fallen angel’s already dark skin darkened even more, when memories of the night before came unbidden to her mind.

“Wait… what’s this symbol here?” Acrasia asked, pointing a delicate finger at something resembling a pound sign, but with two corner lines missing.

“Ah! Um… ahem.” Autumn startled and coughed, attempting to calm herself down. “That… uh, that’s a… natural sign. It uh, it cancels out the flats, but only for that note.” the succubus explained, doing her best to bury her previous thoughts.

“Oh! Okay. Wow! You really are smart!” Acrasia exclaimed, turning to give the demoness a brilliant smile.

Gah! So beautiful! Autumn gasped, clutching her chest.

“So… next question.” the fairy went on, totally oblivious to the fallen angel’s plight. “Why does Elise have fur? Is she a werewolf or something? And what do those two little dots over the U mean?”

“Were…wolf?” Autumn stammered, utterly confused for a moment. Huh? Looking at the sheet music, the demoness finally realized what the fairy was talking about. Letting out a tired sigh, the succubus rubbed her temples and answered the fae’s question. “That’s an umlaut. It changes how you pronounce the U. And für is just German for the word for. It means For Elise.”

“Oooh. I get it now.” the fairy said, nodding her head vigorously.

“Seriously…” Autumn muttered under her breath.

“Hmm? What?” Acrasia asked, having heard the other woman speak.

“Uh. Oh. Nothing. I was just… I was just thinking of how much I’d like some clothing. You know?” the demoness replied, trying to dodge the question without lying.

“Hmm. I guess. Personally, I prefer not to wear any, but to each their own, I suppose.” the fairy answered with a shrug.

“Really?” Autumn prodded, latching on to the change in conversation. “It doesn’t embarrass you?”

“Nope.” Acrasia stated with a small shake of her head.

“Huh. Well, it embarrasses me.” the succubus admitted with a frown.

“Why?” the fae woman asked, seeming to be genuinely perplexed by the other woman’s feelings. “You’re gorgeous. Shouldn’t you want to show it off?”

“No. Of course not.” Autumn corrected her companion. “My beauty, such as it is, is for my Master to enjoy, and no other.”

“That doesn’t make sense.” Acrasia argued. “To start with, beauty doesn’t have to be sexual. We don’t hide rainbows or sunsets from others, so why should we hide our beautiful bodies?”

“Because our bodies are innately sexual.” the succubus countered. “As an attractive woman, I arouse lust in any man that sees me. Thus I should reserve my beauty for the only man I am meant to arouse.”

“There’s nothing wrong with arousing or being aroused by another.” the leannán sídhe asserted firmly with a scowl. “Just because you find someone desirable doesn’t mean you have to sleep with them.”

“But why tempt a man if you don’t intend to lie with him?” Autumn asked, folding her arms over her chest.

“Because it’s fun?” Acrasia laughed.

“It’s not a joke!” the demoness nearly yelled. “It won’t be so funny if he tries to rape you!”

“How did it come to rape all of a sudden? And another thing, why am I the one responsible if some guy can’t control himself?” the fairy shouted back.

“Walking around naked, or nearly so, is as careless as taunting a bull with a red cape.” the succubus snapped, lowering her voice a tad.

“Men are not beasts!” Acrasia stated, then paused for a second. “Er… well… um…” Clearly her thoughts had gone to their shared master, and his bestial appearance. Besides that, deep down inside, the fairy understood what the succubus was trying to say. Even if she wasn’t responsible, the world was a dangerous and unfair place, so taking unnecessary risks could be considered foolhardy. Still, that kind of thinking really pissed off the freedom loving fae.

Extending a proverbial olive branch, Autumn agreed to disagree. “Anyway, it’s fine. We clearly come from different backgrounds. We’re allowed to have different opinions.”

“Yeah. I guess. Sorry for yelling at you, Autumn.” Acrasia apologized, leaning over to give the taller woman a hug. “So… what kind of place was your home?”

“Well, I lived in Heaven for most of my life, but I also spent a lot of time on Earth, as a Guardian Angel.” the demoness explained.

“Oh? So you spent a lot of time around humans?” the fairy asked, genuinely curious about the other woman’s past.

Autumn nodded. “Yes, though I didn’t travel around the mortal realm very much, so I didn’t experience as wide a variety of cultures, like some angels do.”

“What cultures did you see? The Greeks? The Norsemen? Or maybe you travelled to the new world!?” Acrasia questioned the succubus, her eyes lighting up with wonder as her imagination began to run wild.

The fallen angel laughed lightly at her companion’s curiosity. “No, not quite. Most of the cultures you are imagining had changed a great deal by the time I went to Earth for the first time. I’m only 99 years old, after all. But to answer your question, I spent most of my time among the Persians of the Middle East.”

“Okay. Neat. So… tell me something interesting about them.” Acrasia prompted.

“Well…” Autumn thought back to their previous conversation for a moment. “For one thing, many of their women wear burqas.” Before the fairy could ask the obvious question, the succubus went on. “Think of a burqa like a robe that covers the whole body, including the head. They have a veil over the eyes, that the women can see through.”

Frowning, the leannán sídhe prompted the succubus to tell her more. “But why would they want to wear something like that?”

“Modesty.” the demoness explained with a shrug. “It goes back to what I said earlier about hiding a woman’s beauty from any but her family.”

“Hide… beauty… Oh! Oh!” Acrasia gasped and her eyes went wide, as if a lightbulb went off in her head. “Autumn! You’re a genius!” the fairy clapped happily. “That’s how I can give Master a boost with my Nympholepsy! I just have to hide my beauty!”
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James leaned forward and placed his hands on the queen’s desk. “That’s just not acceptable, Your Majesty.” the einherjar nearly growled.

“It is fine.” the Fairy Queen argued, rolling her eyes and waving a hand dismissively.

Hel’s Champion let out a frustrated sigh and collapsed back onto the couch. “You need to take your security more seriously, Titania.” he stated, scowling at the fae monarch.

“I do take it seriously, James.” she assured him. “But there are limits on the things that I can or will do, and forcing my people into military service is not one of them.”

“The power of the fae is wasted.” the ex-soldier grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Much to the relief of the rest of the world, I am sure.” Titania countered with a teasing smile. “Come now, James. I am certain that you can come up with a plan to protect me that does not require conscription.”

The einherjar frowned, but nodded slightly. “I do have a few ideas. I doubt you’ll like any of them, though.”

“Oh?” the queen asked, quirking a brow. “Well then, you had better do your best to sell me on them.” she stated with a wink.

James shook his head and tried not to laugh. Damn fairy, always teasing me. he thought to himself. “All right. Here’s one. How about you let me mark you with my Summons spell. That way I can call you to me any night that I’m lonely.” The einherjar found it difficult to finish that sentence with a straight face, but he managed to pull it off. Barely.

This time it was the queen’s turn to look shocked. She had been teasing and flirting with the baron the entire time that he’d been in her study, but it was the first time that day that he’d turned the tables on her. Looking away in an attempt to hide the expression on her face, Titania mumbled her reply. “I… I do not think that wise, James.”

The einherjar chuckled softly, but then made the offer seem more reasonable. “In all seriousness, it was Lāmina’s idea.”

“Lāmina!?” Titania squeaked. “W-why would that sweet young temple maiden suggest such a thing!?”

“To protect you, of course.” James replied, giving the fae a serious look. “If anything were ever to happen to you, like if you went missing or were kidnapped, I’d be able to call you back to me in an instant.”

The Fairy Queen hung her head and bit her lip in thought. It was clear that she was giving the offer serious consideration, and spent several long minutes in quiet contemplation. Finally, she seemed to make up her mind, and turned her gaze back to the man sitting across from her.

“Do it.” she commanded.

James blinked, somewhat surprised by the unexpected response. “Really?” he asked, his own incredulity slipping into his voice.

Titania scowled. After giving it such careful consideration, he is really going to question my decision? she thought in irritation. “Yes, really. Is it truly so surprising that I trust you so, James?” she asked, sounding a little hurt.

The einherjar swallowed and licked his lips, as his mouth suddenly seemed dry. “I’ve never questioned the personal trust between us, Titania.” he began carefully. “I simply thought our positions might not allow it. I mean, conceivably, I could be captured and forced to summon you into a trap or something.”

“Conceivably, that might be the case.” the Fairy Queen agreed, “Just as, conceivably, Peaseblossom could be forced to slip poison into my soup.” she pointed out. “In the end, a monarch must weigh the risk versus the gain in a great many situations. In this particular case, I think having an almost perfect escape plan for any scenario, is worth the risk said plan poses. That said, in order to mitigate that risk, our contract must be kept secret. No one outside those closest to us must ever hear of this.”

“Of course, Titania.” James vowed solemnly. Standing up, the Champion placed his hand atop the queen’s and looked directly into her eyes. “Are you truly sure about this?” he asked quietly. “It does give me a certain level of power over you… and it would be remiss of me not to point that out.”

Titania took a deep breath, and then nodded firmly. “I trust you, James. Perhaps more than I should. But… I am comfortable with my life being in your hands.” the fae beauty admitted, a slight blush blossoming on her cheeks at the last.

James couldn’t help but smile at that, and took the pretty fairy at her word.

“Ye who doth hear my voice, take note. When the time doth come that I call for thee, thou shalt heed my summons, and hasten to my side forthwith!” the einherjar intoned in a serious voice.

The Fairy Queen blinked, then did her best to hide a smirk as she felt the magic warm her soul. “I am sure such flowery language was absolutely necessary to cast the spell.” she teased.

This time it was James’ turn to look away and hide his embarrassment. After letting him stew in it for a few seconds, the queen decided to throw her friend a bone and changed the subject. “Now that you can rescue me, no matter how far away I might find myself, let us speak of other important matters.”

Clearing his throat, the einherjar turned his attention back to the fairy behind the desk. “Ahem. And what might those be?”

“Why, your promotion, of course!” she declared with glee. “It has already been thirteen days since I granted you the rank of baron, and we have yet to hold a proper ceremony. This cannot be allowed to stand, Lord Fir!”

James groaned and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms. “I’m so busy right now, Titania…”

“No buts, James! This is serious.” Titania stated firmly with her hands on her hips. “You have already told me about your Heavenly Tribulation tomorrow evening, but I must insist that we hold the ceremony the day after, at the latest. And then you must decide what to do with Guayabo. It is your barony, after all.”

The einherjar gave a defeated sigh, then nodded his head in acceptance. “Very well, Your Majesty. But in return, I want you to hear me out on my plan for defending Elphyne against Oberon.”

Titania’s eyes narrowed suspiciously as she regarded the baron. “I specifically recall saying ‘no buts’, however… I suppose I can hear you out.”

“Good. Because you’re not going to like this one bit…” James stated with a look of challenge in his eyes.
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Elina skipped down the path that led from the temple to the regular road. The winding trail passed through the dark woods which made up the Dryad Grove, and was remote even for the nature based city of Elphyne. In fact, the grove itself was on the outskirts of the fae city, butting right up against the veil.

Though she remained silent, the elven maid felt like humming as she skipped and jumped along on her merry way. Normally, she would be stuck indoors at this time of day, either cleaning the mansion in Eljudnir, or helping her sister prepare lunch. But today was special. Someone had to go out to the seamstress shop in the Elven Quarter, to pick up Autumn’s order; and that someone turned out to be her. The succubus couldn’t do it herself, since she was neither familiar with the city, nor were the residents familiar with her. And the last thing that they needed was to cause a panic, with the citizens thinking that a demon had been let loose in the city.

Rounding a bend in the trail, the elven maid came to a sudden stop. Her sharp senses warned her of a dangerous presence nearby; the reek of sulphur hanging heavy in the air. Slowly turning her head, Elina caught a glimpse of movement among shadows of the trees, putting her on guard against attack.

As her bicoloured eyes scanned the forest around her, the elf’s keen ears picked up on a strange sound. At first, the source seemed too far away, and the maid had a hard time discerning what it was. But as the creature drew closer, it was soon joined by others of its kind, and became easier to distinguish. The nightmarish sound echoed through the dark woods, and resembled nothing so much as an unholy cross between the bleating of a goat and malicious laughter.

The loud snap of a breaking branch drew Elina’s attention back down the trail, in the direction of the temple. Understanding that her escape route had been cut off, the maid considered her options. She knew well that in times like these, her master would have her hide, or perhaps summon him to protect her. But truth be told, the mad elf had been waiting for something like this, ever since she’d awoken in her master’s care. Taking two tentative steps towards the noise, the elven woman feigned a stumble and fell to her knees with a whimper; secretly summoning her favourite kitchen knife to her hand, and hiding it under her forearm.

As she had expected, the sound of a woman in distress was too much for the vile creatures to resist. Stepping around the corner, one of the beasts came into view. With the head and hooves of a goat, but the body of a well endowed man, it was obvious just what manner of being she was dealing with.

“Straggele.” Elina muttered under her breath. Sometimes known as nuuttipukki, these goat demons were well known to the álfar, and thus stories of them had been passed down to the elves since ancient times. Making up the rank and file of Hell’s demonic legions, these creatures were reviled by all that was good and holy. So no one will complain if I kill a few… the mad elf thought, as the barest hint of a smile creased her lips.

Seeing what appeared to be an innocent victim, the demon bared its sharp fangs in a fiendish grin, and raised a wicked looking halberd in its clawed hands. One step, then two, the straggele slowly approached the trembling woman, savouring her apparent fear, before going in for the kill. Little did he know that the uncontrolled shaking of her shoulders was not an expression of abject terror, but the result of her barely restrained laughter.

Before he could swing the heavy axehead down onto his victim, the canny elf vanished from sight entirely. Confusion barely even had time to register on the monster’s features, before its throat exploded in a fountain of gore.

Just like Master taught me. Elina thought as she moved behind the second demon, who was only now stepping out from behind a tree. Straight in from the side was how the elf’s knife plunged into the demon’s neck, quickly followed by a thrust forward, tearing through the throat with the edge of the blade.

“Find her!” a third goat demon roared, rushing out from the cover of the forest. In seconds, no less than half a dozen straggele joined their two fallen cousins on the path, each searching desperately for their invisible foe.

Around and around the elf silently danced, circling her prey and lashing out with her knives. It goes in so quickly and smoothly… this boning knife really is the best for hamstrings. the maid silently noted.

Frequently switching up her tools and experimented with different blades, the elven maid did her best to put her butchering lessons to good use. Ah, the cleaver just separates joints so cleanly… Elina nearly sang, as another spatter of blood painted her cheek.

It didn’t take long for the demons’ roars of anger to transform into cries of fear and pain. And cry they did, for Elina did not end their suffering quickly. No, the elf took her time dismembering her victims, first ensuring that they couldn’t run away, then removing their means to fight back, all without letting them die. A couple of times, she even had to heal her enemies a little, just to make sure that they didn’t bleed out before she was finished with them. In a way, it was a blessing in disguise that the demons couldn’t see their tormentor, for if they could, they would have recognized the mad gleam in her eyes as one of pure, sadistic joy.

But all good things must come to an end, and eventually only a single straggele remained alive. Lying there in a pool of its own blood, the goat demon whimpered piteously, unable to move due to the removal of its arms and legs. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, it was in no danger of bleeding to death. Elina had seen to that. Using the blue flames that her master had granted her, the kind elf had cauterized the creature’s grievous wounds, such that they now looked like nothing so much as blackened meat.

“Rejoice…” the elven maid whispered in the terrified demon’s ear. “We’ll have so much fun yet, before I let you die.” The hills rang with the mingled sounds of a demon’s horrified screams, and the giggling of a young lady.


CHAPTER 9


James left the palace, only to notice Elina strolling up the cobblestone path, while dragging something behind her. The way the other pedestrians were moving to the side and avoiding the maid, told the einherjar that something strange must be going on, and it likely had to do with the oddly shaped bundle that the elf was hauling around.

“Master. Gift.” the woman called out in a terribly quiet voice. It was only thanks to the Champion’s superior hearing that he could even barely hear what she had said, even though she was only a few feet away.

It was at this point that the einherjar finally caught a glimpse of the strange object that Elina had brought him. He had wondered why she was lugging something that was clearly heavy, when she could have easily used the Inventory to carry it for her. Now the Champion understood. You can’t put living things in the Inventory… he realized with a shudder. That means it’s still alive…

The smile on Elina’s face was absolutely brilliant, presenting a horrifying contrast with the blood and gore splattered all over her uniform. Licking his thumb, James reached out and cleaned a bit of the crimson mess off the elf’s cheek, and especially away from her eyes and mouth. “Thank you, Elina. I’m sure it’s a wonderful present.” the einherjar stated, forcing a smile. “But just what have you brought me?”

“Straggele.” the elven maid stated with a frown. Giving the dismembered body one final heave, Elina tossed the dying creature to the ground at her master’s feet. “Demon.”

Now that he thought about it, the einherjar could detect the distinct reek of sulphur in the air. He hadn’t noticed it before, due to the smell of blood overpowering all other scents in the area, but now that he focussed on the monster before him, he could pick out the creature’s unique scent. “Where did you find it?” he asked, more than a little concerned that a demon was in Elphyne.

The quiet maid turned and pointed in the general direction of Hel’s temple. “Path home. Eight demons.”

“Eight?” James exclaimed, alarm bells going off in his head.

Elina nodded calmly, then spoke one more word. “Dead.”

Breathing a sigh of relief, the Champion visibly relaxed. “Your doing, I take it?”

The elven maid nodded again, then gazed up at him with a hopeful look in her eyes. “Yes, Master.” she breathed.

“Good stuff, my little shadow.” James praised her, patting the much smaller woman on the head. “But always remember to be careful, okay? It would break my heart to lose you, so summon me if you’re ever in trouble.”

Elina thrilled at her master’s show of affection and praise, gracing him with a dazzling smile that could warm the coldest of hearts. “Master!” she chirped, her voice breaking slightly from an abundance of emotion.

A sudden change in the demon’s raspy breathing drew the einherjar’s attention. What seemed like a coughing fit at first, soon proved to be much more, as the straggele’s eyes rolled back in their sockets, and he began frothing at the mouth. Then, all at once, the spasming stopped and the monster’s breathing calmed. Before James had time to question what he was seeing, a familiar voice echoed from the demon’s gaping maw.

“We meet again, Champion.” the being stated, a hint of mirth underlying his dark and husky voice.

“Mephistopheles.” James growled, glaring down at the demon by his feet. It had been clear that it was some possessing force that was speaking, rather than the straggele itself, since the words were formed without the mouth moving at all.

“Mwahahahahahaha! Excellent. It is good that you recognize me, James.” the Duke of Hell purred.

“What happened to our clean slate, eh?” the einherjar asked while keeping an eye out for trickery. “Sending your troops to invade Elphyne isn’t the act of a friendly neighbour.”

“Not my troops.” the demon corrected his conversation partner. “These particular straggele serve under Xezbeth, The Liar.”

“Oh? And why are you telling me this?” the Champion inquired, deeply suspicious of the Duke’s motives.

“Simply to clear my good name, Champion. I would be a shame to allow any… misunderstandings between us.” Mephistopheles elucidated.

“I see. So Xezbeth is the root of the problem yet again.” James stated, thinking back to the zombie plague that had ravaged Elphyne. “What is he after this time?”

“I am sure that I could find out… for a price.” The einherjar could almost picture the demon’s shark-like grin as he made the offer.

“That’s okay. I think I might have some idea anyway.” James rejected the proposal.

The Duke’s voice contained a clear note of disappointment when he spoke, but he agreed that the Champion had made the right decision. “You are most likely correct. Though his schemes are endless, his goals are usually… obvious.”

“So, out with it, Mephistopheles. What is your real reason for contacting me?” the Champion demanded, clearly not convinced that the crafty demon had simply wanted to clear its name.

“Ah. My reputation doth proceed me too well.” the Duke of Hell teased with a dark chuckle. “Can I not simply wish to say hello to a friend? No? Very well, then. I shall get to the heart of the matter.”

“Please do.” James requested, wanting to limit his dealings with the fiend as much as possible.

“I want to make an offer for the fallen ange-”

“Rejected.” the Champion stated firmly, in a tone that brooked no argument.

Mephistopheles hissed with displeasure. “Surely you can -”

“She’s mine.” James declared with a growl.

“Ah. I see.” the demon hummed. “I understand now. Very well, please consider my offer withdrawn.”

“Was that all?” the einherjar asked, a hint of irritation slipping into his voice.

There was a small pause before the powerful demon replied. “Just one more thing. It has come to my attention that you have clashed with Michael and his forces.”

“You could say that.” James replied, trying to give away as little as possible.

“Indeed. Well, with that being the case, would it not be wise to reconsider my proposal of an alliance? The enemy of my enemy is my friend, after all.” the demon pointed out.

“My answer is the same as before. I’ll have to check with Hel on that one.” the Champion said with as little commitment as possible.

“Very well. In the hopes of a positive reply, I shall dispatch a messenger to Hel’s realm at once. Until the goddess reaches a decision, you may consider my minion to be Hell’s ambassador.” the Duke of Hell stated.

James frowned at this, not trusting Mephistopheles as far as he could spit. But before he could naysay the demon’s offer, the limbless straggele shuddered and rasped out his final breath; making it clear that the Duke was no longer possessing the demonic soldier.
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James sat down at the head of his dining room table, thinking about how the afternoon had gone. As soon as the powerful demon had left, the einherjar had dispatched his wives to search the area, and ensure that no further enemy soldiers remained within their borders.

At the same time, he had Elina retrace her steps and clean up anything that remained of the demons she had slain. The Champion wasn’t sure if demonic blood and viscera were dangerous at all, but he didn’t want to take any chances. The last thing I need is for the soil in Elphyne to become corrupted or something. he had thought at the time. Better to be safe and dispose of them outside the walls of Éljúðnir.

With his orders given out, the baron then returned to the palace to brief the queen. Rather than do so in public, he had asked that she join him in her study, and only once they were alone did he inform her of the demonic incursion, as well as the likely reason behind it. Needless to say, Titania had been alarmed at the news, but quickly calmed down as James explained everything in detail.

“I must thank thee for thy gifts, my Champion.” Hel’s voice rang out across the room, pulling the einherjar from his silent contemplations.

“I’m sorry, my Lady? I don’t understand. What gifts?” James asked, blinking in confusion.

The Goddess of Death allowed the tiniest of smirks to play across her lips, as she took a seat across from the einherjar. She had figured that the ‘presents’ hadn’t been intentional, but she so rarely got to tease her Champion, that she couldn’t let the opportunity pass her by. “The straggele.” she said simply, giving away as little of the game as possible, while still allowing him a chance to figure it out.

“The demons?” James asked, even more perplexed.

Hel’s light tittering was music to the Champion’s ears, but he couldn’t help but wonder what had put the usually stoic goddess in such a good mood. “What? What is it?” he asked again, smiling a little himself. Whatever it is, if it makes her happy, it can’t be a bad thing.

“Surely thou must know that demons hath no soul, yea? They are spirits, sometimes given physical forms, but when they doth perish, that doth be the end of them. Under normal circumstances.” the fearsome goddess explained a little, seeing if he would catch on.

“Then… by bringing them here, to the Realm of the Dead… your domain… I’ve placed them under your dominion?” the einherjar guessed.

“Precisely!” Hel clapped happily, thoroughly enjoying her little game with the ex-soldier. “As such, I have already stitched them back together, and set them about their eternal tasks.” she stated with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

“And what might that be…?” James asked a little hesitantly.

“Come see!” the goddess insisted, jumping from her seat and waving for James to join her. When he drew close, Hel took his hand in her own, then led him through the mansion and out his front door. As soon as he stood upon the front step, he saw what she was talking about.

“Guards?” he asked incredulously.

“Yea!” the Goddess of Death confirmed with a nod. “Thy mansion possesseth no such protection, which I did deem wholly unacceptable.” she declared. Turning to face her Champion, Hel looked up at him and frowned ever so slightly. “Regrettably, thou mayest not take them with thee to the mortal realms. As they are dead, they should remain here, in my domain. But, that doth not mean that thou mayest not get some use out of them. Here, they shall protect thy home and thy family for all time.”

James looked into his goddess’ eyes for a long moment, then solemnly bent and kissed the back of her hand. “Thank you, Hel. I really appreciate you looking out for those dear to me. Just please, never forget that I count you among that number.”

The pale side of Hel’s face blushed prettily, and she lowered her head until it rested upon his chest. “Thou art welcome, James.” the deity muttered.

“Ah! There you are!” Autumn called out as she opened the door. Having failed to see Hel through her master’s broad body, the succubus had no idea that she had interrupted such a tender moment. “Elora says dinner is ready.”

“I’ll be there in a moment.” James replied without turning around.

“Ooo-kay.” Autumn said with a somewhat puzzled expression. Deciding that the einherjar was just being weird, the succubus shrugged her shoulders and left it at that, stepping back inside and closing the door to keep out the cold.

Hel clung to her Champion’s chest; her eyes a tad wider than usual. It was clear to the ex-soldier that the goddess did not want to be caught in such a vulnerable state, and had thus been hiding from Autumn’s view. Once she was sure that the succubus had moved away, the Goddess of Death relaxed a little and straightened her posture. “Shall we head inside?” Hel asked in her normal tone of voice.
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Though far from a five star experience, the meal had been tasty. Given how rough things had been in the beginning, it was impossible for the einherjar not to notice how much Elora’s cooking had improved. Day by day, the elven maid continued to hone her skills in the kitchen, and her efforts showed with every meal.

Now that everyone was finished eating, the silence that usually reigned during meal times was broken. Perhaps surprisingly, it was Hel that got the conversation started.

“As thou might have noticed, I have gifted thy house a set of eight guardians. These beings were once demons in the service of Hell, but are now naught but puppets that do my bidding. Of course, I have seen to it that they shall obey the master of this house, as well.”

“Do we need to feed them or take care of them?” Acrasia asked, a tiny bit disturbed by the idea of former enemies hanging around the place.

“Nay, little one. The dead hath no need of such consideration, and the undead even less so.” the goddess assuaged the fairy’s concerns.

“Speaking of demons…” James began, then relayed the offer made by Mephistopheles. The women all seemed wary of accepting any sort of treaty with the forces of Hell, which mirrored James’ thoughts exactly. It was when he got to the part about an ambassador that they truly became skeptical, however.

“She will definitely be a spy, and as beautiful as possible.” Autumn stated with certainty.

“Wait. Why are you so sure it will be a woman?” James asked, having not picked up on any indication of the sort from the diabolic duke. His confusion only deepened however, when all of the women looked at him with troubled expressions, as if to say he was being an idiot.

“Huh? What did I miss?” the einherjar asked, a little taken aback by their attitudes.

Taking pity on her husband, Hrein reached out and lightly patted the back of his hand. “Worry not, Master. We shall guard thee without fail.”

“Wait. What do you mean?” James protested, scowling a little.

With a sympathetic smile, the valkyrie pointed out the obvious. “Thou art well known to be a sucker for a pretty face, Master.”

The einherjar’s mouth opened to argue her statement, but he instantly found that he hadn’t a leg to stand on. Every one of the girls seated around the table were nodding in agreement with the shield maiden, even little Zahra. “But… why target me? Shouldn’t they set their sights on Hel? It’s her domain.”

Hrein frowned and softly shook her head. “Lady Hel hath remained independent for centuries, Master. She hath proven immune to the plotting and scheming of others.”

“So… I’m the weakest link.” James grumbled, admitting that it certainly seemed that way.

Patting his hand again, the valkyrie tried to help him save a little face by redirecting the conversation a bit. “What shall we do about her, my Lady?” the shield maiden asked Hel.

“It would be rude to simply turn her away, and she may prove to have some use, so I shall allow her to abide in my domain for a time.” the goddess answered. Turning to look at her Champion, Hel made an unexpected suggestion. “Since it doth seem that my realm shall play host to diplomats from afar, doth it not seem fair that I should extend such an invitation to the Seelie Court as well?”

James quirked a brow at this and sat up straight in his chair. “I’m sure Titania would be happy to accept an invitation like that. I’m not sure who she’ll send, but I’m sure she’ll send someone. But… that begs the question… who would you send in exchange?”

Hel smirked for the second time that day.
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Titania almost smiled when she saw James in attendance, but managed to school her features at the last second. This almost makes the afternoon session worthwhile. the fae monarch thought to herself. What was even more interesting, was that the einherjar was seated with the petitioners, meaning that he had some public business with the court.

One by one, the petitioners approached dais, each bringing up some small squabble that needed to be settled, or else asking for a boon of some kind. None of them are ever here with good news. the Fairy Queen silently lamented. In truth, the court session that afternoon wasn’t that different from any other day, but the Champion’s presence had piqued her curiosity, and thus the hours seemed to drag on as she impatiently waited for his turn to come up.

Finally, when the immortal monarch seemed to be reaching the limits of her patience, Effie announced the name she’d been waiting to hear. “Announcing Lord Fir, on business as the Champion of Hel.”

As Champion? Is something wrong in Éljúðnir? Titania wondered. No… if it was an emergency, he would not have waited to speak in court. What could it be, then? The Fairy Queen’s eyes narrowed as she studied the man before her, trying to discern some hint at what he was about to say, despite the nearly perfect poker face that he wore. Sure enough, the einherjar’s mask slipped ever so slightly, allowing the canny queen to spot the shadow of a smirk his lips, and the mischievous twinkle in his eye.

“Your Majesty.” James greeted her with a deep bow.

“Lord Fir.” she replied with a nod of her head. “What business have you with the Seelie Court today?”

“I bring news from Éljúðnir, Your Majesty. My Lady Hel, Goddess of Death, sends her greetings to the Fairy Queen and the Seelie Court.” the Champion announced in a clear voice, ensuring all present could hear. As simple as it was, his statement did cause a bit of a stir among the crowd. Though it was true that Hel herself had spoken in this very room, and all of Elphyne had heard her declare James the Arbiter of Life and Death, no one had ever heard of a goddess treating with a worldly court on anything approaching equal terms.

A little confused, but more curious than anything, Titania answered the greeting carefully. “The Seelie Court welcomes Hel’s Champion in her stead.”

Unable to completely hide his smile, James pushed on with the next part. “As Hel’s Champion, it pleases me to announce that Éljúðnir shall begin accepting diplomatic ambassadors from those powers that wish to form ties with Lady Hel’s domain.”

Titania’s brow furrowed, as she considered the Champion’s words. If it were any normal nation, the situation wouldn’t be unusual at all. In fact, it would be expected of any but the most isolationist of kingdoms. But… we are talking about the Realm of the Dead here…. The queen’s stunned silence didn’t go unnoticed, but it really wasn’t surprising either. The entire chamber was abuzz with chatter, mostly confusion as to how relations between the living and the dead could function.

Hoping to cover for the queen a little, James continued on with his announcement. “As such, Lady Hel has requested that you select someone to represent the Seelie Court in Éljúðnir.”

“Can’t you do it yourself?” “Yeah, who wants to go to the Realm of the Dead!?” “I hear it’s cold and dark…” “Someone said there are no cookies in the whole place!” a chorus of questions and comments echoed through the hall, none of which seemed in favour of the idea. Or at least, no one was volunteering for the post.

Not that I can blame them. James thought honestly. “I am afraid that I cannot serve as ambassador for either side.” the einherjar declared loudly. “Though I would fight tooth and nail to protect either city, I could never choose between them. My love for the people of both realms is far too great, to ever truly be partisan.”

The Fairy Queen nodded in agreement. “This is true. Whilst I would trust you to lead or defend our people, I know well that your heart belongs to both realms. You cannot be an ambassador.” Looking around the room, the monarch scanned the eyes of everyone present. “Do we have any volunteers?”

“I will go.” a musical voice replied, somewhat unexpectedly.

“Clíodhna?” the queen asked in surprise.

“As a Queen of the Banshees, alongside Aibell, I think it appropriate that we take turns serving at this post. What say you, sister?” James turned to regard the woman who was speaking, and was surprised by what he saw. Though there was some family resemblance, there wasn’t a lot. Where Aibell was almost cadaverously skinny, Clíodhna was chock-full of womanly curves. Both bore the red hair that they’d inherited from their father, but Aibell’s was long and straight, while her sister’s was wavy and voluminous.

“I suppose that makes sense, Sister. Shall we trade places each moon?” Aibell suggested.

Truth be told, Titania was loathe to allow this arrangement. She relied on Aibell for a lot, and considered the old woman one of her closest friends.

Clíodhna stared at her sister for a solid minute, her gaze cold and calculating. Finally the younger looking woman turned her head away in a huff. “No. I retract my offer to share the post. I will do it alone.” she replied, crossing her arms over her chest. “I just wanted to see if you’d leave me over there…” she muttered under her breath.

Aibell frowned and gazed at her sister with a sorrowful look. But before she could say anything else, the queen interjected and accepted Clíodhna’s offer.

“Very well. I am sure you will do us proud in your new posting, Clíodhna. You bring the Seelie Court much honour with this.” Titania declared.

At this, the younger looking banshee turned to face the Fairy Queen and curtsied elegantly.

A little uncomfortable with the tension between the banshee sisters, James decided to press on. “Ahem. Excellent. I will ensure that you are safely escorted to the other side, as soon as you collect any belongings that you wish to take with you, Lady Clíodhna.” Turning back to Titania, the einherjar smiled a little as he made the next part of his announcement. “Your Majesty. May I present Lady Hel’s chosen ambassador to Elphyne?”

“Of course.” the Fairy Queen assented with a stately nod.

With a wave of his hand, James opened a portal between the realms, though he was the only one on this side that could see it. Two heartbeats passed before a familiar figure flew through the portal and into Titania’s throne room.

“Your Majesty!” a cheerful voice sang out, as a pixie with a blue cap zipped up to the lowest rung of the dais.

“Cobweb!?” the queen exclaimed, covering much of her face with her hands. I cannot let them see me cry! the Fairy Queen told herself.

“I’m back, Your Majesty! Lady Hel said that she’d dearly miss my service, but that I was the only one that she could trust to bear her good will to the people of Elphyne!” the pixie rattled on at rapid speed.

James grinned to himself as he watched the scene play out. Though she tried to hide it, he could see the tears of joy forming in Titania’s eyes, and that may or may not have made his get a little misty too.
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Hrein smiled at her husband and leaned in to kiss him lightly on the lips. “Come to bed soon, Master.” she whispered, then silently slipped away.

The einherjar smiled as he watched his First Wife leave the room, then sighed as he leaned back in the bath. The hot water was comforting, helping to relax his muscles after another long day of preparations. At least we got a little cultivating in after supper. he grumbled to himself. He had planned to dedicate the entire day to making him and his family stronger, but the demons had ruined that with their sudden invasion. Then Hel had surprised them all with her decision to accept ambassadors, which meant the Champion had to spend the entire afternoon in court.

The evening had been put to good use though, at least in the eyes of the ex-soldier. He and his wives, along with Autumn, spent a full three hours cultivating. This left each of them with 360 Spirit to use, which didn’t really go all that far. The first 150 were spent granting all of his slaves the Rebirth spell, with James and Hrein supplying the energy to give copies to the elven twins, and Autumn saving hers for use in the next step.

That next step was granting all of them copies of the Polyglot spell, with Autumn supplying the extra energy to grant the spell to Hrein, in addition to herself. Since it only cost 110 Spirit per spell, the succubus wound up with 140 Spirit remaining, while the others were down to 100. This meant that she was free to grab Faustian Pact from James, before dumping the remaining 15 Spirit into her Charisma, pushing it to 115 in total. Finally, due to learning new spells, the total capacity of her Dantian was now 830 Qi.

Hrein used her remaining 100 Spirit to finish off her Beauty stat, then pushed her Charisma to 85% enhancement. This gave her totals of 170 in Beauty, and 111 in Charisma. By learning Polyglot, the total capacity of her Dantian went up to 1210 Qi.

Not having any stats of her own to enhance further, Acrasia generously used her remaining Spirit to boost Elora’s Charisma by 100%, while James did the same for Elina. Thus the twins achieved scores of 120 total in Charisma, while the additional spells grew their Dantian capacities to 410 Qi. Similarly, the capacity of Acrasia’s Dantian expanded to 1040 Qi.

Finally, Nyakuro finished off enhancing her Beauty, giving her a total of 170 in that stat, before putting the last 10 Spirit into her Charisma. Doing so increased her total Charisma to 66, while the gains to Dantian left her with a total capacity of 840 Qi.

“There’s still so much I want to do for all of them… but it will probably have to wait.” James muttered to himself and sank a little lower in the steaming water.


CHAPTER 10


“Today’s the day.” James muttered as he sat down to breakfast. With his Heavenly Tribulation looming over them, the einherjar felt it was necessary to make every minute count. I don’t want to miss anything… fail in any preparation that I should make. We have so much riding on this.

“Indeed, Master.” Hrein replied to his statement, coming up behind the einherjar and rubbing his shoulders. “But thou hast no reason to fret, my dear husband. We are with thee, and there is no doubt that thou shalt prevail.” the valkyrie assured him, then kissed the top of his head.

“Thank you, my love. I appreciate the pep talk.” the Champion replied, turning his head so that he could smile up at his wife. Despite her reassurances however, James knew that there was a very real chance that he would die that evening. Even if Rebirth would guarantee that his body could be brought back to life over and over, the spell offered no protection to his soul. This meant that there was a very real chance that the Qi laced lightning bolts would sunder his immortal soul, and nothing could bring him back from that.

Due to these facts, the einherjar felt a deep need to do all that he could for his family before the fated hour, just in case he didn’t survive. But what should I focus on? Prioritize? he wondered. There are so many spells that I have yet to give the girls, especially Autumn and the twins. But is there something else that I should be taking care of first?

Like Hrein, Acrasia could sense her husband’s inner turmoil. Moreover, she was well aware that the einherjar hadn’t slept a wink the night before, having spent the entire time tossing and turning in their bed. Taking it upon herself to help him in the way that she felt was best, the tiny fairy flew up and kissed her lover on the nose. “I love you, Master.” she whispered and smiled sweetly.

James saw that brilliant smile, and was so enchanted by its beauty, that he never even noticed her casting the golden sand into his eyes, until it was too late.

Hrein gasped when she realized what her sister wife had done. Holding the einherjar up, so that he didn’t fall face first into his breakfast, the First Wife scolded her tiny blonde companion. “Acrasia! What hast thou done!?”

“He needs sleep!” the leannán sídhe shouted back and planting her hands firmly on her hips. “He didn’t sleep at all last night, and I don’t want him making a mistake today because he’s too tired! I won’t take that risk!”

“I do not disagree with any of that, but it is still not thy place to make such a decision for our Master!” the valkyrie snapped.

“I don’t care! I’ll accept any punishment he wants to give me, after he’s slept for a few hours.” Acrasia argued, her resolve unfaltering.

Hrein’s face twisted in irritation. They both knew that their master needed sleep. And I must admit, at least to myself, the he would not have agreed to rest. He is too worried for our sakes. But still… the chain of command must be respected… she argued with herself as she stared down the much smaller woman. After several heartbeats, the valkyrie announced her decision. “I will not lie and say that thou hast acted in a manner that is unloving, nor unnecessary. However! The fact remains that thou hast no right to choose such a course of action without our Master’s consent. Dost thou agree with all that I have said?”

The fae woman took a deep breath and then nodded firmly. “Yeah. I was right, but I was also wrong. I get that. But I won’t lie either, and so I’ll say it right now. I’ll do the wrong thing again, any time, if it means protecting our Master!”

The shield maiden returned the fairy’s firm nod. “Very well. I admit that I respect thy resolve and thy motives. That thou art willing to accept punishment for thine actions, further proves thy steadfast loyalty to our Master. With that said, it is I, as First Wife, who shall administer thy punishment. That is my duty, even if I agree with thee somewhat. Wilt thou accept this?”

Acrasia frowned, but then nodded in acceptance. “Yeah. It wouldn’t be fair to Master otherwise. I know he’d be tempted to let me off the hook, and punishing me would hurt him too.” Looking Hrein directly in the eye, the fairy agreed with the other woman’s proposal. “You do it.”
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After carrying her husband to bed, Hrein joined Acrasia in the room next door. James had called it a playroom, but the term that she’d read in his works of fiction was dungeon. Little had been set up in the room as yet, since it had not been a priority, and they were all very busy. That said, there were certain basics already in place.

A small stage had been built at one end of the room, and a space had been cleared for a throne at the other. While the throne had yet to be purchased or built, the stage itself was finished, including a slender brass pole that ran up from the centre, all the way to the ceiling.

The only other fixture in the dungeon was a pair of brass chains, which ran from the wall and up through a loop in the ceiling, before hanging freely in the middle of the room. The chains ended in a pair of leather cuffs, which could be placed around the wrists of a slave, while their length could be adjusted by changing which links were set on the hooks imbedded in the wall.

So far, Hrein had spent 14 drachma on the brass fixtures, but she felt it was money well spent, if her husband enjoyed the surprise. The idea had been to recreate some of the set ups she read about in his library, but now it would be put to a different use. This time, the punishment would be real, with the goal being pain, and not pleasure.

“Step into the middle, and raise thy hands above thine head.” the valkyrie instructed.

The fairy obeyed without comment, allowing Hrein to fasten the leather cuffs about her wrists. When the fae was secure in her bonds, the shield maiden moved into position behind her, and summoned the instrument of her punishment.

Hrein looked down at the implement in her hand. It was a slender cane of rattan; one that she had commissioned from the artisans of Elphyne. Having spent her own money on it, she had hoped to give it to her master as a gift, one day soon. “The books doth say that I should give thee six of the best. Of course, I am stronger than any mortal woman, and so I shall use only half of my strength. Nay, one quarter should be sufficient. Thou art not particularly hardy, after all.”

Acrasia grimaced, but didn’t say anything. Instead, the fairy prepared herself mentally for the punishment to come. But, no matter how much the leannán sídhe thought she was prepared, it turned out that she was sorely mistaken.

The loud smack of the cane swatting the fairy’s behind echoed through the chamber, immediately followed by the short woman’s screams. Zipping into the air until the chains pulled taut, the panicked slave struggled to escape the reach of the baleful weapon. If the beautiful fae had thought it through, she could have easily reverted to her pixie size and freed herself, or even just unbuckled the cuffs themselves. Unfortunately for her, the stinging pain in her backside had the fairy in such a frenzied state, that thinking anything was out of the question.

“Get back here!” Hrein demanded, scowling at the disobedient fae. “Thou must complete thy punishment.”

“Nooo!” Acrasia wailed, shaking her head violently as tears streamed from her pretty silver eyes. The simple fact was, no matter how good their intentions, both women had completely overlooked the fairy’s utter lack of discipline when they came up with this plan for penance. In the end, there was no way that the leannán sídhe, a creature of unbridled passion, would have the fortitude to simply stand there and take her punishment.

Finally realizing her error, Hrein accepted the fault as her own, and laid the cane down near the planned spot for the throne. “Very well. I do suppose that a single strike must suffice for thy punishment at this time.”

Looking up, the valkyrie saw that Acrasia had calmed enough to figure out how to free herself. While she was still out of reach, the shield maiden had a clear view of the bright red welt that spanned the fairy’s pert buttocks, and the tenderness by which the small woman prodded it. Seeing a light of inspiration go off in the fae’s eyes, Hrein cut her off at the pass with a stern warning. “Thou shalt NOT heal thyself of thy mark.”

“But Hrein!” Acrasia cried. “It hurts!”

“Of course it doth! Be glad that a single strike is all that thou hast suffered. At the very least, thou shalt retain that welt until Master has had a chance to judge thee.” the First Wife demanded.

“Yes, Mistress.” the blonde fairy whimpered as she slowly fluttered down to the floor, her head hung sullenly with remorse.

When the leannán sídhe settled on her feet, Hrein stepped in close and raised the other woman’s chin with her finger. Acrasia’s expression slowly changed from one of sorrow to one of mild confusion as the valkyrie’s face drew nearer to her own, until their lips met in a tender kiss. While they had done so many times in the past, and even things much more intimate, it had always been at the command of their master, or at least for his entertainment.

The fairy’s eyes were wide and blinking when the shield maiden finally broke off the kiss and stepped back. “It is passing strange,” the valkyrie began. “that punishing thee hath awoken such… feelings within me. At once, I wish to comfort thee, but also to see thy wounds and weals, dealt by mine own hand.”

“Uh… Hrein?” Acrasia addressed her fellow slave in a hesitant voice.

“Apologies.” Hrein muttered, tilting her head in a thoughtful way. “I do believe that I have come to understand a part of our Master’s… contradictory nature.” Locking eyes with the blonde fairy, the valkyrie allowed a faint smile to curl the corner of her lips, and looked at her in a way that made the fae woman swallow hard in trepidation.

“I have come to a decision.” the Chooser declared with a devious glint in her eye. “Since thou hast avoided thy rightful punishment by caning, thou shalt make up for it in another way.” Hopping up to take a seat on the edge of the stage, the valkyrie parted the leather strips of her pteruges, exposing her naked sex beneath. “Come hither.” she commanded.

It didn’t take much imagination on Acrasia’s part to figure out what was going to happen. What baffled the young fairy was why it was happening. Though she much preferred the company of men, going down on a woman was hardly punishment to the leannán sídhe.

Walking up to the stage, the beautiful fae found that the four foot tall platform put the valkyrie at the perfect height for her to service, without having to bend over or kneel. When she was in place, standing between Hrein’s spread legs, Acrasia looked up at the First Wife before starting.

Hrein smirked as she gazed down at the lovely fairy, and explained the rest of her devious plan. “Thou wilt use thy lips and tongue to pleasure me, until I give the command to stop. Then, when our Master doth wake, thou wilt describe to him every aspect of thy punishment, in detail… whilst I grant him pleasure with my body. In this way, he shall be pleased, and thou wilt go without the satisfaction of his touch, nor even the tasting his seed, until another day hath dawned.”

Acrasia groaned in misery, finally understanding how awful her punishment was to be. A whole night without a single orgasm? And I can’t even taste Master’s cum on another woman? That’s beyond cruel! the fairy silently protested, but knew better than to give voice to her thoughts.

“Proceed.” Hrein instructed, gripping the fairy by the hair and pulling her face into the valkyrie’s crotch. The Chooser shivered with pleasure as Acrasia’s tongue parted her slit, then flicked her clit with the tip. “Ah. Yea… I see now, husband.” she muttered as she ground her pussy against Acrasia’s pretty mouth. “Discipline must be maintained… and it is the duty of the First Wife to ensure it is so.”
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James groaned as he woke to the feeling of soft lips on his manhood. That in itself wasn’t unusual for the einherjar, but his still foggy mind was trying to tell him that something was different.

“Master…” Acrasia’s voice whispered in his ear, as his eyes fluttered open. Turning his head to look at the lovely fairy, the Champion smiled and tried to rub the sleep from his eyes.

“Good morning, my pet.” he said with a yawn. Hmm. It’s usually Acrasia that does this every morning, but it’s not her today. his mind wandered lazily as he savoured the sensations below his waist. Maybe Autumn? She gets hungry and switches places with Acrasia sometimes… but… it feels more like… “Hrein?” James asked, fully awake at last.

The valkyrie released the head of his cock from her lips with a pop. “Good evening, Master.”

“Evening…!?” James repeated the valkyrie’s statement, suddenly sitting up in alarm as realization dawned on him.

Hrein gently pushed against the ex-soldier’s well defined stomach, encouraging him to lie back down. “Thou hast two more hours before thy Tribulation, Master. Plenty of time to enjoy my services, and then a meal, before tending to thy duties.”

“But… what happened!? The last thing I remember was… was…” Slowly, the einherjar’s memory of that morning returned to him, causing him to turn his attention back to the leannán sídhe. “Acrasia… what have you done?”

“I’m sorry, Master!” the fairy whimpered. She then went on to explain what she had done, and why she did it, followed by a very detailed recounting of her punishment, as per Hrein’s orders.

The moment the blonde fae began to tell her story, Hrein resumed her oral worship of their master’s cock, which caused Acrasia to look on with envy and regret, just as the valkyrie had planned. Taking her time, the Chooser lavished her husband’s manhood with sensual attention, doing her best to enhance and prolong his pleasure to the best of her ability.

Finally, as he inspected the raised welt on Acrasia’s soft behind, the einherjar shuddered uncontrollably and filled his First Wife’s mouth with cum. Rather than swallow the load right away, the valkyrie opened her mouth to show Acrasia her prize, stirring the thick offering with her tongue and tasting it thoroughly, before closing her mouth and gulping it down.

Much to the fairy’s dismay, Hrein was true to her word and didn’t even allow the leannán sídhe to clean up. Instead, the Chooser called the head maid into the room, and had Elora use her mouth to draw out any that remained.

Taking pity on his tiny wife, James kissed the fae woman on the lips, and whispered in her ear. “Thank you for looking out for me, my pet, but Hrein is right. You should have talked to me about your concerns first.”

“I’m sorry, Master!” Acrasia wailed, though truthfully it was more that she regretted her punishment than her actions. Everyone present knew this, and so the horny fairy was forced to suffer through the full duration of her penance, as laid out by Hrein.
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James and his battle party, which consisted of his wives and Autumn, had gathered outside the walls of Elphyne. They were assembled there because, as it turned out, a Heavenly Tribulation could only occur in the mortal realms. Furthermore, it seemed prudent to allow it to take place in a safe area, where no harm could be done to the fae city.

Aside from the members of House Fir, two other women were also present. Ome, the priestess of Sekhmet, was there to witness the events and to offer any guidance that she could; potentially acting as a mouthpiece for the Goddess of Fire in an emergency. Lastly, the Fairy Queen herself had also chosen to attend. Though she had insisted that it was merely out of curiosity, everyone else knew that it was just Titania’s way of dealing with her concern for the baron.

Although the others were there for support, James alone stood in the centre of the clearing, next to the the crystalline sphere that would soon be Éljúðnir’s sun. It would be far too dangerous for the women to get any closer, though thankfully he was within the 10 yard range of their healing spells, should they become necessary.

“You should hold the emerald sphere above your head, and try to catch as many of the celestial bolts as you can.” Ome shouted, reminding him of the instructions that Sekhmet had given him.

“Right. Got it.” the einherjar called back to the werejaguar priestess. Hefting the divine construct over his head, James braced himself for the coming trial. It doesn’t look the same as before at all. the Champion silently noted. Gone was the pitted, rocky exterior, leaving only the pristine emerald that had made up the inner casing. Furthermore, the oversized gemstone was no longer shaped like a hollow oval or egg, but instead appeared to be a solid, if much smaller, sphere. While looking at the sky through the green crystal, the einherjar noticed a small, dark object encased in the centre of the gem; reminding him of a mosquito trapped in amber. That must be the phoenix feather. he surmised.

Hel’s Champion didn’t have much longer to ponder the nature of the artificial sun, since the Heavens chose that very moment to strike. Without warning, a lone bolt of lightning streaked through the sky, and crashed into the orb above the einherjar’s head. As expected, the emerald construct absorbed the Qi from the bolt, but allowed the electricity to pass through.

The shock from the strike electrocuted James, causing his entire body to freeze up, before tumbling unceremoniously to the earth.

The Tribulation hath begun! Hel warned her Champion.

Thanks. he thought back, having already figured that out.

Quickly! Regain thy orb and place it above thine head! Hel urged him in a near panic. It was clear that the Goddess of Death was very worried for the einherjar, and was in no hurry to see him become a permanent resident of her realm.

“Orb?” James moaned, his mind muddled by the lightning strike. Out of the corner of his eye, the ex-soldier saw dark clouds gathering much faster than he ever would have imagined; red lightning flashing furiously among them.

“Oh shit!” the einherjar groaned and rolled to his knees, frantically searching for the crystalline sphere that he’d dropped. Spotting it a few feet away, James threw himself on top of it, then rolled to his knees and began to lift it again.

The Champion barely got the beachball-sized emerald up to chest height, before the lightning struck again. It was only by sheer luck that the bolt came at him at such an angle, that the orb was in its path. Once again, the Qi was stripped from the bolt, saving his soul from a spiritual thrashing. Unfortunately for the einherjar, it again did nothing to stop the power of the natural lightning that accompanied it. The sheer force of the strike hurled the ex-soldier across the clearing, sending him tumbling like a rag doll in a hurricane.

With most of the bones in his wings shattered, the einherjar gasped and tried to roll to his knees once more. This time at least, he had managed to retain his grip on the artificial sun, though he wasn’t sure that it would do him a lot of good. Trying to lift the sphere above his head seemed impossible; the muscles in his arms spasming uncontrollably, and refusing to listen to his commands.

But then… a wave of healing warmth washed over his body, soothing his aching muscles, and clearing his mind enough to think. Blinking, the einherjar had a split second to spot both Hrein and Acrasia calling out to him, shouting their encouragement with their hands held out to him, and clearly healing him with their magic.

Grunting with effort, Hel’s Champion forced himself to sit up, and willed the muscles in his face to form a smile for the ladies. But that was all that he had time for, because not one, but two bolts of heavenly judgement slammed into his upper body simultaneously, missing the crystalline orb completely. The resulting shock tore at his immortal soul, while the electricity ravaged his body, stopping his heart cold.

Hrein looked on helplessly as her husband roared, then burst into flames. “No!” she heard Titania scream next to her, and echoed the woman’s protests in her heart. “Surely the Heavens cheat!” she yelled, her fury almost outweighing her concern. “Two bolts at once would be too much for any man!”

Much to everyone’s relief, the pile of ash that had remained where James had fallen, finally stirred and fell to the side, as the Champion fought his way back to his feet. Chest heaving from effort, the einherjar took one step, then two, and picked the orb up once more.

“You can’t let anymore bolts escape, Champion!” Ome yelled over the raging wind. “You need at least ten to power the emerald sun!”

James nodded and looked up at the storm clouds overhead. A longer time had passed since the last pair of bolts, than passed between the others. Maybe the Heavens can only send so many within a certain time period? he guessed.

The einherjar’s assumption was proven wrong the very next moment. A brilliant lightning bolt slammed into the giant green gem, driving the ex-soldier to his knees. Less than a heartbeat later, a second bolt followed the first, then a third, fourth and fifth, all in rapid succession; hammering the Champion like machine gun fire. Through all of this, James screamed in agony and made an undeniably heroic effort, keeping the orb in place throughout the entire barrage. He knew though, that he never would have succeeded thus far on his own. If it wasn’t for the constant support of his loved ones, specifically their unending wave of healing spells, his body never would have survived this torture.

Gasping, the einherjar struggled to stay upright on his knees, giving up entirely on regaining his feet. He knew that he couldn’t afford to take another direct hit; his soul was simply too tattered from the double assault that he had suffered earlier. Licking his lips, the ex-soldier found himself wishing for a drink of water. Haven’t been this dry since Afghanistan… he thought as his mind began to wander.

It was then, in the Champion’s moment of weakness, that the Heavens chose to strike again. James saw the flash, but by then it was too late. All along he had only managed to block the bolts by placing the orb between the darkest of the clouds, and himself. It wasn’t as if he could dodge something that moved at the speed of light, after all.

And yet, even after the lightning bolt struck, James found himself sitting there, on his knees. It… missed? he realized as his mind slowly caught up to the reality of the situation. Somehow… by some chance… the Heavens missed? It was purely by the will of Lady Luck alone that the einherjar was still alive. And yet… I’ve failed in catching enough to create the sun… he lamented. I’ve failed Hel.

James didn’t have long to dwell on his failure however, for the Heavens had not yet vented their fury in full. Something in the einherjar’s mind told him to raise the orb, just in time to catch the next bolt of heavenly judgement.

Knocked onto his back and wheezing from having the wind knocked out of him, the ex-soldier knew that he was in deep trouble. There was still one more bolt to go, and he didn’t have the strength left to move. Perhaps, if he hadn’t tried to catch the bolts and create a divine artifact, he could have survived his Tribulation. But instead, the einherjar had allowed arrogance to lead him to folly; foolishly thinking that he could withstand the power of the gods.

Feeling someone snatch the emerald orb from his grasp, James looked up to see Hrein standing over him, holding the massive gem up to the darkened sky. Get away! his mind screamed at the valkyrie, but all that issued from his mouth was a raspy hiss. Before he could do anything to stop her, the shield maiden intercepted the final bolt, and was thrown into the bush beyond the clearing.

“Hrein!” he finally managed to scream, as a shadow descended over him. Familiar hands latched onto the einherjar’s arms, and raven black wings bore him to safety. “Meowster…” Nyakuro whined as she carried him back to his waiting companions.

Hrein’s whole world was agony. The valkyrie gasped like a fish out of water, trying desperately to catch her breath, as every muscle in her body spasmed painfully. When at last the shield maiden felt her lungs begin to fill with precious air, her mind cleared enough to form a single train of thought. He… endured this? Over and over, he overcame this pain… she realized, completely in awe of her husband’s strength and determination.

After what seemed like an eternity to the suffering Chooser, though perhaps only a minute had passed in reality, the valkyrie dug deep into the well of her discipline, and forced herself to climb back to her feet. In her hands, the valiant woman clutched the emerald orb, the physical manifestation of her husband’s goals. “I cannot… I will not allow his efforts to be in vain!” she swore aloud.

Driving herself forward, the shield maiden limped back into the glade and looked skyward. Already the clouds were clearing, the wrath of the Heavens having been sated. No! she screamed internally. He needed but one more bolt! Unwilling to allow her husband’s objective to go unfulfilled, the valkyrie shouted her challenge to the Heavens. “I am ready!” she screamed, holding the orb above her. “Strike me if thou darest!”

Hearing his wife’s voice, James rolled onto his side and ignored the healing touches of the women around him. “Hrein!” he rasped, reaching out to her and attempting to call her back from this dangerous course of action.

A small smile creased the lips of the honourable valkyrie. Even over the violent winds, she had heard her husband call her name. That he would call for me, even though it doth mean failing his goddess… truly I love this man, as I feel his love for me.

Lightning flashed in response to the valkyrie’s challenge, and her Heavenly Tribulation began. The first bolt struck with such fury, that the shield maiden lost her grip on the orb, and the earth was scorched around her.

Seeing Hrein lie there with steam rising from her unmoving body, Acrasia could no longer hold back. Zipping out into the clearing with all of the speed she could muster, the fairy cast two spells, one after another. The first was a Glamour which covered the clearing in a dense cloud of dust. This lasted only for a heartbeat or two, before parting to reveal a dozen identical valkyries, all standing with their shining spears raised, in a defiant challenge to the Heavens. The second, of course, was a Druid Covering spell. This she used to hide the real valkyrie from the sight of the Heavens, until she had a chance to heal her.

Taking cover in the bushes at the edge of the glade, Acrasia quickly cast Druid Covering on herself, before crawling a few feet away to a new hiding spot. Master always says to move after you go to ground… the tiny fae reminded herself. Once she felt secure, or at least as secure as one could feel while challenging the will of the Heavens, the leannán sídhe continued to interfere with the Tribulation, and began to repeatedly cast Panacea on Hrein. The only reason she knew where the invisible valkyrie was, and was thus able to target her with spells, was because the tricksy fairy remembered where the emerald orb lay, in relation to the fallen Chooser.

Hrein blinked and groaned as she regained consciousness. As memories of the last few minutes came flooding back to her, the valkyrie fought down a swell of panic, and dragged herself to her feet. It was only then that the shield maiden realized that she couldn’t see her own legs, and thus figured out that she was invisible. The others hath assisted me, as I did our husband. Hrein quickly understood.

Thunder boomed overhead, drawing the valkyrie’s attention back to the sky. Half a dozen flashes nearly blinded the Chooser, as the same number of lightning bolts struck the ground around her. Rubbing her eyes to clear them of afterimages, caused by the luminous assault, Hrein finally saw the targets of the Heavens’ fury. All around her stood illusions of proud valkyries, each a spitting image of herself, and all threatening the storm above with sharp spears, and shields raised before them.

Bolt after bolt of lightning rained down on the illusory shield maidens, with each strike causing the glamours to explode in a shower of sparks. When at last only a single illusion remained, the Heavens’ fury was spent. With one final roar of thunder, the clouds rolled back and the storm dissipated. The Heavenly Tribulations were over.


CHAPTER 11


James was exhausted. His body was fine, thanks to the near continuous healing of his party, but his soul was in tatters. The closest thing he could compare the sensation to, was having the worst ever sunburn, but deep in the core of his being.

Still, the einherjar’s far greater concern was for his wife. The Champion watched in silence as the valkyrie slowly limped her way to the spot where everyone else had gathered. Well, everyone except for Acrasia, who appeared out of nowhere and quickly flew up behind Hrein, to help support her with more healing magic.

When the shield maiden was finally within arm’s reach of the group, James forced himself to his feet and lurched towards his First Wife. “Hrein! Are you all right, my love!?” he rasped, his voice yet to return to normal.

Hrein gave a tired smile and nodded, touched by the deep concern that the einherjar showed for her. “I am fine, Master. Art thou all right as well?”

James sighed with relief, then pulled the valkyrie in for a hug. “Thank the gods…” he muttered. “I was so worried about you, Hrein. I love you so much…”

The shield maiden felt her own heart ache with affection, and hugged the ex-soldier back. “I love thee too, Master.” she whispered, blinking away the tears that were forming in her eyes.

The rest of the women present gave the two lovers time to settle their hearts, not intruding on the scene other than to place a comforting hand on a back or shoulder. After a few minutes, the two parted, only stealing a quick kiss before turning their attention to the rest of their comrades.

“Thank you, everyone, for your help.” James stated, his voice clearing up slightly.

Titania smirked and chose to lighten the mood a little with a bit of teasing. “No need to thank me. I did nothing. I was simply an observer.” she said with a wink.

Taking the Fairy Queen’s statement too seriously, Ome added her own comment. “Nor did I.”

James chuckled and shook his head slightly, knowing that the queen’s joke about thanking her, a fae, went over the priestess’ head. “Fair enough. I’ll stick to thanking my harem, then.” he joked, winking back at the queen. The slight blush that formed on her cheeks told the einherjar that his comment had hit the mark that he had intended.

“Congratulations, my Champion. Thou hast survived thy Heavenly Tribulation, and even succeeded in charging the emerald orb.” Hel’s voice rang out over the gathered group.

“Thank you, my Lady, but I never could have done it without my women.” James admitted, looking up to the sky.

“Not whilst creating a divine artifact, no. But I have no doubt that thou wouldst have had no trouble surviving an ordinary Tribulation, my Champion. Thou shouldst feel pride in thine accomplishments, and those of thy lovers.” the Goddess of Death offered.

Nodding along with the deity’s words, James agreed with the sentiment. “I’m the luckiest man to walk Terra.” he stated with confidence.

“Of that, there can be no doubt.” Hel agreed. “Congratulations are also in order for thee, Hrein. Thy service to my Champion has not gone unnoticed, and thou hast earned great honour for thyself and thy house, by surviving thine own Heavenly Tribulation.”

“I thank my Lady for her kind words.” the valkyrie replied, bowing her head deeply.

The einherjar frowned upon hearing the goddess’ words. “Hrein… I thought that was what happened but… your cultivation…”

Hrein smiled apologetically at her husband. “I completed my cultivation base whilst thou wert asleep, Master. It is true that my Dantian will never reach the same capacity as thine, but I felt it was a small price to pay, to see thy goals achieved.”

James sighed and hugged his First Wife once again. “Hrein… I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Most likely try to cultivate something thou shouldst think better of.” she teased and hugged him back.

The einherjar laughed, recalling the first time they met. “Yeah… a dead guy trying to cultivate a dragon’s Fire Qi was pretty dumb, eh?”

“Most definitely, Master.” the valkyrie agreed, kissing her husband on the cheek and patting him on the back.

“Fire… Qi? Ka…ki?” Nyakuro repeated, first in Elven, and then in Japanese. Clearly the statement confused the nekomata, given the perplexed look on her face.

“Yeah.” James confirmed, letting go of Hrein with one arm so that he could turn and look at the cat-girl. “Sometimes Qi can have elemental properties.” he explained. “A dragon, for example, is so attuned to the element of fire that its very life force becomes… flavoured? Not tainted per se… um… tinted?” the einherjar rambled, trying to put his thoughts into words. “Honestly, I don’t know much about the elemental aspects of Qi, only that they exist, really. My training didn’t continue long enough to learn more about it.”

“Hmm. Okay… Meowster.” Nyakuro purred, accepting his admittedly limited explanation.

Taking a deep breath and straightening his back, James looked around at the gathered women. “I suppose we need to get back to Éljúðnir, and set up this artifact.” he stated, nodding to the green sphere still laying where it fell.

“Whilst it would indeed be safest to send the emerald orb here, thou needest not come thyself. It would be best if thou wert to rest on the mortal plane for the night, where life energy is more abundant.” Hel advised her Champion.

“That does make sense.” Titania commented, tapping her lip in thought. “I am sure that your soul needs time and a good deal of Qi to heal after that Tribulation, which makes the Temple of Hel a much more suitable place to sleep, than the Realm of the Dead.”

James frowned but nodded in agreement with the Fairy Queen. “While I agree that would be the best course of action, I worry about Lady Sekhmet’s opinion.” he said, looking to Ome for advice. “I believe she is already in Éljúðnir, waiting.”

“It is true that the Goddess of Fire awaits your arrival, Champion, but she says that she anticipated your desire to launch the new sun come morning.” Ome replied, relaying the words of her goddess.

“Hmm.” James hummed. “I don’t know why, but I just expected the sun to rise in the underworld as it sets here.”

Ome was quiet for a moment, her ears perked as if listening to a voice that only she could hear. After a minute or so, the werejaguar priestess nodded, then relayed another message from her patron deity. “My Lady confirms that is normally the case, but since the sun has long set here, you have already missed the chance to synchronize the suns in that way. She also says that she expected you to want the daylight hours of Éljúðnir to match those of Elphyne, for the convenience of those who travel back and forth each day.”

“Ah. I admit that I hadn’t thought of that.” the einherjar confessed. “Please let Lady Sekhmet know that I truly appreciate her thoughtfulness, and that I would indeed prefer that.”

Ome nodded firmly. “The Eye of Ra has heard you, Champion. She says to be at Hel’s keep one hour before sunrise, tomorrow morning.”

“We’ll be there.” James agreed.
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Even though they’d all gone to bed early, the night passed all too quickly. Still exhausted, James dragged himself out of bed and went about his morning routine. At least Titania made it easier on me this morning. he noted to himself. Wanting to be present to witness the birth of a new sun, the Fairy Queen had showed up at the temple early enough to catch breakfast with the residents, and thus received her daily blessing without James having to make the trip to the palace.

Breakfast itself was quite an affair. Not only did Lady Hel attend, as was her usual custom, as well as the Fairy Queen, who had joined them on occasion before, but House Fir also played host to Lady Sekhmet and her priestess Ome. Despite her very reasonable fear of visiting the Realm of the Dead, the werejaguar woman had asked to be invited to Hel’s domain, in order to witness the first rising of the new sun.

In truth, the priestess had dearly hoped to catch a glimpse of her deity in the process, an honour no living worshipper of Sekhmet had ever been granted… nor any living priest of virtually any deity to her knowledge. One can easily imagine her shock then, when the Goddess of Fire casually entered her host’s dining room, following after the Goddess of Death. The poor mortal priestess had already been fretting about her manners, due to sharing a table with her queen, so it nearly blew her mind to find out that two actual goddesses would also be joining them for breakfast.

James almost felt bad for surprising Ome like that, as he watched the woman prostrate herself before the Goddess of War. It had taken a full ten minutes of the woman frantically worshipping her goddess, before she gathered the courage to ask if she might dine in her presence. Of course Sekhmet, who was an old school deity in every way, accepted the fervent worship as her due, and didn’t look the least bit discomfited by the priestess’ actions. If anything, the obsequious display had only improved the Eye of Ra’s mood, leading to the lion headed goddess giving James a look as if to say “See? This is how a mortal should act in my presence.” Of course, Hel’s Champion merely gave a friendly smile in response, thereby causing the Goddess of Fire to frown in vexation.

By now, Elora was used to serving meals to powerful people, and so the addition of another goddess to their table was only slightly more unnerving than her regular meal prep. At least Hel warned me last night that she might come. the elven maid thought with a sigh. Truly, what manner of house have I joined?

The meal itself was a simple, yet scrumptious affair. Thanks to Hel’s warning the night prior, the maids had been given ample time to prepare. Assuming that the lion headed goddess might have a truly voracious appetite, the elves went out of their way to cook enough to feed a small army. No less than fifty pounds of tapir meat had been prepared, either as bacon or as something similar to a ham. Three dozen eggs, which had been gathered or purchased in Elphyne that morning, were scrambled with milk and cheese, then served atop a bed of rice. Finally, a pile of toast, smeared with homemade pear jam or honey, made for a sweet addition to the meal. To quench their thirst, guests were offered their choice of milk and honey, or fresh apple cider with a bit of cinnamon.

As expected, little was leftover at the end of the meal. James had truly indulged himself during the morning feast, and both Sekhmet and Ome proved to be the einherjar’s match, in terms of appetite. Perhaps surprisingly, the Goddess of Fire was quite free with her praise for the meal, and went out of her way to thank the ladies who prepared it more than once.

At last, breakfast was over, and so the entirety of House Fir accompanied the two goddesses, along with the Fairy Queen and werejaguar priestess, to the city square in the centre of Éljúðnir. As always, the sky was dark and oppressive, with thick storm clouds raining cold sleet and hail down on the party.

Raising her hand, Titania sought to do something about the unpleasant weather. “Rain, rain, go away. Come again another day!” she sang, casting a powerful spell and driving the dark clouds from the sky in a matter of seconds. “There.” the Fairy Queen said in a self-satisfied voice. “Much better.”

James looked to the sky, then down at the pretty fae woman, and then back at the sky. “Now there’s a spell I’d love to learn some day.” he muttered aloud.

“I am sure you would.” Titania replied with a smirk.

Ignoring the commentary between the two, even though she was mildly impressed by the Fairy Queen’s display of magical might, Sekhmet stepped forward and lifted the emerald orb above her head. Closing her eyes, the Goddess of Fire stood unmoving for nearly five minutes, seemingly waiting for something.

Ah. She must be timing it with the sunrise on Terra. James realized as he watched the Egyptian goddess work.

Finally, the lion headed goddess opened her eyes, revealing that orbs of crimson fire had taken their place. Speaking in an ancient tongue that only her fellow goddess understood, even with the aid of magic, the Eye of Ra pushed the crystalline sphere upwards with her will alone. The goddess used her power to raise the divine construct to a height of just under 344 feet, allowing the three foot diameter ball to appear roughly the same size as the sun or the moon, when viewed from the surface of the Earth. Then, in perfect timing with the sunrise in Elphyne, the newborn sun flared to life, and for the first time in history, dawn had come to Niflheimr.

Needless to say, it didn’t take long for the residents of Éljúðnir to notice the green ball of fire, hovering in the sky over their city. One by one, the people began to exit their houses, until the entire population of Hel’s domain stood staring at the sky in awe. For those who were long dead, and hadn’t seen the sun in decades or even centuries, the sight brought back memories of a kinder, warmer time; and in many cases, brought a tear to their eyes.

“People of Éljúðnir!” the Goddess of Death’s voice rang out across the land, addressing her subjects. “Behold! The light of day is upon thee! After centuries of darkness and cold, my Champion, James Fir, hath brought the sun to our lands!”

Hel’s declaration was initially met with stunned silence, as the dead were too astonished by the sight of a risen sun to speak. Soon though, a few began to cheer, and then it was as if a wave of joy had swept through the city, with raucous celebrations heard on every street.

That the einherjar should get all of the credit… Sekhmet silently scoffed, irked that Hel hadn’t recognized the Eye of Ra’s contributions in her speech to the people. Of course, being the brilliant strategist that she was, the Goddess of War fully understood why the Goddess of Death wouldn’t credit a competitor with such a momentous achievement. And it is true that the Champion was instrumental in the artifact’s creation… Bah! It could even be said that the bastard paid me for my services. the goddess groused to herself. Still… it is odd that Hel gave him the credit instead of claiming all of the glory for herself… Which only proves that I must have been right in my assumption. That is the only possible explanation. she decided, thinking back to her theory that Hel was raising a consort, and not just a Champion.

Glancing to his side at the Goddess of Fire, James found her expression hard to read. Still, when her eyes met his, after having returned to normal, the lion headed goddess graced the einherjar with a playful smile, before returning her attention to the emerald sun above.

“It’s green.” Acrasia noted with a giggle.

“That it is, my pet.” James agreed with a chuckle, pulling the fairy into a one armed hug.

“We should name it.” the Fairy Queen suggested, stepping a little closer to the two.

“Oh? Do you have any suggestions, Titania?” the einherjar asked, quirking a brow in curiosity.

“Hmm.” the fae monarch hummed. “Just calling it the sun does not seem right. It does differ significantly from Terra’s sun, after all.”

“And it shall be both the sun and the moon, is that not correct, Master?” Hrein asked, joining the conversation.

“That is correct valkyrie.” Sekhmet interjected. “I designed it to work as your husband wished, allowing the star to slowly dim throughout the day, to the point where it shall merely glow like an ember at night.”

“Oh!” Acrasia exclaimed, seemingly having hit upon an idea. “Since this is Hel’s domain, we should call it Hel’s Star or something.”

The goddess in question shook her head. “Nay, little one. This light is James’ gift to our realm, not my own. If anything, it should bear his name.”

“Nah.” James disagreed right away. “I appreciate the sentiment, but Sekhmet did just as much work as I did, and we never could have created it without everyone’s help. The final two bolts that charged the crystal were gathered by Hrein, after all.”

The Eye of Ra preened at the recognition given to her by the Champion, but didn’t say anything aloud. At least he recognizes my worth. the goddess noted. Which is good for my plans…

“That’s too many names.” Acrasia protested. “It has to be something simple.”

“Mayhap naming it after the realm would be most logical?” Hrein suggested. “The Star of Niflheimr, perhaps?”

“Hmm.” the fairy seemed to think it over, but eventually shook her head in rejection. “No. It’s not a sun for all of Niflheim anyway, just Hel’s part of it. So… maybe the Dead Star? Or the Death Sta-”

“Nope! Not that one. Definitely taken.” James objected, cutting Acrasia off before she could even finish her sentence.

“Aww.” the blonde fairy pouted. “But I liked that one. It sounds cool. Are you sure we can’t call it the Death St-“

“Absolutely sure!” James shouted with his arms crossed in an X. “Not getting into a lawsuit over copyright in the afterlife…” the einherjar muttered to himself.

“Mayhap the Emerald Sun would be best, then?” the valkyrie proposed.

The rest of the gathered group looked at Hrein with varying degrees of approval, until James declared that it was probably the best that they were going to come up with. And so, the green sun over Éljúðnir came to be named, at least provisionally, the Emerald Sun.
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An hour or so later, James and his family found themselves sitting at his dining room table once again. By this point, all of their guests had gone home, with Titania reminding the baron of his ceremony the next afternoon, and stressing the importance of him being there on time, before taking her leave.

This meant that, for the first time in a while, the einherjar felt like he had a moment to breathe. Oh sure, there were still plenty of crises and projects to tend to, but nothing that had to be seen to right that second.

After resting his eyes for a few minutes, curiosity got the better of the Champion, and so he pulled up his Status Screen, wondering if there had been any changes since he’d undergone his Heavenly Tribulation. A quick scan through found that the only noticeable changes were on the first page, but those changes were indeed significant. “Hey Hrein, my love. Call up your Status Screen too, so that we can compare.” he told the valkyrie.

“Very well, Master. Hath something changed?” she asked, doing as requested.
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“Well, that certainly is different.” Autumn noted as the ladies of the house gathered around, peering over the shoulders of the two advanced cultivators, and seeking to sate their own curiosity as well. “What’s with the question marks?”

“That’s just what I was wondering.” James replied. It was the first time that he’d seen an unidentified value on his Status Screen, and even more puzzling was the response that he got when he mentally tapped the icon - which was nothing. No response at all… he thought to himself.

“Look at those new abilities, though! They look so fun!” Acrasia exclaimed, nearly hopping up and down in her excitement. Tapping on the illusory screen, she found that she could at least bring up more details on those.

Crimson Palace: This Stat represents the number of bricks currently used in building the user’s Crimson Palace, also known as the Middle Dantian. As a numeric value, it represents the user’s chance to resist attacks on the Mind or Soul, as a percentage. This value is reduced by the attacker’s Charisma. Beings without a Crimson Palace cannot resist these types of attacks without the assistance of magic. A single brick can be formed by compressing 100 Spirit. This Stat cannot be Enhanced with Spirit in the typical way.

Third Eye: This stat represents the user’s level of Enlightenment as a percentage. Also known as the Muddy Pellet or Upper Dantian, this stat can only be increased by the refining of Spirit into Dao, at the rate of 100 bricks to 1 drop of Golden Elixir. Warning: A cultivator cannot sacrifice the Crimson Palace he has built to create the Golden Elixir.

Durability: This stat measures the effective hardness of the cultivator’s body. While it will still feel as soft and pliable as a mortal’s, it will resist damage like a much harder substance. This is measured on the Knoop Hardness (HK) scale. As examples, a normal human fingernail would be around 44 HK, while granite is 650 HK, and diamond is 7000 HK.

Empathy: This stat measures the distance (in feet) at which the cultivator can sense their target’s emotional energy, honesty, and Qi. It also represents the accuracy (as a percentage) of the cultivator’s sense. The Target can resist such attempts by opposing the cultivator’s Empathy stat with his Crimson Palace.

Levitation: This stat measures (in pounds) how much the cultivator can reduce his own weight by. Note this does not reduce the user’s mass, only the effect of gravity.

Regeneration: This stat measures (as a percentage) how much faster the cultivator heals naturally, as well as how much slower he ages.

“Do you think you’ll be able to live forever now?” the fairy asked, clearly referring to the new Regeneration stat.

“If I build up my stats enough, it looks like it should be possible.” James replied, wondering what the catch was. “Though… I get the feeling we won’t be able to boost our stats in the same way that we used to. This is considered our Foundation now, after all, so there must be a new way of doing things that we will have to figure out.”

“Likely related to the hidden information.” Hrein guessed.

“Precisely.” James agreed. “Anyone have any thoughts on those?”

“Well… hmmm.” Autumn hummed in thought. “The stats are arranged into groups, and no longer in the same order that they used to be in.” the succubus noted, pulling up her own Status Screen, so that everyone could compare the new format to the old.

“And there are four sets of question marks under the new heading… which is also a set of question marks.” Elora pointed out. “Maybe the abilities are grouped according to… whatever those question marks are?”

“So, if Elora is right, and I have a feeling she is onto something, then the abilities are grouped by type, and there are four types. We might be able to figure out what those types are if we think about the relationships between the abilities that are grouped together.” James tried expanding on the elven maid’s theory.

“Strength and Endurance doth be physical abilities, but then so are Aim, Agility, and Speed. Yet they doth be separated into three different categories, and are grouped with mental ones as well.” Hrein stated, trying to puzzle it out.

“So it’s not just a question of physical versus mental.” James muttered. After several more minutes with no one offering up any other ideas, the einherjar called it quits. “Everyone think on this when they have time, and perhaps we’ll stumble upon a clue if we’re lucky. For now, all we can do is set it to the side and deal with the other issues on our plates.”


CHAPTER 12


“Lāmina.” James called out to the elder temple maiden. “Before you go, may I ask a favour of you?”

“Of course, Sir.” the elven maiden replied, stopping before she left the room. “What can I do for you?”

“Well… I was wondering if you and your sister could take the day off from your duties at the temple.” the einherjar suggested. “If Zahra doesn’t mind, I’d like her to help Elora and Elina out around here for the day, while I take you out… on a date.”

The eyebrows of every woman in the household rose at his statement, and the Champion could almost hear their collective thoughts in stereo. When do I get a date!? all of their eyes seemed to say.

Clearing his throat, the einherjar carried on as if he didn’t notice their reactions. “It may be an inconvenient time for you…”

“Not at all, Sir!” Lāmina nearly shouted in her excitement. Forcibly calming herself down, the young elf took a deep breath and nodded firmly. “I mean to say, it is no trouble at all, Sir. I would be happy to go on a date with you.”

“Good. Excellent.” Glancing at the expectant faces around him, he decided he’d better say a little more before they left. “The truth is… I plan to make time like this for each of you.” he stated, taking the time to look each woman in the eye. “But, in my opinion, I haven’t been fair to Lāmina. She has been patiently waiting for some time now, while I’ve either married or at least formalized a bond with the rest of you, in some cases skipping over her in the line. I hope to make up for that, a tiny bit, by taking her out first.”

The combination of displeased frowns with sighs of acceptance, and even a few nods of understanding, demonstrated to the einherjar that, while he was out of the frying pan for now, he’d better make good on his word, or he’d find himself in the fire rather quickly. That said, the pleased smile on Lāmina’s pretty face made the danger well worth it, at least in the ex-soldier’s opinion.
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“So… where shall we go first?” Lāmina asked, her smile still as brilliant as it was when the einherjar had first asked her out.

“Well, I was thinking that we could explore a little. Perhaps visit some place neither of us have been.” James suggested.

“Hmm. That shan’t be hard in my case, Sir. I’ve only ever been within the city limits of Elphyne and Éljúðnir.” the young elf replied, as the two strolled down the path leading from the Temple of Hel.

James nodded, having expected as much. “Do you have any idea what surrounds Elphyne?” he asked.

“My tutor taught us that Guayabo was the largest settlement nearby, the human town being about 80 miles to the southeast. The Forest of Eternal Youth surrounds us, while the volcano known as Mount Sugar Bread lies roughly 7 miles to the northeast. Obviously our beautiful city sits on the southern shore of Lake Fortuna.” the temple maiden explained.

“Yeah, I’ve been to each of those places, though it was only recently that I learned some of their names.” the einherjar admitted. “Do you know what lies beyond those?”

Lāmina frowned slightly and chewed her lower lip in thought. “I think… there is an ocean about 30 miles to the southwest, and another 90 miles to the east. I may be mistaken about that, though. What I am certain of however, is that there is a grand lake about 40 miles to the north.”

“I see. I wasn’t aware of any of that.” James replied, scratching his beard. “So, you’ve never seen the ocean, then?”

The young elf shook her head. “No, but it is something that I’ve always wanted to see.” she admitted.

“That settles it, then.” the ex-soldier stated with a grin.

“Are we going to the sea?” Lāmina asked with wide eyes.

“Absolutely. And here. Wear these if the wind gets to be too much for your eyes.” James told her, summoning a pair of shades.

“What are… are these spectacles? But why are the lenses so dark?” the pretty elf wondered aloud.

“They’re called shades or sunglasses. They are designed to help a person see, despite the glare of bright sunlight. In this case though, I want you to wear them for the wind.” the ex-soldier explained.

“Wind? But Sir, it is hardly windy today at all.” the maiden astutely pointed out.

The einherjar gave his fiancé a wink. “Just trust me.” he chuckled. Stepping around the woman, James slipped his hands under her arms from behind, eliciting a small yelp from the lady.

“Sir!” Lāmina squeaked. “What… what are you doing!?” she demanded as he lifted her off the ground.

“Taking you on a date.” he replied with a smirk. Bending his knees, the einherjar raised his gaze to the sky, then leapt into the air. As soon as the powerful man reached the apex of his jump, he spread his wings wide with a loud flap, allowing them to catch the wind and take flight.

“Siiirrr!” the elven maiden yelled as the einherjar flew over the city of Elphyne. Soon though, the tone of her screams changed from those of protest to ones of excitement, often mixed with bubbling laughter as the Champion swooped and winged his way through the garden-like city. Thanks to his aerial acrobatics, the trip through the Fae Quarter had as much in common with an amusement park ride as it did a sightseeing tour, while combining the best aspects of both.

Lāmina giggled in delight as they swooped low over a glistening pond, so close that she could see her reflection among the lotus flowers and water lilies. But then, a gasp escaped her pretty pink lips. She had just happened to look up when they reached the end of the pond, and saw that they were speeding towards one of the beautiful stained glass windows that covered the queen’s palace.

The elven maiden screamed, and her alarm was mirrored in the expression of the maid on the other side of the window, who dropped her feather duster out of sheer fright. “Aaaaaahahahaha!” Lāmina’s shriek morphed into mad laughter as they pulled up with but a few feet to spare, climbing high into the air, and passing safely over the white walls of the palace.

“You did that on purpose!” the young elf accused her fiancé when they finally levelled out in flight.

“Of course!” James laughed. “I want to make your heart beat faster.”

“Then you need only kiss me, you foolish man.” Lāmina muttered.

“What was that?” the einherjar asked, the wind in his ears having prevented him from hearing her.

“You don’t deserve to know!” she replied with false annoyance, sticking her tongue out at the older man.

James chuckled, knowing full well that she wasn’t really upset with him. The look of wonder in her eyes, and the wide smile on her lips, told him all he needed to know of her true feelings. “I’m going to pull up a bit more, and then we’re going to pick up speed. Don’t forget to use the shades if you need them.”

“Why don’t you use them?” Lāmina asked, having to yell to be heard over the wind.

“Uh… I don’t know.” the einherjar replied honestly. I hadn’t thought about it before but… none of us who can fly seem to need anything to protect our eyes from the wind. I wonder why that is? he pondered silently, as he sought the best air currents to carry them to his chosen destination.

Soaring high in the sky, the elven maiden enjoyed a view that she could have only dreamed of before. Vast tracts of rainforest spread out below them, like a verdant carpet of life. Here and there, the elf spotted small ponds or streams, breaking up the sea of green, and sparkling like gems in the sunlight.

Though the wind was loud in her ears, and not at all conducive to conversation, Lāmina didn’t find the flight boring at all. There was simply too much natural beauty to see, and the sensation of flying was just too exhilarating to feel otherwise. But that wasn’t the only new experience for her. Not even 20 minutes into their trip, something entirely new was ready to greet her.

“The sea!” Lāmina yelled in excitement. There, on the horizon, a sparkling blue bay was coming into view.

Spotting a small strip of sandy beach along the otherwise rocky shore, James altered their course slightly and aimed for the secluded spot. This should be a good place. he silently decided.

There was one thing that surprised the einherjar as they began to descend, however. In the distance, he could make out another landmass across the water. Is that an island? he wondered. Or a peninsula, perhaps? Deciding to ask Lāmina if she knew anything about it, James called the elf’s attention to the opposite shore. “Say, Lāmina. Do you see that over there? Straight ahead?”

“Um… can you be more specific, Sir?” she yelled, not sure what he was referencing.

“The land on the other side of the water. Is that an island? Or is this water just a gulf or bay of some kind?” he shouted back.

“I see a small island, maybe 500 yards from the shore. Is that what you are talking about? Or do you mean all that land on the horizon?” the elven maiden asked, glancing back and forth between the sea and the quickly approaching ground.

“On the horizon.” James specified.

“I don’t know, Sir. I haven’t heard of any large islands nearby, so perhaps this is just a gulf as you’ve suggested. Whoah!” the elf yelped a little when the einherjar flared his wings and brought them in for a landing. Once her shoes touched down on the soft, white sand, the young lady giggled and turned to face her companion. “That was fun!” she declared with a mischievous grin, right before she stole a kiss and ran off laughing.

Hel’s Champion chuckled and chased after the young temple maiden, letting her keep her lead for a while, before dashing in and scooping her up in his arms. The two laughed joyously during their little game, but once the girl was caught, their mouths were too busy for laughter.

Turning in her fiancé’s embrace, Lāmina kissed him soundly and threw her arms around his neck, while James slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her tight. For a long moment the two kissed under the late morning sun, the einherjar unable to get enough of the young woman’s sweet lips.

After a few minutes however, the pretty elf drew her hands down from the back of his head, and pressed them against his chest. Taking the hint for what it was, the ex-soldier reluctantly broke off the kiss, and stared down into the sparkling eyes of his lover.

Lāmina’s modest chest rose and fell rapidly as she tried to catch her breath after the passionate kiss. “Sir…” she whispered in a surprisingly sultry voice. “I’ve never been to the sea before. Don’t you think it would be a shame if we didn’t go for a swim?”

“Swim?” James muttered, his brain still focussed intently on the feeling of her slender body pressed against his, and the taste of her soft pink lips.

The young elf giggled, pleased that he would find her so distracting. “Yes, Sir. I think I shall.” Slipping out of her lover’s arms, the temple maiden took a few steps back and reached behind her. Keeping her gaze locked on his, the delicate elf coyly bit her lower lip, and tugged on the obi that held her kosode closed. With a level of grace that defied the nervousness that she felt, the young woman allowed her clothing to fall into a pile at her feet, leaving her naked except for her tabi and sandals.

James swallowed hard as he gazed upon the revealed beauty of the temple maiden. Everything about her was slender and delicate, even for her five foot frame. He guessed that she might have weighed 85 pounds at most, as there wasn’t a trace of fat on her. In fact, he was sure that many men might think that she was too thin, given that she was as flat as the proverbial board, and had no hips to speak of. Willow thin, but somehow not bony or emaciated like those models back on Earth. the ex-soldier thought to himself. Just enough meat to cover the bones, and that’s it.

Shivering slightly from the sea breeze on her bare skin, Lāmina slowly leaned forward and removed the last of her clothing. “Well, Sir? Won’t you join me?” she asked shyly, while fighting the urge to cover up.

James blinked several times as his mind tried desperately to reboot. “What?” he muttered, before her words finally registered. “Oh! Right. Yes. Yes.” he agreed with a goofy looking smile. With a thought, the einherjar stripped off what little clothing he was wearing, and sent it to his Inventory.

Unable to help herself, the young elf’s gaze immediately dropped to the einherjar’s exposed manhood, which was standing quite erect. Though she had seen him naked a few times before, a small gasp escaped her lips as she took in the sheer size of his shaft. How… how will that fit!? the maiden asked herself, unconsciously squeezing her legs together.

James couldn’t help but grin proudly as he watched the woman’s reaction. That will never get old. the einherjar admitted to himself. Rather than break her concentration, the large man merely watched and waited as the slender elf openly stared at him, worrying at her lower lip and moving her hands nervously. Given how pleasant he found his own view, the ex-soldier was in no hurry to give it up and go play in the ocean.

Still, all good things must come to an end, and Lāmina eventually realized that she had been staring, along with the fact that he’d been doing the same to her. Blushing furiously, the temple maiden whipped her head around to face the sea, and forced herself to start walking.

Hoping to help her be less self conscious, the einherjar shouted to the beautiful elf as he raced by. “Last one in is a rotten egg!”

“What?” she asked, blinking in confusion. By the time she realized what he meant, the ex-soldier was already halfway to the water. “Wait! No! You cheat!” she yelled back, taking off after him.

Beating her to the finish line, the einherjar ran and dove into the salty water. Being used to the North Atlantic, which is damn cold even in the summertime, the ex-soldier was quite surprised at how warm the water was. Surfacing quickly, James turned around just in time to see the petite elf take her first steps into the sea.

“Oh! It’s warmer than I thought.” Lāmina noted aloud, watching as the waves broke against her shins.

Embracing the playful atmosphere of their date, James moved closer to his beautiful companion and cupped the seawater with his hands. As he expected, Lāmina let out a delightful screech when he splashed her with the water, which led to the two laughing their asses off as they indulged in a classic water fight.

This continued for quite a while, at least until the slender elf ran out of steam, and that was when things went from playful to downright steamy. Collapsing against her fiancé, the temple maiden sighed in happiness and contentment, as he wrapped her up in his strong arms. Looking down into her sparkling sapphire eyes, James felt his heart skip a beat. There’s no denying it… he admitted to himself. I’m falling for this woman.

The feel of her warm breath on his chest drew the einherjar’s gaze to her soft, inviting lips, which he once more found to be irresistible. Leaning in slowly, with the afternoon sun as their background, James kissed the young woman once more.

Lāmina’s heart pounded as his lips claimed hers, and she gave herself over to him completely. Melting against his body, the elf instantly became aware of his stiff member pressing against her, just below her modest breasts.

Unable to hold back any longer, James scooped the young woman up into his arms, and carried her back to the beach. He didn’t stop kissing her for a second, their tongues dancing and twirling as they explored each other’s mouths with abandon. Stepping onto the hot sand, the einherjar summoned a blanket with a thought, dropping it on the ground and lowering the pretty elf onto it.

Breaking their kiss, the einherjar let his hands roam over her body, exploring the softness of her skin, while he kissed and nibbled at her neck and ear.

“James…” she breathed. “Sir.”

“What is it, darling?” he asked, his voice husky with need.

“I want you to claim me. Take me… but… please, leave my virginity for our wedding night.” she begged.

Hel’s Champion let out a low groan as he forced himself to reign in his desires. “I understand.” he said in a low growl. Backing off, the ex-soldier began to sit up, but then stopped himself when the maiden grabbed his forearm.

“No! Please, don’t stop. You don’t understand. I just meant… I meant…” the elven girl stammered.

James looked down at the nervous woman with a kind, patient smile. “Lāmina. Relax. It’s okay. Nothing is going to happen that you don’t want to happen. So take your time. Take a deep breath, then tell me what you want.”

Following his advice, the maiden took several deep breaths, eventually calming herself enough to say what was on her mind. “Thank you, Sir.” she said with a soft smile. “It… it means a lot to me that you are willing to wait.”

“The best things in life are worth waiting for, and you are definitely one of the best.” he replied with a brief and tender kiss.

“Mmm.” she moaned into his kiss. “I want this so bad…” the elf whispered, her cheeks going red at the admission. “But I want to have something special to give you on our wedding night. So please… can you claim my… my mouth? Would that be enough?” she asked hesitantly.

“There is no enough, Lāmina. Your love alone is more than I deserve, and yet, it is also true that I can never get enough of you.” the einherjar told her while playfully nipping at her ear.

The slender elf groaned with desire as she clung to him desperately. “Enough for a collar. To be claimed as yours.” she explained.

Feeling that this was somehow turning into an even more serious conversation, James leaned back a little so that he could look her in the eye. “Why are you in a rush for that, darling?”

“I want to be yours!” the temple maiden nearly shouted. “I’ve waited so long, and I know it will be a while still before we can marry. But I want to be your woman now!”

Gently stroking her cheek with the back of his fingers, the Champion asked her a simple question. “Is love your only motivation for this?”

Lāmina scowled, a little frustrated that he’d ask such a thing, but glad that he didn’t question whether her love for him was real or not. “You know that life isn’t so simple as that, Sir. There are so many reasons why I want to be your woman. I want the strength to protect myself and my sister. I want to serve Hel as a proper priestess, and tend to her followers. I want to stand beside the rest of your harem as an equal. But you have to believe me, Sir! Even if none of that were true, I would still want this for love’s sake alone!”

The warmth in the einherjar’s eyes told the woman that he believed her, even before his words confirmed it. “I understand, my darling fiancé.” leaning in close enough to whisper in her ear, he said the five words that she wanted to hear most. “I love you too, Lāmina.”

Lāmina’s lip trembled and her eyes dampened with unshed tears. “I love you so much, Sir!” she croaked, her voice cracking from the intense emotions in her heart. “Please… claim me.”

Hearing her heart’s desire loud and clear, the einherjar needed no further urging. Placing a tender kiss on the maiden’s lips, the Champion growled his assent and freely explored her virgin body as he pleased. Inch by sensual inch, he teased her with light kisses, delighting in the gasps and moans that escaped her soft lips.

“Oh Sir…” the elf crooned, arching her back when his teeth claimed a nipple. Long had she dreamt of this day, and now it was finally happening. I’m his… I’m really his… a tiny voice repeated in her head, filling her heart with joy.

Down and down he went, lavishing her sensitive skin with butterfly like kisses, while his rough hands caressed and groped her body with gentle strength. At last, his lips and tongue arrived at her most secret of places, causing her to gasp anew and curl her fingers in his mane-like hair. “Yesss!” she hissed with pleasure, the feeling of his tongue parting her folds causing her to tremble beneath him.

Though he could hear the eagerness in his lover’s voice, the einherjar would not be rushed. “I’m going to take my time and enjoy you thoroughly.” he growled, parting her legs a bit more with his hands. “Just look at how pretty that tiny pink slit of yours is.” the big man teased, admiring the sight of her bare sex from mere inches away.

“Sir!” the elf whined, totally embarrassed by being so completely exposed to his gaze. And that feeling of vulnerability only increased when she felt the man’s large thumbs splay her delicate slit, opening her wide and allowing him to peer inside her.

“You’re mine, Lāmina, to see and to touch, to play with and taste, however I see fit. Are you not?” the einherjar asked in a deep voice that had an almost dangerous edge to it.

“Yes, Sir. All yours.” the elf whispered, shuddering under his touch.

Extending his tongue, James slowly lapped and licked at the girl’s virgin pussy, seeking to taste and explore every inch of her that he could reach. He delighted in devouring her purity, and could hardly wait to breech her maidenhead with his cock. But alas, the latter would have to wait, because he had promised her that it would be so.

When at last he sensed that the poor girl wouldn’t be able to take much more, the Champion reluctantly abandoned his loving explorations, and focussed his attention on her clit. After giving it a tentative kiss, the einherjar gently pulled back the tiny hood covering the sensitive little nub, and held it in place with his thumb. From there, he placed his lips over her clit, and sucked gently as he probed it with the tip of his tongue.

Lāmina’s reaction was immediate and perfervid, if seemingly contradictory. At once she pulled on her lover’s hair, as if she were trying to pull him away, but also thrust her hips into the air, grinding her pussy against his mouth at the same time. Her head thrown back in ecstasy, a long, low moan escaped her open mouth as she began to tremble uncontrollably.

Hearing the maiden’s lustful cries only spurred the einherjar on, driving him to increase the speed and intensity of his fervent attentions. As one would expect, this lead to the only possible result - a climax of epic proportions for the inexperienced young elf.

When at last the maiden’s violent thrashing ceased, and James had lapped up every drop he could of her excitement, the einherjar pulled himself up over her body, and held her in his arms for a long while. Tenderness was the theme of their kisses at this point, as the elf sought to recover from her heady experience.

Eventually, Lāmina caught her breath, and the spasming of her muscles settled to become a warm glow of relaxation and contentment. The languid feeling of her body was unlike anything she had ever experienced before, but still, there was a part of her that had yet to be satisfied. “Sir. Please. Allow me to worship you with my mouth.” she begged, running her fingers lightly over her own neck. “No matter how amazing that was… what I truly long for, is to feel your collar around my throat.”

James hesitated for a moment, looking deep into his lover’s eyes. He had intended to drive her so wild with passion that she forgot about going any further, so that he might put off her enslavement until their wedding night. But seeing her there, in that moment, pleading to serve him with her unsullied lips… was too much for the ex-soldier to resist.

Allowing magic to slip into his voice, the Champion uttered the words of the spell that would bind her to his will forever. “Lāmina… will you be my lover?”

“Yes, Master.” she whispered, then slid to her knees between his legs. Leaning in, the elven maiden placed a tender kiss on the tip of his cock, and that was all it took for the magic to take hold. A slender collar of soft black leather formed around the girl’s throat, its sole decoration a silver D-Ring for attaching a leash.

Tears of joy slipped free of the the brunette’s sapphire eyes, and her smile was absolutely brilliant as she looked up at her new master. “Thank you.” she sniffed, clearly overwhelmed with emotion. A soft giggle escaped the elf’s lips, before she blinked and finally used her hands to wipe away her tears. “I’m sorry, Master. I’ll worship you properly now.” she stated in a reverent voice, then bent her head to kiss his cock once again.

James watched as the maiden took his member into her mouth and slowly worked to push back his foreskin with her tongue. He knew that she had no experience at this, and it was obvious by the difficulty she was having performing the task, but it was equally clear that someone had been instructing her on the theories at least. Acrasia. he told himself without the slightest bit of doubt.

Lāmina struggled at first, making common mistakes like taking his shaft too deep and causing herself to choke, but her gentle master allowed the elf to get used to her task at her own pace, learning as she went. The temple maiden loved her master all the more for this, and thus lavished his manhood with endless tenderness and devotion.

The einherjar couldn’t help but notice that the elven maiden was getting better at performing fellatio at an incredible rate. What’s more, he sensed an earnest desire in her to take it as slow as possible and maximize his pleasure with each pass of her lips or stroke of her tongue. There was no desire to finish or reach the end, no this was nothing less than pure, reverent worship.

Suddenly, the Champion felt a strange tingle deep in his heart. It’s… not arousal. It makes me feel… loved? Empowered? he wondered, mystified by the sensation.

It is the power of prayer, my Champion. Hel informed him, her voice sounding even more serious than normal.

What? Prayer? Why? I haven’t prayed to anyone. James countered, utterly confused.

Not thy prayers. Hers. She is praying to thee. the Goddess of Death explained.

But… I’m not a god. She shouldn’t pray to me. the Champion argued, becoming more than a little concerned for the fate of his fiancé.

Nay, but thou art on the path to divinity. It shall not harm her to revere thee. Hel assured the einherjar.

But YOU’RE her goddess! My goddess. James protested.

And we are not a monotheistic faith, as I recall explaining to thee on a prior occasion. Besides, her prayers to thee are significantly different from her prayers to myself. the deity went on. Thou art the true Master of her heart and soul, James Fir. It would be wise to prepare thyself, since I would imagine she doth intend to pray thusly, when she performs this daily act of worship.

James swallowed hard. He could hardly imagine someone praying to him… let alone in such a manner, and on a daily basis. Looking down at the young woman kneeling between his legs, he realized what even the blindest of men couldn’t fail to see. That look on her face… it’s so… serene.

Despite the complex feelings the man had about being worshipped, there was no denying that being the recipient of such devotion was hitting him hard, and the physical sensation of her mouth on his cock was impossible to ignore any longer. With a deep groan of ecstasy, James felt his balls tighten… and finally release, filling the girl’s mouth with his seed.

Only when she felt her master’s cum spatter over her tongue, did the temple maiden pause in her worship. Ah. At last. I have received his blessing! her heart sang with spiritual bliss. Even after his cock stopped twitching in her mouth, the young woman continued to softly suckle at her owner’s penis, coaxing out every last drop of his seed that she could. Though it was bitter and slimy, and all things that she would normally hate, the elf thrilled at the taste and texture of his semen, and did her best to commit every aspect of it to her memory.

“Swallow.” she heard her lover’s voice command her. The elf’s eyes had been closed, so she couldn’t see the look on her fiancés face when he came, but that was all right. I’ll see it tomorrow. Or the day after, or any other day for all eternity… she told herself, shivering in rapture as his ejaculate slid down her throat.
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If the einherjar hadn’t been so distracted by his lover’s beauty, he may have noticed the telltale glint of a spyglass, hidden among the foliage of the small island nearby.

“Tell the captain that we’ve spotted a demon of some sort, and it looks like he may have kidnapped an elf.” an olive skinned man told his companion.

“Nya! A demon, you shay!? Are we going to shave her?” the other man asked with a lisp.

“No.” the first replied, shaking his head with regret. “He’s already defiled her. There’s likely no saving her soul now.”

“That’sh shuch a shame.” the second sighed. “I’ll let the captain know. She’ll probably be pisshed about the girl, though. She getsh shenshitive about that short of shtuff.”

“Just do it, Shima-san!” the first man growled, his orange and white tail lashing behind him. “I can only hope that we find the princess before it’s too late.” he whispered as the other man disappeared down the ladder.


CHAPTER 13


Nyakuro knocked on the familiar wooden door, then waited for the expected reply. A few seconds later, a man’s voice called out from within. “Enter.” he said with a slight cough.

“Still sick, Oji-san?” the cat-girl asked in Japanese as she opened the door and stepped inside. Glancing down at the floor, she spotted the worn pair of cotton tabi that had been left there for her, and slipped them on her feet. It felt strange to the nekomata to wear clothing of any kind, but today she was even dressed in a simple kimono that had once been her aunt’s. Her uncle had gifted the article of clothing to her, with the request that she wear it during her visits.

“Mm.” the older nekomata hummed in reply. “It is the natural order of things, Nyakuro-sama.”

Stepping past the small entryway and into the main room of the small house, the cat-girl sighed and shook her head. Her uncle was kneeling on the tatami floor, preparing tea for the two of them, atop a short round table. “Magic. Heal disease.” she muttered, knowing that the stubborn old man would refuse, but not seeing the wisdom in his decision.

Tatsuki scoffed, and poured the medicinal tea into a pair of cups. “Nonsense. The tea helps the body heal just fine. And if we rely on magic every time we get a sniffle, then our bodies will be weak and unable to fight on their own.”

“Nya.” Nyakuro meowed and rolled her eyes as she knelt at the opposite side of the table, across from her uncle.

The elderly man scowled at the young woman. “Use your words, please.” he stated, lightly scolding her.

The cat-girl hissed in defiance, even while politely accepting a cup of tea from the man. “Nekomata.” she replied, stating the name of their race and stressing the part that meant cat.

In his irritation, the older man almost hissed, but held the urge in check. Straightening his back, he glared at the young woman. “We are not beasts, Nyakuro-sama. We are people.” When his visitor didn’t reply for several heartbeats and simply stared back, the grey haired elder sighed and let go of a tiny bit of his own stubbornness. Enough to explain his stance, at least. “Perhaps you do not understand, Nyakuro-sama. You were born a nekomata, and so it is natural for you to have a human form. Perhaps even something you take for granted. But most of our people, like your father, mother, and I, had to live long lives as cats and earn the power to transform. That is why we value our civilized ways so highly.”

Nyakuro frowned, feeling like this was something she should have understood, without having it explained to her. But she was young and truly enjoyed the time she spent in her cat form, and she hated to deny that part of her nature. Perhaps he was right though, and the fact that she was born with the ability to transform gave her a different perspective than most. “Neko not bad. Human not bad. Balance.” she replied at last, trying to give voice to her feelings.

Tatsuki gazed at his young niece for a long moment. Almost without exception, all of the nekomata in the clan had embraced their human forms, working hard to erase the telltale signs of their heritage. It was mostly only newly awakened nekomata that had trouble doing things like hiding their cat ears or tails, but Nyakuro and a few of the younger generation refused to transform completely; wearing the cat-like features like badges of honour instead. It’s almost as if we awakened folk idealized the humans we emulate, while those born nekomata see themselves as superior to the people we envied for so long…

“Perhaps there is wisdom in your words.” the older yokai admitted after thinking it through. “I had thought that perhaps it was just our time with the Beast Tribe, which had us showing our feline features to fit in, that had caused a regression amongst our people. But… perhaps you are correct. It might not be a regression at all, but simply the embracing of our true nature as nekomata.”

The younger cat-girl smiled softly, appreciating her uncle’s efforts to see things her way. Reaching across the table, she lightly patted the back of his hand. “Many ways to see things. Truth is… big.”

Tatsuki laughed and clasped the young woman’s hand. “And so is your vocabulary! Truly, it is astonishing how quickly you are learning to speak our language, now that you’ve begun to try.”

In response to his compliment, the cat-girl tapped her temple with her forefinger. “Intelligence.” she stated simply. Rather than attempt a detailed explanation that she didn’t have the vocabulary for, Nyakuro chose to show her uncle what she meant. Moving to kneel by his side, she silently summoned her Status Screen, and willed it to be visible to others. “Master boost.”

The old shinobi studied the illusory screen intensely. He had heard of the strange manner in which the lord of House Fir practiced cultivation, but he hadn’t seen the results with his own eyes, at least not until that very moment. “It says that all of your… stats as you call them… have been doubled, with the exception of your Charisma.”

“Hai.” Nyakuro confirmed with a nod.

“To gain so much power so quickly…” Tatsuki muttered. “Why have you not finished enhancing your Charisma?” he asked after a few moments’ thought.

“Delay… Heavenly Tribulation. Not ready.” the cat-girl explained.

“How are you not ready?” he asked, clearly baffled that she could make such a statement. “You have learned so many spells, and you have such incredible strength. For what reason must you wait?”

“Dantian… too small. Master is… 1500 Qi.” Nyakuro elaborated, somewhat hesitantly. She trusted her uncle implicitly, but it still felt wrong to reveal information like that about her husband. “Secret!” she added firmly.

Tatsuki nodded solemnly. “Of course. I swear to keep all that you reveal to me a secret. We are family, after all.” he told her with a gentle smile. What does it mean to have 1500 Qi, though? he wondered. As a shinobi, he was well aware of the nature of Qi and cultivation in general, but he had never heard of a system for quantifying the mysterious life energy. Scanning through Nyakuro’s lists of spells and techniques, the cat-man quickly found his answer. Ah! I see. So he could cast this many spells before his energy reserves run dry. Alternatively, he could cultivate that Qi and use it to enhance himself in various ways. What a brilliant system! he thought, truly impressed by the simplicity and efficiency of Hel’s blessing.

Nyakuro frowned as the older nekomata studied her Status Screen intently. “Oji-san?”

“Hm? Oh. Sorry, Nyakuro-sama. I was simply fascinated by your prowess. Honestly, you are already far more powerful than any other cultivator I have ever met, that was at your stage. While I can understand wanting as much power as possible, I believe you are ready to undertake your Tribulation at any time. Once you increase your Charisma, that is. No reason to take chances.” Tatsuki told the younger nekomata.

The cat-girl’s response was not what he expected, however. “Nyan. Master decide.”

This time it was the old man’s turn to frown. “Nyakuro-sama… that might not be wise. Men of power do not often tolerate competition, and thus he might intentionally hinder your progress. I believe it best if-“

“Īe!” Nyakuro shouted, her hand slicing through the air decisively. “Master decide. Nyakuro obey.”

Tatsuki bowed deeply to the princess of his clan. “Apologies, Ohime-sama.”

The fierce cat-girl curled her lip and bared her fangs, but refrained from outright growling at her family member. Instead, she moved back to her seat across the table from her uncle and crossed her arms over her chest. She was not at all pleased that the older nekomata would question her husband’s honour. Tatsuki had already admitted that she was progressing faster than any cultivator in history, and Nyakuro knew that it was all due to her master’s guidance. In her opinion, there was no reason at all to believe that the einherjar would hoard power, and undermine his wives’ cultivation and growth.

“Forgive me, Nyakuro-sama.” Tatsuki asked, still bent over in a bow. “I will not question the baron’s will again.”

“Fine.” the cat-girl snapped, still pissed off but willing to accept his apology.

“In fact, if I may…” Tatsuki said as he rose to his feet. “There is something I wish to loan you.”

“Loan?” Nyakuro asked, her curiosity getting the better of her, and making her forget her anger almost entirely. Tilting her head, the cat-girl eyed her uncle suspiciously. “What loan?”

Walking over to a long wooden chest that sat against the far wall, the nekomata elder knelt down and retrieved something from inside. Turning to face his niece, he presented her with an object that was bundled in cloth. “It is likely best for you to hold onto it regardless, as iron weapons are illegal here in Elphyne.”

“Weapon?” the younger nekomata queried, raising both eyebrows. Her curiosity piqued, Nyakuro stood and walked over to her uncle.

Unwrapping the bundle, Tatsuki revealed a strange, six foot long spear. What was odd about it though, was that the entire weapon, shaft and all, was forged from iron. Not only that, but the full length of the shaft had been engraved with silver runes and symbols, the likes of which the cat-girl had never seen.

“We call this the Inazuma no Yari. It is a cultivator’s weapon, being far too heavy to be used by an ordinary warrior. Moreover, it can be extended up to twice its length, by channeling the wielder’s Qi through it.” Tatsuki explained.

Nyakuro’s eyes widened. “Inazuma!?”

“Ah. Caught that, did you?” the grey haired nekomata chuckled. “Sadly, it is not named such because it can use lightning magic. It cannot. Instead, it is thus named for its ability to draw lightning to it. Many cultivators throughout the history of our clan have used it to draw the lightning bolts during their Heavenly Tribulations.”

The cat-girl frowned. This made no sense to her, since a cultivator would normally wish to dodge the deadly bolts, not draw them to her.

Seeing the confusion on Nyakuro’s face, Tatsuki chose to elaborate. “This technique is best done by planting the spear in the ground, then extending it to maximum length. After that, the cultivator should move an appropriate distance away… though the actual distance has been debated by many. Too close and you still get shocked. Too far, and the bolt won’t be diverted to the spear. Furthermore, for some unknown reason, it works best if the martial artist adopts the crane stance after moving away.”

Nyakuro stared at the magical weapon in awe. Though spears were far from her favourite weapons, this particular artifact would be of great use to a family of cultivators.

Placing the weapon in the cat-girl’s hands, Tatsuki bowed his head slightly and spoke in a solemn voice. “Please use this treasure to assist you during your Heavenly Tribulation, Nyakuro-sama.”

The female nekomata accepted the ancient weapon reverently, and bowed to her elder in a show of respect. “Hai.” she said softly. Holding the weapon up to the light, Nyakuro began to examine the weapon, carefully inspecting each rune in an attempt to decipher their meanings. If I can learn about this magic, perhaps I can help Master! she silently hoped. It was only after that thought occurred to her however, that she came to a sudden realization. “Tribulation…” she murmured, slowly turning her gaze upon Tatsuki. “You know!”

The old shinobi quirked a brow, unsure what his clan’s princess was getting at. “What is it that you are asking, Nyakuro-sama? Of course I am aware of Heavenly Tribulations, I am a cultivator after all.”

“Nyan!” she meowed, shaking her head. “After. How to train!”

Understanding dawned on the nekomata elder, causing him to sigh. I had hoped to avoid this conversation for now, but… Resigning himself to her anger, Tatsuki spoke the words he felt he must. “Yes. I will teach you what you wish to know… after you have awakened to the next stage of your cultivation, Nyakuro-sama.”

Nyakuro scowled at the old cat-man, even allowing a small growl to escape her lips. “Īe! Teach now! For Master!”

Tatsuki shook his head stubbornly. “No. I will not impart that information upon you until you are ready… and I will not present it to our lord until I am certain that your training will not be held back.”

The furious cat-girl hissed at the old man, and nearly threw the iron spear at him, barely stopping herself in time. It was only the thought that it would be useful to her sister wives during their Heavenly Tribulations, that made the nekomata stay her hand. Sending the weapon to the family’s shared Inventory, Nyakuro spun on her heel and stormed out of the room.

“Nyakuro-sama!” Tatsuki called after her, hoping to make her see reason.

“No!” the cat-girl yelled in English, before switching back to broken Japanese. “Nyakuro no speak Tatsuki! Tatsuki no trust Master! Tatsuki dishonour house!”

The young woman’s verbal assault hit the old shinobi like a ton of bricks. Never had anyone, let alone the person he considered the head of his clan, accused him of lacking honour. The greying nekomata had followed orders and brought the princess to safety, then raised her in his best friend’s stead, all to satisfy honour. He had left behind everything that he loved and gone against his own heart’s desire, all for the sake of the clan. And yet… the old man couldn’t even bear to finish the thought.

Being young and full of passion, Nyakuro had lashed out without fully thinking through the effect that her words would have on the older man. Seeing him standing there, with his head hung low and shoulders slumped, the cat-girl immediately regretted what she had said. She almost forgave him, right then and there; almost apologized for saying such cruel things, but she was too angry. Angry and hurt that the man who had raised her didn’t trust her judgement or her husband’s honour.

Heart broken, Tatsuki couldn’t find the words or the will to call out to his niece again, and instead turned away to hide his shame. Which was unfortunate, because seeing the old man turn his back on her, gave the young nekomata the wrong impression entirely.

Tears welling in her eyes and lips trembling from a veritable storm of emotions, Nyakuro turned and fled from the small house.

On and on she ran, until Nyakuro found herself outside the veil surrounding the city. Chest heaving from exertion, the distraught cat-girl leaned against a palm tree, pressing her forehead into it as she hammered her fist against the trunk.

“Damn it!” she yelled, falling back and launching a roundhouse kick at the tree. The strike was powerful enough to splinter away part of the tough plant, leaving a mark on the trunk. Likewise, despite her high Endurance stat, the cat-girl was left with a bloody shin.

“Aaaah!” the nekomata roared in anger and frustration. Summoning forth the magical flames of her heritage, Nyakuro encased her fists in blue fire, and assaulted the tree once more. A machine-gun like report echoed through the rainforest, as the cat-girl’s fists rapidly slammed into the tree’s rough exterior. Unsurprisingly, each strike tore at the flesh on the nekomata’s knuckles, causing the cat-girl no small amount of pain, and only continued to fuel her fury.

Unfortunately for the nekomata, she was so focused on her furious battle with the tree, that she was wide open to an attack from above. As the trunk finally splintered under her ferocious assault, the defeated palm tree launched its retribution.

Nyakuro cried out in agony, as no fewer than three hard shelled coconuts dive bombed her in rapid succession. Each of the vengeful fruit found its mark, loudly slamming into her tender noggin, like a primitive percussion instrument.

“Ow!” the cat-girl yowled, trying to cover her head with her burning hands, only to quickly find out that doing so was a very bad idea. “Ah!” she screeched in pain and frustration, waving her hands in the air. “Stupid Fire Ki!” she yelled, finally remembering to dismiss the Flaming Fists spell.

Casting Panacea to heal the burns on her head, while replacing her scorched off hair, Nyakuro dropped to the forest floor in a sulk. Feeling the itch of her regrowing locks only served to remind the cat-girl of her own foolishness mere moments before, which caused her foul mood to spiral even lower. “Dumb Fire Ki!” she hissed again, insisting on blaming the spell instead of its caster.

When at last she was finished healing, and was once again the proud owner of a full head of hair, Nyakuro stood up and dusted herself off. “Baka Fire… Ki?” she began, planning on cursing the spell one last time for the trouble she’d been through. This time however, the words knocked something loose in her head, or perhaps it was the coconuts that did, but she was only noticing just now. Either way, the sulking cat-girl had an epiphany. “Fire… Ki. Fire Ki!” she shouted joyously, jumping to her feet. “Must tell Master!”
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James stepped through the portal leading from the Temple of Hel to the foyer of his own mansion, then held the passage open for Lāmina to follow.

“Thank you, Master.” she said quietly with a smirk.

The einherjar winked at his fiancé, then released the magic of the portal. “We should head to the dining room and see if Elora left any dinner for us.” he suggested, thinking that they still had several hours to wait until supper.

“Very well, Master. Did you have further plans for us? You did ask me to take the whole day off, as I recall.” she asked, looking over her shoulder as she strode towards the door to the dining room.

James chuckled and shook his head slightly. “Sorry, but I’m not going to spoil the surprise. The quicker the rest of the ladies gather, however, the quicker you’ll find out.”

The temple maiden quirked a brow at his response, then resumed her journey to the dining room with just a bit more pep in her step.

“Oh. Thou hast returned.” Hrein noted, looking up from the book she had been reading.

“Yes, sister. We’re back, and Master would like the ladies of the house gathered as soon as possible.” Lāmina replied with her head held high, while emphasizing certain words.

At first the valkyrie was confused by the elf’s strange behaviour, thinking it oddly haughty of her to be walking around with her chin up so high, and nose in the air. But it didn’t take long for the Chooser to realize that the temple maiden wasn’t trying to look down on her, but was in fact showing off her neck. Or more specifically, the collar around it.

Raising her eyebrows in surprise, Hrein turned her attention to the einherjar, who had just entered the room behind Lāmina. “I see that thou hast been busy, Master.”

James cleared his throat and gave the valkyrie a bit of a guilty smile. “Yeah, well, it was a good day.”

“I am certain that it was.” the shield maiden replied in a teasing tone of voice. Standing up, the valkyrie walked over to the young elf and smiled down at the much shorter woman. “Congratulations, sister.” she said earnestly, then leaned in and gave the temple maiden a hug.

“Thank you, Hrein.” Lāmina replied, hugging her back fiercely and fighting back the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes.

“I shall gather the ladies, as thou hast requested, Master.” the valkyrie announced after breaking off the several minute hug.

“Thanks, my love.” James said to Hrein as he pulled out a chair for Lāmina. The elven maiden graciously accepted the seat, then began picking at the bread and fruit laid out on the table.

It didn’t take long for most of the women in the family to return, once they’d heard the news. Acrasia was the loudest and most profuse with her congratulating, ecstatically welcoming the young maiden to the family. Autumn’s response was a bit more measured, with the fallen angel stating that she was glad that the temple maiden was happy, and had gotten her wish. The elven maids, on the other hand, were mostly silent on the issue, offering only a single quiet “Congratulations.” each, before heading back to their work.

“I don’t understand, sis.” Zahra complained, tugging at her big sister’s hakama. “Are you married now?”

Lāmina gave her kid sister a troubled smile and tried her best to explain, without getting into adult details. “No, we’re still just engaged. It’s just that… uh… we have a new contract now, that will keep us together forever.”

“But… how is that different from being married?” the young girl frowned in confusion.

Hrein glanced at the older temple maiden, who seemed to be asking for help with her eyes, and took it upon herself to address the child’s questions. “Zahra, thou knowest that, when one is married, they doth vow to remain together until death do they part, yea?”

The cute little girl nodded with a big smile on her face. “Yeah!”

“Well, the oaths we have taken with our Master shall last beyond death, nigh unto eternity.” the valkyrie explained.

“Oh!” Zahra replied, wide eyed and clearly impressed. “Can I have one too!?”

All of the adults in the room looked deeply perturbed by the little one’s request, especially James. “Uh, sorry Zahra. Only adults can take oaths like that. You’d have to ask again when you are a lot older.” he told her, trying to dodge the child’s uncomfortable question in the tried and true fashion of parents everywhere.

“Aww! That’s not fair!” the young elf protested, again in the manner of children from all times and places.

And like most adults, the ex-soldier sought to head off the kid’s incoming tantrum by means of distraction… by sweets. “Did you know we are going to be eating something really sweet and delicious in a few minutes?” he asked in an upbeat voice, crouching down to bring himself as close to eye level with her as he could.

“Really?” Zahra asked with a skeptical frown.

“Yes, really Master?” Elora asked with a note of scorn in her voice and her hands on her hips.

“Really really!” James insisted, holding his hands up as if in surrender. “It honestly was part of my plan for this afternoon.”

“And when were you going to inform me of this, Master? If we need to take time to prepare sweets, supper might be quite late.” Elora stated, scolding her seemingly thoughtless owner.

“Actually… my plan was to give you ladies the night off, since I wanted you both to partake in this afternoon’s date.” he informed the angry elf with a smirk.

The head maid scowled at the einherjar, and searched his eyes for any hint of insincerity or falsehood. Finding nothing of the sort, the elven woman sighed and shook her head. “Then what are your plans for supper, Master?”

“Well, since we’re going to be having a number of treats this afternoon, I thought that perhaps I could just empower the cauldron to make enough Irish Stew for the actual meal.” James suggested.

“Very well. And where will these treats be coming from?” Elora asked, more curious than angry at this point.

Hel’s Champion gave his head maid a big grin. “That’s part of the surprise. I’ve been thinking about this for a few days, you know. So… if all of you ladies will follow me into the foyer, we can get this party started!” he declared waggling his eyebrows at Zahra and offering her his hand.

Zahra laughed at the goofy gesture, and happily took the einherjar’s hand, her former complaints already long forgotten.

Once everyone was assembled in the lobby, apart from Nyakuro who was mysteriously missing, James closed his eyes and focussed on a particular spell from his repertoire. It took him several minutes to plan out or ‘program’ the intricate piece of magic, but managed to pull it off with surprising accuracy.

When the einherjar opened his eyes, several things happened at once. A set of three long tables appeared along the northern section of the room, each laden with a variety of drinks and snacks that he remembered from his previous life. Everything from different flavours of pop, including his favourites of cream soda and root beer, to a smorgasbord of chips, candy, and ice cream, sat atop the brightly coloured tablecloths.

Sitting by itself on the western side of the room, was an old school jukebox. Unfortunately, the ex-soldier didn’t populate it with his favourite music, since neither old fashioned country nor heavy metal would be appropriate for the day’s event. Instead, he chose to program the machine with his admittedly limited knowledge of pop and hiphop, figuring that the ladies would have more fun dancing to those types of songs.

Lastly, his Glamour spell changed the very outfits of the guests themselves. James chose to clothe himself in a dress shirt and slacks, while each of the ladies received sundresses that matched the colour of their eyes, and bore delicate floral patterns.

A chorus of oohs and ahhs, and even a few gasps greeted the einherjar when he finished casting the spell. “Ladies!” he shouted over the music. “Welcome to our first monthly Date Night!” As he had hoped, his statement received a round of excited cheers and applause, the ladies clearly impressed with his surprise. “The plan,” he went on, “is to host one such Date Night each month, where I show all of you a good time. I have different themes, events, and activities planned for each, so please look forward to them.”

The ladies cheered again, and quickly began to flitter about, eager to try out everything in sight. Some wanted to dance right away, while others were already stuffing their faces with delicacies from another world. The one thing that all of them did immediately however, was ditch their real clothing by sending it to the Inventory, so that they could enjoy the soft feel of the illusory dresses that Hel’s Champion had provided them with.

Seeing them all so happy, James let out a small but contented sigh. It was going to cost him a whopping 960 Qi to maintain the glamour for the full two hours that he had planned, but it was well worth the effort, in his opinion. I don’t do nearly enough for these women. the einherjar silently reminded himself. Each and every one of them have given me everything of themselves… so I have to do as much as I can to ensure their happiness.

Stepping away from the crowd, Hrein walked up to her husband with a smile on her face. “Thy thoughtfulness is greatly appreciated, husband.” she said quietly, just loud enough to be heard over the music.

“Is that so?” James teased with a smirk. “Well, if she is so grateful, would the lady honour me with a dance?” he asked, holding his hand out for his First Wife to take.

“Gladly.” the valkyrie replied with a brilliant smile.


CHAPTER 14


Nyakuro burst through the portal and into the foyer of the family’s mansion. “Meowster!” she yelled, so excited that she slipped up on the pronunciation like she used to. The cat-girl’s rush into the room came to a sudden halt, due to her ears being assaulted by the loud music, and her nose picking up on numerous new and tantalizing scents.

“Nyakuro! There you are! I was wondering where you went. Welcome to Date Night!” James shouted across the lobby to the nekomata.

“Nyakuro! You have to try this ice cream stuff! It’s so delicious!” Acrasia exclaimed, already scooping some of the frozen treat into a bowl for her sister wife.

The nekomata glanced over at the leannán sídhe and sniffed the air. “Cream?” she purred, having already forgotten her recent epiphany. Like a dog spotting a squirrel, the cat-girl trotted over to the fairy and excitedly accepted the bowl of vanilla ice cream, along with a spoon.

“Yeah! And you can put all kinds of stuff on it! Like this chocolate syrup, or even this caramel! It’s all so wonderful!” Acrasia cheered with delight, doing a small pirouette in the air.

“Mmm! Umai!” Nyakuro cried around a mouthful of creamy goodness.

Walking up behind his cat-girl wife, James slipped his arms around her in a hug, and kissed the top of her head. “I’m glad you made it, kitten. You look great in that kimono, but I’ll be sure to set you up with a dress, when I refresh the spell in a few minutes.”

“Mmm!” the nekomata hummed in thanks, her attention almost totally taken up by scarfing down the ice cream in her bowl.

Leaving the cat-girl to her snack, the einherjar wandered off to look for a new dance partner. He didn’t have to look for long however, before he got pulled into a weird circle dance that Zahra had roped all of the other elves into. James got the feeling that the folk dance had definitely been created for a different sort of beat, but that didn’t stop the enthusiastic youngster from trying to make it work.

“Nyaaan!” Nyakuro’s moan echoed loudly over the music, causing everyone to stop and look in her direction. The poor cat-girl was clutching her head and groaning in pain, obviously suffering from that most fiendish of sweet catastrophes.

“Oh shit!” James cursed, rushing over to her side and preparing a Panacea spell. “She wasn’t here for the warning about ice cream headaches.” His statement made all of the other ladies cringe in sympathy - especially Acrasia, who hadn’t heeded the einherjar’s warning and had suffered one herself, only half an hour prior.

When the pain cleared, Nyakuro muttered to herself about evil cream, and loudly gave voice to her woes. “Why always head!?” she lamented. It was then that, due to the similarity of the situation, the nekomata recalled what she had been so excited about earlier.

“Oh! Meowster! Īe, Master! I know!” the cat-girl rambled excitedly, grabbing hold of the einherjar’s shirt.

The nekomata’s claws easily shredded the delicate glamour, causing the shirt to shatter like glass, and leaving the Champion topless.

“Oh? Is it fun time already?” Autumn purred while licking her lips, her eyes having a faint red glow to them.

James glanced over at the succubus, vaguely concerned by her comment. “Didn’t I feed you already today?” he asked, surprised that her normally conservative personality was already slipping.

Hearing his words, the fallen angel closed her eyes and gave her head a shake; a look of consternation writ large upon her features.

“Master!” Nyakuro yelled again, trying to get the einherjar’s attention.

“What is it, kitten? Is something wrong?” James asked, glancing at her quickly, before looking back at Autumn with concern.

Nyakuro shook her head emphatically. “Nyan. Good news!” she replied with a smile.

“Oh. Good. That’s great, kitten.” he replied with a weak smile, while patting her on the head. Realizing that the cat-girl wasn’t having an emergency of any kind, James decided to prioritize Autumn. “Listen.” he said, cupping the cat-girl’s face in his hands, and looking her in the eyes. “I’m really glad you’re back, and I would love to chat about whatever is on your mind, but I think Autumn might be in trouble right now. So I need to go help her, okay? I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Kissing the nekomata on the forehead, the einherjar turned and left without waiting for a reply.

Nyakuro puffed her cheeks in irritation as she watched her husband walk off. She had important information to share, but distractions kept getting in the way. Deciding that she could tell him, while he did whatever he needed to with the succubus, the cat-girl set out to follow after the einherjar, but was stopped short when Acrasia appeared in front of her.

“Let’s dance!” the fairy declared, grabbing ahold of her hand as a new song began to play. Hel’s Champion must have chosen that moment to refresh the Glamour spell as well, because the cat-girl suddenly found herself wearing a pretty dress, as she was led out onto the dance floor.
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After thoroughly checking the succubus over, including the use of his Diagnosis spell and a read through of her Status Screen, James couldn’t find anything wrong with Autumn. “Everything looks fine.” he said with a helpless shrug. “How are you feeling?”

“I feel normal.” the fallen angel snapped. Realizing that she was taking her bad mood out on the person trying to help her, the demoness sighed. “Sorry. I’m just… worried.”

Taking a seat next to her on the bed, James laid his hand atop her own. “I can understand that. We didn’t expect your thirst to make itself known, if you had already been fed that day.”

Autumn frowned, the worry in her eyes apparent to anyone who bothered to look. “What… what if… I lose myself? Completely?” she whispered, shivering from the mere thought of it.

James slid a little closer, and pulled the vulnerable woman into a hug. “You won’t. We’ll figure this out, and I’ll do whatever I need to, to protect you.”

“How can you say that?” Autumn asked, raising her voice a little. “How can you know that it can’t or won’t happen? Maybe it will be gradual. As if my heart is slowly rotting from the inside…”

“Hey!” James raised his voice a bit too. Gripping the succubus by the arms, he turned her to face him. “I’m not just bullshitting you, okay? Please have a bit more faith in me than that.”

Autumn frowned, but nodded slightly. “Fine. But can you please tell me where you get your confidence from? I could use a little myself, right now.”

The einherjar sighed and pulled the smaller woman into a hug. “Two things. The first is your Status Screen. When I try to dig into your Carnal Thirst, it doesn’t give much more information. I’m certain that the display would tell me if there was more to it.”

The demoness sighed, relaxing a little in his embrace. “I suppose. But then why did that happen back there?”

“I… have a theory.” James stated.

“I’m listening.” Autumn replied, prodding him to tell her more.

“I think, as a succubus, your lust is more than just a normal sex drive. This is borne out by the nature of your Carnal Thirst.” he began.

“Okay. That seems accurate so far. Go on.” she urged him.

“So, when I think about it, it makes sense that your normal sex drive would also be affected by that same supernatural lust, right?” the einherjar pointed out.

“Yeah…” the demoness agreed. “Wait… then you’re saying I was just… turned on?”

“Well, yeah.” her lover confirmed. “I think that, when you get excited, you probably get a bit more amped up than most people would.”

Autumn sighed again and slumped against the large man’s chest. After a long moment, the succubus laughed lightly and shook her head. “Of course I would. That makes perfect sense.”

“Right? So the rest of the time, you’re just the normal straight laced Autumn.” James said with a chuckle.

“I’m not that straight laced.” the fallen angel griped with a pout.

The einherjar couldn’t help but laugh at her claim, earning him a light smack on the chest. “Sorry.” he chuckled. “But you are probably the only woman I know who is more straight laced than Hrein is. Maybe even more than she was when I first met her.”

“So you admit to corrupting that poor, innocent valkyrie!” the succubus teased, a small smile on her lips.

“Guilty as charged.” the einherjar growled with a feral grin.

The chemistry between the two continued to build as they gazed into each other’s eyes, until neither could resist leaning in for a kiss. Slowly, the einherjar pushed the demoness onto her back, and pinned her hands above her head. “Maybe we should feed you after all… just in case.” he suggested in a husky voice.

“Definitely.” the succubus agreed, her eyes glowing softly.
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James made it back to the foyer with only a minute to spare, before the Glamour spell needed to be refreshed. Each of the grown women greeted the einherjar with knowing looks, the moment he stepped back into the room. A playful grin was all they got in return, as the Champion saw no reason to deny what they already knew. Besides, I’d do it again with each of them, given the chance. And they are all very aware of that fact. he told himself.

Spotting Nyakuro by the snack tables, James hurried over to her. “Hey, kitten. Sorry about that. So, did you want to talk? Or perhaps you’d let me to pull you out there for a dance?”

The cat-girl turned to look at the einherjar and scowled. Quickly swallowing a mouthful of sour cream & onion chips, the nekomata sniffed and then snorted in irritation. “Smell like succubus.” she hissed.

James frowned, not entirely sure what card to play here. The one thing he didn’t want taking hold in his house, was jealousy between the women, so he decided it was best if she directed her anger squarely at him. “Yeah, that’s on me. Autumn needed help, and then afterwards, we made love. I’m surrounded by beautiful women like you all day, every day, and sometimes I just can’t help myself.”

Now it was Nyakuro’s turn to frown. Feeling a little guilty, the cat-girl decided to let the matter drop, and focus on getting more of his attention with the news that she had for him. Squaring her shoulders, the nekomata took a deep breath and looked her husband in the eye, before giving him a teasing smile. “Nyakuro knows secret.” she stated cryptically.

The einherjar tilted his head curiously, wondering what she could be talking about. It’s not really a secret that Autumn and I just had sex… so what is referring to?

Taking a step closer, Nyakuro placed her hands on his chest and gazed up into his eyes. “Cultivation secret.”

This definitely got the Champion’s attention, and he was about to press her for more information, when the feline yokai stepped away and took him by the hand.

“Maybe Nyakuro tell… after dance. Maybe more.” she teased.

James’ eyes narrowed, but then he brushed away his impatience. Okay. Yeah. I deserved that. Let’s show our kitten some love. Cultivation can come later. he silently agreed. “Sounds good to me.” he replied with a playful grin.
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It turned out that Date Night did indeed extend into the evening, far beyond his original afternoon plans. Perhaps unsurprisingly, and not at all unfortunately in the einherjar’s mind, his disappearing act with Autumn, and then with Nyakuro, set off a sort of cascade effect. By the end of the party, he had taken each of his lovers to bed for a little one on one time; showering the women with affection, and showing each one just how desirable he found them to be.

Running a bit low on stamina, and really low on Qi, James finally called an end to the party. All of the women were satisfied, and each claimed to have had a great time; so much so that one and all had demanded that the einherjar keep his word, and prepare another Date Night as promised.

Assuring the ladies that he looked forward to it as much as they did, James scooped a sleeping Zahra up from the floor, and carried the little girl to her bedroom. As boundless as the child’s energy was, even she could become exhausted when dancing and playing all evening. Of course, the fact that all of the treats were glamours, and not real food, meant that none of the sugar she had ingested was real, and thus she’d gained no energy from it. Nor any unwanted calories for myself or the ladies. the ex-soldier noted. Damn. I could have made a fortune with this spell back on Earth.

After putting his ward to bed, James rejoined the adult women in the foyer, before moving the group to the dining room. I really should invest in some sort of lounge or living room for gatherings. the einherjar thought absently. Once everyone was seated in their usual places, the ex-soldier nodded for Nyakuro to start them off. “Tell us what you know, kitten.”

Nyakuro licked her lips nervously. It was just a theory that she had, and she didn’t know how to prove it, but the cat-girl honestly felt like she was onto something. Deciding to start with something a bit more concrete, she produced the Inazuma no Yari and laid it on the table.

When everyone leaned in to get a better look at the spear, the nekomata began explaining its functions, to the best of her ability.

“That is quite impressive. Thou hast done well to acquire such a treasure for our house, sister.” Hrein complimented the yokai.

“Arigatō.” Nyakuro thanked the valkyrie with a slight bow.

“Yes, that will be very helpful, indeed. Thank you for bringing this to us, kitten.” James agreed.

“Meowster…” the cat-girl whispered. The more she thought about her theory, the less confident she was in being correct. The young nekomata had never considered herself to be exceptionally bright, especially when she compared herself to people like Hrein or her master. How silly of me to think that I could figure something out before they did… she silently scolded herself.

The feline yokai was so caught up in her self deprecating thoughts, that she didn’t see her husband get up and walk around the table. It wasn’t until he hugged her from behind and whispered in her ear that she even realized he was there.

“It’s okay, kitten. You can share whatever is on your mind with us. We’re family, right?” he told her, kissing the top of her head.

“Meow…” the nekomata moaned softly, still worried that she was going to make a fool of herself. But… if any part of it is right or useful… then it’s worth me being embarrassed by the rest being wrong. The family is more important than my feelings. she decided. Taking a deep breath, the young cat-girl laid out her theory for the others. “Secret is… Ka Ki. Fire Ki.” she began.

“Master?” Acrasia interrupted. “Why does it sound like she is saying Ki when the magic translates it to Qi?”

“Ki is the Japanese word for Qi.” James explained to the fairy, though he was far more interested in what Nyakuro had to say.

“Japanese?” the fairy persisted with her questions.

“Japan is the nation on Earth, where Nyakuro’s people originated.” the einherjar answered. “But please, save such questions for after our kitten is done explaining, okay?”

“Okay.” Acrasia answered in a singsong voice. To be honest, while she found the powers that she gained from cultivating to be very interesting, the fairy found cultivation itself to be an extremely boring topic.

“Nyakuro, if you would please continue?” James urged his nekomata wife.

The cat-girl nodded and pointed to her husband. “Status Screen.”

“Okay.” The einherjar complied with her request, calling up the illusory display for all to see.

Getting up from her seat, Nyakuro walked over to stand beside the ex-soldier and waved for the others to gather around. Once everyone was situated so that they could see the screen, the nekomata pointed at one set of the question marks. “Fire Ki?” she suggested with a shrug. “Maybe?” Moving her finger she pointed at another. “Kaze? Er… wind?”

“The elements…” James murmured, his eyes slowly widening. “Nyakuro! You’re a genius!”

The cat-girl was startled by his sudden and loud declaration, but blinked and smiled happily when he wrapped her up in his arms, hugging her tight.

“That doth make a great deal of sense.” Hrein uttered, her gaze moving from side to side, as if she were reading some invisible script as she thought. “It doth match the words of Lady Hel, when she did advise thee to think back on the beginning of thy journey!”

“Exactly!” James nearly shouted in excitement. “She was clearly referring to the Fire Qi that nearly destroyed my soul, back when you first met me!”

The valkyrie nodded firmly. “Thou hast the right of it, I do believe.”

Finally releasing the nekomata from his bear hug, James plopped into his seat with a happy sigh. “Elemental Qi. I knew it existed, but had no clue what it could be used for. And now we do, thanks to my lovely kitten.” he stated, looking over at the blushing cat-girl with a huge smile.

“Hmm. Hrein is right. It makes a lot of sense. But where are you going to get Qi infused with elemental properties? Didn’t you say before that the only place you have ever came across any was in a dragon?” Autumn asked, pointing out the obvious problem with their plans.

The einherjar nodded in confirmation, but didn’t seem too concerned. “It’s true that is the only place I’ve ever noticed it, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it is the only place it has been.” James countered. “If I had to guess, and I kind of have to at this point, I’d say that places with intense exposure to one of the elements will likely contain elemental Qi. Hopefully in large enough quantities to cultivate.”

“Say, high in the sky for Wind Qi, perchance?” Hrein suggested.

Again, James nodded. “Or deep underground for Earth Qi. Maybe even a volcano’s caldera for Fire?”

“Hmm. I think maybe Nemea’s pool might have lots of Water Qi then, Master.” Acrasia proposed.

“Oh! Good point. The dwellings of beings with strong ties to an element, might be good sources as well.” the einherjar agreed.

“Well, even if our conjecture proves wrong, I doubt it will be harmful to try. And it seems like there are plenty of options for experimentation.” Autumn concluded.

“Right. At the very least, we have a solid lead and somewhere to start. Thanks to Nyakuro.” James pointed out again, with another grateful smile for the nekomata.

Nyakuro blushed but nodded firmly, truly pleased that her master thought that her theory was worth investigating. Please let it be right! she silently prayed to Hel. Soft laughter was the only response she got from the goddess, but that in itself was encouraging.
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After the animated discussion of Nyakuro’s theory, nearly all of the family members present were feeling excited and eager to work on their cultivation. While James and Hrein would have to wait to test any of their theories regarding elemental Qi, there was a lot that could be done for the other women.

Thanks to his repeated casting of Glamour that day, James himself was quite spent when it came to personal Qi reserves. This meant that the einherjar could help direct the others with their training, but could do little himself. Or at least that was what he thought, until Acrasia surprised him with a generous offer.

“Master… I don’t really feel like cultivating…” she whispered in a hopeful voice. “But if you promise to give me another treat tonight, I would be willing to let you take energy from me.”

“Deal.” the einherjar agreed immediately. Bonus Qi to work with, and sex with Acrasia? How is that not a win / win for me? he chuckled to himself.

Cultivating for the three remaining hours before their regular bed time, the four usual cultivators each managed to refine 360 Qi into Spirit. Though each person had a number of uses that they could put the energy to, everyone present agreed that it would be best to use the gathered Spirit to get Lāmina started on her path as a cultivator.

Autumn began the elf’s training by granting her copies of the Energy Siphon and True Cultivation techniques. After that, the succubus had the exact amount of Spirit required to grant the temple maiden her first spell: Rebirth.

Next up were the gifts from Nyakuro. Panacea, Dancing Flames, and Dance of the Dead made up the list of spells that the cat-girl granted her newest sister. Having only 5 Spirit remaining afterwards, the nekomata put it towards enhancing the temple maiden’s Dantian.

Hrein thought hard about what skills she possessed, that would be best suited for a temple maiden in Hel’s service. In the end, she decided on granting her copies of her own Soul Touch technique, as well as the Exorcism and Scarlet Taurus spells. The valkyrie then followed Nyakuro’s lead, and used the remaining 25 Spirit to further enhance Lāmina’s Dantian.

This left James in a little bit of a quandary. He knew that it was imperative to finish enhancing the young maiden’s Dantian, so he spent 70 Spirit on that to start with. The problem was, that only left the einherjar with enough Spirit to grant his fiancé two more spells. With a whole laundry list of useful magic that he wanted to impart upon the young lady, it was difficult to chose which ones. There were spells that he felt would protect her to a greater degree, but then there were others that he felt she should have access to, as a member of Hel’s clergy.

Sighing, the Champion decided to ask the lady in question what she wished for. “Do you have any requests, Lāmina? I only have enough Spirit to grant you copies of two more spells.”

“Yes, Master.” she replied immediately with a bow. “I would be most pleased if you could gift me the ability to grant blessings, and to diagnose illness. I believe these, combined with the generous gifts of my sisters, would help me most in my service to Hel, while watching over her followers.”

“I had a feeling you might say that.” James replied with a chuckle. “Very well. I’ll grant you those spells, and then use whatever energy I have left to increase your Charisma. That will help you when speaking to our congregation.”

Making good on his offer, the einherjar granted the spells and enhancement to the elven maiden. He was just about to show her the finished work on her Status Screen, when the voice of their goddess surprised them.

“I congratulate thee, my Temple Maiden. Both on achieving the power thou hast so desired, as well as in capturing thine heart’s fondest wish.” Hel’s voice rang out in the chamber, loud enough for everyone to hear, but not so loud as to wake the child sleeping upstairs.

“Lady Hel!” Lāmina called out, clasping her hands together in prayer. “Thank you for your kind words, my Lady.” she said with her head bowed reverently.

“Truly, thou hast pleased me with thine actions, and art deserving of a greater status within my church.” the Goddess of Death continued. “Therefore, I promote thee to the class of Priestess in my service, and grant thee the first of thy clerical spells.”

The former temple maiden gasped as her mind was filled with divine revelation, falling to her knees in prayer as she received Hel’s gift.

“Make good use of thy new magic, my Priestess, for the dead oft know that which confounds the living.” Hel advised, before her presence receded into the background.

“Congratulations, Priestess Lāmina.” James said, scooping the young woman up for a kiss. His words were immediately followed by a chorus of similar well wishes from the other women present, as well as a round of hugs from everyone.

“Thank you, everyone!” the newly ordained priestess choked, nearly overcome with emotion. “I really can’t believe how amazing today has been…” she whispered to herself. Am I truly allowed to be this happy? the elf wondered.

Yea, my Priestess. Continue on thy chosen path, and serve both myself and my Champion well. Do this, and know that thou art truly deserving of every blessing thou dost receive. Hel assured the elven maiden.

“Quick! Show us what spell she gave you!” Acrasia nearly shouted in excitement.

“Yea, sister. Let us see thy entire Status Screen, that we may admire thy growth.” Hrein added.

“All right.” Lāmina agreed, sniffing and wiping her eyes first, then calling up the illusory display for everyone to see.
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Slave Collar: Black leather. Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey. Soul bound. Can only be removed by destruction of the soul. D-Ring: Silver. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

“Oh. That Necromancy spell is definitely something I am interested in.” James noted aloud. “I’m sure it can be enhanced a bit, too.”

“You are welcome to any part of me, including my magic, whenever you desire, Master.” Lāmina stated in a breathy voice, while gazing up at him with reverence.

“I appreciate that.” the Champion replied with a slightly awkward smile.

“Yeah, I’m sure you do.” Acrasia giggled, giving the einherjar a teasing wink.


CHAPTER 15


James tugged at the collar of his shirt. “Damn it all… I really need to get some better clothes. I can’t wear this frilly thing every time Titania wants to hold a ceremony of some kind.” he grumbled to himself.

“It doth not need be so bad, Master.” Hrein consoled her husband while straightening his collar.

“Yeah, well, at least you look amazing in your dress.” he sighed, stopping to eye his beautiful wife for a moment. As his First Wife, it was important for the valkyrie to attend the ceremony where he would be promoted to the rank of baron. Thus, the shield maiden was wearing the fine dress that the Fairy Queen had provided her for his wedding to Acrasia.

“I do admit that we could stand to own a greater variety of clothing, however.” Hrein agreed at last, while stepping back to look her husband over once more.

Checking his Status Screen, the einherjar saw that his current level of wealth sat at 56 talents, 21 drachma, and 23 obols. Let’s see, there’s me, then my seven wives and concubines, my ward, and… I should get something for her, too. Hoping the goddess wasn’t listening to his thoughts, James considered ordering some clothing for the members of his household. Would it be considered rude for me to get something for Titania too? Or is that just too forward for the moment? Then again, could I even afford something worthy of a queen? That said, I am planning on getting one for…

“Master?” Hrein called out to the einherjar, dragging his attention back to the present.

“Hmm? What is it, my love?” he asked, giving the lovely woman a soft smile.

“Thou didst seem distracted, and so I did wish to remind thee that time is short.” she replied, kissing him lightly on the cheek.

“Oh. Right. I guess we’ll be off then, eh?” the ex-soldier stated with a sigh. It wasn’t that he minded the promotion, but the overly practical man had little use for ceremonies in general. Political ones especially. Offering his arm to his wife, who graciously accepted it, the Champion led the way out of the room.

The einherjar made it about three steps before he was hit with a sudden epiphany. “Uniforms!” he exclaimed with joy.

“Excuse me?” Hrein asked, blinking in confusion.

“That’s how I get out of wearing this dandy stuff! I’ll have dress uniforms designed for the Elphyne Guard!” the ex-soldier explained.

The valkyrie frowned and shook her head, not wanting to burst her lover’s bubble. “Master, I have no doubt that the elves doth already possess a standard uniform.”

James scowled upon hearing her words. “Then why wasn’t I given one?”

“Hast thou ordered one from the seamstress?” Hrein asked.

“Aiya? Do you think she’s taking care of that now?” the Champion wondered aloud.

The valkyrie shrugged. “Aiya is the only seamstress in Elphyne, to mine own knowledge.”

“Yeah. I suppose she is.” the einherjar agreed. “Ugh. I hadn’t even thought about ordering a uniform until now, to be honest. It didn’t even occur to me that it wouldn’t be issued by the quartermaster.”

“Perhaps if thou wert merely an enlisted soldier, but thou art not. Thou art an officer, and the head of Elphyne’s military, no less.” Hrein pointed out.

“I guess that makes sense. Anyway, let’s get going before my wandering mind makes us late.” James joked.

“Indeed, Master.” Hrein agreed with a smirk.
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“Lord Fir. Approach and kneel before me.” the Fairy Queen commanded.

James marched up to the dais, upon which Titania was standing, and dropped to one knee as ordered. His head bowed, the einherjar silently thanked Hel that the ceremony was nearly over. The poor ex-soldier had been made to sit through two full hours of regular court proceedings, before the ceremony for his promotion had even begun. Then Queen Titania had seen fit to stand upon her dais and wax lyrical about all of the Champion’s achievements to date, and the many reasons she had seen fit to grant him a barony. I suppose I should be grateful that she speaks so highly of me, but still… the einherjar sighed inwardly.

“… and rise Lord Fir, Baron of the Seelie Court.” the queen intoned, placing a small coronet upon his head.

At least I get a nifty little crown thing… James joked to himself as he stood, doing his best to keep the coronet from falling off. The headpiece was far too small for his bestial head, making the einherjar feel a little goofy for wearing it. Other than the size, it doesn’t look too bad though. he admitted, thinking back to the glimpse that he’d caught of it, before Titania had placed it on his head. Made from red silk, with a black and white fur trim, the headwear turned out to be more ornate than he was expecting. A golden band encircled the hat, just above the fur trim, and six small silver balls had been sewn onto the crimson silk. Lastly, the piece was topped with a golden tassel of some kind, which James wasn’t especially fond of.

“Apologies, James.” Titania whispered. “I should have had it adjusted to fit you.”

“It’s okay, Your Majesty.” the einherjar whispered back. “Everyone knows that tiger-men can’t wear hats.”

The Fairy Queen blinked in confusion, but let the topic slide, as it was time for her to finish the ceremony. Raising her voice once again, she addressed the court. “Ladies and Gentlemen…”
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“There now. That was not so bad, was it?” Titania asked with a smirk, as she settled into her chair.

“I survived.” James griped, collapsing onto the couch across from her desk.

“Oh please. The entire ceremony took less than half an hour.” the Fairy Queen argued with a fake scowl.

“Yeah, right after a two hour court session, and before another hour long one.” the einherjar pointed out grumpily.

“Hmph. Well, welcome to my world, James.” the fae woman replied in a clearly unsympathetic tone.

The newly minted baron groaned. “Honestly Titania, I don’t know how you do it. I’d want to string up the entire court if I had to sit through that every day.”

“Trust me, the thought has crossed my mind on more than one occasion.” the monarch admitted with a sigh.

“Oh! I just remembered. There’s something I want to ask you about.” James stated, changing the subject and sitting up straight.

“Oh? What might that be?” Titania asked, leaning over and resting her chin in her hands.

“I was wondering where you get your clothes. I’d like to have something made for my wives.” the Champion inquired.

“Ah. I see.” the fae said with a small frown. “About half of the clothing I wear is provided by my personal seamstress, Arachne.”

“Arachne? As in, the Arachne? The one that Athena turned into a spider?” James exclaimed, his eyebrows shooting up in surprise.

“Yes. That Arachne. The same seamstress who wove the clothes that you are wearing at this very moment.” Titania pointed out.

“That’s right! Now that you mention it, Hrein did say that you commissioned Arachne to make this for me. I’m sorry, I was just so distracted by the wedding that the information went right over my head.” the einherjar apologized.

“Think nothing of it, James. But I hope that answers your question.” the Fairy Queen replied.

“Actually… you said that half of your clothing is made by her. What about the other half?” James asked.

The queen of the Seelie Court grinned at her baron with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “Glamours.” she whispered, dismissing the illusory dress that she was wearing.

James froze in his seat. From where he was sitting, it was clear that the beautiful queen was naked; but due to the way she was leaning forward, and with her lower half hidden behind the desk, the einherjar couldn’t see anything.

Titania laughed at the look of surprise on the Champion’s face. Leaning back slightly, the playful fairy lowered her arms until they crossed over her chest, keeping her assets hidden, while still giving the man a slightly better view. “What ever is the matter, James? Am I so unpleasant to look upon?”

Hel’s Champion quickly regained his composure and quirked a brow at the naughty queen. Seeing a naked woman was hardly new to him, especially these days. He had simply been surprised that she would be so bold in her teasing. “Maybe I was wondering if you would run, if I decided to jump that desk?” he teased back.

Titania held his gaze for a long moment, before weaving another glamorous gown over her naked body. “I am afraid that I shall have to ask you to restrain yourself, Lord Fir… at least for now.” she added the last in a near whisper, secretly hoping that he would hear.

Thanks to his incredible hearing, the einherjar did indeed pick up on her muttered words. Not that he wasn’t already aware of her interest in him, regardless. I may be dense, but I’m not that obtuse. he told himself.

Clearing her throat, the queen changed the subject. “Before you go, there was one other topic I wished to speak of.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” James replied, bowing his head. Thankfully, the einherjar had already sent his coronet to a safe place in his Inventory, lest the thing tumble off his head every time he moved.

Titania shook her head slightly. “Nothing formal. At least, not exactly. Will you join me for a short walk, James?” she asked, standing up from behind her desk.

The einherjar gave the fae an easy smile and stood up as well. “Of course, Titania.” Offering her his arm, the ex-soldier acted the perfect escort for his queen. After they left her study, the monarch directed him past the throne room, and down a long hallway of vaulting arches. To their left were the solid walls of the palace, while a series of enclosed gardens were lined up on the right; the hallway being completely open on that side, with the exception of the exposed pillars which supported the arches above.

After a few minutes’ walk, the pair arrived at a small but beautiful garden, in the centre of which was a remarkable fountain. Standing above the flowing streams of water, was an incredible likeness of Titania. The statue appeared to be carved from a single flawless piece of marble, and depicted the Fairy Queen with her arms raised to the sky, as if in supplication. Or casting a spell perhaps. James noted.

“Have you ever noticed that the palace sits at the very centre of Elphyne, James?” the fae monarch asked her companion.

“I hadn’t thought about it, truth be told. But now that you mention it, I should have noticed.” the einherjar admitted.

Titania giggle lightly. “Worry not, my friend. While there is a reason, it is not important for most people to realize. Regardless, I would like to point out that this garden sits at the very centre of the palace.”

“Which is important to the topic you wanted to discuss, I’m guessing?” James surmised.

“Quite so.” the fairy replied cryptically, not bothering to add anything further. Instead, the auburn haired beauty released the Champion’s arm and drifted over to sit on the edge of the fountain. Lowering her hand, Titania seemed to idly play with the water, causing small waves and ripples in its surface. A few seconds later however, the purpose of her movements was revealed.

What surprised James more than the statue rising into the air and revealing a hidden staircase below it, was the silence in which it did so. At the very least, the einherjar would have expected his keen hearing to pick up on the sound of stone grinding on stone, but he had in fact heard nothing.

“If you will follow me?” Titania said, inviting the baron to accompany her down the revealed staircase.

“Of course.” he replied automatically, his curiosity and sense of adventure piqued by the mysterious hidden passage.

Overall, the winding staircase didn’t descend very far into the earth. James estimated that they had only gone down a couple of stories, before exiting into a moderately sized chamber. For the most part, the circular stone room was fairly nondescript, having no furniture or decorations of any kind. Instead, its purpose was immediately made clear by the single item housed within.

“This,” Titania said, holding her hand up to indicate the large, glimmering crystal in the centre of the room, “is what powers the veil over Elphyne.”

“That’s… impressive. And quite the state secret you are sharing with me, Your Majesty.” James stated.

“Nonsense. You are the general in command of our defence. Who else could I trust if not for you?” the Fairy Queen replied with a frown.

The einherjar gave the regal woman a warm smile. “I’m glad you feel that way. But that aside, I have to wonder why you are showing this to me. Is there some trouble with it?” he asked, gazing at the shimmering crystal. The entire formation glittered with all of the colours of the rainbow, but James sensed that the massive gemstone’s natural colour would be perfectly clear.

“No. Thankfully there have been no difficulties with its functioning. Rather, I am showing this to you, so that you have some idea of what you need to acquire, should you wish for me to create a veil over Éljúðnir.” Titania explained.

“Éljúðnir? You would do that for us?” James asked, mildly surprised.

“Of course. You are working so hard to make the afterlife a comfortable place for our people, and to bring our two cities together as one. How could I not assist you in that?” the Fairy Queen offered with a gentle smile.

James nodded, wanting to thank the generous monarch, but knowing that to do so was strictly against fae culture. Instead, he stated the obvious. “That would be a huge help, actually. To be honest, I can’t imagine how else we might drive off the never ending sleet and hail. Well, it is mostly a cold rain at this point, now that the Emerald Sun is beginning to heat things up a bit, but still.”

“Yes,” Titania confirmed. “It would be very difficult indeed without a veil similar to our own. Thus my decision to reveal this secret to you.”

“All right. Now that I know, do you have any suggestions as to where I could find a crystal like that? What kind of crystal is it, anyway? Does the magic require a specific type of gemstone?” the einherjar bombarded the fae woman with questions.

Titania shook her head. “To answer your questions in order, no, I don’t know where you could find another like it. This one is pure diamond. And finally, I might be able to make another type of crystal work, but diamond would definitely be best.”

James whistled softly. “Damn. That’d cost a pretty penny on the open market.”

“Indeed.” the Fairy Queen agreed.
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“Ahh.” Xezbeth sighed in relief. Lashing out with his foot and kicking away the succubus that had been kneeling between his legs, The Liar sat up straighter in his throne. “My sstraggele have picked up on the sscent of our missing Fallen.” the demonic general hissed.

Amorah wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and shifted back to a proper kneeling position. So disgusting… the succubus shivered in revulsion at the taste in her mouth, but wisely kept the thought to herself. He thinks he fools his peers with that angelic appearance, but everyone knows that it’s a lie. An illusion to hide the truth of his rotting, corpulent form. And no magic is powerful enough to disguise the foul scent and taste of him.

Despite her true feelings, the demoness bowed her head in a show of deference. “That is good news, my lord. Please, inform your faithful servant as to where the fallen angel is hiding, so that she may capture her and press her into your service.” … and hopefully take my place as your favourite toy. she added silently. Initially, Amorah had worked with Uriel to orchestrate Autumn’s fall, in the hopes of earning a favour from the archangel. That favour being the destruction of her current master, Xezbeth, thereby freeing the succubus from his service. But no longer. the demoness told herself. That damn angel is just too violent. I want nothing further to do with him. As disgusting as The Liar is, at least he is unlikely to kill me in a fit of rage.

“I am ssurprissed you haven’t guessed.” Xezbeth chortled with a derisive sneer. Flexing his illusory golden wings, The Liar stood up from his throne and began to pace around the room. “She iss on Terra.” he informed the kneeling succubus. “Do you care to guess where?”

“Terra?” Amorah murmured. That mortal realm is huge. How would I guess where, unless… “No…”

The demonic general laughed, holding his bulging stomach in his hands, which made him look odd, as the illusion made it appear as if he was holding nothing at all. “Oh, Yess. Yess indeed, my dear Amorah. Your mosst recent playground. Elphyne.”

Amorah licked her lips nervously. “That… might be a problem, my lord. When last I was there, I ran into a being that stank of the divine. Though he had the appearance of a demon, he clearly wasn’t one of ours. In fact, I believe it was he who ended our plans in the elven city.”

“And?” the large demon leaning in until his face was mere inches from the side of hers. “Do you think that matterss?” he hissed. “Find a way to capture the new ssuccubuss, and bring her to me!”

Amorah flinched from the powerful being screaming in her ear. “Yes, my lord. I shall do as you say.” This damn fallen angel! she silently cursed. Just how much trouble are you going to cause me!?
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“Achoo!” Autumn sneezed, then wiped her nose with her finger. “Ugh. Now I have to wash my hands.” the succubus griped.

“Or!” Acrasia chirped, flitting into the room. “You could just use the Inventory Trick that Master has taught us.”

“I suppose…” the demoness said hesitantly, staring at her hand. “But would that really get rid of the germs?”

“What are germs?” the fairy asked, tilting her head in a curious manner.

“Er… never mind. I think I’ll just go wash my hands.” Autumn replied, getting up from her seat.

“Okay.” Acrasia said with a shrug.

Leaving the dining room and entering the kitchen, Autumn made her way over to the sink.

“Do you need something, sister?” Elora asked, while stirring a pot on the stove.

“Just going to wash my hands.” the succubus replied. “Uh… how do I…? Where’s the faucet?”

“What’s a faucet?” the elven maid asked without looking up from her soup.

“Uh. Right. I keep forgetting that Terra lacks much of the technology of Heaven or Earth.” Autumn sighed.

“Is Heaven technologically advanced?” Elora asked, finally stepping away from the stove and moving over to the sink.

“Well, yes. In some ways even more advanced than Earth.” the fallen angel replied proudly.

“How so?” the elf inquired, using her Running Water spell to fill the sink for Autumn. “The soap is right there.” she added, pointing to a bar of soap sitting on the counter.

“Well, we have running water, for one thing. Though we don’t use electronics like the mortals do, as our forms of entertainment are far higher minded, the architecture is much more advanced than that of mortals, and our knowledge of the universe is obviously superior.” the demoness stated, listing off some of the things that she missed about Heaven as she washed her hands. “And we have hot water…” she sighed.

“We have Running Water. I just cast it for you.” Elora pointed out, not understanding what the fallen angel had meant.

“No, it’s… not a spell. The water flows through pipes and… you know what? Never mind. This way is great too.” Autumn stated, forcing herself to give the elf a friendly smile. “Thank you for the water.”

“You’re welcome.” the head maid said with a shrug, before returning to her cooking duties.

The succubus frowned as she watched the other woman walk away. Though she was technically a concubine, the same as the elven twins, Autumn had spent very little time in their company. Instead, she always seemed to hang out with the wives, even joining their sleeping arrangements in James’ massive bed.

“So, um, what do you and Elina do for fun?” the demoness asked awkwardly.

Elora sighed and let her head hang for a moment, stopping what she was doing at the stove. Turning around, the elf faced her fellow concubine and forced a smile of her own. “My sister and I are far too busy for fun most days. Between the livestock, the shopping, the cooking, and general running of the mansion, we have our hands full.”

“I see…” Autumn murmured, unsure what to say to that. I guess I’m just getting in the way of her work, aren’t I? she thought to herself.

Seeing the dismayed look on the other woman’s face, Elora frowned slightly. She had been trying to treat the rest of the family with a little less hostility, though she hadn’t been exceptionally successful thus far. It’s really unfair, even if I am busy. It’s only that foolish Master of mine who deserves an earful. Why did he need yet another concubine anyway? Aren’t the two of us already enough? she griped internally. “Perhaps we will have more time for leisure soon. I have made our Master aware of our workload, and he has promised to look into acquiring more help.” the elf offered.

“Oh! That’s wonderful!” Autumn clapped. “Then perhaps we could… play some games or something.” the succubus suggested.

“Perhaps.” Elora agreed. “But for now I must get back to making lunch.”

“Right. Sorry.” Autumn nodded, backing out of the kitchen. “And thanks for all of your hard work!” Not waiting for a reply, the demoness retreated back into the dining room. Ugh. I hope I didn’t come off as snobbish there… Maybe I should have offered to help or something? Plopping down in a chair with a sigh, the succubus laid her head upon her arms. Why must I be so awkward? I’m not normally like this. It’s just… I’m having such a hard time fitting in here. Finding my place. she silently lamented. Figuring out just who and what I am…

Thou art Autumn Fallen. Hel’s voice softly intoned in Autumn’s head. Thou art as unique as any other thinking being, and thy place is by the side of my Champion.

“Lady Hel?” Autumn asked aloud, lifting her head up and looking towards the ceiling.

Yea. It is I, child. Thou seemest as though thy heart wast heavy with despair. Thus I answered thee. the Goddess of Death replied.

“Sorry. I… uh… I didn’t mean to bother you.” the succubus apologized, a little embarrassed that someone had heard her thoughts.

It is no bother, my child. Thou art precious to my Champion, and thus precious to me. Hel answered.

“Thanks, my Lady.” the fallen angel said with another sigh. “Is this really all that I am meant to be doing, though? Just… warming your Champion’s bed?”

That is not all. He hath provided thee with the accoutrements of thy position, hath he not? Hel asked.

“What? This?” Autumn frowned, summoning a whip to her hand. “What am I supposed to do with this? I mean, I suppose it matches the black leather corset and skirt he had made for me, but…”

Is it not thy weapon? Art thou not going to join him on the lines of battle? the goddess inquired.

“Weapon!?” the succubus scoffed incredulously. “How in your name is this supposed to be useful in battle!? Give me a sword, or a spear, or… something. Anything other than… than… this!”

“You don’t like your whip?” James asked, startling the demoness as he walked into the room.

“Ah! Um… I’m sorry, Master. It’s just that… what… what were you thinking!?” the succubus yelled, finally losing her cool.

The einherjar shrugged and smirked at the distressed demoness, as he took his seat at the head of the table. “I thought it thematically appropriate. If you channel your Flaming Fists spell through it, you then have a weapon that can entangle an opponent, and burn them to death at the same time.”

Autumn opened her mouth to argue, but realized that the whip did in fact have some function at least, if not as much as she might have hoped.

“Also, just because I gave you a whip, doesn’t mean that you can’t have any other weapons. I was just thinking that, with it, you would have some reach. I figured your claws would be plenty deadly up close, since I’ve been using mine to good effect, ever since I got them.” James pointed out.

“Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.” Autumn admitted. “I’m not used to fighting with claws. Our training in Heaven largely centred around the use of spears and bows.”

The einherjar nodded in acknowledgement. “That makes sense. And we can get you either or both of those as well, if you wish. In fact, I imagine I will be getting bows for everyone in our party at some point. The Fireball spell is just too useful when used in conjunction with them.”

“I see. Sorry about complaining then, Master.” the demoness apologized.

“No worries, ma chérie. If you ever have any questions or complaints, my door is always open to you.” James assured the young woman. “Or suggestions, for that matter. I’m always happy to hear the brilliant ideas of my lovers.” he added with a wink.

“If you are finished flirting with your concubine, dinner is ready to be served, Sir.” Elora snarked as she walked into the room carrying a pot of soup.

“I will never be finished flirting with you ladies, Elora.” the Champion replied, swatting the elf on the arse when she bent to place his meal in front of him.

“I see.” she replied stoically, then secretly mouthed Thank you with a hint of a blush on her cheeks.


CHAPTER 16


James and his party landed just outside the edge of town, where the walls of Guayabo once stood. Glancing over at Acrasia, he saw that the six inch fairy was having trouble masking her emotions; the familiar environs immediately bringing back the painful memories of their recent battle, and the losses it incurred.

Though the fae had made remarkable progress in cleaning up the rubble and debris of the destroyed settlement, there was little they could do to remove the scorched earth that remained. This meant that only time would heal the scars on the land, left in the wake of Michael’s attack, just like the scars on the hearts of the survivors.

Of all the buildings in town, the only structure that had survived was the Temple of Hermes. Somehow, the marble building had endured the fires that raged through Guayabo, escaping the devastating flames completely unscathed. This was good, since it meant that the roughly one thousand humans who still lived in the village, were still able to access the temple’s services.

The remaining residents no longer lived in the conical thatch huts that they used to. Terrified that another fire could sweep through town and finish off the survivors, the people of Guayabo were very glad to live in the stone longhouses that the gnomes had built them. These much sturdier buildings also provided much greater protection from the monsters and wild animals who lived in the surrounding jungle, especially since the settlement no longer possessed a wall to keep them out.

“We should go check on the new chieftain.” James stated, beginning the short walk to the centre of town. The largest longhouse in the village now stood where the old chieftain’s hut would have been, and housed the new ruler’s family and closest friends. Gone were the guard posts, slaves and other trappings of a wealthy ruler; all replaced by a single woman bent over a desk, and working furiously at a pile of paperwork.

“Good afternoon, Chieftain.” James called out as he entered the building.

“Lord Fir!” the tired looking woman replied, immediately setting aside her work and standing to greet the baron. Bowing deeply, the woman clasped her hands in front of her generous chest. “To what do I owe the honour of your visit today?”

“Please be at ease, Quetzal. We are only here to see what we can help with today, and to ensure that everything is running smoothly for you.” the einherjar replied.

“Thank you, my lord.” Standing up straight, the new chieftain indicated the files on her desk with one had. “As you can see, there are a number of issues that need to be addressed, but nothing that requires your intervention, sir.”

“Are you sure? Might as well get what help you can from us while we’re here.” the Champion prodded.

Quetzal sighed and moved back to her seat. “The primary concern right now is cleaning the ash out of the aqueducts and reservoirs. Clean water is obviously a very high priority, so we have people skimming the pools as we speak.” the woman began. “Next up is the continued loss of manpower. A few more families have opted to try their luck by moving south, and a number of young women are asking to move to Elphyne, where life is generally held to be much better.”

James frowned and scratched the back of his head. “I can’t really deny that life is easier in the elven city, and we do need more people there.” he conceded.

Sighing again, the chieftain nodded her head in understanding. “I have to admit, even I have thought about relocating there. I mean, what woman wouldn’t? But the menfolk are quite upset that the women don’t want to stick around, when they themselves don’t have the option to follow after them. We already have massive imbalance in the sexes, with almost three men per woman here in Guayabo.”

“Sadly, that can’t be helped. The majority of the women and children were inside the town when it was attacked, while most of the survivors were out working in the fields or hunting at the time.” the einherjar explained.

“I know. They know. But knowing something is completely different from being able to accept it.” Quetzal frowned and leaned back in her chair in such a way that seemed to emphasize her considerable bust.

Seeing this, Autumn rolled her eyes and shook her head. “It won’t work, Quetzal.” she warned the other woman.

The chieftain let out a self deprecating laugh. “I know. But I have to try. It’s why I was given this position, after all.”

“And why you remain single, despite the shortage of women in the village.” Autumn added, glancing at her master with an accusing look.

“Wait. Why are you looking at me like that? I didn’t do anything.” James protested, holding his hands up in front of himself.

Acrasia giggled and patted him lightly on the cheek. “We know, Master. But that’s just how the villagers see you.”

“Yea. Thou art always surrounded by women, and thus they believe that thou art vulnerable to a woman’s charms. Surely they doth intend for thou to be seduced by lady Quetzal, and thereby give greater benefits to the settlement.” Hrein laid it all out as plain as day.

James scowled, but then gave up when faced with the skeptical looks of his wives. “Okay. Okay. I admit that I am a sucker for a pretty face. We’ve established that. But I’m quite content with my wonderful harem already. I truly couldn’t ask for more amazing women.”

A round of sighs and pitying smiles was all the response that his compliments garnered.

“What?” the Champion asked, a bit annoyed that they didn’t believe him.

“It’s okay, Master. We know what you are like.” Autumn replied, patting him on the back.

“Yea. Thou shalt one day command a large and mighty house. We have come to accept this as thy women.” Hrein added.

Feeling like he had no way to win this argument, James turned his attention back to the chieftain, who was smiling at him with a bit of sympathy in her eyes. Were there any other problems?” he asked, hoping to change the subject.

Quetzal thought for a moment, then began digging through the papers on her desk. “Actually, there is one thing that you could look at for us, if you would.”

“What’s that?” the einherjar inquired, eager to move on with the conversation.

“There have been reports of a ghost haunting the northern part of town. Several villagers say that they hear screams in the night, and that items have been thrown at them, despite no one else being around.” Quetzal explained.

“A ghost?” Acrasia frowned, looking a little frightened.

“I suppose it shouldn’t be surprising, given the number of deaths here recently.” Autumn pointed out. “There are bound to be some restless spirits who feel that justice hasn’t been served.”

Scratching his beard, James nodded. “That sounds like something we should look into. If there is a ghost hidden nearby, you should be able to see them, shouldn’t you Hrein?”

“Yea, Master. Autumn should be capable as well, if I am not mistaken.” the valkyrie confirmed.

“I’m surprised you can’t see them.” Autumn stated, looking over at James. “As the Champion of the Goddess of Death, one would think this would be part of your purview, would it not?”

“You’re right, ma chérie. Sadly, it’s true that I can only see them if they reveal themselves, and I can’t touch them like our valkyrie can. But since you brought it up, I agree that this is something I should fix.” the einherjar agreed.

Leaving the chieftain’s longhouse, the party made their way back to the northern edge of town. Since the village was so small, barely a single square mile in total, it didn’t take long to search the area.

“No sign of the ghost but… I can’t believe we missed this.” James stated with a troubled look on his face.

“Do you think Clarissa or her dad might have been down there?” Acrasia asked, the hopeful tone of her voice hard to miss.

“Perhaps.” the einherjar replied, not wanting to give the fairy false hope, nor crush hers entirely either. Crouching down next to the hole in the ground, the ex-soldier carefully investigated the area.

“I am certain that we were quite meticulous in our search of the Eaton’s home and shop. Yet I recall no such hole within the boundaries of their foundation.” Hrein noted, clearly on her guard as she kept watch for any potential trouble.

“You’re right. We were very thorough in our search for survivors. Especially in this case.” the ex-soldier confirmed. “But somehow we overlooked this completely. It looks like some sort of secret storage space, or a panic room perhaps? It’s small, but it’s clear that it was well maintained.”

“Panic room?” Acrasia asked, repeating the unfamiliar phrase.

“A fortified room that people can retreat to, in the hopes of waiting out their attackers. It looks like this chamber survived for the most part, though a few beams did fall.” James explained to the fairy.

“Strange that it’s entirely empty, though.” Autumn commented, peering into the small subterranean room.

“Perhaps not.” the ex-soldier disagreed. “If there were survivors hiding in there, they might have taken everything with them when they left. Though I have to admit, I find it unlikely that Geoffrey would leave town without saying a word. Surely he would have at least left a message for us.”

“Hmm. Of if the room were found by looters, that would explain the lack of anything left behind as well.” the succubus pointed out.

“Also true.” the einherjar agreed.

“What should we do, Master?” Acrasia asked, looking at her husband hopefully.

“Well, how about we start by having you go around and ask the locals if they know anything about this? We’ll keep searching the site and see if we find any clues as well.” James suggested.

“Okay, Master!” the fairy replied with an overly serious salute, before zipping off into the distance.

“Art thou sure that she was the best to send on such a task?” Hrein asked quietly.

James nodded softly. “She’s small and cute, so the villagers are less likely to feel threatened by her. That means they might slip up and give us some information that they didn’t mean to. Beyond that, I just wanted to get her away from the site…” he said with a grimace.

“Is there something wrong, Master?” Autumn asked, alarmed by the look on his face.

“Blood.” Nyakuro stated flatly.

“Right. I smell it too, kitten. And unless I’m mistaken, it smells like Clarissa’s to me. No sign of her father, though.” the ex-soldier added.

“Neko.” the nekomata hissed, pointing to a spot nearby.

Sniffing the air, James confirmed what the cat-girl was smelling. “Yeah.” Taking a few strides away from the hole in the ground, the Champion peered off into the forest. “It smells like nekomata to me. Moreover, it seems like they came and went from this direction.” he explained, pointing off to the west.

Nyakuro snarled as she scanned the treeline, looking for possible intruders. “Not Beast Tribe.”

“No. I don’t think so either. Which is quite curious…” James agreed, standing next to his feline wife.

“I thought Nyakuro’s clan were the only nekomata in the region. Aren’t they originally from across the sea?” Autumn asked, just as baffled as the others by the out of place scent.

“Hai.” Nyakuro confirmed. “Land of the Rising Sun.” she said slowly, and with a heavy accent.

“So just what were they doing here?” the einherjar muttered aloud.
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James and his party spent another full hour searching what little remained of the Eaton’s property, all to no avail. Likewise, Acrasia reported that none of the villagers had seen or heard of the Eaton family since the terrible incident that presumably took their lives. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the group also failed to find any trace of the supposed ghost that was haunting the area.

“Mayhap we should wait until nightfall, Master.” Hrein suggested.

“I agree. It’s perfectly possible that the spirit will only appear after dark.” Autumn concurred.

James sighed and rubbed his head as he looked around one last time. “Yeah. You two are probably right. In that case, I guess we have a couple of hours to kill before sunset. Acrasia, I’d like you to keep watch, while the four of us get some cultivation in.”

“Yes, Master.” the fairy replied, happy to get out of the training herself.

As planned, the four cultivators spent the intervening hours cultivating. This meant that each had 240 Spirit to work with at the end of their meditations, which was helpful, if not a huge amount.

At first, James tried enhancing his new stats with the refined Qi, but wasn’t too surprised to find that it had no effect. Rather than allow the expected result to discourage him, the einherjar used the gathered energy to copy the valkyrie’s Soul Touch technique, and chose to grant Acrasia a copy of the fallen angel’s Night Vision trait. This of course caused the hapless fairy to scream in agony for several minutes, as the interior of her eyes was forcibly transformed. The leannán sídhe took little solace in the fact that she would now be able to see much better in darkness, calling her master a bully and using every ounce of her impossibly high Charisma to make him feel guilty.

Hrein had a few ideas of her own on how to spend her acquired Spirit. Being the thoughtful and generous wife that she was, the valkyrie was constantly thinking of how to better serve her master, and make him stronger. This led her to coming up with the ideas of doubling the stat increases of his Giantism spell, as well as the duration of his Blessing. When the Champion asked his wife why she wanted to enhance those particular spells, the shield maiden would only say that she had a plan. Trusting in his First Wife completely, the einherjar allowed his Chooser to make the changes as she saw fit.

Primarily wanting to expand the capacity of her Dantian, Autumn chose to copy Hel’s Gate from James. When she argued that it was thematically sensible for a demoness to open gates to the Underworld, the einherjar really couldn’t deny her the spell. Despite her argument however, and her own admission that it could come in handy, it did secretly annoy the succubus that her master seemed to be pigeonholing them in regards to the spells that they learned, for seemingly frivolous reasons.

Once she had learned the spell, Autumn spent her remaining Spirit finishing off the enhancement of her Charisma, and starting the same with her Intelligence. In the end, the training left her with a total of 200 in Charisma, and an IQ of 120. As expected, the capacity of her Dantian also increased to 930 Qi.

Less sure what she wanted, Nyakuro wound up choosing to copy one of her master’s techniques. Adding Dual Casting to her repertoire seemed like a good plan, and under Hrein’s advice, the cat-girl generously doubled the duration of the einherjar’s Polyglot spell.

Once again, James ceded to his wife’s wishes, but he did press the valkyrie a bit harder on what her plans might be. “Thou must cultivate a total of 2400 Spirit for the next step, Master.” she said cryptically, completely unwilling to tell him anything further, unless he ordered her to do so. Allowing the woman to keep her mysteries, James agreed to set aside whatever he cultivated, until he had the required amount saved up. Since he already had 25 Spirit floating around in his Crimson Palace, the einherjar figured he was off to a good start.

Unable to put her own remaining Spirit towards her plans, the valkyrie used it to help Nyakuro boost her Charisma. The two of them combined managed to raise the Enhancement up to 85%, giving the cat-girl a new total of 111 Charisma.

“Master.” Autumn addressed the einherjar in an irritated voice. “I apologize, but I can’t keep silent any longer.”

James blinked in surprise at the fallen angel’s demeanour. “Was something wrong, Autumn?” the einherjar asked in a slightly baffled tone of voice.

“Yes.” the succubus stated firmly. Taking a deep breath and crossing her arms over her chest, the demoness let him have it. “I can’t stand how you are limiting the powers that we learn, simply so that we fit some weird theme in your head. You should be giving every one of your powers to us, and making us all as strong as possible! At least, that is what you would do if you truly care about us and really want us to stand beside you!”

Anger flashed in Hrein’s eyes, and the valkyrie made to step forward, but was stopped by James’ hand on her arm.

“At ease, my love. She doesn’t know me as well as you do yet. I haven’t earned her trust.” James said in a calm voice.

“That doth not give her the right to speak to her Master in such a manner!” the Chooser protested.

The Champion quirked a brow and tried not to smirk at his First Wife. Realizing that she had just raised her voice to him as well, the shield maiden bowed her head in shame. “Apologies, Master.”

“It’s okay, my love. I don’t expect all of you to hide your feelings from me. I’m not made of glass. I can handle a bit of anger now and then.” he assured the valkyrie with a wink.

Autumn was beginning to feel a little guilty, thanks to the scolding from Hrein. Could he possibly have a reason for his actions? the succubus wondered.

“So, to answer your question, Autumn, there is a very good reason that I am not granting all of you copies of all the spells and techniques that I have. That reason is, in a word, evolution.” the einherjar stated, looking the fallen angel in the eye.

The demoness frowned, less than pleased with his explanation. “Surely, after all you have seen, you can’t possibly believe in evolution!”

“Oh, I definitely believe in microevolution, at the very least, but that isn’t what we are talking about here.” James countered. Before the succubus could further lose her cool, the einherjar chose to fill her in on a minor secret. “Have you ever heard of how one becomes a Fairy Queen?”

Autumn had opened her mouth to shout at her owner, but found that she had to rein in her anger a bit. “What… do you mean?” she asked after forcibly calming herself down.

Stepping closer, so that curious ears might not hear their discussion, James called his women in around him. “As some of you are aware, Titania informed me of a minor secret among the fae. Fairy Queens aren’t born. They are made.”

Autumn frowned in confusion. “By whom? The fae don’t worship any gods. Or at least they didn’t used to.”

“By themselves.” James answered. “Titania told me that all Fairy Queens are born as pixies. Over time, some pixies develop new abilities, becoming tooth fairies, leannán sídhe, sandmen, or the like. On rare occasion, a particularly industrious fairy will seek to learn the abilities of more than one type of their kin. If a fairy should learn all such fairy magic, they evolve into a Fairy Queen.”

“So… you are essentially trying to guide us to evolving into higher forms, by granting us abilities that you think we need for some kind of ascension?” the succubus asked skeptically.

“Yes.” the einherjar admitted. “And no, I don’t really have anything other than guesswork to go on. I don’t even know if all of you have the ability to evolve, as it were. Well, except Acrasia. But there are plenty of myths and legends out there of unique and powerful beings, who seem to have their roots in more common races.”

“Hmm.” the demoness scowled, seemingly unconvinced. “Then what about you? Why aren’t you being careful about what abilities you learn?”

“To be frank, I don’t think I can evolve.” the Champion shrugged. “I’m already unique, as far as I can tell. Technically I’m an einherjar, but my body is nothing like a standard hero of Valhalla. Thus, I am focussed on cultivation as my primary means of advancement.”

“I suppose…” Autumn agreed hesitantly.

“Anyway, that’s my reasoning. If we get to the point where we have more information, or if it seems more beneficial to risk losing out on evolutions for you ladies, then I don’t mind just stuffing you full of…” the einherjar’s words were cut off when a small stone smacked into the back of his head.

“Company.” Nyakuro hissed, unsheathing her claws.


CHAPTER 17


James and his women spun around to confront their attacker, but failed to see anyone there.

“Night hath fallen. Dost thou not suppose…” Hrein began, but was cut off by a terrible scream from somewhere nearby.

Scanning the darkness around them, the einherjar stepped forward, using his body to shield his women from the direction of the attack. “I don’t see anything…” he said in a low growl, straining his senses to locate their hidden assailant.

Another unearthly scream echoed through the night, this time coming from somewhere behind the party. “Circle up!” James commanded.

Autumn was slow to react, given that she hadn’t been present for the training that the ex-soldier had put the rest of his women through, but she figured things out fairly quickly.

Hrein stood with her back to the einherjar, taking up the other anchor position, and watching his six. Likewise, Nyakuro immediately moved to the three o’clock position, leaving the nine open for Autumn. Until the succubus had joined the party, it was supposed to be Acrasia’s spot, but the fairy wasn’t a frontline fighter, and she knew it. Instead, she left the gap for Autumn to fill, and moved to the centre of the circle; prepared to react in any direction if necessary.

Once she’d moved to cover the empty slot, the demoness glanced to her left and right, hoping that one of the others would give her some sort of hint as to what to do next. The first thing that she noticed was that Hrein had drawn her weapon and shield, so the fallen angel followed suit and summoned her whip.

The succubus didn’t have time to consider anything further however, for in the next instant, the party was bombarded by a storm of small stones and debris. A low, agonized moan accompanied the assault, causing the tiny hairs on the back of her neck to stand up straight.

“I see it!” Hrein shouted, pointing her spear at a slightly raised portion of the ruined foundation. “It doth hide behind yonder stones!”

“Move together, but keep an eye on your arcs!” the ex-soldier commanded. Slowly, the formation moved, following the einherjar’s lead. Bit by bit they crept forward, until the space behind the pile of stones was visible… and revealed nothing to be hidden behind it.

“It was there! I swear it to be so, Master!” the valkyrie protested.

“Then where is it?” Autumn snapped. “Even if it’s a ghost, you and I should be able to see it. If it fled, we would have seen that too!”

“But…” Hrein stammered, unable to argue against the fallen angel’s point.

“Unless… it’s moving underground!” James realized a moment too late. No sooner were the words out of his mouth, than a cold hand gripped him by the ankle, and flung him into a crumbling stone wall.

Unsure if it would work, Nyakuro quickly cast Dance of the Dead on the ghostly hand protruding from the earth, in an attempt to take control of the spectre. Unfortunately for the nekomata, the spell had no effect at all, and the spirit was able to escape beneath the surface yet again.

“W-w-w-w-why could I see it!?” Acrasia stuttered, fleeing the supposed safety of the circle and flying to her master.

“It must be making itself known.” James groaned as he picked himself up off the ground. “Did anyone get a good look at it this time?” he asked, moving back into position.

“No. All I saw was the hand.” Autumn replied, keeping an eye on the darkness in front of her.

“Small.” Nyakuro stated. “Kodomo.”

“Child?” Acrasia gasped, the magic of her Polyglot spell translating for her. “Master… you don’t think-.”

The fairy’s question was cut off by another loud shriek, followed by yet another rain of stones. This time however, the apparition became fully visible. Like a black and white image, the ghost of a small girl rose up from the earth. Her mouth was open in a wail of despair, and her hair was flowing about her head, as if blowing in some unnatural breeze.

“Clarissa!” the fairy choked, tears welling up in her eyes. To the einherjar’s surprise, the poltergeist responded to the calling of her name. Floating above the ground, the ghostly child drifted towards them, her wails and moans unceasing, though her dead eyes were locked on the fae in their midst.

Trembling while clinging to her husband’s shoulder, Acrasia reached out to the spirit of her deceased friend. “Clarissa, I’m sorry…” she cried, her tears now flowing freely down her cheeks.

Inch by inch the spectre drew closer, reaching up for the blonde fairy with an expression of terror and despair. When at last, it seemed the she might clasp Acrasia’s outstretched hand, her advance was brought to a sudden halt.

Fearing that the ghost’s touch might somehow harm her fae sister, Hrein stepped forward and caught the child by the wrist. This caused the spirit to scream and thrash violently, as it fought to escape the valkyrie’s grasp. But no matter how hard the little girl tugged, nor what detritus she flung at the Chooser, Hrein refused to release her.

Closing her eyes, the valkyrie cast the first seiðr she had ever learned. “Memento Mori.” she whispered. For the next ten minutes, the others stood around in silence, as the Chooser reviewed the moments leading up to Clarissa’s eventual demise. Of course, the spirit in question fought furiously to free herself from the valkyrie’s hold, at least at first.

Not wanting to see the little girl suffer, nor allow her to disrupt his wife’s spell, James moved across from Hrein, and hugged the poltergeist from behind. The moment his arms wrapped around her small body, the ghostly child went still.

“Father…” she sobbed. “Where are you?” As if the little girl’s crying wasn’t moving enough, her distorted voice was downright haunting. The volume changed weirdly as she spoke, as if the speaker were simultaneously both near and far away, giving the whispers an odd echoing nature.

“Clarissa…” Acrasia murmured, shivering from the subtle cold emanating from the spirit.

“Thine assessment of the room wert correct, Master.” Hrein said suddenly, opening her eyes. “It would seem that Clarissa’s father did hide her in the space, along with much of his wealth, before attempting to fight the fire himself.”

“Tell me she wasn’t murdered for the gold.” James hissed through clenched teeth.

“Nay, Master. One of the beams did fall upon her, thus did her life end prematurely.” the valkyrie assured him.

“Then what happened to the treasure?” Autumn asked with a frown.

“Neko.” Nyakuro hissed.

“Yea. Nyakuro hath the right of it. It would seem that a small number of nekomata did locate her resting place. ’Twas only after the cat-folk made off with the gold and her corpse, that she did rise as a restless spirit.” Hrein explained.

“But why take her body?” James asked, more confused than ever.

“I apologize, Master. I can fathom no reason why they might desire it.” the valkyrie apologized.

“It’s fine. But I presume we’ll have to retrieve her body in order to lay her to rest, then?” the einherjar inquired.

The valkyrie tilted her head in confusion, then gave her husband a sympathetic smile. “It is easy to forget that thou wert once mortal, until thou dost speak as one.”

“What? What did I say that was wrong?” James asked, looking around to his lovers for an answer.

Autumn sighed and shook her head. “You’re the Champion of the Goddess of Death. The girl’s spirit is currently in the hands of a valkyrie. It’s no trouble for either of you to simply escort the girl to the other side.”

“Oh. Right.” the einherjar stated, suddenly realizing that the succubus was correct. “I guess we should take her to see Hel, then?”

“Yea, Master. That would be for the best.” Hrein replied.

Nodding to his wife, James reached out and opened a portal to the Realm of the Dead. “After you, my ladies.” he said, waving his women forward.

Nyakuro was the last of the women through the portal, having to take a moment to cast Manifest Wings before she could fly through. With one last look around, and a hiss at the darkness beyond the town, the nekomata leapt into the tunnel.
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“I see.” the Goddess of Death said simply, looking down at the small girl kneeling on the floor. Leaning back in her throne, the bicoloured deity turned to her closest friend. “Dost thou not wish to return her to life, my Champion?”

“I’d like to,” James admitted, “but we don’t know where her body is, so I can’t cast Rebirth.”

Hel nodded, accepting the facts as they were. “Dost thou wishest to take her into thine house?”

“Eh?” James asked intelligently.

The Goddess of Death frowned slightly. “Though I can prepare a home for her in Éljúðnir, she is but a child. Wouldst thou have her spend eternity at the orphanage? I was of the belief that she was thy friend.”

“Well, she is! Definitely. Or at least, the kid of a friend.” the einherjar assured his goddess.

“She could play with Zahra!” Acrasia exclaimed, her doleful mood suddenly brightening.

“Or… she could assist Elora and Elina in their chores.” Autumn suggested. “The head maid did say that they could use some extra help around the mansion.”

“I mean yeah, but… she’s five. Even Zahra is eight, and I wouldn’t expect much work out of her.” the ex-soldier countered.

“And a poltergeist.” Autumn argued. “Her telekinesis would allow her to do a lot that a typical child couldn’t.”

“Right. But shouldn’t kids be… you know, playing?” James tried again, trying to help the fallen angel see reason.

“For eternity? She’s dead, Jim. She could stand to learn a little responsibility and discipline.” the succubus retorted, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Jim?” the einherjar asked, quirking a brow.

“Ah. Sorry, Master. I don’t know why but… it just seemed like the right thing to say at the time.” Autumn replied with a look of mild confusion.

James sighed and looked down at the silent little girl. Walking around so that he could crouch down in front of her, the einherjar asked the obvious question. “What do you want to do, Clarissa?”

“I want my daddy.” the small child answered with a sniff.

“Right. Well, I don’t know where your dad is but, if I ever find out, I promise to try and bring him home to you. Okay?” the Champion said, silently swearing to himself that he’d look into it whenever he got the chance.

“Mayhap thou shouldst ask thy fiancé for assistance?” Hel suggested with a small smile.

“Oh! That’s a great idea! Thanks Hel!” James exclaimed, realizing that she was right.
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By the time introductions were over, Clarissa had settled down somewhat. James was sure that everyone being so friendly had likely helped a lot, with Zahra even going so far as to proclaim herself a new big sister.

Though Elora had somewhat reluctantly agreed to take the little ghost girl on as staff, the elven maid insisted on easing the child into the work, and allowing her to play for the majority of the day. Secretly though, Elora mainly felt like her master was hoisting yet another chore, that of babysitting, onto her and her sister. As if we don’t already have enough to do. she griped silently to herself. Well, at least she can’t die if we take our eyes off her for a second. she noted.

Only once Clarissa was squared away, did James approach Lāmina with his request.

“So you want me to call up the spirit of her father?” the elven priestess asked, just to be sure.

“Yes. I know you can only ask one question, so I think this time we should ask him where he is.” the einherjar suggested.

Lāmina nodded and took a seat on the floor, shifting around until she was in the lotus stance. Closing her eyes, the Priestess of Hel began to hum, swaying slightly to the eerie tune. “Geoffrey Eaton. In Hel’s name, I command thee to answer this question one.” she intoned in an unnaturally deep voice.

At first it seemed like the spell had failed. A minute, then two passed, with no further reaction from the elven maiden. Finally, when James was just about to stand up, Lāmina gasped and she opened her eyes, revealing that they had rolled back into her head.

“Release me!” a voice resembling that of the dead merchant issued from the elf’s mouth.

“Geoffrey!” James nearly shouted. Not wanting to waste his fiancé’s efforts, he quickly asked the question that was most important at the moment. “Where are you?”

“I… I’m… I’m in Hell!” Geoffrey’s soul screamed, before retreating back to the afterlife.

The moment Lāmina was released from her possession, the elf collapsed onto the floor. Worried that she mightn’t be okay, the einherjar rushed to her side and pulled her into his arms. As soon as he picked her up, he noticed that she was cold to the touch and wasn’t breathing. “Lāmina! Lāmina! Speak to me, darling!” he whispered hoarsely, not wanting to alarm the household just yet.

Lying in the einherjar’s arms, the elf appeared to be the very picture of death, before suddenly gasping and entering a terrible coughing fit. With each hack and rasp, the priestess coughed up spoonfuls of clear slime, spitting them on the floor. After several minutes of trying to expel the substance and catch her breath, Lāmina was finally able to relax and breathe normally.

“What in the Nine Hells is that?” James muttered with a look of disgust. Using his Inventory Trick to clean away any that remained in the elf’s mouth or on her body, the einherjar gently stroked the young lady’s head. “Are you all right now?”

“I’m fine now, Master. Thank you for worrying about me.” she responded with a tired smile. “But why do you say that?” she wondered, lying her head against his shoulder.

“Say what?” he asked, kissing the pretty elf on the top of her head.

“Nine Hells. There is only one Hell, also known as Gehenna.” Lāmina replied, snuggling into her fiancé.

James frowned, mildly confused. “I thought Hell was divided into nine circles?”

“Ah. I’ve heard that theory before, now that you mention it. That said, I am pretty sure that there is only the Lake of Fire, which lies in the deepest pit of Tartarus.” the elven priestess explained. “At least, as far as Yahweh’s prison is concerned.”

“Fair enough. Let’s hope we never have occasion to find out first hand.” the Champion joked.

“Agreed.” Lāmina sighed. Groaning, the young priestess sat up and looked at the mess on the floor. “Ugh. There had to have been half a pint of that stuff in my throat. So disgusting.”

“What is it?” the einherjar asked, poking a particularly large puddle of the transparent ooze with his finger.

“Ectoplasm.” the Priestess of Hel replied. “The dead secrete it… sort of. More like their energy creates it when interacting with a living being.”

“You’re quite knowledgeable about this stuff.” James complimented the young woman with a grin.

Lāmina smiled back at her fiancé. “Thank you, Master. I studied hard once I learned that I would be serving Hel as a temple maiden.”

“Is it useful for anything?” the Champion inquired, genuinely curious about the strange, supernatural substance.

“I don’t know, but I guess it couldn’t hurt to store it, just in case.” the elf replied with a shrug.

Summoning a mason jar to his hand, James went about using a variation of his Inventory Trick to collect the slime in the container. After stowing it away, the einherjar gave his fiancé a squeeze. “I suppose this means that the next step is to find some way to free Geoffrey from Hell.” the Champion noted with a sigh.

“I imagine that will be… difficult, Master. Without his body, you cannot simply restore him to life, and that means you would either have to personally free him from his prison by going there to retrieve his soul, or bargain with the demons to smuggle him out. Neither option would be advisable.” Lāmina supplied.

“Maybe we should talk to Lady Hel, and see what advice she has.” James suggested.

“That would certainly be the wisest course of action.” the elf agreed.
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The moment that James entered Hel’s keep, he knew that something was off. There was a palpable tension in the air, though he couldn’t discern the source just yet. “Go and fetch my battle party, darling.” the einherjar whispered to Lāmina, who had accompanied him to her goddess’ abode.

“Yes, Master.” she whispered with a quick nod in return, before hurrying back out the door. The truth was, if it were an emergency, James could easily summon those he wanted by his side, with a simple casting of his Summons spell. The ex-soldier wasn’t yet sure if he was facing such a situation, but he had wanted to send the young priestess away to safety, just in case.

Striding purposefully down the hall, the einherjar quickly reached the door leading into Hel’s throne room, and found it open. The bicoloured goddess was standing still, facing her throne, with her hands clenched into fists at her side. Opposite her, draped over the stone chair, was a well dressed interloper. Leaning back so that his wavy blond hair hung down over one arm, while his legs dangled over the other, the stranger waved his hands in the air playfully as he spoke.

“Oh daughter of mine. Why do you frown so? You should be happy to see your dear old dad!” the man snickered.

James’ eyes narrowed as he stepped up to stand beside Hel. The unwelcome guest’s disrespectful behaviour towards the Goddess of Death deeply irritated her Champion. So much so, that the bestial man felt compelled to speak up. “Would you like me to dispose of the riffraff, my Lady?” he growled.

“Oh? What’s this? Have you taught a new pet to stand upright like a man, daughter of mine?” Loki sneered, taking in the einherjar with a glance.

Before Hel could respond to either of them, the ex-soldier acted. Unsure whether the goddess would be upset if he truly harmed her father, the einherjar settled for causing the Mischief-Monger a great deal of pain. Without moving a muscle or speaking another word, Hel’s Champion cast Rebirth on the Father of Falsehoods.

The subsequent explosion of divine power knocked both James and Hel off their feet, and flung them across the room, sending the pair sliding over the cold stone floor until they slammed into the wall opposite the throne. Meanwhile, Loki’s scream of terror and agony echoed through the halls of Hel’s keep, accompanied by a thunderous boom which was caused by a huge crack forming in the back of the throne.

Scrambling to his feet after being tossed like a rag doll by the unexpected backlash of the spell, James hurried to assist Hel as well.

“What hast thou done?” the Goddess of Death gasped as she gripped his hand and pulled herself up. Staring in awe at the pile of ash sitting upon her throne, Hel took a tentative step forward.

“Aaaahhhh!” Loki screamed again, sitting up from beneath the ash. The Trickster scrambled in a mad panic, flinging himself from the throne, and putting as much distance between him and the einherjar as possible, without leaving the room.

“Just teaching a yappy mutt a lesson.” James assured his patron goddess, without taking his eyes off her father.

“Y-you! What are you!?” Loki yelled, pointing an accusing finger at Hel’s Champion, while cowering against the wall.

James smirked and stood up straighter, making himself as tall as he possibly could while standing next to his goddess. “I am James Fir. Champion of Lady Hel, and Baron of the Seelie Court.” he snarled.

“C-champion?” the Trickster shivered. “Hel! I demand that you put a leash on your - eep!” Loki cried and covered his head with his arms, his rant cut off as a ball of blue flame appeared in the einherjar’s hand.

“James.” Hel said softly. “I am certain that my father hath learned that thou wilt tolerate no further disrespect towards either thee or myself, so please, refrain from reducing him to ash yet again.”

“As you wish, my Lady.” the Champion replied with a solemn bow, dismissing the Dancing Flames spell in his hand. Really hope he behaves himself… not sure I could actually kill him outright… that blast of power was immense. the einherjar secretly admitted to himself.

Seeing and hearing the interaction between his daughter and her Champion, Loki felt some modicum of his confidence return. Though he straightened up and acted as if he was no longer afraid, the Trickster’s mind was reeling. How!? How could a mere Champion ki… ki… do that to me!? he screamed internally, unable to admit to himself what had really happened. With a final shiver, the evil god plastered a fake smile on his lips and leaned against the wall with as much nonchalance as he could muster. It was only when he felt the rough stone against the pale skin of his back, that Loki realized that he was as naked as a jaybird.

James fought down a smile that threatened to crease his lips. His animalistic senses told him clearly just how distraught the Father of Falsehoods really was; he could smell the other man’s fear, and see the anger in his eyes. Now that I think about it… he must be really upset if I can tell so easily. He’s supposed to be the master of deceit, after all. the einherjar realized.

With a seemingly casual wave of his hand, Loki glamoured some new clothes for himself. The indignity! the god shouted in his head, fighting to keep his lips from curling in a snarl. Clearing his throat, the Sly One calmed himself enough to return to his usual level of performance. “I must say, daughter of mine, I love what you’ve done with the place. That green sun really is something.”

Only the faintest trace of a smirk showed on Hel’s lips. “Oh? I am glad to hear that the work of my Champion hath impressed thee so, Father.” she replied, emphasizing that it was James’ accomplishment.

Loki’s eye twitched, but the smile on his face never faltered. “I see.” he hissed through grit teeth.

Wanting to maintain the edge she had in the conversation, Hel moved towards her throne. Looking down at the ash piled upon it, she briefly considered wiping it away with her hand, but found herself smiling when James stepped up beside her and cleared the mess away by sending it to his Inventory. “I thank thee, my Champion.” she said in a warm voice. Taking her place on the stone seat, the Goddess of Death sat up straight with a regal bearing, and looked down on her disreputable kin. “Why hast thou comest, oh father of mine?”

“What? Can’t a dad just want to visit his family?” Loki protested. Judging by the disbelieving looks on the pair’s faces, the god could tell that he wasn’t going to be able to sell his motive as simply missing his daughter. Opening his mouth to spout some other bullshit excuse, the Trickster was interrupted by a group of gorgeous women entering the room. The beautiful valkyrie in the lead glared at the Sly One with obvious distrust, and even the succubus at the end of the line sneered with open distaste upon seeing him. What? Who? Why is a valkyrie here? A fairy? Who are they? he wondered, his eyes following the group as they spread out around the room, covering the corners and exits.

“Master. We are here, as per thy summons.” the valkyrie declared, taking her place front and centre, at the base of the dais below the throne.

“Thanks for coming, my love.” James replied, smiling warmly at each of the women.

Thou art so protective of me, my Champion. Hel silently communicated with James.

Of course. the einherjar said in reply.

“I shall ask thee again, Loki. Wherefore art thou here?” the Goddess of Death reiterated her question with a little more force.

The Trickster grimaced slightly. No filial love there… he noted sourly. When did she turn against me? His eyes going to the Champion standing proudly next to the goddess, Loki correctly guessed the source of Hel’s change of heart. That damn beast! How long has he been here, mucking around? Bringing a sun to Niflheimr? Warmth to my daughter’s heart? Yes… I saw that smile when she looked at him…

“If thou hast no reason to be here, then -“ Hel began, her patience running thin with the Sly One.

“Apologies, dear daughter.” Loki interrupted her with a bow, unwilling to let her throw him out without achieving his goals. “Allow me to speak plainly… it is time.” he stated calmly, giving his daughter a knowing look.

Hel made a small gasp and tightened her grip on the arms of the throne. Before she could say anything however, Loki continued.

“It is time for Óðinn and the rest of his Æsir to perish. The time has come for Ragnarök.” Loki proclaimed with a flourish.

“Impossible!” Hel shouted, clearly upset that the other deity wanted to trigger the end of times. Calming herself slightly, the Goddess of Death pointed out several problems with Loki’s statement. “Midgardr hath not yet experienced Fimbulvetr, nor hath my brother Fenrir been freed from his bonds.”

Loki grinned evilly. “Too true, my daughter. Too true.” he ceded. “But you need only help your nephews devour the sun and the moon, then Midgardr will freeze, and Fenrir will snap the cursed Gleipnir.”

Hel glanced to her side, hoping that James might have something to say about all of this. Thankfully, the einherjar had a reasonable argument.

“Hahaha!” Hel’s Champion laughed. “Do you seriously think that Yahweh will let you freeze the Earth? Come now Loki, I’m sure you’re not that stupid.”

The Sly One grit his teeth and spun on the einherjar. “Then what do you suggest, Champion?” Loki asked with a snarl, momentarily losing his grip on his anger.

James shrugged, as if completely unbothered by the deity’s ire. “You’ll just have to skip Fimbulwinter, and kick off Ragnarök without it. That way it won’t affect Earth, and Yahweh won’t care. In fact, I’m sure He would be quite pleased if you managed to kill off the Aesir.”

“Oh? And how do you suggest we free Fenrir from his bonds, without breaking the Gleipnir? Because the only way I know of to snap that cursed ribbon, is to allow my grandchildren to devour the heavenly orbs, thereby causing the stars to go dark and the Earth to shake. Only then will the mountains fall, and all that binds shall break.” Loki stated with a sneer.

“You do that, and you won’t even get to battle Odin and his friends. The Heavenly Host will come down on your ass like a ton of bricks.” James warned the evil god again. “To answer your question though… I could do it. I could free Fenrir.” the einherjar suggested with a devious grin.

The Trickster’s eyes narrowed as he studied the Champion. “Is that so?” the god drawled. “Then by all means, Champion, do so.”

“Nope.” James refused, crossing his arms over his chest.

“What?” Loki snapped.

“I’ve got my own problems to worry about. Namely Michael. He and I already have a score to settle. The last thing that I need is for the Host to attack Éljúðnir while our forces are weakened, or off fighting a war in Asgard.” the einherjar explained.

Loki glared at the einherjar for a moment, but then his expression slowly shifted to one of amusement. “Your flames… they wouldn’t work so well against Yahweh’s Champion, would they?” the Sly One stated, thinking of the Flaming Sword that Michael always carried. Little did he know that James had already removed that particular threat, but neither of them knew whether or not the archangel would be vulnerable to fire without it.

“I need another weapon. One capable of slaying an archangel, or even a god.” James told the Trickster. “Bring me such a thing, and I will free Fenrir for you.”

Loki stroked his neatly groomed goatee and stared at the einherjar with his ruby red eyes. “Deal. I know just the weapon, and how to get it. But you must free the wolf before I give you the weapon.”

“Deal.” James agreed. “But you’re going to have to sign this contract.” the ex-soldier stated, summoning a piece of paper and casting Faustian Pact.


CHAPTER 18


A cool breeze drifted off the lake, causing the Fairy King to shiver. He had flown for thousands of miles, enduring the ever increasing heat as he made his way south, only to have a simple morning zephyr give him a chill. Damn this place. he thought testily. The sooner I claim my wife and get back to the bonnie climes of the Emerald Isle, the better.

Though the werejaguar guards were properly alert and focused, their eyes had no way to pierce the invisibility magic that the invader had cloaked himself with, as he flitted over the walls. Thus, Oberon had no difficulty entering Elphyne unseen.

This veil… it is the same as the one that she raised over Elfame. the fae man noted as a grin slowly spread across his boyish face. That means she probably placed her palace at the centre of the city. Quietly, the Fairy King flew in the direction that he expected to find the palace in, and wasn’t disappointed when the magnificent arches and spires came into view.

Landing in a garden on the east side of the palace, the fae monarch prepared to sneak into the building. I suppose I should summon my troops now. he thought to himself. If I recall correctly, a mere thousand elves left with her when she fled my court, and barely a tenth of those were warriors. That means I should have no need to call upon more than say… five thousand of my soldiers to secure this place entirely.

Oberon thought over his strategy one more time, while rubbing his hairless chin. After several minutes of careful consideration, the invisible fairy nodded to himself and looked down at the ivory horn hanging from his neck. Suspended on two golden laces, the magical instrument was the keystone of his plans. Once I blow this to summon my army, the enemy will know with certainty that I am here. Nonetheless, as crafty as my wife may be, she cannot defeat me when I have my horn and armour. he assured himself.

Steeling his resolve, the Fairy King raised the legendary horn to his lips, and blew. The blaring of the instrument seemed all the louder in the quiet stillness of the morning, but the expected chaos did not ensue. No shouts of alarm rang through the city, and no guards came running. Have I caught that foolish wife of mine completely unprepared? the ancient fae wondered.

The moment the sounding of the horn ceased, magic circles began appearing in nearly every free space around the exterior of the palace. In a heartbeat, the spell was complete, and an army of five thousand elves appeared within Elphyne’s walls. Armed with bows and dressed in resplendent bronze armour, the elven warriors moved in unison, to quickly lay siege to the heart of the Seelie Court.

“Sir!” A handsome elven knight approached the king, bringing a fist to his chest in a salute.

“Clariande.” Oberon replied, standing up straight but still having to tilt his head back to look the other man in the eye. Despite the knight being tall for an elf, standing a full 5’ 5”, the Fairy King was much, much shorter, coming in at a mere 3 feet tall. Damn that Maglore and her spiteful curse! If she had not seen fit to balance her hex with a gift of beauty, I would drive her from my court! the Fairy King silently cursed for the umpteenth time.

“What are your orders, sir?” the elf asked, taking a subtle step back so that his liege wouldn’t have to crane his neck so badly. If he were the height of a normal man, and didn’t suffer a crooked shoulder, my king would surely be the most glorious of all. Clariande thought to himself for the thousandth time. Never have I seen a face so fair on one of the masculine sex. The ladies would surely swoon before his wavy blond hair and piercing blue eyes.

Oberon did his best to tune out the thoughts of his faithful knight, having heard the man’s almost obsessive admiration countless times over the centuries. Taking a deep breath, the Fairy King focussed his mind and quelled his gift for reading the minds of others. “My orders…” he began. “That crafty wife of mine would no doubt think to use her banshees to warn her of our attack… but that will only work if we kill her subjects. My subjects. So we do not. You are to secure the area without killing anyone. Is that understood? Maim, wound or otherwise incapacitate them, but do not kill them.” the ancient fae commanded.

“Yes, sir!” Clariande replied.

“Excellent. Now see to your duties. I shall head into the palace alone. The queen need not be embarrassed by others being present, when I bring her to heel.” Oberon snarled with a vicious grin.
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Clariande made for his fellow knight, before turning to watch his liege enter the palace. It is passing strange that we’ve met with no enemies as yet. Where could they all be? he wondered.

“Sir Clariande! What are our orders?” a slightly older and more rugged looking knight called out to the elf as he approached.

“Ah! Sir Gloriante! We are to subdue our foes and secure the exterior of the palace by any means necessary, short of taking a life.” the first knight explained.

“Hmm. That might be difficult.” Gloriante replied, scratching his bare chin.

“Difficult or not, we have our orders.” Clariande said stiffly. “Let us have our soldiers spread out a bit. There is no need for all of them to huddle so close to the palace walls. And let us be sure to watch our backs as well. I find it suspicious that we have yet to meet any resistance.”

“Perhaps the queen’s fools are simply too frightened to come out and fight.” Gloriante snickered. “We outnumber them at least five to one, after all.”

Shrugging at his comrade’s comment, the first elf made his way over to his troops to give them their orders. It didn’t take long for the various units to organize and get set up in their chosen positions, especially as there seemed to be no one else in the area other than them, guards or otherwise. Of course, a mere minute or two after the Unseelie soldiers settled in for the siege, the trap was sprung.

Despite being on their guard for surprise attacks, none of Oberon’s warriors could have predicted what would come next. The only warning that they got was a high pitched whistle, which drew their attention skyward. A small flaming object shot high into the sky from somewhere within the palace walls, then burst into a beautiful pattern of blue lights with a loud bang.

Receiving the signal from Acrasia, the hidden gnomes of Elphyne unleashed their magic. In the blink of an eye, the earth beneath the invading elves shifted, and the next thing the soldiers knew, they were chest deep in mud. None were harmed by the fall, but the thick muck made movement extremely difficult, and aiming their bows next to impossible.

A heartbeat after the gnomes had performed their part of the plan, the little fellows dove for cover, back under the earth from which they came. Not only did this safeguard the bearded fae from any sort of reprisal by the Unseelie soldiers, but it also protected them from what came next.

Hundreds of illusory trees wavered, then popped like massive soap bubbles, each revealing a woman of unearthly beauty. In accordance with the plan set out by the Seelie Court’s newest baron, every single nymph in Elphyne, even the reclusive dryads and the water loving naiads, had sallied forth to protect their city. The wise elven commanders didn’t even have time to issue a warning to their troops, for the moment the women had appeared, it was already too late. Every male soldier was instantly struck by the most infamous of fae magic: Nympholepsy. Luckily for the Unseelie army, only about a third of them were male, with the women being unaffected by the nymphs’ curse. Further, the elves were fortunate that most were rather charismatic, and thus the vast majority of the men only became completely infatuated; with only a few losing the ability to speak, and none perishing outright.

Being immune to the nymph’s magic didn’t mean that the women were safe, however. Scant heartbeats after their appearance, the nymphs suppressed their supernatural beauty, thereby making it safe for their allies to engage the enemy next. Waves of pixies emerged from the bushes, each carrying a small satchel of golden sand. The scores of Sandmen who served the Seelie Court zipped through the air and cast their dust into the eyes of the female soldiers.

In no time at all, the vast majority of the Unseelie army was incapacitated, with most of the women fast asleep, while the men followed the orders of their beloved nymphs, and bared their arms against the women who had resisted.
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Oberon strode confidently through the halls of Titania’s palace. He was completely unaware of what was about to happen to his troops outside, and thought only of forcing his wife to kneel before him once more.

At last, the Fairy King approached the massive doors leading to the queen’s throne room, and thrust them open with ease, though he was a bit surprised to find them unbarred.

Stepping into the audience chamber, Oberon saw the object of his obsession sitting upon her throne, and seemingly alone in the room. No one else is here? he wondered, scanning the room for hidden threats. Ah. There she is. he noted silently, spotting a familiar face peeking through a cracked door.

“Peaseblossom! I knew you would never abandon your queen!” the Fairy King laughed.

“Of course I wouldn’t!” the fairy maid huffed, slowly drawing a small dagger from her apron.

“Oh please!” Oberon scoffed. “What do you think you are going to do with that? You are no warrior, and everyone knows that no weapon can harm me whilst I wear this armour!” he laughed, rapping his knuckles against the silver breastplate of his heroic cuirass.

Titania frowned as she gazed upon her ex-husband. As she had assumed he would, Oberon had worn his legendary armour, the Harness of the Fairy King. Though it lacked the usual back piece of a standard cuirass, to allow for his wings, she knew all too well that his words weren’t idle boasting. Not only would the wearer be impervious to all manner of mundane injury, but the magical armour also protected him from the elements of fire and water, making it impossible to burn or drown the tiny warrior. He cannot even grow tired while wearing it, so sleep magic is useless against him. the Fairy Queen noted with a sigh.

“You have no idea what I am capable of!” Peaseblossom screamed with tears in her eyes. Before the short man could form any sort of rebuttal, the lovely fairy turned the dagger on her self, and thrust it into her own throat.

Oberon’s jaw dropped in shock as the fae woman stumbled behind the door and slammed it shut. That the pleasant, attentive, and almost motherly Peaseblossom could commit such an act of violence was beyond surprising to him. That she did it to herself was utterly incomprehensible to the stunned monarch.

“Know that your vaunted horn cannot save her from her chosen fate, Oberon. That dagger was dipped in the poison of a golden frog, thus death will surely take her.” Titania announced, rising from her seat.

The Fairy King grimaced, and his eyes hardened as he turned his gaze back to the Fairy Queen. “You have grown cold, wife, to demand such a thing of a dear subject.” he hissed with anger.

Titania’s face was a mask of stone, betraying no emotion whatsoever. “It is you who cared naught for the consequences of your actions, Oberon. You know well what my reply is, that I have no intention of becoming your wife again, nor allowing you to conquer my court.”

“You!” Oberon shouted, pointing his finger directly at the queen. “You are a fool. I know exactly what you sought to gain by her death. A warning from the banshees, no doubt. You commanded her to die upon seeing me, and thus your keening ladies would have foreseen my coming.”

The Fairy Queen’s eye twitched at his declaration, but she gave no other outward signs that he was correct in his assumption.

“But her death will avail you naught, oh cold, heartless Titania.” he continued. “For I am here, and I am your better. I will punish you for your insolence, then drag you back to the Emerald Isle, for you cannot resist me.”

“For the love I once felt for you, I shall give you this one warning, Oberon. Leave this place and never return. I am no longer your wife, and never shall be again.” Titania declared while glaring at her enemy.

“Lies!” Oberon spit on the floor upon hearing her words. “All lies! You know that a fae’s bond is immutable. You swore an oath to me. ‘Till death do us part! You cannot escape me, Titania. Not now, not ever!”

“That is where you are wrong, ex-husband. The Titania who swore that oath died. Death did part us. And now I stand before you a free woman, and one who will never bow to your will again.” the Fair Queen yelled, drawing a wand from her sash.

He didn’t know how, but Oberon felt the truth of her words. “How…?” he muttered. How could she have died, and yet stand here, alive and well? The fae man’s mind raced, desperately trying to figure out the woman’s trick.

“Leave.” Titania said again in an icy tone.

Oberon shook his head. “No matter. I will unite the fae courts without your consent.” Looking up at Titania, an evil sneer slowly curled the Fairy King’s lip. “I will drag you back to my court by force. Mab will be my only queen, and you will be nothing more than a concubine.”

Levelling her wand in her opponent’s direction, the Fairy Queen uttered a single word. “Vortex!” The moment she finished the short incantation, the air between them began to swirl rapidly, creating a ten foot tall tornado, which the fae woman directed at her ex-husband.

His luscious locks blowing in the wind, Oberon stood his ground, completely unfazed. Instead of panicking, the Fairy King simply raised the ivory horn to his lips, and cast his own spell through it. With a great burst of sound, the Unseelie King lashed out at the air in front of him and created his own whirlwind, which spun counter to that of Titania’s.

A great roar echoed through the palace when the two twisters collided, tearing at each other until both were cancelled out. The smug look on Oberon’s face didn’t last however, as he spotted Titania’s form quickly retreating down a hall. That bitch! he swore silently. It was merely a distraction!

Chasing after his ex-wife, the Fairy King entered the hall, only to see the fae woman dart through a door on the right. “There is no point in running, Titania! You cannot escape me!” he yelled after her, dashing down the hall. As soon as he reached the door, he lunged through it without looking, and was surprised to find that it led to a long, dark tunnel. Even with his keen eyes, the Fairy King could see neither the walls nor the floor; her silhouette against the white light at the end was the only thing that he could discern.

Unwilling to let the Fairy Queen escape his grasp, Oberon stubbornly chased after her, plunging through the light at the end of the tunnel. When at last his vision cleared, and the ancient fae could make out his surroundings, the Fairy King immediately saw red. He didn’t even notice the portal snapping shut behind him, nor the iron bars that enclosed the cell in which he now stood. No, his entire mind was consumed with the image of his wife in the arms of another man, just beyond the cell door.

“You dare!” Oberon screamed, charging up to the door of his cage and gripping the bars in his hands. “Aaarrggh!” the fae man roared as the iron burned his flesh. “You! You think this will stop me!?” he raged, tearing his hands free of the hated iron. In the blink of an eye, the Fairy King was standing in front of the embracing couple, having teleported out of the cell.

“Goodbye, Oberon.” Titania whispered with only the faintest hint of sadness in her voice.

The moment she uttered those words, the cù-sìth that had been hidden around the corner began to bark. And in that instant, Oberon knew that he was hearing his own death knell. Turning his head, the Fairy King spotted the massive green furred dog that he knew all too well. “Chul…” he gasped as the hound barked a second time.

Oberon’s mind raced as several thoughts fought for dominance. Who is this bestial man that dares lay a hand on my wife!? one train of thought raged. I need to get out of here! another splinter of his mind realized, and reached for the magic to teleport himself to safety… only to find that for some reason, the spell had failed, as if it couldn’t reach his chosen destination. “Titania…” he gasped in sorrow and horror, comprehending that she too would perish in the trap that she had laid for him. This was the Fairy King’s final thought, as he heard the cù-sìth bark for the third time.
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James sat up from under the pile of ash, then stood and helped Titania to her feet. “That was my last pair of pants…” he lamented, using his Inventory Trick to clean away the ash clinging to their naked bodies.

The Fairy Queen rolled her eyes, and waved her hand dismissively, effortlessly casting a spell that clothed them in glamours. “I will provide you with new attire upon our return to Elphyne. As well as a new sash, seeing as you keep burning them.” she assured the Champion.

“Th-“ the einherjar cut himself off, about to thoughtlessly thank the fae woman. “That would be most useful.” he corrected himself.

Titania turned her gaze to her fallen ex-husband and sighed. “If only he had not been so stubborn.”

“About that… I have an idea.” the baron remarked, bending down to check the Fairy King for signs of life and ensure that the man was dead.

“Oh? Do tell.” the Fairy Queen inquired with a raised eyebrow.

“Well, there’s still the issue to his army, among other things. I think I may have a solution to all of it.” James stated, relieving the corpse of its armour, weapons, and horn. “Here Your Majesty. These should belong to you.”

Titania frowned as she accepted the armour. “I suppose, though truth be told, I cannot use the armour.”

“Why not? I’d feel a lot better about your safety if you wear it. The protective properties of that artifact are insane.” the ex-soldier pointed out.

The beautiful fae woman shook her head. “Sadly, I am simply not virtuous enough. For any other than Oberon himself to wear it, they must be free of deadly sin. Not only that, but their mother must have only ever known one man in a carnal way.”

“Huh.” the einherjar hummed while scratching his beard. “Deadly sins, eh? I definitely can’t wear it then.”

“I do not imagine that many could.” Titania replied. “The only man that I have ever heard of wearing it, other than Oberon, was the famous knight Huon.”

“Hmm. Maybe not a man, but… would you be willing to part with the armour, Your Majesty?” James asked.

“You think that you know someone who could use it?” the Fairy Queen asked, mildly surprised.

“I believe Hrein just might fit the bill.” the einherjar said with a chuckle.

“Ah. Yes. I believe she might. Very well. As you are the commander of my armies, and your First Wife is perhaps the most potent of those under your command, I shall relinquish the armour to her. I must insist on keeping the horn, however.” Titania agreed.

“Of course. I’m sure Hrein will be an absolute terror on the battlefield with this harness.” James stated with a huge grin. “By the way, what does the bow do? I can sense that it’s imbued with magic too.”

“An arrow fired from that bow will arrest any beast it may strike.” the fairy informed him.

“Arrest?” James asked with a puzzled expression. Try as he might, the einherjar couldn’t stop his mind from conjuring up images of a sexy fae woman in a police uniform, appearing out of nowhere to handcuff a bear with an arrow stuck in its ass.

“Stop. Paralyze.” Titania explained, wholly unaware of the ex-soldier’s vivid imagination running wild.

“Ah. Okay. That makes more sense.” the einherjar muttered while giving his head a shake, to dispel the crazy notion.

The Fairy Queen glanced at her companion, and briefly wondered what her explanation made more sense than, but decided that it was likely better not to ask. “If you wish, you may have the bow as well. You might either keep it for use, or perhaps learn some useful bit of magic from it.”

“That would be great.” James replied with a smile, sending the armour, as well as the bow and arrows, to his Inventory. “Now, let’s go see Hel while I explain my plan to you.” he stated while scooping up the dead king, and tossing him over his shoulder.
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“Art thou certain that these are the gifts thou dost desire for us to take?” Hel asked, reading over the contract that James had created with his Faustian Pact.

“Well, I mean, it’s up to you what you ladies ask for, but I think this particular set of gifts will benefit us the most in the long run.” the einherjar replied.

“Hmm.” Titania hummed. “Oberon will be very reluctant to part with these gifts, but it is true that he has little choice.” the fae woman noted.

“Why is that?” James asked, genuinely curious.

“When a fairy grants a gift to someone, they themselves lose access to that gift. And the transfer is permanent.” the Fairy Queen explained.

“Ah. I see.” the ex-soldier nodded in understanding.

Tapping her lip in thought, the fairy considered the contract in Hel’s hands. “I must say, I am somewhat surprised at these choices though. When I explained what gifts Oberon had received from the fairies of his court, I expected you to choose the most powerful for yourself. And to be frank, I would personally prefer his ability to read minds, over this one that you have chosen for me. It would certainly be useful for my duties in court.”

“Yeah, I thought about that, but I believe this setup will serve our queendom the most. Of course, the ultimate decision is yours, Your Majesty.” James answered.

“No, I shall take your advice on this. What of you, Lady Hel?” Titania inquired, looking to the Goddess of Death.

“It is most certain that such a gift would bring about a pleasant change in mine existence. Though, as it is for thee, I do find myself tempted to seek more power from this opportunity.” Hel studied the paper in her hands for a few more moments, then handed it back to the einherjar with a sigh. “But like the Fairy Queen, I too shall trust thy judgement, my Champion.”

“Thank you, my Lady.” James said while accepting the paper from her. Turning to gaze at the dead Fairy King on the floor, the einherjar couldn’t help but grin. “I guess you’re up, Goddess of Death.”

Hel quirked a brow at his statement, but went along with his plan and played her part. Lifting her left hand, whose skin was a purplish black, as if deeply bruised, the Norse goddess pointed a single finger at the fae corpse. “Rise, Oberon, King of the Seelie Court. Be wakeful in death, and speak with me.”

Oberon’s body twitched once, then succumbed to a short bout of spasms, as if he was having a seizure. After a full minute of the torturous movements, the corpse went still, only for a low moan to escape its pale lips. Then, the dead man slowly sat up and gazed at the Goddess of Death, his eyes white with rheum, and his skin having taken an ashen tone.

“Fairy King Oberon! Thou hast been found guilty of making war against the Mirrored Cities!” Hel declared in a booming voice.

The zombified corpse groaned in agony. “Mirrored… Cities?” Oberon rasped in confusion.

“Woe to those who threaten the Mirrored Cities! As life and death are paired eternal, so too are Elphyne and Éljúðnir!” The words of the Goddess of Death were followed by a resounding clap of thunder overhead; a sign that the very Heavens had acknowledged her declaration.

Even in death, the Fairy King’s mind whirled as he came to understand the scope of his folly. I did not know! he silently protested, but knew that such words would fall upon deaf ears. If he had but approached Titania peacefully, then surely he would have learned that the Fairy Queen had formed such an alliance.

Leaning forward on her throne, Hel continued her speech. “However… thou hast reason to rejoice, foolish fairy.”

“Mercy…” Oberon groaned, shuddering under the deity’s gaze.

“As it doth happen, my Champion, Baron Fir of the Seelie Court, hath both the power to revive thee, as well as proposeth a proper punishment for thy transgressions.” the Goddess of Death informed the deceased Fairy King.

Slowly, the fae man’s pale orbs drifted to the strange, bestial man standing between the women. Oberon gasped when he recognized the being as the person who had embraced is wife, and finally understood their relation. He is both Hel’s Champion… and a baron in Titania’s court? Him!? He is responsible for my downfall! the Fairy King silently raged.

Taking his cue from Hel, James stepped forward, descending a few steps on the dais. “I am James Fir, and my Lady has appointed me as the Arbiter of Life and Death. That means that I, and I alone, have the right to choose who shall live, and who shall die.” Glaring down at the trembling king, James growled the question that he had been waiting to ask. “Oberon, do you wish to live?”

“Yes…” the Fairy King rasped, though he already knew that it would cost him dearly. But what other choice do I have? he admitted to himself.

“Excellent.” the einherjar purred with a feral grin. “Know that you will not be returned to life, unless you sign this contract.” he stated, holding up a piece of paper. “Also know that it is no mere document, but a Faustian Pact, which you will uphold upon pain of death.”

Oberon sat silently on the throne room floor, waiting for the Champion to continue. The Fairy King knew that he needn’t respond to each item that would be listed, and that protest would be pointless. The enemy holds all of the cards. I have no choice but go along with anything they propose. But I will have my revenge one day… he swore to himself.

“First, you will publicly acknowledge that Queen Titania is no longer your wife, and that you have no claim upon her, or her court. Second, you will recognize Queen Titania as the rightful ruler of Elphyne and the Seelie Court, and that the Unseelie Court will make no hostile moves against her, her people, or her lands for the next thousand years.” James had initially wanted the contract to state that they would have eternal peace between the courts, but both Hel and Titania had assured the einherjar that the magic of such a comprehensive and unlimited pact would likely fail. One thousand years was the best that he could hope for, and he could only forbid direct attacks for such a length of time. Hel had informed him that he could shorten the duration, and thereby prevent indirect hostilities as well, but the Champion already knew that they would have plenty on their plate when a hundred years was up, and the Heavenly Host would come knocking.

The Fairy King groaned aloud, fighting to remain upright in his stiff, dead body. Nothing surprising so far… Oberon noted. I am certain the worst is yet to come…

Oberon was correct of course, but the Fairy King would have to wait a while before James got to the truly painful parts. “Third, you will relinquish all personnel and equipment brought to Elphyne, to Queen Titania as spoils of war. As part of this, you will make a speech immediately upon returning to the realm of the living, ordering your troops to serve Queen Titania and the Seelie Court faithfully. Furthermore, you will allow the families of the troops to migrate to Elphyne unmolested, should they desire to do so.”

“Rrrraaaggh!” Oberon moaned deeply. He had suspected that they would lay claim to his beloved armour and horn, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. “I will have my vengeance for this!” he hissed, thinking they couldn’t hear him.

“I’m sure you will try.” James replied with a smirk. “And now we come to the part that you will really hate.”

The Fairy King’s head snapped up, as he returned his gaze to the Champion. “There is more? What more can you demand of me?” he ground out through grit teeth.

“Oh come now, Oberon. That was all standard fare for a peace treaty, and you know it.” the ex-soldier mocked the dead king. “Now, here are the interesting parts. As is tradition for a captured noble, you will be ransomed back to your country.”

“Fine.” the deceased monarch snapped. “How much gold do you intend to steal from me?”

“Oh. Not gold, Oberon. You are worth far, far more than mere metal. Your ransom shall be a gift to Queen Titania.” James informed him.

“Gift?” Oberon’s eyes widened slightly in worry.

“Yes. You shall grant Queen Titania your gift of Teleportation.” the ex-soldier stated with a grin.

“No!” the Fairy King yelled.

“No? Well, damn. I guess we don’t have a deal, then.” James sighed in mock disappointment.

“Wait!” Oberon cried, lifting a shaking hand. “Surely there is something else I could give? Artifacts? Lands? Treasures beyond counting?”

“Nope.” the einherjar stated with a small shake of his head.

The dead fairy grit his teeth in rage, then surrendered to the inevitable. Crooked shoulders slumping, he consented. “Fine. I will do as you ask. Now hand me the contract.”

“Good, but you can’t sign it quite yet. There’s a bit more you have to hear.” James explained while fighting not to laugh.

“Surely you jest…” the Fairy King croaked.

“Definitely not. I am sure it is well known that the living may not leave Hel’s domain without her permission. You must pay the toll, if you wish to return to the Realm of the Living.”

Oberon groaned again, knowing that he was likely about to lose another of his gifts, if not something equally precious. “What must I pay?” he asked, resigned to his fate.

“Your payment to my Lady Hel, shall be another of your gifts. This one being the ability to create food and drink as you wish.” the Champion stated.

This surprised the Fairy King slightly. Though he was loath to part with the gift, he saw it as merely something that provided pleasure in his life, and not a source of his power. What need has the Goddess of Death for unlimited meat and wine? Oberon wondered. “Very well.” he agreed, hoping to sign the contract before the deity changed her mind.

“Wonderful. I am so glad that you find our terms acceptable.” James teased. “That just leaves one final item on the contract, and then you can sign it.”

“Impossible!” Oberon protested, slamming his fist against the floor. “I have already agreed to pay Titania her ransom, and Hel her toll. There is naught more that I shall pay!”

“Really?” the Champion asked, quirking a brow. “You don’t expect to pay the man who will actually perform a miracle and bring you back to life?”

The king’s jaw dropped in shock. I had expected that the two rulers would squeeze me for all they could, but a mere baron… The Fairy King seethed with rage. “You are but a servant to your mistresses. You will do as they command.” he snarled.

At this, both of the women laughed, which in Hel’s case was truly a disconcerting sound. “Oh you poor soul. If you only knew…” Titania giggled, shaking her head lightly.

“Thou he is my Champion and her baron, James Fir doth answer to no one. He shall do as he doth please, and naught else.” the Goddess of Death corrected the foolish fairy. “In sooth, it is only by his pleasure that we do consider this pact at all. He is the Arbiter.”

Taking another step forward, so that he stood directly before the deceased king, James grinned down at the shaking fairy. It’s so great that they have my back! he silently cheered. “Now. You were saying?” he asked.

“What… do you want?” Oberon groaned, utterly defeated.

“My price, or rather, the price that I will charge you for rebirth, will be your gift of construction. Your ability to build and destroy castles and palaces at a whim.” James stated firmly.

The Fairy King would have cried if his tear ducts still worked. Though he would live again, he would be much reduced; a mere shadow of his former self. “Let me sign.” he whispered, the fight gone out of him entirely.


CHAPTER 19


James watched as Oberon gave a short speech to his former troops, declaring that they were to serve Titania from then on, and that the two courts were now at peace. The Fairy King didn’t say much more than he was required to by the pact, nor did he answer the questions of his people before demanding to be sent home.

Using her new Teleportation spell, the Fairy Queen acquiesced to his request, and sent Oberon back to Elfame, alone. “You know that he will plot against us, yes? He may not be able to send his army to attack us, or even fae assassins, but I have no doubt that he will hire other races to cause us trouble.” Titania whispered to her favourite baron.

“I expected as much.” the einherjar admitted. “But this solution solves a lot of problems for us, including our lack of people. That is, if you think we can trust them.” he added, nodding to the elven army surrounding the palace.

“They will serve. Especially once their families begin to arrive, and they see how peaceful it is here.” the fae monarch assured the ex-soldier. “To them, I have always been their queen, even if the courts were separate. It is just that they will take orders from me now, or rather you, instead of him.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear it. The last thing we need is an enemy within our walls.” the einherjar sighed.

“Honestly, my biggest concern at the moment is taking care of our new people. The Elven Quarter only housed a thousand elves in the past, and now we have more than five times that many. Worse, since the vast majority are warriors, at least until their families arrive, food production is going to be a big issue.” the Fairy Queen lamented.

“Yeah. We went from vastly underpopulated, to immensely overpopulated in the span of a few hours. There are bound to be a few hiccups. But Hel told me that she’d use her new powers to help feed the city, at least until we get a proper system in place to support ourselves.” James informed her.

“That is good to hear.” Titania said with a small sigh of relief. “Is this perhaps the reason you asked her to take that gift?”

“Part of the reason.” the ex-soldier admitted. “It’s going to be key to my plans going forward, and even after that it will be nice to have access to food in Éljúðnir while we work on adjusting the climate there.”

“I see.” Titania gazed at the baron with narrowed eyes and a smirk. “You really did have this all planned out.”

James chuckled at what sounded like an accusation from the Fairy Queen. “Well, yeah. I put a lot of thought into this.”

“Good. I rest easier knowing that you are here to help carry the load.” she admitted softly.

“Always, Titania. I won’t let you down.” the ex-soldier promised, surreptitiously taking her hand in his, and giving it a squeeze.

The Fairy Queen squeezed his hand back, then let a small sigh escape as she reluctantly pulled away from him. Just enough so that the people have no reason to suspect anything. she told herself. “I suppose it is too much to hope that you have an easy solution for the housing situation as well.”

“Actually, I do.” James reassured her. “First, let’s get those soldiers that are already family units of three people or more, into vacant homes in Elphyne. Last I checked, there were about 290 such houses in the Elven Quarter. If there are more families than that, we’ll start handing out the homes by rank.” the ex-soldier suggested. “After that, I’m thinking I can probably build some barracks with this new spell that I got from Oberon. No reason it should be limited to castles and palaces. Besides, I should probably stick to simple designs until I am more familiar with it.”

“That would be splendid indeed, if you can create such a colossal structure.” the fae woman commented with raised eyebrows.

“Well, let’s see. I guess I should take a look at the spell first and see what exactly it is capable of.” Pulling up his Status Screen, James made it visible to the Fairy Queen beside him.
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The einherjar’s eyes bulged when he saw the amount of stone that he could shape with the spell. “How!?” he exclaimed aloud. “How on Earth can a spell move and shape a thousand cubic feet of stone by expending a single point of Qi!? That doesn’t make any sense at all!”

Titania whistled softly upon reading the spell description for herself. “That truly is a god-like level of power. But to answer your question, it is entirely possible, James.”

James took a deep breath and shook his head in disbelief. “Okay. I mean, I can see it written right there, but could you please explain how such a thing can be true?”

“Hmm. How shall I put this?” the Fairy Queen hummed and turned her gaze skyward in thought. “The fae are a natural part of the world. Thus, their magic is completely in tune with it. It is not the power of the caster which moves and shapes the stone, but the magic in the earth itself. The power you expend when casting the spell is merely an entreaty. You are asking the stone to take the form that you wish, and the earth responds under its own power.”

The Champion’s jaw dropped slightly, as his eyes widened in surprise. “Oh. I see.” he muttered, coming to the realization that he had been thinking about magic all wrong. “Then… why are the rest of my spells so power intensive?”

Titania’s giggle was truly a beautiful sound, and the einherjar had to admit that the teasing look that she gave him was downright enchanting. “Oh James. Sometimes I forget just how human you are. Mortal mages do not employ magic as fae do, for it does not come natural to them. Fae are not just good at magic, after all. They are magic. More so than than any other race in existence.”

“So… I’m just horribly inefficient?” the ex-soldier asked with a frown.

“Not just inefficient, my dear baron. You, like all mortal mages, only achieve your magic through brute force.” the Seelie Queen explained.

“Ugh. Is there any way for me to learn the fae way of doing things?” the Champion inquired, though he feared that he already knew the answer.

“I am afraid not, James. Your soul, through which your magic is channelled, is simply not as intrinsically linked to the land as a fae would be. Remember, we do not even have souls to speak of. Body and soul are one for us, just as we are part of the world that we live in. That is why, until recently, there was no such thing as an afterlife for the fae.” Titania explained further.

“If that’s the case, what happened to fae who died before? Or those who have yet to start praying to Hel?” the ex-soldier wondered aloud.

“Our bodies break down and the energy which gives us life is returned to the earth.” the fairy said with a shrug.

“Then… is it really okay for you to go to Éljúðnir after you die?” James asked.

“It is.” Titania assured him. “By praying to Hel, we give her dominion over us when we die. That way, she can collect our energy when we perish, and pull it to her domain. In return, she promises to rebuild our bodies there, and allow us to live a second life. In time, should we die again, we may ask to be returned to this world, or perhaps even sent further along to another.”

“And that won’t affect the magic of this world? Because it seems like, if Hel is pulling fae from Terra, that would result in a net loss of magical energy for the planet.” the einherjar pointed out.

Titania laughed again, but this time gave him a warm smile instead of a teasing one. “You are not wrong about that, but I view the deal with Hel like a backup plan. You see, while we fae are many, we do not compare to the multitudes of the other races on Terra. Furthermore, it seems like the humans, and other empires, are ever expanding their reach and control over this world. Should the time come when my people are wiped out and driven from this realm, we will restart anew in Niflheim, under Hel’s guidance. In that case, the world will suffer, just as Earth has, and the mortal races will pay the price for their violence towards us, with the slow loss of their magic.”

“That… makes sense.” James admitted. As bleak as it sounded, the races of the world wouldn’t deserve to have magic if they pressed the fae to extinction. In this way, Titania had ensured a future for her people, regardless of what may come.

“But enough of such musings for now, Lord Fir. Let us deal with the needs of our people. Do you believe that you can construct such an impossibly large barracks?” the Fairy Queen asked with a serious expression.

“Let me do the math.” Summoning a piece of paper and a calculator, James set about designing the barracks. “I’ll base it on what I lived in back in my army days, but make the rooms bigger, so that groups of three can share them. Say… fifteen by fifteen feet? If I use the curtain wall around the Elven Quarter as the back wall of the building, one side won’t have windows, but that would save me a lot of construction time, and save space in the town. The city wall is forty feet high, so I can make the barracks five stories tall.” the ex-soldier began muttering. “Domed ceilings in each room, so the whole thing is a series of arches. That should make the structure a bit stronger…”

Titania watched in silence as the baron started writing some rather large numbers on the piece of paper; apparently figuring out just how much stone would be needed to construct a building capable of housing a small town’s worth of people. This, while making sure that the structure was solid enough that it didn’t collapse in on itself. The Fairy Queen was well aware that this was much harder to do than it sounded, or else the world would have no need of architects. That said, the fact that the entire formation will be sculpted from a single, solid piece of stone should make it stronger than it might otherwise be, even if the design is less than perfect. she silently noted.

James quickly whizzed through the calculations, and was surprised to find that, even when dealing with rather large numbers, the answers came to him instantly and without the use of the calculator. I guess the doubling of my IQ is paying off. the einherjar realized with a chuckle.

Finally, the einherjar finished with his calculations and looked up to meet the queen’s eyes. “I think… I can get it done in three days. I burned through a lot of Qi already today, and I don’t want to drain my reserves completely at any point. That means I should be able to pull off a single floor today, two floors tomorrow, and then the final two floors the day after.”

“Hmm.” Titania hummed, tapping her lip in thought. “Not what I would have wished for, but certainly better than I could have hoped. This should be fine, though. They are all trained soldiers, so a couple of days without the comforts of home should pose no issue for them.”

“Even with that though, the sudden influx of people in the city will have negative repercussions.” James pointed out. “Food and shelter are important, of course, but they aren’t all that people need. Things like furniture and other crafted goods are going to be in high demand. And unless some of the soldiers who came here today wish to change careers or have other skills, we will be severely lacking in the craftsmen needed to supply such a large population.”

“Too true, Lord Fir.” the Fairy Queen agreed. “But we must deal with what we can, as we can. In the mean time, I will instruct the gnomes and dryads to begin construction on single family homes outside the curtain wall to the west, in anticipation of the soldiers’ families immigrating here. Could I call upon you to build another curtain wall surrounding the new zone, once you are finished with the barracks?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” the einherjar replied with a bow. “I should also throw a wall up around Guayabo, when I get the chance.”

“Wonderful.” Titania stated with a smile. “I am certain that, with your help, everything will work out just fine.”

Taking that as his cue, the einherjar leapt into the air and flew to the spot where he wanted to raise the building. It was a large, clear area along the northern section of the city wall, running parallel to the lake. It also wasn’t far from the western gatehouse, which made it a good location for a barracks, in the ex-soldier’s opinion.

Though he felt bad destroying the gardens that the elves had planted in the area, it was one of the few places that didn’t already have homes built in it. This was likely due to the smell of the nearby fish markets, and the not so distant tanneries. In fact, the only residents on the northern side of the Elven Quarter were former members of the Beast Tribe.

Dropping to a knee just outside the perimeter of where he wanted to build, James reached down and laid his palm flat against the earth. Closing his eyes, the einherjar brought to mind the most detailed image that he could muster; a highly specific three dimensional drawing of the first stage of the barracks. His plan was to create the top floor first, then raise the other floors beneath it, as he had the Qi available to do so.

Once he felt the image solidify in his mind, James triggered the Castle Construction spell, imbuing it with over 800 Qi, and sent his request deep into the earth. For several heartbeats, it seemed like nothing had happened. But just as the einherjar began to wonder if the spell had failed, the earth began to tremble.

A great earthquake shook the area where the Champion had wanted to build, while miraculously leaving everything around it undisturbed somehow. A second later, the cobblestone street cracked, and a huge fissure formed briefly, before collapsing in on itself. Then, much to the einherjar’s excitement, the building began to rise from the earth. Just as he had pictured it, three stone walls slid up the side of the city wall, covered by a flat roof of the same material. At 2070 feet long, 50 feet wide, and and 40 feet tall, the complex was going to be truly massive when finished.

It wasn’t until the earth stopped shaking and the top floor of the building sat there complete, that James realized his error. The top floor didn’t have an exit. A soft groan escaped his lips, as his great achievement was marred by such an obvious mistake. Well… they can get in through the windows, I guess? Maybe I can pass it off as intentional? he silently hoped.

“Sir!” a familiar voice called out to the Champion.

Turning to see who it was, James was relieved to see Chimalma jogging his way. Clearly the Captain of the Guard had come running due to the noise of the earthquake. “Oh! Captain Chimalma! Sorry, I should have warned you before I started building.”

“Lord Fir. I’m glad that you are all right.” the werejaguar woman said as she came to a stop a few feet from the einherjar and saluted.

“I’m fine. Again, sorry to worry you, Captain.” the ex-soldier replied, returning the salute.

“I heard the rumbling and thought an earthquake had struck. Then I saw the building rising from the ground and knew that it must have been your work.” she told him.

“Oh? Someone else had informed you that I was going to build a barracks?” he asked, a little surprised that word had spread so quickly.

“Not at all, sir.” Chimalma corrected his assumption with a shake of her head. “It is simply that there is no one else who could perform such an incredible feat.” Turning her attention to the new building, she studied it carefully. “Did you say that it is a barracks, sir?”

“Indeed. As I am sure you must have already heard, the enemy we were expecting today has surrendered.” he informed the captain.

“Yes, sir. Our unit was manning the curtain wall as ordered. Though we were vastly outnumbered, we were prepared to lay down our lives and attack the enemy if the command was given.” the warrior woman stated with pride. “Thus we saw when the enemy surrendered.”

By this point in the conversation, a great many locals had begun to gather around, most of which were pointing at and discussing the new structure. A few had witnessed the Champion’s display of power, and were excitedly telling their fellows all about how it was built. Soon however, the noise of conversation was drowned out by the rhythmic sound of thousands of boots marching in step.

Turning his gaze down the street, James spotted five columns of soldiers marching towards him, each with a flag bearer and commander at the front. Oh, right. I still need to talk to them, don’t I? the ex-soldier realized.

“Brigade… Halt!” the centremost officer yelled. The mass of troops took two more short steps, then slammed their left feet into the street. “Brigade! Present… Arms!” An audible swish could be heard as thousands of swords cut through the air in unison, with each soldier executing a sharp salute with their blades.

Easily falling back into his old discipline, the ex-soldier marched up to the senior commander and returned the salute. Taking command, James shouted out his orders. “Brigade! Shoulder… Arms! Stand At… Ease!” Glancing at the various insignia on the commander’s uniform, the einherjar quickly realized that he didn’t recognize any of them, and thus had no clue as to the commander’s rank. Well, it’s a brigade so… perhaps he’s a colonel? James surmised. Not knowing how else to address the elf, he went with his best guess. “Colonel.” he said simply.

“Lieutenant Colonel Clariande reporting, Sir!” the elven officer stated clearly.

“Very good, Sir Clariande.” James replied, at least recognizing the man as a knight. Turning back around, the Champion waved over his previous conversation partner. Once the werejaguar had joined them, James introduced her. “Sir Clariande, this is Chimalma. She is the Captain of the Guard here in Elphyne. I trust that your soldiers will have no trouble integrating into our established structure?”

Clariande nodded to the jaguar headed woman, then turned his gaze back to the einherjar. “No sir. But, if I may ask, what exactly is the structure here? Queen Titania informed me that you are her general and are in command of her army.”

“To be honest, Sir Clariande, our forces are in shambles. As you will soon learn, the vast majority of the elven populace has been wiped out…” James spent the next ten minutes or so catching the elven knight up on recent events, including the zombie plague and expected attacks from the Holy Empire. “So as you can see, you and your troops suddenly joining our forces are both a blessing and a bit of a burden. We will do everything we can to get you, and eventually your families, settled here in Elphyne, but things might be a little rough for a while.”

“I understand, Lord Fir.” Clariande stated with a sharp nod, having learned his commander’s noble rank during the conversation.

“In the mean time, if any of our new soldiers wish to be released from the military and take up a civilian trade, or even moonlight as such, that is perfectly fine.” the einherjar informed the elven commander.

“I shall pass that along, my lord.” the elf replied.

“Also, effective immediately, I am promoting you to lieutenant colonel, Chimalma, and placing you in command of one of the battalions. I want you to coordinate with Sirs Clariande and Gloriante to set up patrols and watches. 500 troops on the walls and 500 on patrol at any given time. Three watches per day, so that means 3000 troops on duty. The remaining 2000 soldiers will be split into two more units. One battalion will be training, and the other on leave. All of the units will rotate monthly. Any questions?” Lord Fir laid out his plans for the two commanders.

“We will need to assign three more commanders in that case, my lord.” Clariande pointed out.

“I’ll leave the recommendations to you and Gloriante. You know your troops better than I do. Anything else?” James asked.

“Is it true that the building yonder is to be our barracks, my lord?” the elf inquired.

“It will be. That’s only the first floor. I’ll complete two more floors tomorrow, and then the final two the day after.” the einherjar explained. “Also, until the final floor is complete, the troops will have to make do with letting themselves in through the windows.” he added.

“Understood, my lord.” Clariande said with a firm nod.

“Very good, then. You may dismiss your men, lieutenant colonel.” James told the elven commander.
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“Art thou certain that thou shouldst not keep this armour for thyself?” Hrein asked, holding the breastplate up to the light.

“I couldn’t wear it, even if I wanted to.” James replied with a shrug. “I’m simply not virtuous enough. Not like a certain First Wife of mine.” he added with a smirk and a wink.

The valkyrie blushed slightly at her husband’s teasing compliment, but sighed and accepted the gift. “Very well, Master. Though I would still feel more comfortable if it wert thee who wore such excellent protection.”

“I’ve never liked wearing protection.” the ex-soldier joked.

Hrein tilted her head in confusion, the reference having gone right over her head. “Why not?”

“Er… never mind. Anyway, I treasure you and your safety far above my own, so I would be much happier to have you wear the armour, regardless.” the einherjar insisted.

Giving her lover a soft smile, the shield maiden slipped the harness on over her shoulders, and started adjusting the straps. The moment that she began to do so however, the heroic cuirass morphed into a different shape and molded itself to her body.

James knew that the magical armour would adjust to fit the wearer, since Oberon was a three foot tall fairy and Huon, the knight he lent the armour to in the legends, was a regular sized human. The ex-soldier had no idea that it would change its shape so drastically though.

The valkyrie gasped as the silver breastplate took its final shape, resembling a woman’s fantasy armour more than anything else. While it did a decent job of covering her shoulders and bosom, it left her upper chest and midriff completely exposed. Strangely, it also seemed to absorb and change her non-magical bracers and greaves, altering them to match its new style. Even her winged helmet changed slightly in design and colour.

“Damn. That’s sexy.” James muttered, admiring his wife’s new look.

Hrein frowned as she looked herself over in the mirror. “It doth please me that thou thinkest so, for it would serve little use as armour, if not for the powerful enchantment.”

“Speaking of, let’s check that out.” the ex-soldier stated, calling up her Status Screen.

Harness of the Fairy King: Artifact. Silver. Wearer cannot be harmed by physical attacks, and they will never grow tired while wearing the armour. Wearer is immune to harm from the elements of fire and water. This artifact will only function for a wearer that is free of deadly sin, and whose mother has only had carnal knowledge of one man.

James let out a soft whistle. “Damn. That really is a nice piece of kit.”

“Yea. Perhaps thou couldst alter it with thy blessing? If thou wert to remove the restrictions, mayhap then it would be suitable for thee.” Hrein suggested, feeling a little guilty about accepting such a powerful artifact.

The einherjar immediately shook his head. “Nope. Not even going to try. That thing is far too powerful for me to risk messing it up. Better that you use it to act as my tank.”

“Tank?” the shield maiden asked, being unfamiliar with the term.

“Uh, a term used in games back on Earth. Basically it refers to a warrior who draws the enemy’s attention because they are more resistant to attacks, thereby allowing their teammates to attack freely.” James explained.

“But… why would an enemy focus solely on one person, when they are being threatened by many?” the valkyrie inquired, quickly seeing the flaw in gaming logic.

“In games the tank, or someone else, usually has magic that will muddle the enemy’s mind and make them focus on the tank, even to their own detriment. But in reality, it means that you can stand on the front line in a defensive formation, where enemies are funnelled into attacking in a limited space. Like holding a doorway, for example.” the einherjar expounded on his explanation a bit.

The Chooser opened her mouth to question the gaming conventions further, but decided to let it go. “Very well, Master. I shall by thy tank.”

James chuckled and shook his head slightly. “I’m just glad you are going to be safer on the battlefield, my love.”

“Didst thou not say that the queen also gifted you another artifact, Master?” the valkyrie asked.

“That she did!” the einherjar confirmed happily. “This here bow was Oberon’s favourite weapon, or so I’m told. Apparently, any beast shot with it will become paralyzed.”

“Dost thou intend to claim the magic of it for thyself?” Given that the bow was considerably less powerful than the armour, the shield maiden felt fairly certain that her husband would do just that.

“Yeah. I figure that, if I can learn the enchantment and change it so that the magic will work on anything, and not just animals, it will be a lot more useful to us.” the Champion admitted.

“That is most wise, Master.” Hrein agreed.

“I suppose there is no time like the present, eh?” James stated. “Let’s head back to the temple and take care of this. If you wouldn’t mind cultivating the Qi to enhance it, I’d appreciate it. I’m still recharging from working on the barracks.”

“That will not be a problem, Master.” the valkyrie agreed with a warm smile.

After taking the mirror portal back to the Temple of Hel in Elphyne, James and Hrein made their way to the clearing behind the building. “So, where are the rest of the ladies?” he asked as the settled down on the soft mossy earth.

“Lāmina hath taken it upon herself to spread word of thy greatness, and that of Lady Hel of course, among the new soldiers. Nyakuro hath gone to train among her kin, learning both speech and martial arts. As for Autumn, I do believe the succubus hath sought out solitude in Éljúðnir, to master the whip thou hast given her.” Hrein informed her husband.

“Oh? And what of Acrasia?” James wondered aloud as he studied the bow in his hands.

“The fairy hath remained in thy manor, Master. She hath expressed her desire to play with the child, Clarissa.” the valkyrie stated. “Art thou ready to cultivate from the bow, Master?”

“Yeah. Let’s do this.” the einherjar confirmed, then got to work.

Fifty minutes later, Hrein finished her cultivating, and knelt next to her husband, ready to assist him. James had actually finished cultivating from the bow long before that point, but simply spent his time enjoying the gentle sunlight and breeze, while he waited for the valkyrie to finish up.

“See this word here? I’d like you to remove it, so the text simply reads ‘target’ instead of ‘target beast’.” the einherjar instructed the woman beside him.

“Of course, Master.” she replied and bent her will to doing as he commanded. With a subtle application of the 100 Spirit she had just cultivated, erasing the word ‘beast’ from the spell description was a simple task. Of course, doing so also doubled the Qi cost of the spell, but that wasn’t really a concern. “There. It is done.” the shield maiden stated with a proud smile.
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“Very nice.” James said with a grin. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind cultivating for another couple of hours or so, I’d like to double the duration and cut the Qi cost in half.”

“I would be happy to assist, Master.” Hrein agreed, truly pleased that he was depending on her.


CHAPTER 20


The day began like any other for James. His morning routine was truly that - routine. His goals for the day were to raise the barracks up another couple of floors, and then assist a few of his women with their cultivating. With the intense drain that casting Castle Construction had on his Qi pool, the einherjar had little left over for cultivating, unless he wanted to completely empty the tank. Since he never knew when he might need to cast a few Panacea or Rebirth spells, the ex-soldier never let himself get that low on energy.

And so, Hel’s Champion spent his morning doing just as he had planned. It was shortly after dinner, when he was preparing to help his harem with their training, that things went awry.

“Master.” Elora called out to the einherjar as he stepped out the back door of the temple. “A Lady Clíodhna is here to see you.”

“Oh? Thank you, Elora. I’ll be right there.” James told the elven maid. Turning to his other lovers, he gave them an apologetic shrug. “Sorry ladies. Looks like duty calls.”

“Very well, Master. We shall continue with our training, if that is acceptable to thee.” Hrein replied, hoping to make some gains in furthering her plans.

“Sounds good. You’re in charge, my love. See you all later.” James said, giving them a wave before heading back into the temple. I wonder what Elphyne’s newest ambassador wants? he wondered as he stepped through the mirror portal.

Appearing in the foyer of his own mansion, Hel’s Champion looked around for the woman who had supposedly come to visit. Failing to spot her right away, he figured that the maids must have escorted her elsewhere, to await his arrival. She’s probably in the dining room, then. he surmised. I wonder if I should have some sort of drawing room, to entertain guests in?

Entering the dining room, James immediately saw that his guess had been correct. Sitting at the table, enjoying a cup of tea and a biscuit, was the second most famous banshee in Elphyne. “Lady Clíodhna. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

The red haired beauty looked up from her teacup and gave the einherjar a wide, if somewhat forced, smile. “Lord Fir. I do apologize if my visit has caused some trouble.”

“Not at all. I had no plans for the day that couldn’t be delayed.” the baron replied, taking his seat at the head of the table.

“That is good, then.” the noble banshee stated, setting her teacup down on its saucer. “To answer your question, I have come in my official capacity as an ambassador.”

James’ brow furrowed at her response. For the life of him, the einherjar couldn’t fathom why Elphyne’s ambassador would have need to seek him out. “I am, of course, at your disposal, Lady Clíodhna. Just as I am the queen’s.”

“Wonderful.” the fae woman stated with another fake smile.

“Was there something in particular on your mind?” James asked after a minute or so of uncomfortable silence.

Clíodhna’s smile faltered a bit, before she cleared her throat and recovered her mask of politeness. “As it happens, I was hoping you might have some… direction… for me.”

“Direction?” the einherjar asked, more than a little baffled by the woman’s request.

The banshee fought to maintain her dignified façade for a moment longer, before letting it crumble entirely. Sighing, the lovely woman let her shoulders slump slightly and shook her head. “What am I doing here, James? May I call you James?”

Hel’s Champion tried hard not to chuckle, but nodded his assent. “Of course. May I also address you as simply Clíodhna? To be honest, I’ve never been one for excessive politeness or standing on ceremony. I’m far more of a down to earth type guy.”

“So I’ve heard.” the woman observed with an honest smirk.

“As to what you are doing here… I can only assume you mean in general? Like, what duties you may have in Hel’s court?” James asked.

“Sort of.” the banshee confirmed. “I understand I am here to represent Elphyne, but… am I even needed? I get the feeling that my position is completely superfluous. You are the main point of contact between Queen Titania and Lady Hel, that is, when they don’t speak to each other directly.”

“I understand your concern.” the Champion agreed with a nod. “It’s true that you probably won’t have a lot to do where Hel is concerned. But there are others that you may have to deal with. I assure you, your position here will be an essential one.”

“Others?” Clíodhna parroted the single word with a mildly confused expression.

“Well, technically, Tech Duinn is part of Hel’s domain. The House of Donn takes up the southernmost section of Éljúðnir.” the einherjar stated, putting effort into pronouncing the city’s name in the same way that his Norse goddess would.

Clíodhna scowled at his statement. “That is not possible. Tech Duinn, where the folk of the Emerald Isle go after death, is an island. I should know, for they are my people.”

“Actually, the island is merely the doorway to Tech Duinn. A portal to the underworld which leads here, to Éljúðnir. Or more specifically, the House of Donn, within the city.” James corrected the powerful fae.

“Then…” the banshee gasped, covering her mouth with her hand.

“Yeah. You’ll be able to treat with Donn. Though he calls himself the King of the Dead, he is technically subservient to Hel, as his domain rests within hers. Kind of like how Wenceslaus calls himself the King of Gnomes, yet recognizes Titania’s rule.” the einherjar explained. “The two don’t tend to interact much, mostly keeping to themselves and holding their own courts, but… yeah. So if Elphyne wants to have relations the deceased worshippers of the Tuatha Dé Danann, they’re going to need an ambassador here. In other words, you.”

“That’s… a lot to take in.” Clíodhna murmured quietly. I… I wonder if my beloved Ciabham is here? I never thought I’d see him again after he passed… but…

“Then there’s Hell.” James said with a sigh, interrupting her thoughts.

“Excuse me?” Clíodhna blinked, startled out of her reverie.

“Hell, aka Gehenna, is sending an ambassador to Éljúðnir as well. In fact, she should be arriving any day now.” the einherjar added.

“That’s the Hell I thought you meant, but I was hoping that the translation magic had made a mistake. And she? Do you already know who they are sending?” the banshee asked with a grimace.

“Nah. Mephistopheles simply said it would be one of his minions. My wives and Hel all believe that it will be a woman, however. They’re convinced he will send someone who will try to seduce me.” James informed the fae woman with a roll of his eyes.

“Oh? Should I also try to seduce you then?” she asked with a playful smirk. “I didn’t know that was part of the job.” Fluttering her eyelashes at the einherjar, the banshee leaned over in a manner that accentuated her impressive cleavage.

Coughing into his fist, the Champion made a point of looking away. “That really isn’t necessary. I’m sure that Titania had no such intent.”

“I’m sure.” the banshee practically purred. After standing up straight her demeanour turned serious again. “But an ambassador from Hell, hmm? I’m not sure Elphyne should have any dealings with them.”

“That’s between you and Her Majesty.” James said with a shrug. “But either way, I’m sure that you can see now that you do have a role to play here.”

“So it would seem.” Clíodhna conceded with a frown.
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James was just about to close the door after having escorted Lady Clíodhna out, when Hel’s voice whispered in his mind.

Thy presence is desired, my Champion. It would please me greatly if thou wouldst hasten to my side. the goddess urged.

James noted the concerned tone of the deity’s voice and replied right away. Hel? I’ll be right there. Is everything all right?

I am fine, my Champion. However, Hell’s ambassador hath arrived and she is… troublesome. I would appreciate thy assistance in dealing with her. Hel explained.

“It never rains but it pours.” the einherjar grumbled, but exited the building and pulled the door closed behind him. “Lady Clíodhna!” he called after the banshee.

“James?” the fae woman asked, turning back to face him.

“It would seem that Hell’s ambassador has arrived, and I am to go to Hel’s keep to meet her immediately. Would you care to join me?” the Champion offered.

The fae ambassador quirked a brow and opened her mouth to decline, but then decided against doing so. “Very well. Let us go and see which minion the demonic duke has sent to greet us.”

Catching up to the red haired lady, James offered her his arm, which she gladly took, and escorted her to the seat of Hel’s power.
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“Definitely not a minion.” Clíodhna muttered with a look on her face as if she’d bitten into something sour. Standing next to Hel was a woman whose beauty rivalled that of a goddess, despite the demonic features that she possessed. If anything, the banshee would have to admit that the black, leathery wings and curled horns accentuated the exotic appeal of the fiendish woman. In fact, even the odd shimmering of the air around her, similar to the haze of a hot day, only added to the woman’s mysterious allure.

“Ahh. You must be James.” the demoness veritably purred. Her voice was the most sultry thing that the ex-soldier ever experienced. It was like having velvet caress his ears in an attempt to smother his brain in a thick, sweet syrup.

James shook his head to clear the mesmerizing effect of her voice, then regarded the dusky skinned woman with a scowl. Before him stood history’s most notorious demoness; the mother of all succubi. “Lilith.” he snarled.

“In the flesh!” the succubus laughed, then gazed at the einherjar with a predatory grin. “And I am so pleased to meet you.” she sighed erotically, licking her lips.

Ignoring the wicked woman’s overt attempts at seduction, the ex-soldier asked her a direct question. “Why are you here?”

“Why?” Lilith gasped, pressing her hand to her breast and batting her lashes. “Why, to serve as Hell’s ambassador, of course.”

The einherjar’s eyes narrowed. “There is no way in Hell that you are a mere minion of Mephistopheles.” he pointed out.

Hell’s ambassador laughed at this, as if the very notion were the most absurd thing she’d ever heard. “You’re damn right I’m not.” Sighing again, the demoness moved as if she were going to lean against Hel’s throne, but then stopped short of doing so when James’ growl echoed through the chamber. Thinking it better not to antagonize the mysterious Champion too much, the woman straightened her posture and lifted her chin in a haughty manner. “When my dear Asmodeus caught wind of Mephistopheles’ scheming, he knew right away that we couldn’t allow the lowly duke to hook his claws into this too deeply. Frankly, there is simply too much to be gained from a potential alliance with your goddess, to allow the lower courts to handle this. Thus, King Asmodeus sent an appeal to Lucifer and dispatched me right away. Besides, it was the perfect opportunity for me to get out of Hell for a while.” she added with a shrug.

James was surprised by Lilith’s forthright answer. The einherjar’s instincts screamed that the dark haired vision was going to be far more trouble than she was worth, and yet, other than her half assed attempt to seduce him, she seemed to be playing it straight with them so far. And there’s no way that she was putting any real effort into bewitching me. That had to be a test… or more likely, just her having a bit of fun at my expense. the Champion reasoned. Wanting to keep the conversation on track, the einherjar asked the next, most obvious question. “If you don’t mind telling me, what exactly does Hell hope to gain from developing ties with my Lady’s domain?”

“Shouldn’t that be obvious?” Lilith smirked. “Souls. They’re what all of the powers desire.”

“Rejected.” Hel stated firmly, speaking for the first time since James had arrived.

“Oh? And may I ask why, Lady Hel?” the succubus queen inquired with a quirked brow.

“An eternity of torture would be an unjust punishment, regardless of one’s actions in life. I will not be party to consigning a soul to the Lake of Fire.” the Goddess of Death explained.

“I see. In that case, you needn’t worry, Lady Hel; for we demons would have no interest in doing so with any souls that you might trade to us.”

The einherjar’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “If that’s the case what would you do with them?”

“Why, consume them, of course.” the demoness answered with an evil grin.

Hel frowned and folded her arms over her chest. Looks like my Lady isn’t convinced. James noted, watching his patron out of the corner of his eye.

“If that were truly the case, then it wouldn’t be any different than feeding souls to Nidhogg, really. And perhaps we could ensure their final fates with Faustian Pacts?” James suggested.

“The only souls that I feed to the dragon Níðhöggr, are those of murderers and oath breakers. Those would be the only souls that I would consider trading, and only if the assurances my Champion hath asked for could be provided. But what would we gain in return?” Hel reluctantly agreed, but questioned the value of such a trade.

Lilith shrugged. “Soldiers? Weapons? Access to ancient magics? Tartarus is essentially the most massive mine in the universe, where a great number of natural treasures can be unearthed. Virtually any metal or stone you can think of can be found there, if one knows where to look.”

“Wait. I have a question.” Clíodhna interrupted.

“And you are?” Lilith asked, giving the banshee an appraising look.

“Clíodhna. Ambassador of Elphyne.” the regal fae replied with a graceful curtsy.

“Elphyne?” the demoness inquired with a furrowed brow. “Where is that?”

“Elphyne is the seat of the Seelie Court on Terra, under the rule of our illustrious queen, Titania.” Clíodhna answered with pride.

“The Fairy Queen?” Lilith blinked in surprise at the revelation. “What business do the fae have with the Realm of the Dead?”

This time it was Hel’s turn to smirk. Jumping back into the conversation, the Goddess of Death made her relationship to the fae clear to the demonic ambassador. “The ties which bind the Mirrored Cities of Elphyne and Éljúðnir are stronger than the Gleipnir, and as everlasting as the cycle of Life and Death itself.” the goddess declared.

“Mirrored Cities?” Lilith murmured, growing more intrigued by the minute. What has been happening here? she wondered.

Clíodhna nodded firmly, as if confirming the deity’s statement, but then returned to her own question. “If the demons don’t want to torture souls, and would rather consume them, why do they allow their prisoners to languish in the Lake of Fire, as they do?”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong, Lady Clíodhna.” the demoness replied in a somewhat mocking tone. “Demons certainly do enjoy a bit of… entertainment when the opportunity presents itself. But the souls in the Lake of Fire do not belong to us. We are prisoners like them, as much as we are their jailers. Trust me, if we could consume them, we would.”

“If not you, then to whom do they belong?” the banshee asked with a frown.

Hell’s ambassador shrugged. “Yahweh, of course.”

“Hmm. Then you couldn’t help me rescue a soul from Hell?” James inquired.

The mother of succubi quirked a brow at the einherjar’s question. “Now… I didn’t say that, James.” she replied, saying his name with a bit of heat in her voice. “Just because the soul belongs to someone else, doesn’t mean we are opposed to stealing it. A smuggling operation could conceivably be arranged.”

“Uhuh. And how much would that cost?” the Champion asked in a skeptical voice, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

“Well, seeing as it would actually be quite dangerous… I’m afraid a normal transaction of souls wouldn’t cover it. We would require something more in a case such as this. Quid pro quo, as it were.” the demoness purred.

“What do you mean? Say it plainly, Lilith.” the einherjar said with a scowl.

“Tsk tsk. You are no fun at all, James.” Stepping closer, the succubus reached out and lightly ran her nails over his chest. “Perhaps we should continue this conversation later, after I’ve taught you how to relax.” she offered with a wicked grin.

“Sorry Lilith.” James replied with a look of utter disinterest. “It’ll never happen. You’re simply not my type.”

“Oh?” the sultry woman pouted. “How about this, then?” she asked, suddenly altering her appearance to resemble a certain blonde bombshell from the 1950’s. “No? Too old fashioned? Perhaps this, then?” This time the succubus took the form of the most beautiful Ukrainian model of the 21st century. Her choice led the einherjar to wonder if she could read his mind, since the model known as Mila was definitely one of his favourites back on Earth.

Clearing his throat, the einherjar tried to ignore the purely physical reaction that the demoness was causing, and gently pushed her away. “You can be as beautiful as you want on the outside Lilith, but you still won’t have the qualities that truly attract me to a woman.”

“And what would those be?” the demoness asked with a scowl.

“Purity, innocence, and above all, fidelity.” the ex-soldier answered honestly.

The Queen of Succubi gave the Champion a look of utter disgust. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those.”

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘those’, and I doubt that I want to. Suffice it to say, your efforts are wasted on me, Lilith.” James replied with an uncaring shrug.

“Mayhap we should focus on more important matters?” Hel suggested a bit testily.

Lilith didn’t fail to pick up on the change in the deity’s mood. As Earth’s original seductress, the succubus knew jealousy when she saw it. “Very well.” she said in a measured tone. “To answer your earlier question, Champion, the cost for such a favour would be the release of one of our own.”

James’ eye narrowed when he realized what she was asking for. “You want me to summon a demon from Hell, and just release it on Terra?”

“Precisely.” Lilith confirmed with a toothy grin.

“Nope. Sorry. No can do.” the einherjar replied, shaking his head.

The demoness hissed in displeasure, glaring openly at the ex-soldier. “You call me here to be your ‘ambassador’, and then refuse to even consider freeing my people?”

“First, having an ambassador from Hell was Mephistopheles’ suggestion, not ours.” James corrected the demoness, holding up a single finger. “Second,” he said, raising another finger, “why would I release a destructive force in my own home?”

Lilith continued to glare at the bestial man. “This is your home, Champion. What is Terra to you? Furthermore, I was led to believe that you were enemies of Yahweh. Would it not be prudent to accept powerful allies where you can?”

James sighed and closed his eyes, rubbing his temples to ward off an encroaching headache. Taking a deep breath, the einherjar struck a more conciliatory tone. “Look, Lilith. Allow me to let you in on a few things. First off, as Lady Hel mentioned earlier, Terra is very important to us. I’m not just Hel’s Champion. I am also a baron in the Seelie Court.”

This little revelation was enough to make the ambassador’s eye twitch, lessening her intense glare ever so slightly.

“Second, we didn’t seek war with the Heavenly Host. That’s on them. If possible, we would happily live in peace with all of the other pantheons.” Seeing the woman scoff at his statement, James quickly pressed on. “I’m not so foolish as to think that such a thing is possible. I’m merely stating our preference.”

“Well, it’s good to hear that you aren’t a complete idiot.” Lilith snapped, crossing her arms over her bountiful chest.

Ignoring her little insult, the einherjar went on to finish his point. “Lastly, I don’t know you or your people, Lilith. I am only aware of demons through their reputation. Aside from the fact that a band of Straggele attacked Elphyne less than a week ago, and attempted to kill one of my concubines, that is.”

Lilith grit her teeth and clenched her fists, more than a little infuriated that news of such an attack hadn’t reached her. Of course, since she was still wearing Mila’s face, her angry look was far more cute than fearsome. “I… was not aware of such an attack. On behalf of Hell, I apologize for the incident, and I promise to find out who was behind it.”

“I’ll save you some trouble, then.” the einherjar offered. “The goat demons served Xezbeth, and the reason for their attack is also known. They were hunting a fallen angel, who just happens to be my concubine.”

The succubus was openly shocked by the Champion’s claim that he’d taken in a fallen angel and claimed her as his own. So much so that she lost control of her façade of anger entirely and stared at the man with wide eyes. “Fallen… Angel?”

“Yes.” James confirmed with a stern look on his face. “She ended her fall from Heaven on Terra, and will never be going to Hell.”

Lilith licked her lips, then bit one in thought. Staring off into space, the woman wondered just what was going on, that such important news was failing to reach her. After a few moments of silent contemplation, the Queen of Succubi turned her attention back to James. “You have given me much to think about, and many questions that need answers. If you don’t mind, I’d like to retire for the day, so that I can reach out to my contacts back home.”

“Wilt thou perhaps reconsider thy requirement to assist my Champion with the rescue?” Hel asked before the demoness had a chance to leave.

I suppose this could be a chance to mend the bridge that Xezbeth so foolishly burned. Lilith realized. “I can look into it, but I can make no promises at this point.” the demoness offered sincerely. “What is the name of the soul you are looking for?”

James frowned, not really wanting to trust the fiendish woman with that information, without some sort of assurance that they could help.

Seeing the einherjar’s hesitation for what it was, the succubus grimaced. “Trust has to begin somewhere, Champion. We can’t help you without a name.”

“This is true…” the einherjar agreed hesitantly.

Lilith sighed and rolled her eyes. “The name, Champion. Do you have any idea how many souls have recognized Yahweh as their Lord, and then failed to live up to his expectations? Finding a needle in a thousands haystacks would be far easier than searching the whole Lake of Fire for a specific soul, and quite frankly impossible without a name.”

Feeling like he had no other choice but to trust the demoness, the einherjar finally relented. “Geoffrey Eaton.”

The succubus nodded firmly. “I’ll have my people begin searching for him.”

“Thank you.” James replied. As the shape shifting woman turned around to leave, he called out to her again. “If not an outright smuggling operation, could you provide a guide, at least?”

“A guide?” Lilith stopped, turning back to look at him askance. “What are you suggesting?”

“Perhaps I could sneak into Tartarus and take him off your hands there, rather than have you bring him all the way out.” the einherjar offered.

Lilith threw her head back and laughed, as if he’d made the most absurd joke ever. “You have no idea what you are proposing, Champion.”

James scowled at her mocking tone. “I’m not afraid of a little danger.”

“Afraid? There is no fear to consider, foolish hero. What you speak of is a quest of nigh impossibility.” Striding back to face the taller man, the Queen of Succubi smirked as if his words were just plain preposterous. “Allow me to use your habit of numbering points of fact, to explain what sheer folly you suggest. First, you would have to fight your way through the legion of angels which guard the Gates of Tartarus on the second layer of Heaven. Last I heard, there were some five hundred thousand of the elemental warriors.”

The einherjar grimaced, but didn’t interrupt the ancient woman’s exposition. “After you somehow manage to overcome Uriel’s forces, you’d have to defeat the archangel himself, unless you have some other way of relieving him of the key. Breaking through the iron gates may not sound difficult, but history’s most powerful titans have repeatedly failed to manage it. So forgive me if I doubt that you possess the necessary strength to do so.”

Giving the Champion a mocking smile, the succubus continued. “Of course, once you get past the gates, you would find yourself on the brass doorstep, as it’s called, which is essentially a massive balcony overlooking the pit that is Tartarus, and sits on adamantine columns. Oh, and the doorstep isn’t unguarded either. A black, fifty headed hydra lies in wait for anyone strong enough, or foolish enough, to come through that door without permission from its master.”

James’ frown deepened. It was quickly becoming apparent that entering through the front door wasn’t the best of ideas. Nonetheless, Lilith continued to educate the man on just how poorly thought out his proposition was. “Let’s say you defeat the hydra, or otherwise get past it. Then you have to reach the floor. Do you have any idea how far down that drop is?” she asked.

“No.” the Champion replied simply.

“It would take you a full year of falling to reach the bottom. So don’t even think of trying to fly. As if flying were even possible there anyway. Anyone taking that path is constantly battered by the ferocious winds of the never ending hurricane that occupies the space. It’s where the titan Typhon unleashes his endless rage.” Lilith explained, emphasizing the incredible length of the fall.

“Okay. I get it.” James stated with a sigh.

“No. You don’t. I’m only just getting started.” Lilith countered, clearly enjoying the process of destroying the Champion’s hopes. “Once you reach the bottom, you have to breach the Iron Castle, unless you can convince Tisiphone to let you pass. And don’t get your hopes up, because you won’t. She is one vicious bitch, and even I wouldn’t want to tangle with her.” the demoness laughed. “Have you heard the tales of the Erinyes? She’s the worst of the lot, if you ask me. You can’t just fly over her castle, either. Her filthy feathered wings will carry her just as fast as your… admittedly nicer ones, will carry you. Then she’ll lash you with that enchanted whip of hers - a venomous sea serpent she’s crafted into a living weapon. It matches her hair and belt, you see. I suppose she does know how to match her accessories, at least.”

“I see.” was all James could say.

“Well, she needs something to keep that ratty dress of hers from falling off, right? It’s so caked in blood that it’s permanently stained black, and ichor drips unceasingly from its hem. She says that she likes black though, because it compliments her pale skin, to say nothing of the hundred horned vipers that make up her hair. Even her eyes are that cold shade of iron. I’d say that she could use some colour, except that the constant fire that she breathes has that covered. She does have cute dimples, though.” Lilith went on.

“Sounds like you know her well.” the einherjar commented.

“Eh. We’ve met once or twice. Spend thousands of years in an area, and you get to know the people in the neighbourhood. You know what I mean?” the Queen of Succubi shrugged. “Anyway, as I was saying. If you get past Tisiphone, you’re golden right? Wrong! Then you’d have to hope that you don’t run into the Hecatoncheires who patrol the place. Those giant bastards have fifty heads and a hundred arms each, so unless you’re up for a real rough night, you’ll want to stay away. I mean, they can really work a woman with all of those hands, mouths, and their massive dicks… But they’re not fond of guys, so you won’t have as much fun as I did, I assure you.”

“Things I didn’t need to know.” the ex-soldier groaned.

“Hey. I’m just warning you.” the demoness grinned, happy that she was making him uncomfortable. By this point, Lilith had shifted back to her normal form, except that she now had blonde hair instead of her usual black. “But yeah, get past those three and then you only have to deal with the numerous demons and titans that call the place home. You know, the most powerful primal entities in existence. The things so dangerous that the gods had to band together to defeat, and even then couldn’t kill them off, but had to imprison them instead. And don’t think that escape will be easy, either. The gods have covered all of the exits they know of with bronze walls, and it’s maddeningly easy to get lost in the dark, dank tunnels that make up the prison. Especially when that damn gloomy mist unexpectedly fills them up, and makes it impossible to see more than a foot in front of your face.”

“Okay, okay Lilith. I get the picture. I can’t help my friend without your assistance. I understand.” James conceded with a sigh.

“Oh? Your friend is it? Good to know.” she stated with a teasing grin. “Now, since you finally understand, I’ll go make those inquiries.” Without further ado, the Queen of Succubi turned and strode out of the chamber.


CHAPTER 21


James left the keep shortly after Lilith did, his mind wandering and going over the several problems that he now faced. If he had been paying attention to what he was doing and where he was going instead, he likely would have saved himself a little bit of pain.

Stepping off the short set of stairs that led up to the main doors of the keep, the einherjar nearly crushed a particularly unhappy fowl underfoot. The loud squawking of the black and red rooster was the first warning that the einherjar got of his immediate danger. Caught flatfooted by the ornery cock, Hel’s Champion didn’t have time to dodge the bird’s pecking assault.

“Ow! Shit! I’m sorry! Stop attacking my shins you nasty little chicken!” James yelled, dancing out of the way of the creature’s sharp beak. With a thought, the einherjar triggered his Panacea spell, and instantly healed the small wounds that the fowl had made in his leg.

Jumping back, the Champion found himself in a sort of standoff with the angry bird. The famous rooster lowered his head as he glared at the einherjar, then began flapping his wings and dancing around, as if trying to make himself appear larger than he was.

“Ugh. I should just roast you and turn you into supper… but you’re one of those roosters whose cawing will herald the beginning of Ragnarök, aren’t you? You little bastard.” Shifting a little to the left, the Champion wondered what to do. “Stupid magical… birds…!” he muttered, until he was hit by a sudden epiphany. “Wait. Do you want to get laid?” he asked the cock, as if expecting an answer.

Seeing the einherjar suddenly relax his pose and speak in a non-threatening tone of voice, the rooster paused in his aggressive dancing. Tilting his head curiously, the bird eyed the bestial man with suspicion, but didn’t press the attack.

“You… just wait right here!” the Champion shouted, startling the avian creature. Jogging back up the stairs, James ran all the way back to Hel’s throne room.

“James?” the Goddess of Death asked in a curious tone of voice. “Why hast thou returned?”

“I was just wondering. That rooster out in the courtyard. Does he have a name?” the einherjar inquired.

“Not to my knowledge.” Hel replied, furrowing her brow. “Why doth he require one?”

“Well, he’s kind of important, isn’t he? I think the other two roosters have names, don’t they?” James pointed out.

“Yea. I believe thou art speaking of Gullinkambi and Fjalarr, art thou not? The roosters that shall crow at the dawn of Ragnarök?” the goddess surmised.

“Yeah. Them. So, if he doesn’t have a name, do you mind if I name him, then?” the einherjar asked.

“I do not see a problem with thee granting the rooster a name. But do tell, my Champion. Why the sudden interest in the fowl?” the goddess inquired, her curiosity having been piqued.

“Well, I was kind of hoping you would lend him to me, to be honest.” James began.

Hel frowned as she considered his request. The bird wasn’t particularly important to her, and she supposed that it could unleash its prophetic crowing when the time was right, regardless of where it might be. But still, I should at least hear why he doth desire it, should I not? the deity wondered.

Before Hel could even ask, James went on to explain the reason for his strange request. “You see, as you may have heard, I am now the proud owner of a golden goose. It was a wedding gift from Her Majesty Titania. I haven’t had to pen her in or anything because Mère, that’s the goose’s name, has promised not to fly away. She made that promise on the condition that I try to find her a mate.”

“If I may be so bold…” the Goddess of Death interrupted, “I feel that I should point out that roosters do not usually lie with geese.”

The einherjar sighed and shook his head. “I know that, Hel. But Mère specifically asked for an equally magical bird as a companion. I already pointed out to her that I’d never heard of a magical gander, and she said that was fine.”

“The goose doth speak?” Hel exclaimed, mildly surprised.

“Er, no. Not exactly. I had Huáng translating for me. Huáng is a phoenix.” James explained.

“I see. So, am I correct in thinking that thou wouldst prefer to take the rooster to Elphyne, rather than bring the goose here to Éljúðnir?” the deity asked.

“Well, to be frank, I don’t think that Mère would survive here. At least not until we can do something about the weather. Plus I don’t have a pond for her here.” the Champion argued.

“Thou hast a valid point.” Hel admitted. After thinking it over for a moment, the goddess could see no reason to deny her Champion’s request. “Very well. Thou mayest take the rooster with thee. Out of curiosity, what name shalt thou grant him?”

“I was thinking that it should be something in Norse, given his heritage.” James suggested. “He’s soot black and red in colour. Kind of like dried blood, if you ask me. How do you say ‘blood’ in the Norse language?”

“Blóð.” Hel replied easily.

“Hmm. Not much difference, is there?” James murmured.

“I might also suggest Rauðr, which doth mean Red in thy language.” Hel proposed.

“Again, pretty close to the English word, eh? Probably come from the same root. I know that most of the days of our week are named after the Norse gods.” the einherjar pointed out. “Am I right in thinking that you’d prefer Rauðr over Blóð for him?”

Hel frowned as she hummed and thought over her answer before giving it. “As a herald of Ragnarök, Blóð may well be a more fitting name for the fowl. That said, I do find the name Rauðr to be more pleasant.”

“Rauðr it is, then.” James stated with a chuckle.

“Wast there aught else that thou dost need, my Champion?” Hel asked, figuring the matter was settled.

“Actually, there was. I have a plan for freeing your brother, Fenrir, and I’ll need your help for part of it.” the einherjar replied.

“Of course. Mine assistance shall be thine to have.” the Goddess of Death assured her Champion.
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James left the keep once again, this time watching where he stepped. “Now, where did that feisty little fowl get to?” the ex-soldier muttered, scanning the courtyard for his quarry. Despite the constant rain hindering his vision, it didn’t take long for the einherjar to spot the rooster strutting along behind one of the undead patrols.

Setting out at a trot, the Champion made to catch up with the patrol, and thus the bird. It didn’t take long to do so, since the skeletal warriors were only moving at a quick march, but the moment that the ex-soldier drew near, the rooster spied his approach and let out a loud squawk, before taking off in the opposite direction.

“Hey! Get back here!” the einherjar shouted, running after the unruly fowl.

And so, Hel’s Champion spent the better part of the next half hour chasing the elusive rooster all around the courtyard. Less than five minutes into the pursuit, the einherjar seriously considered giving the cock what he had mentally dubbed ‘the phoenix experience’, but wound up deciding not to. Frying that chicken alive might feel good in the moment, and make him easier to transport, but I doubt killing him and then resurrecting him later would do much to engender trust… the ex-soldier had to admit.

Eventually, the Champion proved that he was indeed the apex predator that he imagined himself as, and managed to out manoeuvre the birdbrained animal. Catching the screaming fowl in his large hands, it took every ounce of the ex-soldier’s discipline not to tear it apart with his claws. It would serve the little bastard right! he thought, as he endured the constant pecking and raking of the rooster’s talons against his hands and forearms.

Summoning a portal back to the Realm of the Living, James flew directly to the clearing behind the Temple of Hel in Elphyne. His sudden appearance, along with the cries of the distraught fowl, startled the gathered women out of their meditation, and effectively ended their cultivating session.

“Master?” Hrein called out to her husband as she stood up and brushed away the dirty from her backside. “What… art thou doing?”

“I brought a companion back for Mère, just like I promised. He just doesn’t realize how lucky he is yet.” James shouted back.

Hearing her name, as well as the ruckus caused by the rooster, the golden goose looked across the yard and honked.

It was the first time that the dark coloured rooster had ever heard such a sound, and his attention was immediately drawn to it. Turning his head, so that one eye could peer in the direction the call had come from, the magical avian spotted something that made his little chicken heart quiver. There, floating gracefully in a placid pond, was what could only be described as a beautiful birdie. Golden plumage, that looked softer than the fluffiest down, graced her wings and body. As she waddled out of the pool, shining drops of water glistened in the sunlight, like decorative gems upon her feathers. And then, when she turned her head, so that she might better view him with one of her beady eyes, the cock’s breath nearly caught in his throat. Never had he seen such a long, slender, and elegant neck. Truly, the rooster was completely mesmerized as Mère approached in her slow, swaying gait, having fallen completely silent and utterly forgetting the terrible beast that held him in its claws. To him, the scene appeared to play out in slow motion, and her loud honking was the sweetest of birdsong.

“Hey Mère.” the einherjar spoke, his rough voice breaking the spell of romance for the besotted rooster. “This is Rauðr. He’s a magical rooster that is very important. He’s one of the three whose crowing will herald the end of times for the Norse gods.”

Initially irritated at the bestial man for distracting him from watching the picture of poultry perfection that was coming his way, Rauðr began to struggle as James sat him down on the ground. He quickly forgave the einherjar however, since, although he couldn’t actually tell what the man was saying, he got the impression that at least part of it was right. But that didn’t matter. Not really. No, what was truly important was making a good first impression on the hen before him. Standing up straight, to appear as large and impressive as he could, the rooster instinctively began to strut his stuff. Doing a little dance to garner the attention of the goose, the dark coloured rooster began to worry a little. He’d spent his entire life in Niflheimr, and had never interacted with any other avians. But… he thought, all chicks love cocks, right?

Completely unaware of Rauðr’s confidence problems, James stood up straight and dusted his hands. “Anyway, I hope you two get along.” the einherjar said, but frowned when Mère turned and began to waddle back to her pond, seemingly disinterested in her potential companion. The rooster clucked quietly, but didn’t chase after her.

Thinking that he should act the part of the wing man, James summoned an apple from his pantry along with a knife, and quickly cut it into slices. Holding one of said slices out to Rauðr, the einherjar whispered his best advice. “Hey bud. Look. Try giving her this.”

At first, the dark feathered bird seemed disinclined to accept the bit of fruit from the strange man, but then he seemed to cotton on to what the einherjar was trying to tell him, and gently took the bit of apple in his beak. Rushing across the mossy clearing, Rauðr managed to get in front of Mère before she made it back to the pond. He then proceeded to drop the offering at her feet, before hopping back and waiting to see what she would do.

Turning her head to the side, the golden goose eyed the apple slice, then looked at the expectant rooster, and then back at the food again. Evidently deciding that it looked tasty, Mère plucked the fruit from the ground and happily gobbled up the treat, before walking past Rauðr and getting back into the pond.

“Well… it’s a start, I guess.” James stated with a shrug. Good luck, little guy. he silently cheered the rooster on, before leaving the animals to themselves.

Returning to his wives and concubine, James sat down in the empty spot they’d left for him in their circle. “So. How has your day been?” he asked the women.

“Boring.” Acrasia moaned in a singsong voice.

The einherjar was actually surprised that his fae wife had even participated in the day’s training, given how much she hated cultivating. “Was it productive though, my pet?” he asked, hoping to encourage her to work a bit harder.

“Yeah. I guess so, Master.” the blonde fairy said with a sigh. “I hope you don’t mind, but I stole the enchantment from the quiver that the elves gave us as a wedding gift.”

“No. I don’t mind at all. I gave it to you to use, after all.” the einherjar assured her. It is interesting that she could do so without my explicit permission, though. he silently noted. I wonder if it is because I gave the quiver to her, so the blessing recognized it as hers to do with as she wished, or if it simply understood that I would give such permission somehow? The more I think about it, the more I realize that this blessing is truly amazing. How does it know things? Is it sentient? Can you hear my thoughts? he asked in his head, trying to project his questions out to an unknown recipient. Unfortunately, there was no response, so the Champion was left to wonder for the time being.

“I also cultivated enough Spirit to grant the new spell to all of the elves in our family. I thought it would make sense, since the spell is called Elf Shot.” Acrasia explained.

“That is very generous of you, my pet. I’m proud of you.” James said with a warm smile, while tousling her hair.

The fairy giggled, happy that she’d impressed her owner, and tried to use his good will to her advantage. “Would it be okay if I stopped training now, then? I’ll go give the elves the new spell, and then give the leftover 25 Spirit to Lāmina.”

James chuckled, and nodded his consent. “Sure. Show me the new spell, and then you can go. Have fun playing with Clarissa when you’re done granting the spells.”

“Thanks, Master!” the fairy chimed cheerfully, bringing up her Status Screen for him to see.
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“Not bad.” the ex-soldier hummed. “Having non-lethal options is always nice.”

“I’m glad you think so, Master.” Acrasia whispered, stealing a quick kiss from her husband before zipping off.

“Wouldst thou also like to have the spell for thy own arsenal, Master?” Hrein asked after Acrasia had left.

“I certainly wouldn’t mind. Lāmina’s Necromancy spell is a higher priority for me at the moment though, after it gets upgraded.” James admitted.

“Very well, Master. I suggest that thou shouldst continue to rest and recover thy Qi, and allow us to continue our training.” the valkyrie proposed.

“All right. I’ll stop interrupting then.” the einherjar agreed with a chuckle. “I’ll just sit here and admire some of the amazing, beautiful women in my life.”

The shield maiden blushed slightly at her husband’s comment, but didn’t say anything further. Closing her eyes, Hrein returned to her meditative trance, and was quickly followed by the others in the circle.
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The group continued their training right up until supper time, when Elora had come to fetch them. In fact, none of them had even noticed that the evening meal was being served an hour late, until the elven maid informed them that it was so. Having had the extra time to train, all three women were able to gather 700 Spirit each. It wasn’t until after they’d eaten that they had the chance to use it, however.

“Thanks for all of your hard work again today, ladies.” James announced to his family once the dishes had been cleared away and the maids had returned. He had let the two women know that he wanted to have a family meeting after the meal, so the pair of concubines had come back to the dining room before washing the dishes and putting away the leftovers.

“What is it that you wanted to speak to us about, Master?” Elora asked, hoping that it would be good news.

“Well, I believe that all of you who serve me now have a Charisma higher than 100. Is that correct? Also, being a goddess, I imagine yours is as well. Is it not, my Lady?” the Champion asked his usual dinner guest.

“It is indeed so, my Champion.” the deity confirmed with the tiniest of smirks.

“You can see your Status Screen, Lady Hel?” Autumn asked, a little puzzled by the revelation. “I thought only James and his slaves could do so.”

Hel further surprised them all by allowing herself a small moment of mirth, tittering softly. “Though it was at my Champion’s suggestion, it was I who created the seiðr upon which the blessing is based. Of course I did test it out upon myself before granting it to James.”

“Ah. I see. That makes sense.” Autumn admitted, bowing her head to the goddess.

“But why dost thou ask after my ‘stats’, my Champion?” the Goddess of Death inquired.

“Well, you see, I have this spell called the Curse of Furfur. It works a lot like Nympholepsy, in that it causes some nasty side effects to anyone who views me while the magic is active. But, like Nympholepsy, anyone who manages to resist the magic instead gains a permanent boost to their Intelligence and Charisma.” James explained.

“Ah. And I do believe that thy Beauty stat is currently at 100. Is it not, Master?” Hrein correctly guessed.

“That’s right. Which means, so long as we make sure the kids are safely out of the room…” he began, giving the children a mock glare which only made them laugh, “then I should be able to use the spell to give all of the adults here a nice boost.”

“Why is it called Furfur? Is it because you are soft and furry?” Zahra asked, wiggling her fingers as if she wanted to pet him.

Autumn laughed at that, and gave James a teasing look. “He certainly is, isn’t he?” she said, giving the little girl an exaggerated wink. “But no. Furfur is the name of a powerful demon. He is an Earl of Hell, who has no less than twenty six legions under his command. The reason the curse is likely named after him, is because it causes infatuation. Even after falling and becoming a demon, Furfur still has power over love and storms.”

“Is he furry?” the dark elf girl asked, causing the adults to chuckle.

“Why yes, I believe he is.” the succubus confirmed with a warm smile.

“Master? Should I go and ask Queen Titania if she would like to get a boost, too?” Acrasia suggested.

“Hmm. I’m almost certain that her Charisma is more than high enough to resist my Beauty…” he stated, causing a few snickers among the women. “but I am a bit hesitant to take the risk.”

“If thou dost desire it, I could cast the seiðr upon the Fairy Queen when she doth arrive.” Hel offered.

“All right. I’d appreciate that. I won’t ask to see her Status Screen, as that would be rather personal, but if she’s willing to let you cast it for her and ensure her safety, then I don’t mind giving her the boost as well.” James agreed.

“Okay! I’ll go let her know!” Acrasia chirped happily, before zipping out of the room.

“In the mean time, might I enhance thy Necromancy spell, Lāmina?” Hrein asked the elven priestess.

“Of course. I’d truly appreciate that, Hrein.” Lāmina happily accepted.

Setting to work, the valkyrie spent 200 Spirit doubling the number of questions that could be asked of the deceased person, as well as halving the Qi Cost of the spell. She then granted copies of both it and Elf Shot to her master. Following that, the shield maiden granted Lāmina a couple more spells of her own, including Summons and Seiðr: Memento Mori. Doing so pushed the Total Capacity of the elf’s Dantian to 530 Qi. With only 10 Spirit remaining, she did as Acrasia had earlier, and donated it to Lāmina as well.

Nyakuro was also generous with her gathered Spirit, granting the elven maids the True Cultivation technique, feeling that everyone in the family should know it, even if they never put it to use.

“Thank you for that, mistress Nyakuro.” Elora said with a curtsy, cringing a bit from the minor headache that the sudden knowledge had given her. “If… it wouldn’t be too much of an imposition, might I ask for another technique as well?”

The cat-girl tilted her head in curiosity, wondering what else the elf might wish to learn. Sharing the nekomata’s feelings, James asked the obvious question. “Which one would you want, Elora?”

Taking a deep breath, the elven maid met her lover’s gaze. “I wish to learn how to touch souls, like you and mistress Hrein do.” she told him.

“That’s… an interesting request. I don’t see a problem with it, but may I ask why?” the einherjar inquired.

Moving her hand to point at the spectral chains hanging from her wrists, ankles, and collar, the elf explained her desire. “It’s these Ghost Chains, Master. If I am to bear them for all eternity, then I would like to make good use of them. Rather than have them simply rattle in the night as I walk, I would prefer to be able to control them, at least to some degree. I also thought that, if I could hold them, I might be able to use them in conjunction with the Flaming Sword spell you gave me. That would give me a potent weapon in a fight.”

James quirked a brow at this and nodded slowly. “I have to agree. That could be very useful. Especially if we upgrade your Flaming Sword to Nyakuro’s Flaming Fists spell. Could you do both of those for her please, kitten?”

“Hai, Meowster.” the nekomata agreed, then did as she had been asked.

Autumn frowned, realizing how much the other women of the family were doing to support each other and their master. Yet all I think about is how to make myself more powerful… she though disparagingly.

“What’s wrong, Autumn?” James asked, noticing the change in expression on the woman’s face.

“I just… I had planned to use my gathered Spirit to enhance myself further. Now I feel selfish in doing so.” the succubus admitted, hanging her head in shame.

“There’s nothing wrong with that, ma chérie. My wives truly are generous souls, but they are just trying to help the newer members of our family catch up a bit in power. You are very new to our household, and so it makes sense that you need to catch up as well. By working hard on yourself, you are also strengthening the family as a whole. So please, don’t feel ashamed to do so. Rather, know that I appreciate your hard work, and support it fully.” he told the demoness, while giving her a reassuring smile.

Taking his words to heart, the fallen angel did her best to return his smile. “Thank you, Master. In that case, I would like to get copies of several spells from you.”

“Of course. Which ones would you like?” James asked.

“I was thinking that Enslave, Dance of the Dead, and Paralysis would be fitting, to start.” Autumn answered.

James thought it over for a second, then nodded. “That sounds fine. Okay, go for it.” Opening his Status Screen, he turned it towards his newest concubine.

As planned, the succubus copied the three spells she had mentioned, adding them to her own spell list. “I was also thinking that, if I had the Elf Shot spell, I could alter it to work with my whip. Being able to cause my opponent pain, even if I can’t injure them, could be very handy. For example, against a monster with a thick hide or a shell.” she pointed out.

“Or even an enemy who was wearing armour.” the ex-soldier added. “Take it and make the changes. It’s a great idea.”

Acting on his permission, Autumn did as she had suggested, then showed her companions the final result when she was finished. “Here is the new spell, Master.”
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“Looks good.” James commented with a grin. “Very fitting.”

Autumn blushed slightly at his compliment, still not one hundred percent sure that she should be embracing her new nature as a succubus to such an extent. “Thanks, Master.” she muttered softly.

“Meowster!” Nyakuro suddenly piped up.

“What is it, kitten?” the einherjar asked.

“Paralysis, too.” she said, taking her time to carefully form the words. She then pointed to herself and Elina, who was standing quietly nearby.

“Do you want the Paralysis spell as well, Elina?” the Champion asked the elven maid.

“Yes… Master.” the elf said in her typical halting whisper. The delight in her eyes was hard to miss though, so James agreed that both women could have it.

“Okay kitten. Make it happen.” he said with a chuckle. In truth, the einherjar was secretly glad to see the twins begin to develop separately, each following their own path to power.

After she was finished granting the spells, Nyakuro was unsure what to do with her remaining Spirit. She knew that the family wasn’t prepared for her to undergo her Heavenly Tribulation that night, so she didn’t want to complete her cultivation base. Plus, the cat-girl desperately wanted to improve the capacity of her Dantian by quite a bit, before solidifying it with the Tribulation.

Being in a similar situation of not knowing what spell or technique to learn next, Autumn chose to use her remaining Spirit to enhance her stats. Doing so maxed out her Intelligence at 230 IQ, while her new Total Strength coincidentally also reached 230. Thanks to learning so many spells that day, her Dantian reached a Total Capacity of 1110 Qi.

Hearing that Autumn had spent her remaining Spirit in that way, Nyakuro felt a little better for giving up on thinking about spells. Rather than simply hold onto the Spirit, since she wasn’t going to enhance herself any further that night, the cat-girl kindly gave it to Lāmina to improve her stats. This finished off the priestess’ Charisma enhancement, allowing her to reach a total of 150 in that stat. It also completely capped her Beauty, bringing it up to 170. Lastly, she increased her Intelligence by 45%, giving her a new total of 174 IQ.

By the time everyone was finished sharing spells and enhancing each other, Acrasia had returned with Queen Titania.

“I hear that you are handing out gifts of power tonight, James.” the Fairy Queen stated with a smirk.

“Well, I have the ability to empower all of the lovely ladies in my life, so why shouldn’t I do so?” the einherjar replied with a flirtatious wink.

Titania coughed lightly and had the grace to blush a little at his comment, but didn’t let that deter her from sitting in on the events that night. “Well, far be it from me to turn down such an offer. Now, just to be certain, dear Acrasia stated that this would not require me to submit to your collar. Is that true?”

“It’s true.” James confirmed. He then went on to explain what his plan was, how it would work, as well as his requirement that she allow Lady Hel to view her Status Screen and why.

“Very well. I can agree to that.” the fae monarch conceded with a nod. It only took a moment, once she had given her permission, for the Goddess of Death to cast the seiðr and confirm that it would indeed be safe for James to use his spell with the Fairy Queen present.

With that done, James had to ask the young ones to retire to another room for a while. “It would be very dangerous for you to stay when I cast the spell.” he explained to Zahra and Clarissa. “I would never want to hurt either of you, so please be good and head on upstairs. I promise to call you both down when we’re finished.”

“Aww! But I want to see the magic too!” Zahra protested.

“You can see it later, once you’ve grown up and have enough power to resist the harmful effects.” Lāmina promised her younger sister. “So do as Master says, and take Clarissa to your room to play for a while.”

“Okay. Fine.” the dark elf child whined with a pout. “Come on Clarissa. Let’s go upstairs so I can tell you what I saw uncle James and auntie Hrein doing the other day!” she said in a loud whisper.

“Uh… that doesn’t sound good.” James muttered with a grimace. He didn’t recall being caught with any of his women while the kids were around, but that didn’t mean it was impossible. Children did have a habit of popping up when you least expected them.

Once the children were safely ensconced in Zahra’s bedroom upstairs, James nodded to each of the women present, to ensure that they were ready. Receiving confirmation from each of them in turn, the einherjar unleashed his spell.

The moment the Champion cast Curse of Furfur, his skin began to glow with a subtle golden aura. All of the women present experienced a sense of pressure against their minds, as if something were trying to flood their brains with lust. The sensation passed quickly however, and the spell burst like a soap bubble against their mental defences.

“That was… unusual.” Elora commented as a strange warmth began sinking into her mind and soul. Like the other women present, the aftereffects of the spell were enhancing the elf’s latent mental talents, and awakening her mind in a manner similar to supernatural enlightenment. This had the effect of increasing their Intelligence and Charisma stats by 20% each.

“I… thank you, James.” Titania stammered, so shocked by the expansion of her mind and the strengthening of her personality, that the Fairy Queen momentarily forgot the fae taboo of expressing gratitude. “This… is truly a wondrous gift.”

“My turn!” Acrasia suddenly shouted, flying up into the air and doing a pirouette.

“Hm? What do you mean, my pet?” James asked, mildly confused by her antics.

“I want to boost you, too!” the fairy exclaimed in excitement.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” the einherjar shouted, patting the air in front of him. “You are FAR too beautiful to use Nympholepsy on me! You’ll fry my brain!”

Acrasia giggled at that, and flew down to kiss her husband on the nose. “I would never hurt you, silly Master. I figured out a way to do it!”

Hel’s Champion frowned, not entirely convinced that such a thing was possible. “Mind explaining how that would work, first? Before you go trying anything.”

“Sure! Autumn and I were talking the other day, and she told me about parkas.” the energetic fae began.

“Burqas.” the succubus corrected her tiny friend.

“Right burqas. Sorry.” the fairy giggled, sticking her tongue out. “Anyway, like I was saying, Autumn told me about burqas. I can use my Glamour spell to make a covering that will hide almost all of me, before I cast Nympholepsy!”

“Hmm.” James hummed and scratched his beard in thought. After a moment, he asked for the opinions of the others in the room. “Any thoughts, ladies?”

“It should work…” Titania commented. “But I would reinforce your resistance with something like a partially see through blindfold or something as well, just in case.”

“Like this?” the einherjar asked, summoning a thin silk scarf to his hands.

The Fairy Queen quirked a brow, curious just what the einherjar had been using such a piece of cloth for in the past. He seemed to summon that rather quickly, as if it came to mind in an instant… the fae woman noted. “That should do, yes.” she finally admitted.

Stepping up behind her husband, Hrein helped James put the blindfold on, then whispered in his ear. “Is this a toy for us?” she asked.

James simply nodded, giving his First Wife the reply she’d been looking for, then declared that he was ready.

As planned, Acrasia began by casting a Glamour that covered her almost completely in a black burqa, leaving only her eyes visible. Then, without further ado, she cast Nympholepsy.

If James’ Curse of Furfur had given him a golden glow, then Acrasia’s Nympholepsy was like the ignition of a tiny sun. The einherjar had to squint against the light of her beauty, and even with all of the protections they had put in place, he felt as if his mind was being melted.

Autumn immediately recognized the danger her lover was in, and leapt to his rescue. The unearthly beauty placed herself within his field of view and called out to the man. “Look at me, Master!” she shouted, briefly drawing his attention. The moment his eyes met hers, the succubus leaned forward and kissed him passionately, thereby drawing away even more of his attention from the fairy.

Hoping to help in some way, the rest of his wives and concubines quickly crowded around the einherjar, struggling to get close enough to kiss his cheeks, neck, or any other part of him that they could reach. Fortunately for him, the women were successful in their efforts, if only barely.

When at last the glow from Acrasia’s spell faded, the Champion nearly collapsed under the press of supple feminine bodies, but he had successfully resisted the spell.

“Master? Are you all right?” Acrasia asked with a hint of worry in her voice. “Why do you have a silver aura?”

“What?” the einherjar muttered, shifting against his lovers to try and see his hands. When the women reluctantly parted, several of them gasped, also noticing the strange glow emanating from the Champion.

“That… looks like a protective spell.” Autumn commented. “Have you cast anything of the sort on yourself?”

“Just the usual Blessing.” James replied, then brought up his Status Screen. “Oh. Right. It does say that the spell protects from curses. Do you think this qualifies?”

The succubus hummed in thought, but then nodded. “Perhaps so. No doubt that it helped in some manner, at least. And it would make sense if Nympholepsy were considered a curse, especially where your own version outright names it as such.”

“I would not recommend testing that theory, however.” Titania interjected. “From the look of things, you barely resisted the effects of Acrasia’s spell, even with your protections.”

“Right. Solid advice.” the einherjar agreed.

“I’m sorry, Master.” Acrasia whimpered, afraid that she had almost hurt the man she loved.

“It’s okay, my pet. I agreed to this, so any blame is on me. Moreover, no harm was done. In fact…” Looking over his Status Screen, the einherjar confirmed his suspicions. “It looks like it worked. So thank you, my pet.”

“Really? And you’re really okay, Master?” the fairy asked in a hopeful tone of voice.

“Absolutely.” James said softly, reaching out to pull her into a hug.

“I’m so glad.” she whispered, snuggling into his chest.

Reading over his stats, James realized that, since he had already benefitted from a lower level Nympholepsy spell earlier on, he didn’t get an additional 20% increase on top of that. Instead, the new bonus replaced the old one, giving him a final IQ of 300, and a Charisma of 120.

After everyone had calmed down from the night’s events, the two guests excused themselves and went home for the evening, each promising to join the family for breakfast the next morning.

Before the household could call it an early night however, Lāmina requested that everyone gather again, so that she could mark them all with her new Summons spell. Agreeing that doing so was a good idea, everyone made themselves available until the elven priestess had a chance to do as she had asked. Her casting of the spell also inspired James to add the newest member of the household, Clarissa, to his own Summons list, which caused a wave of updating the spell for everyone, to ensure that no one had been missed by any potential caster.

By the time that was finished, everyone was tired of casting spells and training, so the family retired to the game room upstairs, where James taught them the simple card game of Go Fish, which was easy enough for the children to enjoy as well. Thus, the remainder of the evening was spent having some light hearted fun, and the einherjar put off all of his serious worries for another day.


CHAPTER 22


“What’s this?” James asked, receiving a parcel from Titania.

“It is the clothing that I promised.” the Fairy Queen replied. “As amusing as your makeshift togas have been each morning, I cannot keep supplying you with a glamour every day.”

“Uh, yeah.” the einherjar gave an embarrassed chuckle and rubbed the back of his head. “I really should have taken the time to go shopping on my own.”

Titania waved her hand dismissively. “It is not as if you had nothing else on your agenda. Besides, the city’s sole seamstress is already extremely overloaded with work.”

“Well,” James said, hefting the package. “I’m sure I’ll put this to good use.”

The Fairy Queen nodded. “I will go ahead to the dining room and wait for breakfast. Let me know if it fits properly.”

“I’ll do just that.” the einherjar agreed with a smile. Heading up to his bedroom for a bit of privacy, James closed the door before setting the package on the bed. “I really hope it’s something practical and not another foppish outfit…” the ex-soldier muttered as he began unwrapping the gift.

When the silk bundle fell away, it revealed something that the Champion had not been expecting. Rather than a pair of pants, shorts, or even a kilt, the package contained a set of pteruges. It was the same kind of armoured skirt that Hrein wore, but his was more masculine… at least, that is what the ex-soldier told himself. In truth, warriors of both genders wore the armour in ancient times. It was especially popular among the Greeks and Romans. If it was manly enough for Alexander the Great, then I guess it should be fine for me to wear. the einherjar insisted to himself. Besides, I have to admit, it looks damn cool.

The pteruges themselves appeared to be pointed strips of green scaled hide, with long thin plates of black metal affixed to the outside. Trying them on, the Champion found that the armour fit perfectly, and hung down to just above his knees. There was even a special hole for his tail to fit through.

Turning to put away the cloth that the armour had been bundled in, James found that the package contained one more item. Neatly folded in the centre of the wrapping was another silk sash. The black spider silk was as soft and beautiful as the previous versions, but the einherjar immediately noticed that his coat of arms had changed. This time the crest included a crimson cornet above the sword, representing his status as a baron in the Seelie Court.

Slipping on the sash, James was fully dressed, or at least as much so as he had been for most of his second life. He still went unshod, and generally forwent wearing a shirt or jacket of any kind, mostly to avoid trouble with his wings.

Heading downstairs to join his family and guests for breakfast, the einherjar was reminded for the thousandth time just how lucky he was. He truly had everything that he could ask for in this life; most of all was the love of so many amazing women.

Noticing the einherjar enter the room, Titania looked him over with a small grin. “It suits you well, James.”

“It does.” the ex-soldier admitted. “And it fits perfectly. My compliments to the craftsman who made it.”

The Fairy Queen nodded. “They are talented, indeed. The Champion’s Pteruges, as they are called, were crafted through the combined efforts of the gnomes and the leprechauns. Using only the hardiest of materials, they hoped to create something that would withstand even your flames.”

“Oh?” James quirked a brow at the queen’s statement. “Is it all right for me to ask what they are made of?”

“The leather is dragon hide, the most fire resistant material known to man and fae alike. The metal is adamantine.” Titania explained.

The einherjar’s jaw dropped. He could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Your Majesty! I can’t possibly -.”

“Nonsense.” the fae monarch cut him off with a slash of her hand. “No matter how rare or precious the materials may be, they can hardly be said to be worth more than the gift you bestowed upon me just last night.”

“The queen doth speak true, my Champion.” Hel stated, siding with the Fairy Queen. “Thou hast given us, powerful women in our own right, even greater power. To expand not only our minds, but also a greater ability to lead and command the respect of others… this is no small feat. No common gift to be given. In sooth, it could be said to be nothing less than a blessing.” All of the women present nodded in agreement with the deity’s words.

“But… I would feel so guilty if it was destroyed during a Rebirth.” James grumbled, admiring the pteruges in an all new light.

“Hmm. Very well, then it is mine own turn to thank thee for thy gift last eve.” Hel stated, raising a hand and pointing at her Champion.

James immediately felt her magic seeping into his soul, and making small alterations to the blessing she had already given him. “My Lady? What did you do?” he asked when she was finished.

“I simply enhanced thy blessing by a small degree. Now, in the case of thy death, anything that thou art wearing or holding in thine hands, shall be sent to thine Inventory forthwith.” Hel explained.

The Champion couldn’t help but raise his eyebrows at this. “That… that’s a huge help, Lady Hel. Thank you.”

“’Tis nothing, my Champion. A blessing for a blessing. It doth seem fair, doth it not?” the Goddess of Death countered with the barest hint of a smile.

“I can’t really call what I gave you a blessing, though. It’s not as if I’m a god.” James argued with a sigh, shaking his head.

“True. Thou art not a member of the divine… yet.” the deity whispered the last part. “But consider the blessing that Lady Luck hath granted thee. Was thy gift to me any less than hers to thee?”

“Wait. He has been blessed by Lady Luck as well?” Titania asked with a look of shock.

Hel frowned slightly at the question, but nodded her head in confirmation. “As thou art already aware, my Champion hath received two blessings from myself. It was not until after I did grant him my blessings, that his previous blessing came to light. It doth appear that Lady Luck had blessed him during his previous life, as well.”

“Then… does that mean that you are her Champion, in addition to Lady Hel’s?” Titania wondered aloud.

“I can’t see it being the case.” James denied with a shake of his head. “At least, she never told me as much.” he grumbled as an afterthought.

Hrein was close enough to hear the latter part of his statement, and tilted her head in curiosity, but didn’t press him for information.

“Master.” Elora called out, stepping into the dining room from the kitchen. “Breakfast is ready whenever you are.”

“Oh. Thanks, Elora.” the einherjar said, giving the elf a grateful smile. “In that case, I won’t hold things up.” he stated, taking his seat at the head of the table.
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“Whew.” James sighed, wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “It’s a warm one today, even here inside the veil.” Standing back with his hands on his hips, the einherjar admired his work. The barracks was finally finished, standing the full five stories tall. Well, that’s one project done. he thought to himself. The new wall around the Elven Quarter is next, and then the wall around Guayabo. But both of those will have to wait until after I complete my quest to free Fenrir. Sighing, the einherjar turned and began walking back towards the Fae Quarter.

Looking up at the clear blue sky, the Champion went over his plans again. It’s good that I got the chance to talk to Titania this morning. She agreed to help, or rather, pick up the slack back here while I am gone. I’m just glad that Oberon’s Horn will be able to cover things for the time being.

“Well, well. If it isn’t Hel’s Champion.” a somewhat familiar voice pulled the einherjar away from his thoughts.

Glancing behind him, James spotted the speaker and instantly recognized her. “Ocypete!” he called back to the harpy. “What brings you here on this fine day?”

“It is a nice day, isn’t it?” the mail carrier replied with a laugh. “But to answer your question, I am here to show my daughter around.” Lifting her wing, she revealed a very similar looking harpy that had been hiding behind her. “Ocythoe, come out from there and say hello to Sir James.”

“H-hello, sir.” the younger harpy stammered.

“Hello Ocythoe. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” the einherjar replied with a friendly smile. It was clear to anyone with eyes that she was related to Ocypete, for she looked like nothing so much as a younger version of the veteran messenger. The main difference between the two was the colour of their hair and plumage. Where Ocypete had light brown feathers that gradually faded to white, her daughter’s were as black as midnight, except for the tips which were stark white. The change wasn’t gradual at all. Unlike her mother, whose hair was purely brown, Ocythoe’s hair colour matched that of her feathers. Beyond that, it was obvious that the girl was painfully shy, which was again the opposite of her more boisterous and outgoing parent.

“Go on then.” he mother stage whispered and pushed her daughter with the tip of her wing. “Let him get a good look at you, and maybe he’ll pull you into his harem!”

“M-mom!” the younger harpy shouted, her face going bright red.

Taking pity on the embarrassed young woman, James pushed to change the topic. “So, are you going to be the new mail carrier for Elphyne, Ocythoe?”

“Y-yes sir.” the servant of Hermes stuttered.

“Good, good. I’m sure we’ll be seeing plenty of each other then.” the einherjar stated with a comforting smile. “By the way, I know you ladies make deliveries, but do you offer personal shopping as well?”

Both avian women frown at this, with the daughter even turning to look at her mother in confusion. “Sorry Sir James, but I don’t understand what you mean.” Ocypete answered.

“Oh. Well, back on Earth, some delivery companies would also allow you to place orders through them. They would go to a shop and pick up what you wanted, then deliver it to your home.” the ex-soldier explained.

“Hmm. It’s not a service we normally offer, but I wouldn’t mind doing it for the right price.” Ocypete offered with her too-wide smile.

“In that case, have you ever heard of chocolate? I can’t seem to find any here in Elphyne, and I’d like to get ten pounds of it today, if possible.” the einherjar asked.

“Chocolate? And ten pounds of it? Are you sure that you don’t mean ten ounces?” the elder harpy countered with raised eyebrows.

“So you have at least heard of it then.” James stated, nodding to himself. “And yes, I’d like ten pounds, if possible.”

Ocypete whistled as if impressed. “Damn. Knights must get paid a lot better than I thought!”

“Well, actually, I did get a promotion to baron recently, so…” James chuckled awkwardly.

“Oh! Congratulations, Lord Fir.” Ocypete said with a light laugh and made a flamboyant bow. Seeing this, her daughter panicked a little and quickly bowed to the einherjar as well.

“Thanks. But don’t worry about it, I’m not one for standing on ceremony.” the baron told them.

Ocypete laughed again and straightened up. “Glad to hear it. I don’t do well with overly stuffy types, and my poor daughter here would likely have a heart attack from the stress of dealing with nobles.”

“So… about the chocolate…?” James tried again, hoping for a positive answer.

“Yeah. I mean, it can be done but…” Ocypete began, rubbing the back of her head with her wing.

“I can pay upfront. I trust you to deliver.” the einherjar offered.

The harpy messenger sighed. “Okay. Fine. It’s your money. So, the closest place that sells chocolate would likely be El Dorado. That’s a thousand miles away.”

James’ eyes widened at her statement, but didn’t interrupt.

“You want ten pounds of the stuff, so that’s 4,000 obols, or 40 drachma just for the delivery. Plus, you’re probably looking at 75 obols a pound for the chocolate itself, so another 750 obols there.” the harpy rattled off some quick calculations. “The good news is, I can have it for you tonight. It’ll take me four hours to get there, probably an hour of shopping in the city, and another four hours to get back. So I’ll get back just after suppertime if I leave now.”

After the woman explained the costs involved, the Champion could understand her surprise at the order. An average soldier makes 1 drachma a day. That mean’s I’ll be spending nearly 50 days of a working man’s pay, just for a gift for the ladies. More than that, since I plan to give her a tip. he realized. “Okay.” he agreed. “Sounds good. How about I give you 1 talent and 10 drachma, and you can keep the change?”

Ocypete’s eyes nearly bulged at his offer. “Are you just bad at math or something!? 1 talent would cover all of that, and still leave me with over 2 drachma to spare!”

James chuckled at the shocked woman’s expression. “Don’t you remember? We talked about ‘tips’ the last time we met.”

“Yeah. I remember. You made it sound like a small amount that you paid as thanks for service, not nearly two week’s worth of wages!” the mail carrier squawked.

The Champion lightly placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder and looked her in the eyes. “I’m asking you to fly 2000 miles in a day as a personal favour. You are getting me something that I don’t have access to normally; something that is a very special gift for the women in my life. I think you deserve at least this much.”

Ocypete licked her lips and glanced at her daughter. “Hey. Are you sure you don’t need a personal harpy? Like for deliveries or… anything?”

James glanced over at Ocythoe, only to see the young harpy staring at him with wide eyes. “Erm. Well… I’ll think about it. I probably could use a herald at some point, but…”

“Okay! You just let us know when you decide, okay? Until then, please don’t hesitate to call upon either of us, whether here or in Guayabo.” Ocypete said excitedly. She even began to hop away, in preparation to take off, before James caught her by the shoulder again.

“Wait! Wait. You need the money, right?” he asked, summoning the coins to his hand.

“Oh! Right! Thanks.” the harpy confirmed with an excited giggle, accepting the payment.

“I’ll see you in a few hours, then. Oh, and you can call for me at the temple.” he told her before she took off.

“Sounds good! See you soon!” she yelled back as she took to the air.

[image: ]


The einherjar wound up walking Ocythoe to the newly built Temple of Hermes in the Elven Quarter. Apparently the gnomes had built the entire thing in a few days under the direction of Effie, the queen’s herald. He was mildly surprised to see that a priestess of Hermes had already set up shop there, as well as a dwarven guard that could easily be the twin brother of the dwarf in Guayabo, for how similar they looked.

With that taken care of, James returned to the Temple of Hel with plans to meditate. After finishing the barracks, the Champion had been silently wishing for a faster way to restore his Qi, when he suddenly remembered a line of text from his Energy Siphon technique. In the description, it clearly stated that he could double his Qi regeneration by meditating. He wasn’t sure what would constitute a ‘Qi dense area’, so he’d have to settle for a doubling instead of a tripling of the restoration rate. Still, that’s a lot better than waiting most of the day, and I need all of the power I can get for later on tonight. he mentally noted.

Unsurprisingly, the einherjar only got a couple of hours in, before he was called for lunch. It was over the meal that he finalized his plans for that night, and gave his party their instructions. At first, the einherjar had only planned on taking Hrein with him for the mission to free Fenrir, but his family pressured the ex-soldier into taking his full party.

“You never know what will happen, Master!” Acrasia pointed out. “So I want to be there to help.”

“All right.” the Champion conceded. “In that case, we should all head to bed and try to get some sleep. I’m expecting a parcel to arrive around 1900 hours tonight, so we’ll be a bit busy after supper until we leave.”

“What art thou having delivered, Master?” Hrein asked, her curiosity piqued.

“That’s a surprise.” James replied with a wink and a grin.

“Master. Might I make a suggestion?” Elora asked as she cleared his plate from the table.

“Of course. What’s on your mind, Elora?” James inquired, turning his attention to the beautiful elf.

“You mentioned that you might be gone for several days, while you search for the island where the wolf is bound.” the maid began.

“That’s right. Hrein is the most familiar with the area among our family, and even she isn’t certain where it might be.” the einherjar confirmed.

“The lake known as Ámsvartnir doth rest within the realm of Asgardr, to the east of Valhalla. I fear that is all of the knowledge that I do possess.” Hrein added with a slightly concerned look on her face.

“And that is immensely helpful, my love.” the einherjar told the valkyrie, reaching out to clasp her hand in his.

“That being the case, Master,” Elora continued, “I think it would be best if we had some way to communicate while you are on the road.”

James frowned at her statement, not because he disagreed, but because he didn’t know of any way to do so. “Do you have some suggestion as to how we could manage that?” he asked.

“I do.” the elven maid replied with a firm nod. “I was thinking that, if you have a blank book, or a journal perhaps, we could write messages to each other in it. Then, you could summon it or place it back in your Inventory at specific times of day.”

The einherjar raised his eyebrows and gave the elf an impressed nod. “That’s a great idea, Elora.”

Elora smiled a bit, despite herself. The tsundere elf was truly pleased to have come up with an idea that would be helpful to them as a family. “If… if you remember to do so before meals each day, then I can write in what we will be serving. That way you can summon it to you, Sir.”

Her use of the term ‘sir’ instead of ‘master’ didn’t go unnoticed by the Champion, and he understood the meaning behind it. Perhaps she’s worried about us going on this mission? Either way, it’s clear that she wants some attention before I go. Quirking a brow to let the elven maid know that he’d received her message, the einherjar replied while standing up from his seat. “We’ll do just that. Since it sounds like the plan is as ironed out as it can be, I suggest everyone get some sleep before we go.” Turning to the head maid’s twin, he called out to her. “Elina. Would you mind cleaning up for us? I have need of Elora’s help for a while. You can join us in your room, after you are finished.”

“Yes, Master.” the maid said in a near whisper, which was her normal way of speaking.
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“Button up your skirt, both in the front and the back.” James commanded as he closed the door behind him.

“Yes, Master.” Elora replied, then moved to do as she had been told. The masochistic maid shivered in anticipation, wondering what new punishments her owner might have in store for her. Lifting the hem of her apron and skirt, she slipped the buttons through the buttonholes, effectively pinning them in a raised position. Repeating the process in the back was a little more difficult, since she couldn’t see what she was doing, but she was able to pull it off after a couple of attempts. Of course doing so meant that both her naked sex and behind were now fully on display.

The einherjar made a point of staring at the bare flesh between her legs, heightening the elf’s awareness of her exposure. He watched as she shivered, and goose bumps began to dot her soft skin, perhaps due to the slight chill in the air, or maybe for other reasons. Stepping forward, the bestial man reached out and lightly ran his finger over her thigh, gently tracing the edge of the lacy garter belt that she was wearing. “You are fortunate,” he said in a deep growl, “that children were present at the dinner table. Otherwise I would have punished you right there, in front of everyone.”

Elora gasped at his threat, and was mortified to realize just how much the thought of such a thing aroused her.

The sight of her slightly parted lips were simply too much of a temptation for the einherjar to ignore, so he quickly reached up and grabbed the spiritual chain dangling from her collar, then dragged her forward into a passionate kiss. The elf made a token struggle, pushing against his chest in an attempt to get away, but they both knew that such an attempt was futile. She simply didn’t possess the strength to break his hold even if she wanted to, which she not-so-secretly didn’t.

Rather than continue to fight his dominance over her, the nubile maid surrendered to his rough invasion of her mouth, and allowed him to explore it with his tongue to his heart’s content.

Eventually, the einherjar seemed to get his fill of kissing her, and released her from his grasp. He then backed up until he reached her bed, and then sat upon it. “Kneel.” he demanded in a stern tone of voice.

“Yes, Master.” the elf said quickly, then dropped to her knees on the cold stone floor.

“Crawl to me. Slowly.” James commanded, reaching out towards her chains. Elora was surprised when the chain suddenly grew in length, with new links appearing out of nowhere, until it was long enough to rest in his hand.

Feeling a sharp tug at her collar, the elven maid hastened to obey, and started crawling on her hands and knees. The stone of the floor was far from perfectly smooth; certainly not rough enough to cause a problem to anyone walking on it normally, but it was hard on her knees, quickly causing small scrapes and scratches to build up on them.

It took the elf over a minute to close the distance between them, but eventually she found herself kneeling at his feet. Unsure what to do next, Elora went with her instincts and leaned forward, attempting to push aside the armoured strips that made up his pteruges with her face.

“What do you think you are doing?” James inquired in a rough voice.

“I… I thought you would want me to… suck you, Master.” Elora stammered in reply, deeply embarrassed to give voice to such a thing.

“Oh? What do you want to suck?” the ex-soldier teased.

The elf fought not to glare at the man sitting above her. It’s not that I WANT to… it’s what I thought you wanted! she screamed in her head. Still, she knew that humiliating her was part of the punishment that he would lay upon her, something that he clearly took enjoyment in. Rather than outright lie, Elora swallowed her pride and begged. “Please, let me suck your cock, Master.”

James grinned devilishly. “Oh. You will. Later. First, I need a bath. You can begin by kissing my feet, slave.”

Elora couldn’t help her visceral response, and curled her lip in disgust. A single raised eyebrow was all of the reminder that she needed from him, and the elf quickly schooled her features. “Yes, Master.” she muttered, then bent low to kiss his feet. She began by kissing the top of each of his feet, hoping that would be enough to satisfy the sadistic man, but she should have known better. When he didn’t tell her to stop, the elf picked his foot up in her hands, and began placing gentle kisses along his toes, and even the soles of his feet.

“Good. Now clean them. You know how.” James chuckled darkly.

The elf closed her eyes and shuddered. Extending her tongue, Elora began to lick his feet, starting at the heels and ending with the spaces between his toes. She went slow, knowing that he would make it much worse for her if she rushed the job. By the time she had finished the first foot, the elf had come to a realization. It’s not nearly as bad as I thought it would be. No doubt he cleaned his feet with an Inventory Trick when he sat down on the bed. This is just to embarrass me, and nothing more. Squeezing her thighs together, the maid was surprised at how damp she had become, simply from the humiliating task that he’d given her.

James watched closely as the elf worked her slender tongue between the toes of his left foot. She’d started with the right, so she was nearly done. Let’s see how she handles the next part. Pity I won’t be able to see the look on her face while she performs. he thought with an evil grin.

Elora looked up at her owner’s face as she finished, even going so far as to suck his big toe into her mouth. If he thinks he has me beat, then he’s dead wrong. I’m tougher than he thinks. I won’t let something like this get to me. The stubborn elf grinned brazenly as she moved to take his other big toe between her lips. It was then that she noticed the grin on his face, which suddenly caused her to worry.

“Excellent work, slave.” James praised her, while emphasizing her position. “Let’s see how well you do with the next part.” Lying back on the bed, the einherjar brought his knees to his chest and held them there with his hands. “Go on. Put that tongue of yours to work.”

It took a moment for the elf to understand what was happening. Why is he in such an odd position? If he wants me to use my mouth on him then he doesn’t need to… Elora’s eyes widened as it slowly dawned on her just what he expected her to do.

“Don’t keep me waiting, slave.” the einherjar growled. “And make sure that you stick to using your tongue only. If I so much as think that a finger is getting close to that area, I will remove the offending digit. Permanently.” he threatened.

Elora swallowed hard, knowing with absolute certainty that he wasn’t kidding. “Y-yes, Master.” she stammered, then leaned into her task. At first, she was completely baffled as to how she was to proceed. The einherjar’s tightly muscled buttocks block the way entirely, making it necessary for her to use her hands a little. Just to spread the cheeks. she told herself, making sure to keep her fingers far away from any sensitive areas.

Taking a deep breath, the elf stared at the man’s small brown star. There doesn’t appear to be mess of any kind… but it’s still the most disgusting thing imaginable! she silently protested. After delaying for another couple of heartbeats, the maid resigned herself to her fate, and closed her eyes while leaning forward. Extending her tongue once again, she pressed forward until the tip came into contact with his backside. Elora immediately realized, much to her chagrin, that despite being clean, there was a definite distinctive taste to the area, and it was far from pleasant.

James tried to relax as he felt the woman tentatively lick between his ass cheeks. I can’t say it’s arousing but it’s… something. the einherjar thought to himself. In truth, he was far more excited by the idea of making the woman perform such a humiliating act, than the physical sensations it caused. The sudden pressure of Elora trying to push her tongue into his sphincter pulled the Champion out of his thoughts. Eh… not sure how long I can put up with this… he silently complained. Try to relax. Try to relax. he kept telling himself as the woman worked below him.

“Okay. That’s enough.” James said suddenly and a bit more loudly than he likely intended.

Oh? It seems like this made him as uncomfortable as it did me… well… maybe not. It was truly horrible, and I hated it! the elf silently lied to herself, willfully ignoring the sensations between her legs.

Quickly sitting up on the bed, the einherjar rearranged his pteruges, to give the elf access to his manhood. “You can suck it now.” he tried to tease, still a little uncomfortable from the last task he’d given her. “I did promise you after all.”

“Yes, Master. Thank you, Master.” Elora replied with what she told herself was a fake smile. Once again, she found herself leaning forward, but this time it to do something that truly turned her on.

James sighed with pleasure as he felt her soft lips glide over the head of his cock. A split second later, he felt her tongue begin to slowly caress the tip, and toy with the tiny hole there. For the next several minutes, he allowed the woman to worship his cock, silently sucking and licking at him with a slow gentleness that spoke of her true feelings for him, even if she wanted to deny them. Damn. I wish I could let her finish me off. But I have other plans that need to take precedence. he told himself.

Elora’s mind silently argued with her instincts, simultaneously wanting him to fill her mouth with his seed and demand that she swallow it, all while forcefully denying that desire with her loudest inner vice. In the end though, it didn’t matter what she wanted, because the large man reached down and gently pushed her head away, until her lips came off his manhood with a pop. “Master?” she asked, a little surprised that he had stopped her, and even more surprised at how disappointed that made her feel.

“Stand up.” he said hoarsely, as if fighting to control his emotions.

The maid obediently stood up and waited for further instructions. Letting his eyes drift slowly over her slender body, dressed immodestly in the buttoned up maid’s uniform, the einherjar spotted the small tears in the knees of her white stockings.

“You damaged your uniform.” the ex-soldier pointed out. “You’ll be punished for that.”

Elora opened her mouth to protest, but stopped herself from saying anything. He knows damn well it’s because he made me crawl on my hands and knees! she silently cursed. Instead of giving voice to that complaint however, she merely responded as she knew she should. “Yes, Master.”

James nodded in approval, appreciating the discipline she was showing. “Get on the bed. Hands and knees, facing away from me.”

“Yes, Master.” she said a little more eagerly than she had intended, then quickly complied with the command.

Once she was in position, James moved behind her and lined the head of his cock up with her glistening slit. “What a naughty girl.” he teased. “Already so wet for me.”

Elora grit her teeth in shame, but to her further embarrassment, found herself speaking without thinking. “Please use me, Master.” she whispered. The words had tumbled out of her mouth before she even knew what she was saying, and even worse, rang with an unmistakeable honesty.

“My pleasure.” the Champion breathed, sliding into her from behind.

Elora gasped as he split her folds, pushing himself all the way in on the first stroke. The way he filled her up and stretched her walls had the elf shaking her head in denial, unable to accept that it was pure bliss.

Slowly, the einherjar began to fuck her from behind. It wasn’t a gentle lovemaking, full of tenderness and affection. No, this was lust, and the way he grabbed her about the waist and pulled her to him as he thrust, made her feel like he was using her body like a tool; one designed solely to give him pleasure.

Before long, Elora’s gasps and grunts gradually changed to become moans of ecstasy. She was nearly limp in his hands as he slid her up and down his shaft. At least, she was until the fist loud slap echoed through the darkened room. A wave of heat followed the sharp stinging sensation spreading through her right ass cheek, then her left. This caused her body to go stiff under the sudden assault, which in turn allowed her to stay upright while he rode her from behind.

Back and forth he alternated the swats, spanking one side of her ass each time he withdrew for another thrust. “This. Is. Punishment. For. Damaging. Your. Stockings.” he hissed as he laid into her.

“Ah! Ah! Ah!” she cried with each smack, tears forming in her eyes, then rolling down her cheeks. The beating stung her behind, causing no small amount of pain, and yet… with each hit the walls of her pussy tightened around her master’s rock hard shaft. With each strike and each stroke, the einherjar drove the elf ever closer to her peak, until she couldn’t hold back anymore, and she shuddered in a violent climax.

Feeling Elora clamp down on him, and hearing her muffled screams as she buried her face in the pillow, quickly pushed James over the edge as well. With one final thrust, the einherjar buried his cock deep inside her pussy, and filled her womb with his seed.

Elora lay panting on the bed, her master having withdrawn his cock from her sex, thereby allowing her to collapse onto the blankets. After allowing herself a few seconds to catch her breath, the maid slowly opened her eyes as she started to roll over onto her back. It was then that she noticed that the door was slightly ajar, and a familiar elven silhouette stood blocking the light. How long has she been watching? Elora wondered, aghast at being seen in such a state. Then, to her horror, she heard her master address the other woman.

“Ah. Right on time. Get in here. You have a mess to clean up.” the Champion commanded.


CHAPTER 23


“I hardly got any sleep at all.” James grumbled quietly while scratching the back of his head. The Champion had gone to bed that afternoon, fully intending to get a nap in, but being under the covers with so many naked, beautiful women had led to something else entirely. Well, I guess I should have expected that… no one was tired yet, after all. he silently admitted.

Supper had been a quiet affair, with Elora blushing heavily every time she looked at her owner. Then, before the parcel had arrived, Lāmina had pulled the einherjar aside, wanting some private time with him before he left. The elven priestess had claimed that she needed to perform several days worth of worship, in case he was gone longer than expected. Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, depending on how you looked at it, the parcel had arrived at the temple before Lāmina could complete more than a couple of ‘devotions’, as she called them.

“Wow.” Ocypete whistled. “Quite the place you have here, Lord Fir.” The harpy had barely stepped through the portal and was looking around when James appeared on the balcony above the foyer.

“Thank you for coming all this way, Ocypete.” the einherjar called down to her. “Were you able to get what I asked for?”

“Of course! Who do you think I am?” the messenger shouted with a laugh. “I gotta say though, for such a big and fancy place, it’s pretty sparse on the decorations, isn’t it? You should get some tapestries or statues or something. Maybe a big painting of you and your harem!”

The einherjar chuckled as he made his way down the stairs. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Walking up to the Champion as he reached the ground floor, the harpy opened her mail bag and produced a good sized package, wrapped in waxed brown paper. “Here you go! Thanks again for the work, and don’t hesitate to call on me again, any time!”

“Thank you for going so far to complete my request. I truly appreciate it. There isn’t time to do so now, but the next time you visit I’ll take you on a tour of Éljúðnir, if you’d like.” James offered as he accepted the parcel.

“I’d love that!” Ocypete exclaimed with a big grin and a giggle. “Okay. I’d better get going. See you around!” Stopping just before she passed through the portal, which Elina was still holding open for her, the harpy turned and waved one of her wings in goodbye, before finally taking her leave.

No sooner had the messenger left through the looking glass, than another figure stepped through it into the mansion. “I apologize for being late.” Titania called out as she appeared. “There were a few items of business that I had to take care of after supper.”

“It’s no problem. You aren’t late. Lady Hel has yet to arrive.” the einherjar countered. The moment the words left his mouth however, the bell at the gate was wrung, letting the maids know that someone had come to visit.

“I will escort the Lady in.” Elora stated in a somewhat mousey tone, before hurrying out the door.

The Fairy Queen quirked a brow at the elf’s behaviour, but didn’t say anything about it. Instead, she continued to speak to her host. “I must say, James. It is most unusual for me to be invited to a man’s home with promises of gifts, night after night.”

James chuckled at her light hearted teasing. “Well, I’m sad to say that tonight will be the last one for a little while.”

“Yes, your mission.” Titania replied with a frown. “I trust you implicitly, James, but I cannot help but worry about this quest of yours.”

“It will be fine, Titania. I promise.” he told her with a reassuring smile. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to prepare this before giving it to all of you.” the ex-soldier stated, holding the package up for the gathered women to see.

Returning to his bedroom, but alone this time, the einherjar set about separating the chocolate into ten equal portions. He tried to carve the edges carefully with a knife, so that each piece looked a bit more presentable, and happily ate the shavings himself. Hmm. Definitely not as sweet as the milk chocolate I enjoyed back on Earth. Much closer to dark chocolate. Still, I think the ladies will enjoy it. At least, I hope they will. the Champion thought to himself.

Summoning a pair of scissors and the bundle of green silk that his T-Rex hide armour had been wrapped in, James set about preparing the individual gifts. First, he set a single portion of chocolate on the silk, then carefully cut the cloth around it, so that it could be used to wrap the delicious treat. Next, he summoned a small spool of red ribbon that he had used to wrap Christmas gifts in his previous life, and used short lengths of it to tie pretty bows on each bundle, to keep them closed.

After about ten minutes of work, the einherjar had wrapped up all ten of the individual gifts, then sent his tools back to their proper place, along with the remaining ribbon. Summoning a turkey platter from the kitchen, he carefully stacked the sweet gifts on top of it, then carried the pile to the dining room where the ladies were patiently waiting.

“Lady Hel.” the Champion called out as he entered the room. “Welcome back to my home.”

“Of course. Thou hast invited me, and so I did make every effort to attend thy gathering. But may I ask a question?” the Goddess of Death replied.

“Of course.” James said right back with a bit of a grin.

Hel blinked for a moment, before letting a small sigh escape her lips. He must be teasing me. she realized. “Thou didst indicate that this gathering wast not to discuss thy mission. If that be the case, what is the purpose of it?” the deity inquired.

“It would seem that James is intent on giving us more gifts.” Titania answered in his stead, her eyes gleaming with a mischievous sparkle.

“It’s nothing like last time.” the einherjar protested. “Just a little something that I wanted to give all of you. No powers or anything.”

“Oh? And what is the occasion?” Autumn asked with a knowing smirk.

James chuckled and winked at the succubus. “Caught on, did you?”

“Of course!” the demoness huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m aware of all the saintly holidays.”

“Saintly holidays?” Hel asked, a little baffled.

“Today is Valentine’s Day.” James explained. “A day on Earth where one gives their lovers small gifts of appreciation. Of course, these gifts are also suitable for any lady close to your heart, whether they be close friends, family, or even children.”

“Ah. A romantic holiday, then?” Hrein asked, suddenly even more interested in the gathering.

“Precisely. If we were back on Earth, I would take my wives and concubines out for a fancy dinner, and perhaps some other intimate activity, in addition to the gifts. Alas, we are rather busy tonight, what with the mission and all, but perhaps next year I will have a bit more planned.” Setting the platter on the table, James began handing out the gifts, one by one. He started with the Hel and Titania, who were guests, then gave a package to Zahra.

The little girl was very excited to open her present, but saw that the other ladies were waiting to open them together, and patiently decided to do the same.

With those three gifts given, the Champion began handing bundles to his lovers. He did so in order of marriage, engagement, then concubinage, collecting a kiss from each woman as he went. After handing the final package to Autumn, James stepped back to watch them open their presents. “I honestly hope you enjoy it.” he said softly.

All of the women seemed both happy and curious as they opened the silken parcels, but their expressions changed to one of confusion when they spotted the brown confection inside. All of them except Titania, that is.

“Chocolate?” the Fairy Queen gasped in surprise. “Where did you get this?” she asked with a surprising intensity.

“I had a messenger harpy pick some up for me.” the einherjar stated with a shrug.

“Long trip.” Elina ratted him out in her typical near whisper.

Titania’s eyes narrowed. “James. Just how ‘long’ a trip was necessary for this?”

James gave the Fairy Queen a mock scowl, which didn’t phase the woman in the slightest. “Ocypete told me that the closest purveyor was in El Dorado. So that is where I sent her.” he admitted with a shrug, as if to say it was no big deal.

“El Dorado!?” Titania nearly screeched. “That is a thousand miles away, James! Just how much did you pay for this!? I know for a fact that chocolate is worth a fortune, even on the southern continent.”

“Doesn’t matter what it cost. I wanted to give it to you, and that is all that I care about.” he told her plainly. Turning his attention to Nyakuro, he moved to stand beside her seat. “Listen, kitten. I don’t know how this will affect you. Chocolate is beloved by most women, but it is supposedly poisonous to cats. I’m going to keep a close eye on you, and if it makes you sick, don’t hesitate to use Panacea, okay? I’ll understand if you don’t want anymore in the future, as well.”

“Hai. Arigatō, Meowster.” the nekomata thanked him.

“Also, there is roughly a pound there for each of you. I don’t suggest eating it all in one sitting. If you can, store any leftovers somewhere cold, else it might melt.” the einherjar advised the women.

Each of the women looked to each other, before tentatively breaking off a piece and lifting it to their mouths. Again, all except Titania. The Fairy Queen possessed no such hesitation in sampling her chocolate, and quickly popped a piece in her mouth. Closing her eyes and leaning back in her chair, the fae woman let out a soft moan of satisfaction as the treat slowly melted in her mouth.

Seeing her monarch’s reaction, Acrasia was the next to try a piece, and was immediately glad that she did. “Sooo good!” the fairy exclaimed, her eyes going wide in surprise.

Like a domino effect, the rest of the ladies’ trepidation was quickly swept away, setting off a chorus of happy moans and exclamations from the women as they each sampled their gifts.

“I guess women’s love of chocolate is a nearly universal thing.” James noted quietly, with a happy smile on his face.

In the end, all of the ladies greatly appreciated the sweet gifts, with many promising to thank him properly for them at a later time.

Just to stay safe, Nyakuro excused herself after eating the chocolate, and went to the washroom to cast Panacea. Sure enough, immediately after the spell was cast, the cat-girl had needed to pee, allowing the toxins to be flushed from her system.

The only other unusual incident was when James apologized to Clarissa, for not having bought her any chocolate. He had rightly assumed that the young poltergeist couldn’t consume or taste the treat, but he still felt bad for her being left out. Though the ghostly girl was being a good sport about it, the einherjar could tell that she was disappointed that she didn’t get to try any, especially after seeing how much everyone else had loved it.

Thankfully, Lāmina had come to the rescue. The pretty elf declared that, as a Priestess of Hel, it was her duty to care for the dead. She then followed this statement by offering to allow the little girl to briefly possess her, thereby enabling Clarissa to taste the chocolate through Lāmina’s senses. This worked splendidly, at least at first. The young girl thoroughly enjoyed the experience, and was very grateful after leaving the elf’s body. Unfortunately, being possessed meant that Lāmina had to endure another heavy coughing fit, as she expelled the nasty ectoplasm from her lungs and airways once again. On the plus side, if it could be called that, it did give James another opportunity to collect more of the clear slime.

After seeing his guests off, and receiving a surprise kiss from Hel, James spent a few minutes with each of the women who weren’t going on the mission. In general, this simply meant holding them in his arms for a moment or two, and stealing a few kisses while promising to hurry back and stay as safe as he could while he was gone.

Then, in the blink of an eye, it was time to go. The party gathered outside the mansion, while the rest of the family watched from the doorstep. James, Hrein, Acrasia, Nyakuro, and Autumn, each connected at the waist by a thin rope, all activated Druid Covering spells.

“Hrein. If you would.” James gave the command to start the mission.

“Yea, Master.” the valkyrie replied, raising her hand to the darkened sky, and opening a portal to Valhalla.

Only James, Hrein, and Autumn could see the swirling tunnel of darkness, at least until they were inside it, so the einherjar began the countdown to keep the party in step. “Take off in three… two… one… go!”

As one, the gathered warriors beat their wings and lifted into the air. With the Champion in the lead, the party flew into the portal and began their journey to a distant realm. Travel through the tunnel took no more than a couple of minutes, so the party soon found themselves flying through the air, high over the great hall of Valhalla.

Firelight shone from numerous torches posted outside of the massive structure, as well as under the hundreds of doors that lined its outer walls. Sounds of drinking and revelry echoed through the night below them, as the einherjar and his women flew past.

Not wanting to draw attention to themselves, the invisible party flew in silence, only gradually picking up the pace, so as not to put too much strain on the rope between them. In this way they flew, until the renowned hall was long out of sight. Only then did the warriors dismiss their cloaks of invisibility, and dispense with the rope which bound them together.

Feeling like it was safe to land, at least for the moment, the einherjar descended to the the rustling wheat field below. A cool breeze blew through the field, and kept the sky overhead clear of clouds, allowing for the most spectacular view of the stars that James had ever seen. He stood there in silence, trying in vain to spot familiar constellations, while his women landed and gathered around him.

“All right.” the Champion addressed his companions in a voice just loud enough to be heard. “As you all know, we are on a mission to free Fenrir, and ideally, bring him home to his sister, Hel.”

“Dost thou truly think that thou wilt be able to convince the Vánagandr to come with peacefully with thee?” Hrein asked, her face a mask of serious doubt.

“I have some ideas on how to convince him, but I’ll definitely be needing all of your help.” the einherjar admitted. “I want to make it clear, here and now, that while my goal is to free Fenrir, my greater goal is to avoid Ragnarök.”

“Then why free the Fenris Wolf at all?” Autumn asked with a frown.

“Because Ragnarök has been foretold in prophecy.” James tried to explain. “I believe that, in order to break the prophecy and alter our future, or rather, Hel’s future, we need to change the course of history. Fenrir is supposed to remain bound until his sons eat the sun and moon, which will in turn cause earthquakes that will shatter his bonds. I’m thinking that, if I can free him before that happens, then it will create an inconsistency in the völva’s predictions.”

“Thereby breaking the prophecy.” Hrein muttered, following his logic.

“Perhaps.” James said with a shrug. “It may not be enough on its own, but if I can keep breaking the smaller predictions, and continue chipping away at the prophecy…”

“Victory might yet be thine.” the valkyrie nodded firmly.

“Okay.” Autumn interjected. “But why bother changing it at all? I don’t recall anything bad happening to Hel in the prophecy.”

“Because the prophecy doesn’t cover everything, only parts of what happen. Fragments of the future. Best case scenario, Hel’s armies are severely depleted fighting the Aesir, and her brothers die in the conflict, along with her father. That could leave Hel and the rest of us extremely vulnerable to attack from other pantheons.” the ex-soldier answered.

“I see.” the succubus nodded in understanding. “Conversely, if we don’t go to war with the Aesir, then that leaves another level of protection, a buffer zone if you will, between the other pantheons and Hel’s domain.”

“Exactly.” James confirmed. “The Aesir and their allies aren’t exactly friends of ours, but right now we’re in balance, and Odin knows that Hel and her domain are necessary.”

“Which must be why the All-Father cast her to Niflheimr in the first place.” Hrein added.

“So… does that mean that we want to avoid fighting the Aesir while we’re here?” Acrasia asked, scrunching her face up in confusion. “Because I’m pretty sure that freeing the big puppy will make them really mad.”

“We may have to fight them, if we come across any patrols that we can’t escape, or anything like that. But we need to do our best not to outright destroy them if we do.” the Champion replied with a sigh.

“What do you mean?” the fairy asked, feeling that her husband’s words didn’t make much sense.

“Well, I don’t have much confidence that we can fight gods without going all out, but if we wind up in conflict with einherjar it should be fine to kill them, so long as we don’t destroy the bodies. So no fire spells, for example.” James elaborated a bit.

“Nande desu ka?” Nyakuro asked, wondering why that was the case.

Thanks to the Polyglot spell, the rest of the women present understood what the cat-girl had said. For James, it was a simple enough phrase that he understood it without the spell, thanks to a love of anime in his previous life.

“Fallen einherjar are reborn each sunset, and all of their wounds are healed, thanks to eating the flesh of the boar, Sæhrímnir, every night for supper.” James answered.

“Sounds like a boring meal.” Acrasia giggled.

The einherjar shook his head and chuckled softly at the fairy’s pun. “Agreed. I’m rather glad that I found an alternate path to immortality.”

“Much more reliable.” Autumn concurred.

“Anyway, before we get too far off track, are there any other dangers we should be aware of, Hrein?” the Champion inquired, turning to the valkyrie.

“It is not unheard of to encounter jötnar within the realm of Asgardr, though most often they dwell within their own realm of Jötunheimr.” Hrein replied.

“Aside from the giants, are there any other beasts or monsters native to this realm?” Autumn asked, as much for curiosity’s sake as out of concern for the mission.

“Well, there are indeed many divine beasts who roam these lands. Some are dangerous, and some are not. In sooth, the greatest danger we face, is discovery by einherjar patrols.” the valkyrie reiterated.

“All right. How far out from their strongholds do they roam?” James asked.

“No more than a day’s march, in most cases.” the valkyrie answered.

“Okay. Let’s continue east for another few hours, then we can stop and get a little rest, before heading out again at sunrise.” the einherjar suggested, looking up at the sky. “Hopefully we won’t run into any trouble on the way.”
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Despite speaking words that one would think could trigger any number of flags, James and his women didn’t run into any trouble at all during their flight over Asgard. Each day the party would take to the skies above the heavenly realm, and scour the land for signs of their quarry. They took the risk of being spotted during the daylight hours for two reasons. First, there was the simple fact that they would be unable to scan the horizon otherwise. Second, the stars above Asgard formed no constellations that the einherjar was familiar with, and so navigating by the night sky was nearly impossible for him.

Maximizing their search efforts, the five hunters spread out as far as they could, while still remaining within sight of one another. And so they flew through the sky in a great line that spanned a good two thousand yards across.

The rolling landscape of the plain was pretty, if repetitive. Seemingly endless fields of golden wheat occasionally gave way to small patches of forest. These sparse woods were generally made up of oak and apple trees, with a few other varieties mixed in here and there.

As for animal life, there was very little to be seen. The rare feeding hart or nesting bird could sometimes be spotted near the isolated holts, but that was about it. James would have thought the lands to be utterly devoid of inhabitants, if not for the distant howl of wolves on each moonlit night.

Finally, on the third morning of their exploration, Acrasia spotted something far off their right flank.

“What is it?” James asked, as he and the other women responded to the fairy’s call.

“I see something dark on the horizon, Master. I can’t tell what it is, but it’s a different colour than the fields.” Acrasia explained.

“All right. Let’s go take a look.” the einherjar decided, then led the way on their flight south. Due to how high up they were when Acrasia had spotted the dark line on the horizon, the team had to fly for the better part of two hours before reaching it.

When the area finally came into view, it appeared to be a large lake of some kind, with waters that were as black as pitch. “Ámsvartnir.” Hrein shouted, naming the body of water for the rest of them. “This is the place thou dost seek, Master.”

As glad as everyone was to hear that, the dark waters seemed eerily foreboding, despite the way they glistened in the sunlight. Landing a few feet from the shore, James called for a short break before they pressed onward. While the girls rested, the einherjar approached the water and crouched down at the edge.

Scooping some of the life giving liquid into his palm, he found the water to be cool and clear. The fact that it is so dark must be owing to its depth then. the ex-soldier noted. Though… there might be something else going on here as well. I’ve never seen water so black. It’s almost like oil, but without the thickness or the colourful slicks.

“Didst thou find something, Master?” Hrein asked, coming up behind him.

“Not really. Just thinking about the lake.” James replied with a shake of his head. “I’ve never seen waters so dark, and the last time that I saw a lake this big was Titicaca.”

Acrasia raised her head at her husband’s comment. “You’ve visited the lands of the Inca, Master?”

“Huh? Well, yeah. Back on Earth. Why? Are there Inca on Terra?” he replied, a little surprised by her question.

“Of course! Titania has talked about their big empire down south a number of times.” the fairy answered with a giggle.

“Down south, eh?” the ex-solder hummed and quirked a brow. Not for the first time, the einherjar began to wonder how similar the geography of Terra was to that of Earth. “Are there any other empires nearby?”

“Um. There are the Mayans to the north, but I think they are almost as far away as the Inca.” Acrasia informed him with a shrug. “The Forest of Eternal Youth is really far from the big human kingdoms, Master. Queen Titania wanted it that way.”

“Interesting.” James muttered, but decided to think more on that later. “If everyone’s ready, we’ll spread out again and start flying over the lake. We’re looking for an island.”

Despite the size of the lake, it was still a lake, and not an ocean, so finding the island wasn’t all that hard in the end. Less than an hour of searching revealed a single landmass that was almost in the exact centre of the mere. The shoreline of the island was marshy, and almost completely unsuitable for landing on or walking. Not only that, but the island itself appeared to be quite large.

Pushing a little further inland, the group finally reached solid ground and chose to land before continuing. The landmass was wild and untamed, completely overrun with waist high bushes, and topped with long, flower covered stems. The pale purple blossoms were pretty, and gave the air a musky scent as they swayed lazily in the breeze.

“Heather.” Hrein whispered, gently running her hand through the blossoms. “It is what the island, Lyngvi, is named for.”

The einherjar nodded in acknowledgement of the information that the shield maiden had provided, even if it wasn’t tactically valuable. “From the legends that I’ve read, there should be a river called Ván, that will lead us to the wolf. Rather than waste time searching all over the island, let’s check the shoreline for a stream or the like, that runs from somewhere inland.” the hunter suggested.

“Yea, Master. Thou art correct. One of the many names which Fenrir doth hold, is that of Vánagandr.” the valkyrie confirmed. “It doth mean Monster of the Ván.”

“Good. Glad to hear that the legends were correct, at least in this case.” Looking at the other women, he waved for them to come closer. “Let’s stick together from here on. I don’t want anyone getting out of sight of the rest of us, as we move along the shoreline.”

A quiet chorus of agreements were given, and the party set off in search of the famed river. Once again, luck was on their side, and the group stumbled across a small, foamy stream less than twenty minutes later.

“Do you think this could be it?” James asked quietly.

“The legends doth speak of a river… though I do have trouble imagining it as such.” Hrein admitted. “It is said to form from the slaver, which doth run freely from the monster’s mouth.”

“Ew.” Acrasia commented, scrunching up her nose. “That’s so gross. I’m not touching that.”

James stifled a chuckle and shook his head. “No need to. We’ll just follow alongside the stream and head inland. Hopefully it’s the right watercourse.”

Once again, the party set out at a brisk walk, hoping to find their target quickly, so that they might free him and be on their way, before being discovered by the divine inhabitants of Asgard. Slowly, they made their way uphill, gradually picking their way through the thick bushes, until they finally reached a massive clearing in the centre of the island. By the time they reached the summit, the sun was high in the sky, and shining down on them with an unusual heat.

Cresting the hill, the small group of adventurers stepped into the clearing, only to find that they weren’t the only ones who had come to visit the famed wolf.

“Yer finally here. Óðinn said ye’d come.” stated a deep, masculine voice.


CHAPTER 24


It would be impossible to miss the giant wolf lying on its side, smack dab in the middle of the clearing. With a body as long as a school bus, not counting the tail, and a head that was bigger than a small car, the beast was truly monstrous in size. James almost felt bad for the gigantic canine though, for his legs were bound in red ribbon that trailed off into the bush. Being in such a state, it was impossible for the animal to get up on his feet, let alone walk around.

A loud noise rumbled though the clearing, halfway between a whine and a growl. Fenrir was clearly aware of the people gathered nearby, but was helpless to defend himself or attack. Not only was he hogtied and leashed to the earth, but his cavernous maw was also held open by massive sword. It looked like someone had jammed the hilt in under his tongue, so that the point was planted firmly in the roof of his mouth. This was the cause of the stream of saliva that flowed freely from the wolf’s open jaws, and formed the legendary Ván.

Despite his centuries of imprisonment, it was clear that the Fenris Wolf was far from broken in spirit. If anything, the monster’s rage and hatred of the gods had only grown with each passing season. So filled with anger was he, that literal flames flickered from his eyes and nostrils.

But the Vánagandr was not alone in the clearing when James and his women arrived. Spread out in a line between the Champion and his quarry were five men, warriors all, and dressed in Norse fashion. The smallest among them was easily six feet in height, while the largest rivalled James himself at seven feet. None among them appeared weak, or anything less than what one could call heavily muscled.

“So Odin predicted our arrival, did he?” James replied after carefully taking stock of the situation.

“Of course he did!” the largest of the men laughed. Giving the ex-soldier a fierce grin, the warrior lifted his chin slightly and let his eyes roam to the eastern side of the clearing.

Following the man’s gaze, the Champion spotted a large raven sitting upon a boulder. When noticed, the black bird cawed loudly and ruffled its feathers, but otherwise made no motion to leave.

“I see.” James muttered. “I take it you five are here to stop us, then?” he asked of the warrior opposite him.

“In a manner of speaking.” the leader said with a ferocious grin. “Think of it more like a test. If you can’t defeat us, then you have no business freeing the monster, let alone bringing the beast to your side.”

Rolling his shoulders, Hel’s Champion squared off with the big man. “All right. How do we do this?”

The broad chested viking chuckled and shook his head. “I like your spirit, but let’s save the best for last, shall we?”

“Then what do you have in mind?” the ex-soldier inquired.

After cracking his knuckles, the opposing leader pointed to the side of the clearing, well away from the bound beast. “We’ll have a proper holmgang. Well, I say that, but we won’t be waiting to start, and there are no crossroads here on the island, so the clearing will have to do. Oh, and as we’re einherjar, there won’t be a need to stop at first blood.” he added with a vicious glint in his eye.

No doubt he thinks that they are the only ones that can come back from death. James silently noted. “That’s fine.” the Champion agreed easily. “But the fighters may use what weapons and skills they see fit, and the only boundary will be the clearing itself. Also, there is no need to take turns striking one another. Let us test our strength in proper combat.”

The warriors on the other side scowled and grumbled at James’ additional rules, but their leader held his hand up for silence. “That is acceptable. After all, the valkyrja is the only one properly outfitted for battle.” Turning to face his men, he snarled aggressively. “And none of Óðinn’s warriors would fear fighting naked women, aye?” The gathered einherjar all grunted and shook their heads, as if the very idea was insulting.

James turned his back on the enemy warriors and brought his women in for a huddle. “Remember. No fire. Other than that, it seems that we’re going to have to fight them one on one. Any questions?” His women all shook their heads silently, but none seemed overly concerned about the new development. If anything, he could see a certain determination in each of their eyes, which clearly told him that this was going to be interesting to watch, if nothing else.

When the first of the viking warriors stepped forward, it was Autumn that went out to meet him. Being 5’ 8” herself, she was a solid four inches shorter than the man, unless you counted the horns on her head. He laughed when she suddenly summoned a whip to her hand, clearly not considering the weapon to be a threat. Which makes sense. she admitted to herself. I doubt it would do anything against that chainmail he’s wearing, or even that helmet, with the way it covers the upper half of his face.

Drawing his weapon, which happened to be a double edged sword that reminded the fallen angel of a spatha, the warrior took a respectful fighting stance. “I am Leif, son of Erik.” the red bearded einherjar introduced himself. “Name yourself, that we might face one another with honour.”

The succubus thought about her answer for a heartbeat or two, then bowed to her opponent. “I am Autumn Fallen, of House Fir. It will be my honour to defeat you, Leif Erikson.”

“Hmph.” the viking grunted. “We shall see who is defeated this day.” The words had barely left his mouth when their leader lowered his hand, signalling for combat to begin.

Before the succubus could even draw her whip back to strike, Leif was on her. His sword glinted in the sunlight as it descended towards her head, and the demoness was only able to avoid getting slashed by deflecting the blow with her wing.

Gritting her teeth to keep from crying out in pain, Autumn quickly snapped her hand out and grabbed the man by the sword arm. Determined to maintain her momentum, the succubus did the same with her other hand, effectively locking them in a contest of strength.

Leif grunted loudly as he tried to wrestle his arms free of the fallen angel’s grip. The warrior could hardly believe that such a slight woman could be so strong. But I am the stronger. he assured himself, slowly twisting her arms outwards.

Unfortunately for the einherjar, the grapple was only meant as a distraction. While the famed explorer was completely focussed on breaking her grip on his wrists, so that he might stab at her again with his blade, he utterly failed to notice the tip of her tail slowly appear over her shoulder. Like a striking serpent, the barbed appendage dashed forward, and pierced the man’s left eye.

The einherjar howled in agony, losing his focus on the battle. Immediately after the tail strike, Autumn released her foe and leapt back, putting space between the two of them. Rather than follow the demoness, the warrior instinctively covered his eye with the palm of his hand, and this proved to be his undoing. By giving the succubus that moment to act, he allowed her to draw her whip back and lash out at him.

It was only when Autumn’s magic took hold of Odin’s soldier, that he realized his error. Completely paralyzed, the einherjar was helpless to stop the succubus from sauntering up and slipping the sword from his grip, before using own weapon to slit his throat.

The rest of Odin’s einherjar roared in anger and protest, seeing their comrade felled in such a way.

“Art and trickery!” one of them accused, to which the others agreed.

“The rules have not been broken.” James countered loudly. “It was clearly stated that we may use whatever skills we see fit.” Though he was responding to their complaints, the Champion was keeping an eye on his beautiful concubine. Already her wounds were healing, clearly through the silent use of her magic, as she walked back to friendly lines.

Odin’s men hissed and cursed in anger, but they would not be cowed by such a display. Rather than the next man in line, it was a slightly taller, blond headed man that surged forward. “I fear no witchcraft!” the warrior stated with a snarl. “I will challenge the fairy, knowing well that she will try to use her wiles on me.”

“I do believe it is my turn, Eric.” the second man in line said, placing a hand against Eric’s chest to stop him.

“Nonsense, brother.” the larger warrior hissed the word, as if it were distasteful to admit their kinship. “I am Eric Bloodaxe, and I will be your opponent!” he yelled.

Acrasia eyed the burly warrior with a look of disdain. Though she was secretly worried about the massive double-bitted axe on his shoulder, for which he was surely named, the fairy had already decided on her strategy for facing him. “Okay.” she said with a nonchalant shrug.

The blonde woman’s carefree attitude only served to enrage the big man all the more. His unkempt beard was split with a hateful sneer as he hefted his weapon and took his place on the field. Unlike the previous einherjar, Bloodaxe seemed to favour heavier armour, and wore what looked like iron plates affixed to a leather base. Lamellar. And it’s iron, too. I’d better be careful not to touch it. the fairy thought to herself.

James watched the challenging warrior intently. To the Champion, Eric looked like he was going to fly off the handle at any moment. In fact, he was so pissed off that his face was already burning red, and the fight hadn’t even begun yet. And what’s with that helmet? the Champion wondered. I thought vikings didn’t really wear horned helms like that?

As soon as Acrasia was in place, Eric charged, not even waiting for his leader’s signal. Raising his axe high over his head, Bloodaxe leapt into the air, hoping to come down on the fairy and split her in half, before she could even speak.

Little did the barbarian know, the leannán sídhe had no need for incantations. With the slightest motion of her fingers, the fairy bent the very wind to her will. The air before her slammed into the airborne warrior like a hurricane, and tossed him clear across the field, like a leaf caught in the wind.

It didn’t take Bloodaxe long to regain his feet, but that split second was more than enough for Acrasia to end the match. “So. You want to see my wiles, do you?” she asked with a smirk.

“Oh shit!” James yelled the second that he heard the blonde fairy’s words. Without the slightest hesitation, the Champion threw up an illusory wall of stone, blocking the spectators’ view.

“What do you think you -” the enemy leader’s words were cut off by the sound of an unearthly scream, coming from the other side of the wall.

“Is it safe?” James yelled to his fairy wife.

“Yes, Master. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking about the others.” Acrasia apologized.

Taking her at her word, the Champion dismissed the glamour, revealing the scene beyond. Eric Bloodaxe hadn’t made it more than a single step before he had collapsed on the ground, dead. His eyes were wide in death; his face a rictus of pain as he clutched his chest, his beloved axe lay forgotten on the field.

“What… happened?” muttered the blond haired man who was presumably Eric’s brother.

“He saw her true beauty…” James grumbled, “and died.”

All of the men present, save her husband, stared at the leannán sídhe in horror. “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil.” the brother began to pray.

At first, James was shocked to hear such words from the mouth of an einherjar. Doesn’t he serve Odin? the Champion wondered briefly. It was then though, that he spotted the cross hanging around the man’s neck. It was a simple, silver pendant, but it definitely marked him as a Christian. “What the Hell?” James muttered as he studied the man.

“I shall be next to face our enemies.” the man bravely declared, stepping forward with his sword drawn and shield raised.

Now that I think about it… dressed as he is in the polished mail and carefully braided hair, he looks more like an English knight than a viking. And is that a golden circlet around his head? the Champion realized.

Nyakuro was the one to step onto the field to meet the knightly warrior. The nekomata began by bowing in the Japanese style, then patted her chest. “Nyakuro Fir.” she said simply.

“Well met, Lady Fir.” the einherjar said while saluting her with his sword. “I am Haakon, son of Harald.” Unlike his brother, the regal warrior patiently awaited the signal to start. Even after the arm was dropped, Haakon didn’t rush in. Instead he took the time to study his opponent and forced her to move first.

Unable to use her preferred fire spells, due to her master’s orders, the cat-girl instead summoned his pair of wakizashi from the Inventory. Carefully, the nekomata stalked forward, wary of the disciplined soldier opposite her, until the two began to circle each other on the field. Eventually, Nyakuro grew impatient and rushed forward, her wicked blades leading the way.

Haakon was fully prepared for the frontal attack, and blocked the first strike with his shield, while positioning himself out of reach for the second. The moment after the cat-girl followed through with her attacks, the einherjar pushed forward, driving her back with his shield, and hoping to trip her up.

Unfortunately for the former king, the nekomata had far too great a sense of balance for a trick like that to work on her. Moreover, she possessed an incredible amount of strength, despite having such a slender build, meaning that he had trouble pushing her back more than a step or two.

Thinking on her feet, the agile cat-girl pushed down on the top of the einherjar’s shield with the hilt of her sword, and jumped into the air. In an amazing feat of acrobatics, the nekomata did a forward flip right over her opponent, and landed on her feet behind him. As quick as thought, her blades lashed out striking the man in the back, but to no avail.

Haakon quickly recovered, spinning on the spot to face his enemy once more. It was only thanks to his steel chainmail that he wasn’t already dead, but a man’s choice in arms and armour, as well as the care with which he maintains them, are foundational to his prowess as a warrior. Not one to waste a movement in battle, the einherjar turned his spin into an attack, slashing at the cat-girl with his sword as he shifted into position. The attack missed, but it did have the desired effect of driving her back and giving him some space to work with.

Nyakuro hissed in irritation. She’d had the perfect opening, and still failed to slay her enemy. Her eyes darted around the field, trying to come up with some strategy to get past the man’s incredible defence.

The einherjar saw his foe’s eye movements, and mistook them for a lack of focus, so he chose that moment to attack. Lunging forward with his shield leading, the well trained warrior began a series of strikes with his sword, a combination designed to confuse and overpower the enemy.

Nyakuro’s reflexes were simply too good to be bothered by such a tactic, even when used by someone with hundreds of years worth of training. Unfortunately for the einherjar, no matter how polished the movements, he was merely human; which meant he was far too slow to match a fully enhanced nekomata.

And so it seemed that the two had reached a stalemate, which was not an outcome that either could accept. With no other choice, Nyakuro jumped back to gain some distance, then dug into her bag of tricks. She almost felt bad for using magic against such a skilled and honourable foe, but defeat simply wasn’t an option.

Rather than chase her down, Haakon paused and waited to see what she was going to do. He knew that when faced with such an unpredictable enemy, that tactic really could go either way, but he had little choice in the matter. Watching carefully, he raised his shield until it was just below his eyes, and bent his legs as if bracing for impact. No matter how prepared he was though, he never could have predicted what came next. Before his very eyes, the cat-girl seemed to shimmer, and then multiplied. Where there was one nekomata before, there were now six, all identical to the original. As one, the dark haired women rushed him, some circling around to the left, and others to the right, while a couple came at him straight on.

Nyakuro secretly grinned as her opponent let out a battle cry, and flung himself into combat. No matter how skilled or disciplined, a single warrior would have a great deal of difficulty against seven foes, especially if one of them was invisible.

Haakon’s eyes widened as one of the clones shattered like glass under the strike of his sword. Only one is real! he thought as he desperately tried to fend off the small army of glamours. Regrettably for the honourable einherjar, that was his final thought until the sun set that night. Slipping under his guard unseen, the real Nyakuro attacked from the front, and drove a single blade up under his chin, and into the warrior’s brain.

Björn was not happy with what he was seeing. This is not how it was supposed to be. he silently grumbled. He had known, or rather, Odin had warned him that a number of them were likely to lose, but he never would have imagined that Valhalla’s warriors could be so easily outclassed. No matter. We will take the last two rounds. he assured himself. Stepping closer to the only other remaining member of his team, he whispered in the other einherjar’s ear. “Do not lose.” he demanded.

“Of course not.” the bare chested warrior scoffed. “We are not like the others. I am Ulfheðinn, and you are a Berserker. Wolf and bear. Neither fire nor steel can mar our flesh. You worry too much, brother Björn.”

“Let us hope so.” the massive barbarian muttered.

James saw the final two opponents conspiring. Leaning over, he whispered in his wife’s ear. “I’m guessing the one wearing the wolf pelt will challenge you.” he stated, never taking his eyes off the enemy warriors.

“Yea, Master. Though I must warn thee of Björn, the one in the bearskin.” Hrein replied in equally hushed tones.

“What of him? Is he a tricky opponent?” James asked.

“Yea. He is a famous warrior, even among the einherjar. Though his curse was lifted upon being reborn as einherjar, he hath trained as a berserker in Valhalla for the ensuing centuries. Further, Óðinn hath granted him that magical bearskin which doth -.” the valkyrie’s words were cut off by a shouted challenge from the wolfskin clad barbarian.

“I am Ulf! Warrior of Óðinn! I challenge thee, Chooser of the Slain!” the ulfheðinn yelled, raising his sword high in the air.

Answering the challenge honourably, the valkyrie stepped forward and introduced herself. “I am Hrein, First Wife of James Fir, and his Chooser! I accept thy challenge!” Levelling her spear overtop her heavy scutum, the shield maiden began her slow advance.

Ulf had only been half listening to the valkyrie’s response. Most of his mind was busy preparing for the battle by inciting the rage that perpetually burned in his heart. As the Chooser looked on, the ulfheðinn began shivering; the sound of his teeth chattering echoed through the field. His body temperature plummeted as his face swelled and became red; bloodlust taking over his mind to the point that he began biting and chewing on the top of his shield. The moment he sensed that Hrein was within reach, Ulf let out an unearthly howl and leapt towards the valkyrie.

Hrein kept her calm as the berserk warrior plunged through the air. Keeping her shield between them, she waited until the moment was right, and lashed out with her spear. The sharp point of her weapon punched a hole right through the wooden shield, and pierced the shoulder behind it.

Though he was shocked that she had managed to wound him, as the ulfheðnar could not be harmed by iron while they embraced their rage, Ulf literally shrugged off the attack and ignored the pain. Of course, he hadn’t realized that her weapon wasn’t iron, but orichalcum, and was thus as deadly to him as it was to any man. Even if he had known this however, the knowledge would have been meaningless. Lost in a berserk battle frenzy, all the einherjar could do was attack.

Björn watched in silence as the battle played out. Both combatants were skilled, which didn’t surprise him in the least. If one of Óðinn’s valkyrjur had been weak, it would have shamed us all. he reasoned. Still, how is this possible? The berserker’s eyes widened as Hrein scored wound after wound on his companion. In less than a minute, the valkyrie had left no less than a dozen bleeding cuts on the einherjar’s arms and torso. And yet, despite the ferocious exchange, the ulfheðinn had yet to manage a single telling blow against the Champion’s wife. Perhaps I will be the only one to bring glory to Óðinn this day. he mused sourly.

Hrein flapped her wings as she leapt back, putting a little extra distance between her and her foe. The madness which grips him is as terrifying as the legends say. the valkyrie silently noted as she watched the man thrash about uncontrollably. As she stood there in a defensive stance, the berserk einherjar threw his shield to the ground, then shattered it with a stomp. His left hand now empty, he pulled a small axe from his belt, and shook it in the air along with this sword. The shield maiden couldn’t help but grimace at the warrior’s behaviour, as he screamed and howled at the sky, while foaming at the mouth.

Once again, the einherjar came charging in recklessly, throwing himself against the valkyrie’s shield. Hrein had expected this, as she suspected that the warrior’s state of mind left little capacity for cunning tactics. What she hadn’t expected, however, was for the ulfheðinn to drop both of his weapons and cling to the shield with both hands.

Faster than Hrein could have imagined, Ulf clamoured over the shield, scaling it as if it were a short wall, and launched himself bodily at the woman. The valkyrie grunted under the extra weight on her shield arm, then quickly decided to drop the scutum as the two tumbled to the earth.

“Die!” the einherjar hissed as he drew a wicked looking dagger that had been hidden under his wolf pelt. Straddling the fallen woman from above, he gripped the knife in both hands and attempted to drive it down into her face. The valkyrie quickly blocked with her free arm, hoping to catch the blade on her bracer.

Damn it! The shield maiden silently cursed when she misjudged the angle of attack, and wound up taking the blow to her exposed elbow. Though the valkyrie was irate with herself for the fumbled manoeuvre, she did take some small solace in the look of confusion on the barbarian’s face. His heavy brow furrowed when the sharp blade glanced harmlessly off the shield maiden’s soft skin, utterly failing to blemish it in any way.

“What!?” Ulf screamed almost unintelligibly.

“Hoh? Didst thou thinkest that thou wert the only warriors who were proof against iron?” the valkyrie sneered, then punched the stunned ulfheðinn in the jaw with a solid right hook. The mighty blow threw the einherjar off her, and caused him to roll several feet across the ground before coming to a stop.

Ulf’s head swam as he unsteadily scrambled to his knees. He didn’t get any farther than that before the valkyrie appeared before him… or perhaps two or three valkyries if his eyes were to be believed. “My turn.” he heard the warrior woman growl, as she raised her spear above her head. The way that the red-gold spearhead glinted in the sunlight caught his eye, causing him to wonder what manner of metal it was. However, the errant thought was quickly forgotten as soon as he lost sight of the blade, due to it being buried deep in his chest. With a final bloody gasp, the einherjar reached out and gripped the weapon’s shaft in his hands, but found that he lacked the strength to pull it free.

James watched as his First Wife planted her foot on the einherjar’s fallen corpse, then ripped her spear free from his chest. A small fount of blood spurted from the gaping wound as the blade was removed, but no further movement was forthcoming from the ulfheðinn. “Well, I guess that just leaves you and me, eh?” the Champion called out to the largest of Odin’s men.

Björn growled in a far more animalistic way than James would have expected, his voice much deeper than any human’s had a right to be. “I am Björn, son of Hring, and today will be your end, Champion.” the barbarian snarled.

The ex-soldier could tell that the other einherjar was already well on his way to entering whatever berserker frenzy his companion had induced. Even from across the clearing, James could see that the man’s skin had reddened, as his muscles swelled and strained, causing the veins to pop everywhere his flesh was visible.

“I am James Fir, Champion of Lady Hel, and Baron of the Seelie Court. Now come, warrior of Odin, and give it your best shot.” the ex-soldier growled with a feral grin.

Björn roared as he charged, sounding so much like a bear that Hel’s Champion was momentarily taken aback. Still, James recovered quickly and summoned his rapier, while dropping into a defensive stance.

The berserker made no effort to defend himself as he lunged for the Champion, leaving himself wide open to the ex-soldier’s strike. Aiming for the viking’s bare chest, James lunged forward and thrust his rapier, in the hopes of piercing his foe’s heart with a single blow. Unfortunately, all that he gained from the attack was disappointment, as he watched the tip of his blade deflect off the man’s impressive pectorals, as if he were made of steel.

Not only did the Champion’s weapon fail to find purchase on the berserker’s flesh, but it also cost him the chance to defend against the barbarian’s own attack. With his left hand, Björn carelessly swatted the steel rapier out of the way, while his right fist smashed into James’ face with a wild haymaker.

The ex-soldier groaned as he stumbled back from the blow, instinctively casting Panacea to heal his broken nose, and hopefully stop the spinning caused by having his bell rung. Rather than continue to fight with an ineffective weapon, the Champion also sent his rapier back to his Inventory.

Björn snarled, impressed that his opponent was still on his feet. Guess he isn’t just a Champion in name only. Good. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a proper challenge. he thought, as a vicious grin split his lips. Unlike other berserkers, Björn retained at least a modicum of intelligence as he fought, which made him that much deadlier than his brethren. It also meant that he could truly enjoy the fights that he entered, like the one he was in now.

Seeing his foe regain his balance, as well as the magical straightening of his broken snout, the viking warrior knew that this was the kind of battle that he had been waiting for. Thank you Óðinn for this day! his heart screamed as he threw himself back into the fight.

The berserker didn’t bother with weapons of any kind, and chose to try and hammer his opponent into submission with his fists. James met the man with equal ferocity, taking the blows whenever he couldn’t parry them, and delivering his own when and where he could.

As it turned out, immunity to fire and iron did not extend to fistfights, and so Björn soon found himself on the losing end, primarily due to the Champion’s regenerative magic. His berserker rage gave the man incredible strength and endurance, as well as the ability to completely ignore pain, but the wounds were adding up. When James suddenly managed to get ahold of his wrist and throw the viking in a circular motion, the impact with the cold hard ground dislocated his shoulder.

James was surprised when his enemy wrenched his arm free of the Champion’s grip, despite the damage to his shoulder. But what surprised him far more, was when the man jumped to his feet with a roar, and began to shift. Bones popped and muscles tore, as Björn’s body grew and reconstructed itself into a much more fearsome shape.

After a few seconds, the viking warrior was long gone, and in his place stood a massive brown bear. Easily standing over four feet at the shoulder, and likely weighing in at around 1400 pounds, the Eurasian Brown was a natural killing machine. With a roar that rivalled the most majestic of lions, Björn lunged forward with his jaws wide.

Hel’s Champion quickly back pedalled, barely escaping the bear’s surprising reach. James’ mind raced as he considered how to face this new threat. I bet he’s still immune to iron, so my blades are all out. ‘Suppose I could use a rifle, like my .308 or SKS. A lead bullet to the brain pan should do the trick.

The berserk bear roared again as it swiped at its prey; for that was what it viewed the Champion as now. Its four inch claws whistled through the air, grazing the ex-soldier’s side, and causing four jagged red lines to appear on his dark grey skin.

Yet again, Hel’s Champion found himself having to rely on healing magics to patch himself up. Deciding that it was time to end this, James prepared to summon a rifle, but then stopped himself short. Sitting there, watching the battle with a curious intensity, was one of Odin’s ravens. Shit! I can’t use a gun with Huginn or Muninn, or whichever damn bird that is, watching! I don’t want Odin to know about me having them! the ex-soldier silently cursed.

Lord Fir’s thoughts were cut short as he had to dodge yet again, barely ducking in time to avoid the massive bear paw that swiped at his head. Damn it! My claws just aren’t long enough to cut through his thick hide, but he can slice me to ribbons with his! the fae baron lamented. So what do I do? he wondered, mentally scanning his arsenal for a suitable weapon.

Björn didn’t give the other einherjar time to figure out a strategy. Jumping much faster and further than James would have imagined that he could, the massive brown bear leapt on top of the Champion and buried him under nearly a ton of muscle.

As strong as he was, James couldn’t lift a full grown bear. And so, the Champion collapsed to his knees, feeling like he was slowly being crushed by the incredible weight on his back and shoulders. The ex-soldier groaned as the bear curled around him, unable to bite him in this position, but trying to dig his claws in from the sides.

The ancient berserker knew that he should let his prey tire itself out beneath him, and believed that the other einherjar possessed no weapons which could cause him harm. Still, I’m impressed that he wasn’t crushed flat immediately… Björn thought as he sought his quarry with his claws. Growling in frustration, the proud warrior considered shifting his position until he could bite the other man, as that would be a far more satisfying way to kill him. No… Björn thought despite his rage, the All-Father will not forgive failure here. Better to play it safe no matter how I -!

Odin’s warrior snorted in alarm as he felt his foe moving beneath him. No, not just moving… somehow… getting bigger!? Scrambling to get his feet under him, Björn was shocked to realize that he could no longer reach the ground. Up and up he rose, being lifted upon the Champion’s shoulders, as the ex-soldier grew to gigantic proportions.

Hel’s Champion dug his now four inch claws into the belly of the bear for grip, and then roared as he pressed the beast into the air. Using all of his strength, James slammed the bear down on his knee, cracking its ribs and causing numerous internal injuries.

But that didn’t slow the berserker down in the least. Immune to pain while in his frenzied state, Björn quickly regained his footing and spun around to challenge the Champion. What he wasn’t immune to though, was surprise.

Now standing at twelve feet tall, James was a full four feet taller than the bear, even when it stood on its hind legs. Before the viking could blink up at him, the Champion’s hand lashed out and grabbed the huge bear by the throat. Lifting the heavy beast with but a single hand, James brought the animal closer until they were face to face, their snouts nearly touching. Then he growled.

Despite being so obviously outclassed in size and strength, which would have seemed impossible to the viking warrior at any other time, unless he was facing a god, Björn met the challenge with courage. The great beast growled right back, and tried to bear hug the Champion.

James blocked his attempt, of course, batting away the bear’s foreleg with casual ease. He did respond to the other warrior’s spirit however, and lifted the berserker high into the air, before slamming him into the ground by the throat and knocking the wind from him.

Hrein watched as her gigantic husband manhandled the massive brown bear, straddling the animal in a full mount, and then raining heavy blows down on the berserker’s head. While she had long since become accustomed to his bestial appearance, the Champion looked more like a true monster to her, than he ever had before. It is as if my Master hath become a titan of old… the valkyrie thought to herself as she watched James beat the other einherjar into submission.

Björn struggled fiercely as James pummelled his face with his massive fists. Unfortunately, every cut and wound that he scored upon the other einherjar’s hide simply healed over in seconds. Meanwhile, his own skull continued to fracture under the never ending barrage of meteoric punches. Roaring in defiance, the berserker pushed with all that remained of his strength, and tried to bite at the ex-soldier’s throat. He didn’t make it.

James caught the bear by the jaws, with one hand on the lower and one on the upper. Growling back at his crazed foe, the younger einherjar heaved with all of his might, and tore the deadly jaws asunder. Lifting his head to the sky, Hel’s Champion roared in victory, as his opponent collapsed to the ground below him.


CHAPTER 25


James watched as the viking warrior slowly returned to his human form in death. Honestly, it was a grisly sight, but the einherjar forced himself to watch it until the end.

“Meowster?” It was Nyakuro that broke the silence, causing the Champion to turn his head and see his women all standing together, staring at him in awe. As he was now, even Hrein, who was the tallest among his harem and stood at an even six feet tall, barely came up to his waist.

In typical Acrasia fashion, the leannán sídhe wasted no time in zipping up to him, and then ducking under his pteruges. “Wow, Master! You’re so big!” the fairy exclaimed. “It’s like I’m looking at a horse!”

“I seriously doubt that!” the Champion grumbled, his voice booming much louder than expected. He then heard the fairy giggle, and felt her hands and lips begin to explore him.

“It’s amazing…” she swooned. “I can be your crotch fairy even at this size.”

Taking a deep breath, the einherjar chose to ignore the eternally horny fairy, and let her have her fun. At least, that was what he was trying to do. It’s damn distracting, the way that she uses her tongue on the tip… he silently groaned.

Glancing at her sister slave’s legs, which were visible below the pteruges, Hrein secretly wondered if she should be joining her. Giving her head a shake, the valkyrie decided that now was not the time. I must focus on our mission. she told herself. “Master. Shall we cultivate from our fallen foes, before we press on with our goals?”

“Actually, I don’t think we should.” James admitted. “To be frank, I’m not sure what effect, if any, doing so might have on their souls. Since they will be reborn with the setting of the sun, I think it’s best if we don’t do anything that can harm them in that way.”

“Nya.” Nyakuro disagreed with a shake of her head. “Souls made from Spirit, not Ki.”

“Huh. I suppose you’re right. That does make sense.” James agreed. “Still, I think it best to leave them alone in this case. We do have a mission to accomplish, after all. And time may be of the essence.”

“Thou art wise in saying thus, Master. We know not what else the All-Father might have planned to hinder us.” Hrein added.

“Agreed.” the einherjar stated with a look of distaste. His gaze then returned to the raven sitting on a boulder, just across the clearing from them. The creature neither approached nor fled when their eyes met, but instead seemed content to merely observe from a distance.

“But I will take this as weregild.” the Champion added, plucking the bloody bearskin cloak from Björn’s dead body.

“As is thy right as the challenged, Master.” Hrein nodded in approval.

Sending the pelt to his Inventory, James started walking towards the huge wolf that was their goal in the first place, before being side tracked by the einherjar’s challenge. His movement prompted a whine from the fairy between his legs, as she found it nearly impossible to match his stride, and thus maintain her attentions.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think the first thing we have to deal with is that sword.” the einherjar said, pointing at the huge blade which forced the wolf’s jaws open.

“I would counsel thee to take care, and not reach for the weapon, Master. The Fenris Wolf doth have a reputation for taking hands.” the valkyrie advised her husband.

“Yeah. I remember reading about that.” James replied with a grimace. “Týr deserved it though, in my opinion.”

“True. If the Æsir had not spoken falsely, the Vánagandr would have had no cause to wound him.” Hrein confirmed.

“Hmm. Do you think that you could use your whip to pull it out?” James asked, directing the question at Autumn.

“I doubt it.” Autumn said with a shake of her head. “It looks like the tip is embedded rather far into the roof of the poor creature’s mouth. In other words, it’s stuck.”

Frowning, the einherjar stroked his beard in thought. “I’m not sure I have much choice, then. With my current size, I can at least reach the blade and not endanger the rest of my body.”

“Then allow me to go, Master.” Hrein insisted. “Thanks to the armour thou hast given me, I am impervious to wounds. Thus, I need not fear the wolf’s fangs.”

“No.” the Champion disagreed firmly. “While you’re right that the armour would protect you from his bite, I have no way of knowing what other, magical means he might have of harming you. And if he somehow manages to kill you, you would undoubtedly be reborn on the spot… and I doubt that he would survive having that happen in his mouth. Even if I could revive him afterwards, I can’t see us killing him having a positive effect on our potential relationship.”

“They do say that first impressions are the most important, Master.” Acrasia agreed with a giggle.

“Right?” James nodded to Acrasia with a chuckle.

“Although… I do have an idea, Master.” the fairy stated, tapping her lip in thought. “Before you risk getting hurt, let me put him to sleep. Maybe he won’t bite you, then.”

“That’s… not a bad idea at all, my pet.” the Champion conceded. “Okay. Let’s start with that.”

“Yes Sir!” Acrasia shouted and gave a silly salute, before laughing and zipping off into the air.

James watched as the fairy made a couple of passes over the head of the beast, sprinkling golden sand in each of its eyes. Seeing the fairy approach so closely, the giant wolf thrashed and flailed its head around, as if trying to knock away a pesky fly. He didn’t succeed in hitting the agile fae, but she did give up eventually and return to her husband’s side.

“I’m sorry, Master.” Acrasia said with a disappointed sigh. “I tried, but the fire in his eyes kept burning up my sand. I don’t think my plan will work.”

The einherjar reached over and patted the blonde fairy on the head with a single finger. “It’s all right, my pet. It was good idea, but it just didn’t work out.”

“Doth anyone else have aught for ideas?” Hrein inquired of the remaining women. Both Autumn and Nyakuro shook their heads in denial.

“Right. Well then. Guess I’m going to have to risk my hand.” James stated with a forced chuckle.

Hrein grimaced, but followed her husband as he moved closer to the wolf. “I shall have Panacea at the ready, Master.” she assured him.

“Thanks, my love.” the Champion replied with a warm smile.

Fenrir eyed the strangers warily as they approached, growling loudly and thrashing his head back and forth in anger. Though he heard them speak, they smelled of blood, and the wolf had learned long ago not to trust others.

Holding his hands out in front of him in a placating manner, James slowly inched closer to the ferocious beast. “Easy now. Easy.” he said in a soft, gentle voice. “I just want to get that sword out of your mouth, and then we can have a nice talk.”

“Master,” Hrein whispered, “I do not believe the Vánagandr can be reasoned with. Dost thou not see the madness in his eyes? He hath no love of thee, and his mind doth burn with rage.”

“Yeah, well. He has a lot of reasons to be angry.” the einherjar muttered grimly. Glancing at his wife, James nodded. “We can’t make any progress at all until that sword is removed. I’m going in.”

Before she could argue any further, the ex-soldier dashed forward and reached into the wolf’s maw. The moment his finger tips touched the blade, James claimed it as his own and sent the legendary sword to his Inventory.

Fenrir’s reaction was instant. The second that the dreaded weapon was gone from his mouth, the monstrous canine slammed his jaws shut; his sharp teeth easily severing the Champion’s arm at the elbow.

“God… damn it!” James howled, falling back from the wolf and holding his bloody stump with his sole remaining hand. Landing on his ass, the einherjar found him scrambling out of the way, as the mad wolf came back for another bite. Clearly unsatisfied with a single limb, Fenrir tried to lunge after the much smaller warrior, in an effort to turn him into lunch.

Flapping her wings powerfully, Hrein too raced to safety. Only when it was clear that the two were well beyond the wolf’s reach, did the valkyrie descend and begin to tend to her husband’s wounds. “I did warn thee, Master.” she muttered while giving her lover a disapproving look.

“You did, my love. But some prices must be paid, if I am ever to see my vision come to fruition.” Looking into her eyes, the Champion gave the beautiful woman a determined grin.

Hrein sighed and shook her head slightly, while continuing to pour magic into regrowing the lost limb. “Very well, Master. We shall do all that needs be done, to achieve thy ambitions.” After another few seconds, the valkyrie finished restoring his hand and gave him a troubled smile.

Gazing down at the regenerated appendage, the ex-soldier tested the movement of his fingers, then made a fist and grunted in satisfaction. “Thank you, my love.” he said.

“Of course, Master.” she replied with a bow of her head.

Climbing back to his feet, Hel’s Champion once again approached the Fenris Wolf. He came to a stop after a few steps, meeting the monster’s eyes while remaining safely out of reach. The madness that he saw burning in those two orbs told the einherjar in no uncertain terms, that the wolf was incapable of logical discussion. “He’s hungry.” the ex-soldier observed. “Just as I expected he would be.”

“Of course he is, Master.” Hrein confirmed in hushed tones. “He hath been starving for centuries. The way which he hath been treated by the Æsir is beyond cruel.”

“Which of course gives him the impetus to fulfill the prophecy they sought to avoid.” James stated with a sigh. “How could a God of Wisdom fail to see such a simple thing?”

“I know not how such a thing is possible, Master. Only that it is, as the proof lies here, before us.” the valkyrie hissed, a look of anger overcoming her features. James knew well that the woman had a very strong sense of justice, even if it didn’t always match what he would consider common sensibilities.

“Well, I guess there’s nothing to do but proceed with the plan.” James stated finally.

“Yea, Master.” Hrein agreed, nodding firmly.

Holding his hand out, James summoned an entire roast pig, and tossed it to the slavering wolf. Following suit, Hrein called forth a roast turkey and did the same with it. Seconds later, the other women approached and joined in reaching into their shared Inventory, all coming up with various cooked meats and presenting them to the wolf to eat. From a safe distance, of course.

As one might expect, the monster wolfed the food down, snatching it up as quickly as it hit the ground before him. Minutes passed, as the party continued to throw a seemingly endless stream of food into the jaws of the beast.

“I hope that Lady Hel will be able to supply us with enough food.” Autumn commented as she hurled a whole ham into Fenrir’s gaping maw.

“She is a goddess, but her power isn’t unlimited.” James confirmed with a furrowed brow. “But since Titania is using Oberon’s Horn to take care of the new elven troops, Hel’s power has been freed up for this mission.”

“The horn can produce food, Master?” Autumn asked, quirking a brow.

“Not exactly.” the einherjar corrected the succubus. “It makes any who hear it feel full, and provides them with the sustenance that their body needs, without creating any actual food or drink.”

“Then… would it not have been wiser to borrow the horn, rather than rely on Hel’s power in this case?” the demoness pointed out.

“That… is a good point.” the Champion admitted with a frown. “I didn’t think of that.”

Acrasia giggled. “It’s okay, Master. This is a good plan, too.” she consoled him, while tossing a baked potato into Fenrir’s mouth like a baseball. “Wait… is this why you had Lady Hel choose the food gift from Oberon!?” the fairy gasped, coming to the sudden realization of just how deeply her master had planned this operation.

“Well, yeah.” James confirmed with a shrug. “Of course, it will be useful later on too, like once living people start setting up shop in Éljúðnir. Being able to properly host other gods with a suitable banquet will improve her standing among the divine as well.”

Thou hast truly thought of everything, my Champion. I will not forget thy efforts for my sake. Hel whispered in his mind, revealing that she had been listening in on their conversation.

You ain’t seen nothing yet, my Lady. the einherjar thought back at her with a fierce grin. Just you wait until I make your whole world into the beautiful garden that you deserve.

Wordless feelings of hope, joy, and gratitude were the only response that the Champion received, but they were more than enough. If his goddess was happy with him, then he was surely on the right track.

Hrein noticed her husband’s odd grin, but said nothing about it. It had become obvious to her by this point, when he was speaking with the goddess. As she continued to feed the starving wolf, the valkyrie came to the realization that, like her brother, Hel herself had truly gotten a raw deal from Odin and the other Aesir. And my Master shall correct their wrongs, and make all right for those that deserve it. she told herself, and started grinning to herself as well.

Autumn glanced at the grinning idiots and shook her head. Well, whatever. As long as they’re having fun. she thought with a shrug. Finding a baguette in her hands, she hefted the three foot long loaf of French bread, and hurled it at the wolf like a spear. Okay. Maybe it’s a little fun… she secretly admitted to herself.

Minutes turned to hours, and by the time that the sun was setting, James and his companions found that their endurance was starting to flag. No matter how much food they threw into the belly of the beast, the Fenris Wolf never seemed to be sated.

“Maybe… it’s hopeless.” Acrasia groaned and collapsed on the ground for the tenth time that day. Her arms were aching from exertion, and what had started out seeming like a fun game of ‘feed the monster’ had slowly grown tiresome as the day wore on; and everyone knows that the worst enemy of a fae is boredom.

“Maybe she right.” Nyakuro sighed, allowing her shoulders to slump and her tail to droop on the ground. “Tired. Wolf still hungry.”

Looking around, the einherjar saw his own exhaustion and sense of defeat reflected in the eyes of his women. “All right. Perhaps we’ll call it quits for now.” he grumbled, and tossed one last chain of sausages into the wolf’s waiting mouth. Walking a short distance away, James sat down on the hard dirt and leaned back on his hands. Having long since returned to his original size, the einherjar had only his normal endurance to call upon for the majority of the day. “I guess I should have known better than to try and ‘fill up’ the father of one that is said to swallow the moon.”

A dejected silence was all that the Champion received in response, at least from his ladies. After several long heartbeats, a deep and growly voice asked a simple question. “Why?”

James’ head snapped to the right, where he saw the gigantic wolf staring at him. The flames in his eyes were still present, though barely, as he glared at Hel’s Champion. “You… can we talk now?” the einherjar answered the monster’s question with another.

“It seems that there is no more food to be had… and you are not foolish enough to come closer so that I might eat you. So I suppose that we can idle away some time with chatter.” Fenrir replied.

Standing up, James faced the Fenris Wolf squarely, and executed a courtly bow. “My name is James Fir. I am your sister’s Champion, sent to free you from your bonds. As to why we fed you, well, that was so we could speak like this, rather than have you try to eat us the moment you were free.”

“Free?” the wolf chuckled darkly. “You cannot free me, little man. Champion or no, you could not possess the strength to snap the Gleipnir.”

James glanced at the silken ribbon which bound the great beast, and grinned. “The Gleipnir was crafted with magical arts… and it shall be undone with crafty magic.”

The monster’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “If you think that you can free me, then do so! I have no patience for foolishness or trickery!”

“I’m sorry, but I cannot release you until you agree to my terms.” the Champion stated with a frown.

“I knew it! Tricksters and cheats, the lot of you are! Be gone from this place, lest I hunt you first on the day of reckoning.” the Vánagandr howled.

“I want you to protect your sister!” James roared, nearly matching the much larger beast in volume.

Fenrir paused in his ranting, somewhat taken aback by the einherjar’s claim. “What… do you mean?”

“I’m her Champion!” the ex-soldier insisted. “I want her to be happy! To be safe! But that can never be if you recklessly throw your life away chasing the Aesir!”

“What!? What do you want of me, foolish man!? Spit it out!” the giant wolf demanded.

“I want you to come back to Niflheimr, and live with us. To protect your sister and her realm. Not just from the Aesir, but the Heavenly Hosts as well. Or any others that might dare threaten Lady Hel.” James entreated.

History’s largest wolf stared at the einherjar for a long moment. “And my revenge?” he inquired in a low growl.

“You might have it. Some day. I can’t guarantee that, though.” the Champion replied honestly.

“No! I must have it! I must crush that duplicitous god with my own jaws!” Fenrir snapped, thrashing about in anger.

“To what end!? Your death!? Surely you know the prophecy as well as any other!” James shouted back.

The Fenris Wolf growled as he locked eyes with his sister’s Champion. “I have suffered. For centuries untold, I have wasted away on this cursed island. Revenge is all that has sustained me.”

“Then perhaps it is time to find something else to live for, don’t you think?” the einherjar suggested, braving a step forward. “Personally, I think your life, you, are worth more than that. Too valuable to simply throw away in an act of mutual destruction.”

Fenrir growled threateningly, but didn’t immediately try to bite the Champion.

Pressing his luck, James took another step forward and summoned a piece of paper from his Inventory. “Do you know what this is?” he asked, holding it up for the wolf to see.

“Paper.” the monster scoffed, but eyed the document warily. “But… I smell magic upon it. Powerful magic.”

“That’s right. It is magic. It’s a contact known as a Faustian Pact.” James began. He then spent several minutes outlining the details of the agreement, while holding the paper up for the wolf to read.

“You truly wish for me to live alongside my sister? And Hel is willing to forgive her banishment to Niflheimr?” Fenrir growled while glaring at James with suspicion.

“Yes. We have already created a sun and a moon to shine over Éljúðnir. Some day soon there will be trees and fields…” he paused and took a deep breath. “I aim to build a paradise for my Lady. A new world where the living and the dead mingle, and she rules with happiness in her heart.”

“It sounds like nonsense. A foolish dream that could never be reached… and yet… I do not sense any dishonesty within you. Something I have become good at sniffing out these past millennia.” the great wolf rumbled.

“There’s more to it, as well. Things not in the contract, because they will be totally up to you. All the pact requires is that you protect Hel and her realm, while agreeing not to wage war on anyone unless she marches on them alongside you.” James explained.

“Things like what?” the Vánagandr asked, his curiosity piqued.

James smiled, finally daring to hope that the famed wolf just might join their side. “A pack. Your cousin Garmr is already there, guarding Hel’s gates. But I was hoping that with you as the Alpha, Garmr would listen to reason and we could free him from his chains there.”

“A pack, you say?” Fenrir inquired, raising a gigantic wolfy brow.

“Yes! Think of it! You could call your sons back from their chase of the sun and the moon! Can you imagine how powerful a pack you could form with Sköll, Hati, and Garmr, and with you at the head? Why, you’d be even more famous than the Wild Hunt!” the Champion insisted excitedly.

“And what would you have our pack do?” the sly wolf eyed the einherjar suspiciously.

“Whatever you wanted.” James replied with a shrug.

“What?” Fenrir blinked, once again not hearing an answer that he expected.

“I mean it. You would be free to hunt and prowl Hel’s domain. To do as you please. Now, lest you think me too altruistic, know that this would benefit us as well.” the Champion pointed out.

“How so?” the Fenris Wolf grumbled.

James shrugged again. “It’s not just our territory. It would be yours, too. So of course it makes sense that you would defend it.”

At this, the giant wolf actually laughed. “I see! I believe that I understand you now, oh Champion of my sister. Truly, you are a crafty one.” Lowering his head so that his massive nose was almost touching the einherjar, the wolf grinned and bared his huge teeth.

“Is that so?” the ex-soldier inquired with a smirk. Crossing his arms over his chest, he awaited the beast’s answer.

“Yes… you seek to tie me to your mistress by even stronger bonds than the Gleipnir.” the wolf snarled. “Love. Happiness. Investment. You seek to bind not my legs, but my heart to your goals.”

“Damn right I do.” James growled back. “And some day, you’ll thank me for it.”

“Hmm. Will I? I wonder.” the great wolf rumbled as he lay his head back down on the earth. “I presume you’ve thought of solutions for the real world problems that such an arrangement might cause, if you’ve spent so much time pondering such a flight of fancy.”

“Logistics, you mean?” the ex-soldier chuckled. “Yeah. I’ve got that covered. Did you know that all of the food you just ate came directly from Lady Hel? It was her gift to you, her long lost brother.”

“Hel? How did my sister come into possession of such a thing? She whose plate is known as Hunger, and whose knife is called Famine?” the Fenris Wolf asked.

Before James could answer, Hrein stepped up and joined the conversation. “That doth be my Master’s work.” the valkyrie proclaimed.

“Your master?” Fenrir questioned the woman with a quirked brow.

“Thou hast been speaking to him this long time, Great Vánagandr. My Master is my husband, as he is to those behind me.” the shield maiden explained, waving her arms to indicate the women gathering around her.

“Is he your master or your husband? Which is it?” the wolf asked in confusion.

“He is both.” Acrasia attested. “He loves us dearly, as we love him. Though we wear his collar, he has married each of us as well.”

“Well, most of us.” Autumn added, feeling the need for honesty. “I am yet his concubine but… maybe some day…”

Fenrir watched as a succubus, a notorious demon of lust, blushed and started muttering about love. Truly, I have seen everything now… he thought to himself as he turned his attention back to the einherjar standing before him. Just who is this man, that my sister has chosen as her Champion? One who dreams of the impossible… and yet… somehow makes me feel like he might actually achieve it.

Understanding the look in the wolf’s eye, Hrein smiled warmly and answered his unasked question. “He is a hero, like those spoken of in the tales of eld.”

The great wolf’s eyes sparkled with wonder as he studied the bestial man before him. He didn’t look like any hero that the living legend had ever heard of. More like a demon than anything… Fenrir admitted. And yet… he has won the hearts of demons and valkyries alike. Even the fairy loves him. I can smell it on them. Even my sister, the gloomy and fearsome Goddess of Death, has placed her trust in him. I know this because I cannot deny the scent of her blessing upon him.

After a long moment of silent contemplation, the giant wolf sighed. “How do I sign your contract, Champion?”

James nearly jumped for joy, and Acrasia actually cheered upon hearing the wolf’s words. “A drop of your blood on the paper will suffice.” the einherjar answered honestly.

“You may prick my paw, valkyrie. You have earned my trust, fragile as it may be.” the Vánagandr rumbled.

Hrein bowed to the ancient being and moved stand next to his massive foot. If not for her orichalcum spear, the shield maiden doubted that she could have cut through the thick padding on the bottom of his paw. Lining up her strike, the valkyrie lashed out with her weapon, and made the smallest cut she could in the giant wolf’s flesh.

As soon as he saw her withdraw her weapon, James jumped forward and pressed the Faustian Pact to the wound. The divine beast’s blood activated the magical contract in an instant, sealing the deal for a thousand years. I just hope he becomes sufficiently invested in our home during that time. the einherjar silently thought.

The moment that her husband was finished collecting the wolf’s signature, as it were, Hrein stepped forward and focussed her magic on healing the small wound. “There. All better.” she stated with a firm nod when she was finished.

“Thank you, Óðinnsdottir.” the Fenris Wolf sighed, clearly tired from the day’s ordeal.

“Think nothing of it, Great Vánagandr. We are allies now, and it doth please me to give thee succour. Also, please know that I have taken my husband’s family name as mine own. I belong to House Fir now.” the valkyrie corrected her new friend.

“Is that so?” the wolf asked. “Very well. I shall remember that.”

“Okay.” James stated, clapping his hands loudly. “Great. Now we just have to decide which method of freeing Fenrir we should go with.”

“What methods did you have in mind?” Autumn asked, curious what methods the einherjar had come up with for breaking the legendary Gleipnir.

“I think the most painless, if perhaps the least reliable method is a simple summoning.” the Champion offered.

“Summoning?” Fenrir inquired, more curious than ever.

“I have a spell called Summons. I can mark someone’s soul, and then summon them to me at any point in the future. Presumably your bindings would be left behind…” James explained.

“But possibly not.” the wolf finished for him with a frown.

“Possibly not.” James agreed. “But there are other options. They’re just more painful for you.”

“I am no stranger to pain, mortal.” the great wolf snarled.

“True, but you haven’t experienced death yet.” the einherjar countered. “Of course, we could also just cut off a couple of legs and then grow them back.”

Fenrir growled at the Champion’s flippant suggestions. “You expect me to trust you that far? I am no fool! I -.”

Hrein cut the Fenris Wolf off. “Thou hast seen my Master’s hand, has thou not?”

The wolf paused for a moment and glared at the einherjar’s hands.

“Thou didst devour his hand thyself, as I am sure thou dost recall. And yet, there he stands, both whole and hale.” the valkyrie pointed out.

Fenrir licked his lips and thought hard on what he wanted to do. “How would dying be of use to me?” he asked at length.

“I possess the power of the phoenix.” James explained. “I could kill you in an instant, by reducing your body to ash. You would then be reborn, just like the legendary firebird, and all of your wounds would be gone.” He hadn’t wanted to mention it, but the great wolf’s hide was marred with sores and rough patches, likely due to lying down for centuries at a time, and being unable to do anything more than roll over.

“An instant, you say?” the Fenris Wolf snarled. “You think you could slay me in the blink of an eye, and that I would feel no pain?”

“Oh, I didn’t say it would be painless. Rather, it is a very painful instant. Trust me, I know.” the Champion corrected him.

“You… have experienced this?” the Vánagandr asked, more than a little surprised.

“More than once. Michael, the Archangel, did me in not that long ago. Hence our less than friendly relationship with the Host.” the einherjar growled.

“I see. That does explain a few things. Like why you would want my help.” the wolf replied, nodding sagely.

“So as I was saying, I think -.” James went on to give his thoughts on their options.

“Do it.” Fenrir cut him off. “I would be free of these accursed bonds before my next heartbeat, if it can be done.”

Hel’s Champion didn’t question the legendary monster’s resolve, and refused to make him suffer for a second longer than he had to. With a snap of his fingers, he made the giant wolf’s dream come true… and also his worst nightmare.

Fenrir’s roar of agony was brief, as he was incinerated in a flash. But then, the next thing he knew, the pain was gone, as were all of the aches and pains that he had suffered over the millennia. Slowly climbing to his feet, the legendary Fenris Wolf displaced the massive pile of ash around him and raised his head to the sky. In that moment, the gods knew fear, for the Vánagandr’s howl was heard throughout the heavens.


CHAPTER 26


“Okay. We have two options.” James stated, wanting to quickly decide and get the hell out of Dodge. “There’s no way that howl went unnoticed. I really don’t want to stick around and have to deal with a bunch of pissed off Aesir right now.”

“Why is it always ‘options’ with you?” the massive wolf rumbled.

James scowled. “I like having back up plans, okay?”

“Then why not just tell me what your real plan is, and we’ll go with that.” Fenrir huffed.

“Fine.” the einherjar growled. “I’ll mark your soul with my Summons spell, hop over to Éljúðnir, and then summon you there.”

The Fenris Wolf narrowed his eyes in suspicion as he scowled back at James. “Mark my soul, was it? This was your first plan?”

“Thought you didn’t want to hear other options?” the Champion snarked.

Fenrir growled and brought his face so close to James’ that the einherjar could feel his breath on his cheeks. “That pact didn’t say that I can’t kill you, little man. Only that I wouldn’t go to war without my sister’s blessing. Do not try my patience.”

Hel’s Champion growled right back with a wide, feral grin. “Try it, mutt. I think you’ll find that you’ve bitten off more than you can chew.”

Hrein watched as the two stubborn males tried to vie for dominance, each refusing to back down an inch. “Master. Mighty Vánagandr. Might I remind me that Lady Hel would be most displeased to see thee at odds.”

Both of the proud males grimaced at this, as neither wanted to disappoint the Goddess of Death. The simple fact was, she held a special place in each of their hearts, and they both knew it.

Trying to be the ‘bigger man’, James attempted to put the conversation back on topic. “Ahem. As I was saying before, we could try something else. Like simply opening a portal back home, giving you wings, and having you fly through with us.”

“Give me wings?” Fenrir blinked, never having expected to hear such words come out of someone’s mouth.

“Yeah. Hrein has a spell that will give the person she touches wings, until they dismiss them. That’s not the problem, though.” the einherjar answered. “The issue is that I’m not certain that I can open a portal large enough that you can get through.”

“That is a concern.” Hrein agreed. “Great Vánagandr, I beseech thee to trust us. If thou dost wish it, we can remove the mark upon thy soul once we reach Hel’s demesne.”

Vánagandr grumbled loudly for a moment, but eventually gave in to a sigh. “Very well. I will trust you, Lady Fir. Please do as you have said.”

“At once.” the valkyrie replied with a firm nod. Turning to her husband for permission to proceed, Hrein smiled softly when he nodded for her to go ahead. Speaking in a strong, clear voice, the Chooser recited the familiar incantation. “All ye who hear my voice take note. When the time doth come that I call for thee, thou shalt heed my summons, and hasten to my side forthwith!” The spell had no effect on the people who had been marked by her, so the only one affected was Fenrir.

The giant wolf grimaced slightly, as he felt the magical mark settle onto his immortal soul. After all that time being bound by the Gleipnir, he wasn’t in the least bit comfortable with any sort of binding, and this felt far too much like one to him. The pact was bad enough, but it was necessary. he told himself.

“I shall now open the way home.” Hrein declared, then cast her spell. “I will summon all of thee upon my arrival.”

“Sounds good, my love. See you soon.” James replied with a smile. He watched in silence for a moment, as the valkyrie took to the air, and then disappeared through the portal in the sky. Once she was gone, he knew that he only had a few seconds before she landed in Éljúðnir and called them all to her side.

Never one to waste a resource, the einherjar quickly strode over to the discarded ribbon on the ground, then snatched it up before sending it to his Inventory. Luckily for him, the Gleipnir didn’t resist, easily separating from the chain that connected it to a giant stone, deep beneath the surface of the earth. Since that had worked out for him, he quickly grabbed the chain as well. Gleipnir, Gelgja, the mysterious sword, and a magical bearskin. Not a bad haul for a quest. he thought to himself with a smirk.

Somewhere in his mind, James heard the distant call of his First Wife, and he felt the magic of her Summons spell take hold. Turning his head slightly, he spotted the raven still sitting on the boulder, and the einherjar would have sworn that he saw it wink at him, just before he disappeared.

As promised, Hrein released Fenrir from her spell, and the wolf was eager to be off. He promised to return soon and speak with his sister, but first he wanted to run free for a while. After letting the Vánagandr out one of the side gates, James and his party made their way home for some much needed rest.

The next day started off as normal as one could expect for James and his family. Hosting both Lady Hel and Queen Titania for breakfast, the Champion took the opportunity to update the two of them on how the mission had gone. Both women seemed relatively pleased with the results, with Titania secretly being glad that Fenrir was staying in Niflheim, rather than running free on Terra.

After the meal and regular morning routines, James headed to Elphyne and started work on the new wall. He figured that, to accommodate an extra five thousand troops, plus their families, it might be a good idea to add at least four square miles to the area within the walls. That’ll mean extending the wall to the west an extra two miles, before turning north for another two, to meet back up with the lake. he reasoned. So… I’m looking at burning through roughly 8500 Qi. Not really comfortable spending more than 1000 Qi a day on this project, so it should be complete in nine days.

James sighed. As interesting as I find building things, I didn’t come to Terra to become a glorified construction worker. I’m a bloody Champion, for crying out loud! I want to get out there and adventure, to see the world… but there is simply too much work to be done. he silently lamented.

As draining as it was to spend 1000 Qi in an instant, the einherjar was glad that the construction didn’t actually take up much of his time. Glancing up at the partially completed section of wall, the man did allow himself a small smile however. That is pretty damn cool, though. he admitted to himself.

Walking back towards the Fae Quarter, the einherjar found himself wondering what to do with the rest of his day. I could meditate and recover my Qi faster… but that just feels like a waste of time. Dismissing that idea, he thought about the items he’d collected on the previous day’s quest. The Gleipnir and Gelgja aren’t really magical, per se. Just extraordinarily well made. I won’t tamper with those. I’ll just keep them in case they come in handy someday. he decided. That leaves the bearskin and the sword.

Summoning the blade from his Inventory as he walked, James was surprised to see it immediately change shape when it appeared in his hand. Curious why that was the case, the einherjar scanned it with his Analysis blessing.

Sword of Freyr: Artifact. Adamantine. Forged for the God of Prosperity, this sword changes its size and shape to suit the wielder. Further, if it is fed 5 Qi per minute, the sword will fight on its own, without requiring the wielder to hold it.

“Damn. That’s not bad.” James whistled softly. “Won’t be trading this one away for a favour.” After thinking about it for a few minutes, the Champion decided who would get the best use out of the weapon. Guess I’d better head back to the house. he thought to himself.

Arriving back at the Temple of Hel, James was stopped by Lāmina before he could go through the mirror portal, and return to his mansion in Éljúðnir.

“Oh! Master! It’s good that you are here.” the beautiful elf called out to him.

“What’s up, Lāmina? Is something wrong?” James asked, hoping that everything was all right.

“Up?” the priestess muttered and looked at the ceiling. “I don’t see anything up there, Master.”

“Uh, it’s just a way of asking what is going on.” the ex-soldier explained.

“Ah. Very well, then.” she said with a nod of understanding. “There are a couple of things that require your attention, my lord.”

“All right. Lay it on me.” the Champion replied, crossing his arms over his chest. I really hope it isn’t anything too big… he silently admitted. I’ve already got plenty on my plate.

“The first is that the ladies, should you be looking for them, are training in the back, Master.” the young priestess stated with a warm smile. She could tell from his body language that the einherjar didn’t really want any more work at the moment.

“Oh. Okay. Thanks for telling me. I was actually looking for Acrasia.” James said with a slightly relieved smile.

“Beyond that, there are three other things, Master.” the elf continued.

“What might those be?” the ex-soldier asked with a furrowed brow. Looks like I might not get away without more work, after all. he silently lamented.

“The second task is optional, Master. Queen Titania requires someone to go to another city, most likely Elphen, the City of Sequoias. Now that she has the ability to teleport people about, she believes that it can be put to good use acquiring much needed goods for our newest immigrants. Like beds, for example. Not to mention clothes, toiletries, and so on.” Lāmina elaborated.

“I see.” James said, stroking his beard thoughtfully.

“The queen did say that she could send someone else, if you are busy. She simply thought that you might like the chance to visit another city.” the priestess told him.

“I could also transport a lot more goods than anyone else, by using my Inventory skill.” the bestial man pointed out. “And I could make my own way back, so she wouldn’t have to come and get me.”

“This is also true, Master. Of course, there are yet two more tasks that I need to speak of with you.” Lāmina stated.

“Right. What’s the next one?” he asked.

“Ms. Elora mentioned that we ran out of meat the other day. I’m afraid that Lady Hel has been secretly supplying our household with ingredients after our supplies ran dry. The goddess claimed that it was no trouble, and that you were far too busy to deal with such mundane matters at the time.” the elf informed him.

James groaned and rubbed his eyes. “Of course. I had been counting on the maids to be able to go shopping for supplies, so I wouldn’t have to spend time hunting. But with the sudden influx of immigrants…”

“The markets are bare, Master.” Lāmina confirmed with a slight grimace.

“Looks like, if I take her Majesty up on the shopping trip, then I can kill two birds with one stone.” the einherjar suggested.

“That does seem to be the case, Master. That being said, I’m afraid that I can’t let you go anywhere until the final task has been completed.” the priestess told him with a serious expression.

“That important, eh?” the Champion guessed with a frown.

“The most important, Master.” the elf assured him.

“Well, what is it then?” James asked.

“You need to relax, Master. And I have yet to perform my second set of devotions today.” Lāmina stated with a playful smirk, and a mischievous twinkle in her eye.
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James adjusted his pteruges as he left Lāmina’s old room in the temple. The young priestess had been very enthusiastic in her worship that morning, and the einherjar was feeling quite good about life.

Heading out the back door, the ex-soldier found most of his harem sitting in a circle, cultivating. Rather than disturb them, he sat down in the spot that they had left open for him, and adopted the lotus position. Now’s as good a time as any to deal with this bearskin. he decided.

Looking it over with his analysis blessing, he found that it wasn’t quite as useful as he’d hoped for.

Berserker Pelt: Artifact. This cured bearskin allows a wearer who is hamrammr to take the form of a bear.

“Interesting.” Hrein murmured quietly, glancing at the Status Screen.

“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt your meditation.” James whispered.

“It is fine, Master. I am glad that thou hast joined us, if only for a moment.” the valkyrie replied with a soft smile.

“I’m always happy to spend time with you, my love.” the einherjar whispered in her ear, before giving her light kiss on the cheek.

“What dost thou plan to do with the pelt, Master?” the Chooser inquired.

“Well, it says here that it is only useable by someone who is hamrammr, which, if I recall correctly, means something like ‘shape strong’. So, someone who can already shift?” he pointed out.

“Shift, or possesses the ability to channel an animal spirit.” Hrein quietly corrected him.

“So most of us could use it. Or we could even give it to one of our werejaguar friends.” James suggested.

“Nay, Master. Though thou art correct, I believe that thou shouldst claim the enchantment for thyself, and add the bear form to thy Shapeshifter spell.” the valkyrie argued.

“Really? Any particular reason why?” the einherjar asked, curious why she would suggest that course of action.

“Yea, Master. I intend for thee to learn as many forms as thou canst. Then, in the future, thou shouldst adapt thy spell to enable thee to grant said forms to others.” Hrein explained.

“Ah. Like your Scarlet Taurus spell.” James said, finally understanding her intent.

“Precisely, Master.” the valkyrie confirmed.

“All right. I’ll do as you suggest.” the Champion agreed. Settling into his stance, James focused on the artifact and began to cultivate. All told, it took him less than ten minutes to drain the pelt of its magic, and cause it to crumble away in a cloud of dust. Following the plan, he pushed the new spell to combine with the old one, and added bear to his list of forms.

When he was finished, James saw that all of the women were now watching him, having given up on their own training for the moment. “I see you’re all done. That’s good, because I needed to give something to Acrasia.” he stated.

“To me? You got me a gift, Master?” the fairy asked, growing a little excited.

“Not exactly, my pet. Rather, I want to give you this sword.” the einherjar explained while summoning the weapon.

“A sword?” Acrasia looked at the weapon with a frown. “I don’t really know how to use a sword, Master.”

“Which is precisely why this one is good for you.” James pointed out.

“I don’t understand.” the fairy complained, her frown deepening.

“This sword is magical. If you give it 5 Qi, it will fight on its own for a minute.” the Champion began. “You see, I could give this sword to a powerful fighter like Autumn, but I worry about you on the battlefield, my pet. You specialize in magic and long range attacks. That means that you could be in danger if an enemy managed to get up close and personal. With this weapon at your side, it could defend you while you worked your magic.”

“Hmm.” the leannán sídhe hummed. “I guess. And it’s not like anyone here couldn’t borrow it if they needed it.”

“Very true.” James agreed.

“Okay. Thanks, Master.” Acrasia accepted with a warm smile. “Especially for caring so much about me.”

“I always will, my pet.” the einherjar promised.

Lifting the sword from the Champion’s outstretched hands, the fairy gasped. “Oh! This is actually perfect for me, Master!”

“It is?” he inquired, quirking a brow.

“Yeah! I can use it even when I’m small! It will change its size to suit me.” she pointed out.

“Oh. Right. I didn’t even think of that, but that’s even better, then.” her husband agreed.

“Plus, did you know that Freyr is the ruler of Álfheimr? He technically outranks Titania’s dad, Dáinn, the King of Elves.” Acrasia informed him. “I bet this sword was made by the Fair Folk.” she whispered almost reverently.

“Then you’re the perfect one to have it.” James stated softly, and leaned over to kiss the top of her head.

“Thank you, Master. I really mean it.” the fairy said, looking up at him with an uncommon earnestness in her eyes.

After stealing a kiss from the beautiful fae, the ex-soldier explained his current plans to the gathered women. Once they heard that he was going shopping in another city, none of them seemed interested in training any further. Hrein did stop them all from running off right away, though.

“Before we go, I suggest we make use of the Spirit we have gathered.” the valkyrie told them all. “Nyakuro, I believe that thou shouldst copy Master’s Giantism spell for thyself.”

“Nande?” The cat-girl asked her companion why that was the case.

“The reasons are twofold. The first, is that I do believe that the spell shall compliment thy panther form a great deal. Second, it is my belief that a copy of the spell should be safely stored amongst us, as I plan for Master to alter his own.” Hrein explained.

“Would this have something to do with the 2400 Spirit you want me to cultivate?” James asked.

“It would indeed, Master.” the valkyrie confirmed.

Nyakuro hummed in thought, but then nodded her head. The idea of becoming a giant panther, and perhaps allowing her Master to ride her into battle, sounded somewhat exciting to her. “Hai. I will do it.” she agreed.

Doing so used up nearly all of the Spirit that she had gathered, so she dumped the remaining 5 into her Charisma, bringing it up to a total of 136. Of course, learning the spell also had the added benefit of boosting the total capacity of her Dantian to 890 Qi, which was certainly a welcome bonus.

Though she knew it was going to cause her a splitting headache, Acrasia chose to copy her master’s Dual Casting technique. Doubling the number of spells that a person could cast at once was just too powerful a skill to pass up, no matter how much it hurt to acquire it. Once she recovered from doing that, the generous fairy donated her remaining Spirit to Lāmina, who was working in the temple. This allowed the priestess to increase her total IQ to 230.

Autumn scrolled through James’ Status Screen, perusing his spells and techniques in the hopes of finding something that struck her fancy. There were a few that stood out as useful, but suddenly her eyes stopped on one particular trait. A seemingly crazy thought occurred to her, and she wondered if her owner would allow her to perform an experiment.

“Master…” she began, a bit hesitantly.

“What is it, ma chérie?” he asked, wondering what was on the fallen angel’s mind.

“I have an idea but… I don’t know if it will work, or if it’s dangerous to even try.” the succubus hedged.

“Go on. Tell me about it.” the einherjar urged, turning to face the woman fully.

“Well, I was looking at your Dragon’s Wings trait. It says that your wings are immune to fire. So what if… what if we changed it to say ‘body’ instead of ‘wings’? Or even just removed the word ‘wings’ altogether?” the succubus proposed.

Hrein hissed through her teeth upon hearing the other woman’s suggestion. “That is too dangerous by far!” the valkyrie protested. “We have no idea what might happen. He might lose his wings, or mayhap even his life!”

“It’s okay, my love.” James said calmly, placing a hand atop her clenched fist. “To be honest, I’m not so worried about my wings. I’m sure you could just give them back with your Scarlet Taurus spell if they happen to disappear.”

“We still do not know what the effect might be!” the Chooser countered with a glare.

“Hel?” James looked to the sky and invoked the name of his goddess. “Any advice on this?”

“Thou art sailing in uncharted waters, my Champion. None have possessed a power like thine, that allows thee to rewrite the very nature of thy being.” the Goddess of Death replied.

“But we have proven that traits can be transferred, and thus change the body.” Autumn argued, not wanting to give up on her idea.

“This is true, much to my surprise.” the deity admitted. “Hrein is correct, my Champion. The path that thou art considering is fraught with danger. That said… it is my belief that her worries might be in excess. I doubt that thou shalt perish from what thy concubine hath suggested.”

Hrein grit her teeth in frustration, but said nothing further. Despite her silence, James could tell at a glance that the valkyrie was quite upset. “My love.” he said softly, taking both of her hands in his. “I appreciate that you worry for me. I do.”

“But thou wilt attempt this anyway.” the Chooser snapped, looking away and refusing to meet his eyes.

“I want to. Tell me, if you were in my shoes, would you try? Are the potential gains not worth the risk?” the Champion asked.

The valkyrie shut her eyes tight and grimaced. The truth was, she would try if it were just her taking the risk. She was only opposed to the idea because she cared so deeply for him. “Thou knowest the answer to that, Master.” she whispered.

“Will you stay here, by my side, and watch over me while I try?” James asked, kissing her cheek. It was then that he noticed a single, solitary tear that had welled up and rolled down her cheek. “Hey.” he said softly. “I’ll be okay. I’ve done lots of dumb stuff before, but I always make it through.” Pulling her into his arms, the einherjar hugged his First Wife and tried to quell her fears.

Hrein swallowed hard, then turned to face him. She had one final card to play, that might dissuade him from his chosen course. “Hast thou considered what might happen if thou dost truly become immune to fire? What effect that might have upon thy ability to use Rebirth?”

James took a deep breath, then sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “I did think about it, actually. Back when my wings first changed. But they were still burnt by the phoenix fire when Michael killed me.”

Feeling defeated, Hrein lowered her eyes. She had no further arguments, and she knew that he was going to try, regardless of the risks involved. The disciplined valkyrie sniffed, trying to fight back the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes. Stupid dragons. she thought, as her blurry gaze landed on the dragon hide pteruges that her foolish husband was wearing.

“All right, Autumn. Let’s -.” the einherjar began, only to be cut off mid sentence by his First Wife.

“Wait!” Hrein cried, her voice filled with hope.

“Hrein?” James inquired, noting the change in her demeanour.

“Thine armour! It doth be crafted from the hide of a dragon!” she nearly yelled in her excitement. Pointing at his pteruges, the valkyrie continued. “Mayhap there would be some… what is the word…? Synergy! Synergy with thy trait?”

“What are you getting at, my love?” the einherjar looked at her with a slightly confused expression.

“Thy blessing allows thee to alter that which thou dost own. That is why thou art able to empower us.” the Chooser began to explain. “It also allows thee to purloin the magic of any artifact thou dost acquire.”

“And… you want me to empower my armour with a copy of the trait…” James added, finally picking up on what she was saying.

“Yea! Master, thou needest not endanger thyself to make thee proof against flames. Thou dost only need armour like mine own!” the valkyrie exclaimed.

“That… would be the much safer route to take, Master.” Autumn agreed, feeling a little guilty for nearly endangering her owner unnecessarily.

“If you can steal magic from an artifact, why can’t you give it back?” Acrasia pointed out.

“Hai. Do this, Meowster!” Nyakuro agreed, nodding her head rapidly.

Chuckling, James shook his head. “What would I do without you ladies?” he asked with a grin. “Okay, Autumn. If you don’t mind?”

“Of course, Master.” the succubus confirmed with a nod. Focussing on the einherjar’s pteruges with his own Analysis blessing, she brought up the item’s description. Then, with the utmost care, the demoness attempted to copy and paste the einherjar’s Dragon’s Wings trait into the armour.

“Huh.” Autumn said with a slight frown, the moment after she had finished.

“What’s wrong? Didn’t it work?” Acrasia asked, moving to peer over the fallen angel’s shoulder. “Oh. Shoot.” the fairy added after reading the item’s description for herself.

Too curious to wait any longer, James brought up the armour’s description for himself.

Champion’s Pteruges: Adamantine and dragon hide armour for the legs. The armour cannot be damaged by fire.

“I see.” James hummed. “Well, it wasn’t a total loss. The experiment did teach us something, at least.”

“And I lack the energy to try anything else for now. I’m sorry, Master.” Autumn apologized. With a mere 10 Spirit remaining, the succubus chose to dump it into her Strength, giving her a new total of 250.

“I must say that I am not surprised.” Hel interjected, much to everyone’s surprise. “Thy ‘traits’, as thou dost call them, are features of thine own body, powered by thy biology. In order to enchant an item, thou wouldst be required to enhance it with actual magic.” she stated, stressing the final word.

Hearing the deity’s explanation gave Hrein another idea, and so the valkyrie quietly decided to save the 100 Spirit that she had cultivated, in order to perform another experiment later.

“Well, I for one found the experiment interesting, so I am grateful to my ladies for their assistance in performing it.” James stated firmly as he stood up and dusted off his backside. “So, who’s for going shopping?” he added with a grin.


CHAPTER 27


“Damn that devilish beast and his cadre of wenches too!” Loki hissed as he walked the streets of Elphyne. “I can’t believe that he made me, ME… sign a gods damned contract!” Nearly blind with rage, the Trickster hauled off and kicked a beautiful bush of flowers… only to find out that they had thorns.

Cursing his luck, the Sly One hopped back a few feet, and rubbed at the cuts and scrapes on his leg; quickly discovering that the generous plant had left several of those thorns in his skin and shoe. Groaning as he slowly plucked the thorns from his tender flesh and footwear, the Mischief-Monger planned his revenge.

“I’ll make him pay.” he muttered under his breath. The deity knew that he had to stay relatively quiet, since it was the dead of night, and he had almost been spotted several times by the numerous patrols that wandered the city’s streets. “Oh yes, he will pay.” he continued to mutter with an evil sneer.

Finally reaching his destination, Loki carefully approached the building without touching the stairs. With one last look around, to ensure that no one had seen him, the Sly One laid a long, slender package on the doorstep of the temple. Once it was in place, the crafty god transformed into a fly, and slipped through the small gap in the parcel’s wrapping.
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Ocypete yawned and stretched her wings above her head. The day before had been a long one, and she silently prayed to Hermes that today would be less busy. “At least I shouldn’t have to fly a thousand miles for some chocolate today.” she muttered to herself. While she was very grateful for the pay, which she still couldn’t believe, she could do without a similar amount of work the day after. And for significantly less pay. she silently lamented.

The harpy was about to ascend the stairs leading into the Temple of Hermes, when she noticed a parcel sitting on the bottom step. “Well, well. What do we have here?” the messenger murmured. Atop the parcel was a small pouch containing 13 drachma and 22 obols, and the parcel itself was addressed to Hermes. “Not the Temple of Hermes, but Hermes himself?” Ocypete noted aloud. “No sign of the sender, though.”

Scooping the parcel up with one of her taloned feet, the harpy expertly slipped it into her mailbag and went inside. So much for today not being a long one… she silently grumbled.
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Flying at top speed, it still took the harpy the better part of two days to reach the base of Mount Olympus. I’m just lucky that Hermes has a deal with Tiurakh to let us roost in his trees as a rest stop. Eighteen hours is just too long to fly across an ocean, and not have a safe place to nap afterwards. Ocypete silently grumbled as she gazed upon the mountain. And then it was another twelve hours just to get here! I don’t care if I’m running late, there was no way I was flying up there last night.

Looking up, she saw that the sun was already very high in the sky, making her guess that it was a couple of hours before noon. “Okay. Last stretch. Then I’ll take my time going home.” she quietly promised herself.
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Hermes walked into the small shrine that hung off the side of Mount Olympus. The carved marble structure was impossible to reach without flying, and existed solely as a place for his messengers to deliver parcels that were addressed to the gods. With his famous winged sandals, the Herald of the Gods had no difficulty reaching it.

“Hello Ocypete. It’s been a while.” the God of Trade and Travel greeted the harpy congenially.

“Greetings, my Lord.” Ocypete replied, remaining prostrate before his altar. “Thank you for coming to meet me.”

“But of course.” the deity replied breezily as he sat on the corner of the gilded marble slab. “You are one of my messengers, and you have a package for the gods of Olympus. Since it is forbidden for mortals to set foot upon the heavenly realm, it is only natural that I should descend to meet you.”

Ocypete remained silent, relatively sure that the god wasn’t actually interested in conversing with her, and that it was simply his generally affable nature showing.

Leaning his famous staff, the Caduceus, against the altar, Hermes picked up the box and examined it. The serpents on the staff shifted their positions slightly, so that they’d be more comfortable, and not be pinned between the stone and the rod itself.

Ugh. It always creeps me out to see them move like that. Ocypete shuddered, seeing the movement out of the corner of her eye. Why couldn’t he have just left it at the nice wings that adorn the top of the staff? Why’d he have to add the serpents to it? she wondered for the hundredth time.

“Let’s see…” Hermes hummed thoughtfully. “No obvious sender? And addressed solely to me.”

“It was dropped off in Elphyne, my Lord.” the harpy informed her master.

“Is that so? Did anyone see the person who left it behind?” he asked, suspecting that he already knew the answer.

“No, my Lord.” Ocypete replied.

“Well then. Naught to do but open it, right?” Hermes stated with a smirk. Tearing away the string that bound the parcel shut, the god began to carefully undo the thin leather wrapping. He wasn’t surprised when a fly buzzed past, as he revealed the grim contents of the package.

“Now… what do we do with this?” Hermes pondered aloud as he gazed upon the bloody spear.

“My Lord?” Ocypete inquired, unable to contain her curiosity. What would someone send a god, that couldn’t just be offered as a sacrifice on an altar?

Hermes hefted the spear and examined it a little more closely. To his experienced eye, it was clearly of elven make. “You said this came from Elphyne, correct?” he asked, just to be sure.

“Yes, my Lord.” Ocypete replied a little unsteadily, as she secretly eyed the weapon from where she knelt.

“There is no doubt in my mind that Queen Titania is well aware of the Roman method of declaring war…” the God of Trade thought out loud.

“My Lord!” the harpy squeaked. “Surely there has been some mistake!”

“Has there?” Hermes asked with a knowing and mischievous grin. Turning his gaze upon the messenger, the god seemed to appraise her for a moment, then shifted his position so that he was sitting directly in front of her. “You know, since you’re here…” he teased, adjusting his toga so that his genitals were exposed.

Ocypete swallowed hard and tried not to grimace. Why are all of the Olympians like this? she mentally whined.

“Oh come now. You knew that you were visiting a fertility god.” Hermes smirked, seeming to have read her thoughts.

“Yes, my Lord.” the harpy stated in a level voice, not daring to sigh or complain out loud. Crawling forward until she was kneeling between his legs, Ocypete reluctantly raised her head. In the background, she swore that she heard the serpents hissing with laughter.

“Yes… Titania…” Hermes hummed as his eyes narrowed in pleasure.
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Loki had a sneaking suspicion that Hermes had seen through his disguise, but had let him pass for reasons of his own. I know that he and I had a few laughs in the past, playing tricks on the other gods, but I can’t help but wonder what he’s up to this time. the Sly One pondered as he flew further up the mountain.

It didn’t take long for the disguised god to reach the divine realm of Olympus, due to the simple fact that the messenger station was less than a mile from the mountain’s peak. The first thing that he noticed was that the very air had changed. The Norse god suddenly found himself flying through a thick, dark mist, as if he were making his way through the middle of a storm cloud. Using the mountainside as a guide, Loki pushed on until he finally emerged above the clouds.

I need to be extra careful from here on in. the Mischief-Monger silently told himself. Before him were the famed golden gates of Olympus. The entrance was shut and clearly barred by a massive beam of orichalcum, but that wasn’t what troubled the deity.

The Horae… Loki thought to himself as he spied on the women guarding the gate. Or at least three of them. These ones appear to be the Seasons, rather than the Orders. Looking at the tall marble walls that surrounded Olympus, the god briefly considered trying to fly over them, rather than sneak past the goddesses, but decided that might not be a good idea.

“Shall we dance again, sisters, to pass the time?” one of the women asked. Like her siblings, the Olympian deity was a vision of beauty, and generously endowed. Her golden blonde hair was long and wavy, if a little windswept, and profusely decorated with violets and roses. Upon her head was a crown of spring flowers, made all the more radiant by being beaded with shimmering dew.

“I would rather not start, Thallo, for our time is nearly up. The Orders will be here to relieve us soon.” countered the second of the women. Unlike her sisters, the speaker had very short hair, even if it was the same lustrous blonde as the others. As if to make up for it however, she not only bore a crown of olive branches, but also a basket of fruit atop her head. The woman moved with such elegance and poise, that not a single grape was disturbed as she walked. “Rather, let us speak of clothing. Auxo, long have you worn that shimmering white gown, while we have made do with these purple robes. Don’t you think it’s time you leant it to one of us?”

“Not at all, dear Carpo.” the final woman replied. Fanning her rosy cheeks with her hand, as if to dispel the light sheen of sweat gathered there, Auxo denied her sister’s claim. “You know how hot I get in those robes. And besides, just look at how wonderfully this linen clings to my figure.” she giggled.

Thallo rolled her eyes, but grinned at her sister. “You just like how that slit running up the side shows off your shapely thighs.”

“Not so!” Auxo argued, pouting playfully at her sister. “Well, perhaps only when Dionysus is around to see.” she finally agreed with a saucy wink.

“Or Zeus, or Ares, or…” Carpo started counting on her fingers while listing off the male gods.

“Hey now!” Auxo protested, pretending to threaten her sister with the sickle in her hand. “It’s not like you didn’t sneak off with Hermes the other day.”

“You weren’t supposed to tell!” Carpo nearly shouted, swatting her sister and nearly knocking the crown of wheat off her head.

“Baa!” a small, fluffy sheep bleated while rubbing itself against Thallo’s leg.

“Boramez is right.” the goddess stated, running her fingers through the animal’s curly wool. “It’s hardly a secret that any of us sneak off with Hermes whenever we get the chance.” she giggled.

I’ve heard more than enough of this vapid girl talk. Loki silently complained. It’s time to make my move. Flitting behind Auxo’s back, the Sly One made for the gate. The bars were spaced widely enough that a man could easily thrust a spear through them, so they posed no barrier to a fly.

Auxo sneezed the moment that he got close however, which put her sisters on guard. “An omen!” Thallo hissed, suddenly turning very serious. Lifting her hand above her head, the goddess seemed to draw the very stars towards her. In seconds, the tiny twinkling lights gathered above her palm and formed a rotating circle.

That… looks dangerous. Loki thought to himself, feeling a little panicked by the sight. Not wanting to stick around to find out if he was right or not, the Trickster slipped through the gates and flew deeper into Olympus as fast as he could.
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Loki settled onto boulder and breathed a sigh of relief. The Horae didn’t seem to be chasing after him, so there was a good chance that the goddesses hadn’t spotted him sneaking in.

Taking a look around, the Trickster found that Olympus didn’t quite look how he had imagined that it would. Pure white cattle with golden horns foraged in vast, snow covered fields that made up the foothills of the mountainous realm. This surprised Loki, because he had already ascended the mountain proper, only to find that he seemed to be starting at the base again, but on a different plane of existence.

A single road, paved in gold, wound its way up the mountainside. From where the disguised deity was sitting, it didn’t look like the mountain was all that high, and so he felt like his destination was close at hand.

Good. he thought tho himself. I’ll grab the weapon quickly and be on my way. I want to be out of this strange realm as quickly as I can. Casting his gaze around one more time, to ensure that no one was coming for him, the Sly One wondered where to begin his search. The only building that he could see at the moment was a structure that appeared to be an immense set of stables. Despite being built for horses, the building’s walls were a glory to behold, shining as if polished to the finest possible sheen, and crafted from exquisitely cut marble.

I doubt a god would store his weapon in a stable. Loki scoffed, dismissing the building as a waste of time. Gah! I can’t believe that I am going through all of this trouble, just to steal a weapon and give it to that… that… beast! the Trickster silently hissed. The last thing that I want is to make that creature more powerful, so this is the best weapon for me to give him, while still fulfilling that damned contract. He’ll only be able to use it once, so there is that. And… if I engineer an encounter with an angry god, who isn’t me… he’ll be forced to waste it! The Sly One laughed at his new plan and rubbed his little fly legs together gleefully.

Content that he would have his revenge on the einherjar, Loki followed the golden bricked road all the way up the mountain. When he reached what he thought of as the peak, he again found that it was nothing like his expectations. To say that the ground was uneven was a vast understatement. Towering walls of stone formed natural cliffs and valleys, with each little niche housing a splendid palace of its own. By and large, the marble buildings were built upon bronze foundations, though one seemed to be fully crafted from orichalcum, with stars set in the metal, like gems.

Judging by the black smoke rising from that one, I’d wager that is the house of Hephaestus, the smith. Loki guessed. And that… that would be my target. he added, turning his attention to the largest palace of them all. Sitting dead centre in the middle of the settlement, was what could only be the palace of Zeus. The walls around it were so high, that they nearly touched the endless bronze dome that made up the sky of Olympus.

Seeing the weird sky only served to make the Norse god feel uncomfortable again, reminding him of how unnatural the realm really was. One of the first things that Loki had noticed upon entering Olympus, was that there was no weather at all. Though the ground was covered in a soft blanket of snow, there was no wind, rain or precipitation of any kind. It all feels so… artificial. the deity shuddered in revulsion.

Slipping between the bars of Zeus’ gate, Loki found himself in the largest courtyard he’d ever seen. This place could house hundreds… no, thousands of people… he marvelled. The massive courtyard featured stone walkways so smooth, that they couldn’t have been cut by mortal hands. Other than the main path, which led to the palace itself, each walkway lead to some place of relaxation, usually a circular colonnade or a fountain, with each being a work of art unto itself.

As interesting as all of that was, Loki wasn’t there to take a tour and relax. Turning his attention to the main building, he saw that it was no less superbly built. With walls of seamless marble, and a foundation of burnished bronze, the palace definitely made a statement. Not as much of a statement as these golden floors though. the Trickster noted with a hint of envy.

Almost immediately after entering, the Norse deity came upon the central hall. The huge room was clearly designed for feasting, but that was not all. The very centre of the room had what one could only describe as a large, rectangular window in the floor. It didn’t contain any glass, but instead appeared to be an opening in the sky, where the gods could stand around and view the mortal world below.

Situated around the pool-like window, were the twelve seats of the gods. The two at the head of the portal were large golden thrones, clearly belonging to Zeus and Hera, while the five on each side of the window varied a bit in design. Some appeared to be well wrought chairs, while others were more like couches, but one and all were forged of solid gold.

If I were him, I might hide my weapon somewhere on my throne. Loki surmised. Figuring it was as good a place as any to begin his search, the disguised god buzzed across the room towards the biggest seat in the house. He only made it a few feet however, before something startled him and he was forced to dive for cover under one of the golden couches.

What… what is that? Loki nearly gasped out loud. The Norse god could hardly believe his eyes when the table that he was watching moved again. Despite being made of gold, just like nearly everything in the palace, the piece of furniture seemed almost alive. Each of its three legs was jointed, and the construct moved about of its own accord. Moreover, it moved so smoothly that it didn’t disturb the golden, double handled goblets that were resting atop it in the slightest. Must be more of Hephaestus’ work. the Sly One silently grumbled.

Deciding that the tables likely weren’t threats, which was good since there were many of them crawling around the chamber, Loki pressed on with his search. Unfortunately for him, the inquisitive fly didn’t find a single hint as to where Zeus might store his famous weapon, at least not anywhere near his throne. A quick search of the rooms to the sides of the hall revealed most to be storerooms, filled with interesting objects like decanters of nectar and jars of honey-like ambrosia, but no weapons.

Damn it! It must be around here somewhere. Loki silently cursed, feeling more anxious every minute that he remained in the Olympian’s home. Hurrying along, the Sly One found that there were only three doors remaining unchecked. Two of which turned out to be bedchambers, with one obviously belonging to Hera, and the other to Zeus, neither of which offering up the prize that Loki was looking for.

Carefully crawling along the ceiling in the hopes of entering the final room unseen, the Mischief-Monger infiltrated Zeus’ private throne room. Set away from the rest of the building by a fair bit, the chamber was somewhat larger than he had been expecting. There, he found the true peak of Mount Olympus. Carved into the jagged stone was a seat fit for the king of the gods, and thankfully, it was empty.

Damn. I’m truly tempted to sit on that throne, just to see how it feels… but those ominous golden clouds that are floating above it are giving me the creeps. Loki thought to himself. Swallowing hard, the god-in-fly-form braced himself mentally, and crept as close to the throne as he dared. Buzzing about the room to view it from as many angles as possible, without getting too close, the Trickster searched for the divine weapon that he sought, but saw no trace of it.

Where could it be!? he nearly screamed. Surely the old fool doesn’t carry it around with him at all times? Deciding that it would be best to ponder such things in a safer location, Loki quickly made his way to the exit, and left Zeus’ palace altogether. While he would never feel safe anywhere in Olympus, he figured that he was much better off outside the walls of the head god’s home.

Loki briefly thought about searching the homes of the other gods and beings who dwelt in the divine realm, but quickly ruled them out. No god is going to store his most powerful weapon in the home of another. he sighed. So where is it? He wouldn’t bury it somewhere or something, would he?

Wandering the realm of Olympus, the Norse god was careful to avoid going anywhere near the divine residents, staying off the streets as much as he could. Even though he was currently disguised as a fly, he was dealing with gods, and unfriendly ones at that. There was no telling which of them might see through his transformation, or what kind of reaction they might have upon finding him. Though it definitely wouldn’t be pleasant for me. he admitted to himself.

Eventually, Loki found himself back at the base of the mountain, though still within the divine realm. Maybe I should just give up and think of a different weapon? the Trickster pondered dejectedly. Just when he was about to give up and make his way to the golden gates, the Sly One spotted the massive set of stables once again. No way… it couldn’t be, right? he thought to himself.

Deciding it was worth a shot after all, the Mischief-Monger buzzed across the fields until he reached the stables. Since the doors were ajar, Loki proceeded with extra care, just in case someone was inside. To the Trickster, this meant dashing from one point of cover to another, before peeking out to scan the area as best he could.

The first hiding spot he took was just inside the doors. A large object was covered with a well made tarp, so it looked like the perfect place for him to start. Zipping under the linen cover, Loki was almost stunned by the wealth reflecting in his multifaceted eyes. Before him sat what could only be a divine chariot. As far as he could tell, only the axles were iron, and every other part was fashioned from one precious metal or another. The rims of the wheels were wrought of orichalcum, each with eight spokes of bronze and hubs of silver. The double railed cab was plated in gold and silver both, and even the pole was argent. But that wasn’t what truly gave away the divine nature of the vehicle. Surely some absurdly wealthy king might have commissioned such a work. No, what set this chariot apart from its mortal counterparts, were the feathered wings that graced its sides.

If this is his chariot… he might hide it here. Loki surmised. Carefully making his way around the inside of the cab, the Trickster searched every nook and cranny. To his ultimate disappointment, the Norse god found nothing of note, beyond the craftsmanship of the chariot itself.

Creeping out from under the tarp, Loki tried to pick his next target. What he saw instead filled him with envy. Even the horses eat from golden troughs! he nearly yelled. And… is that ambrosia they are filled with? These damn Olympians even feed their mounts the victuals of immortality!? Just how much do they have to flaunt their wealth!? Seething with anger and jealousy, the Trickster vowed to return one day, and loot everything of value from the divine realm.

Just as his mind turned to devising a plot that would allow him to carry off literal tons of gold, something else caught his attention. Something that he had been looking for, oh so desperately. Trotting out of the first stall came a pure white horse with gorgeous wings. And there on his back, rested the adornments of a pack animal.

“Pegasus!” he gasped, suddenly drawing the horse’s attention. The disguised god instinctively covered his proboscis with his tiny fly legs, and went perfectly still. The odds of the horse, divine in nature or not, spotting him in his current form were slim to none, but the Trickster wasn’t taking any chances.

That’s right! I’m sure that I heard somewhere that Zeus uses Pegasus as a pack animal to carry his thunderbolts! That means… yes! I have a plan! the Sly One told himself, getting a little excited. Quickly flying outside the stable, Loki zipped around the corner and checked to ensure that no one was watching. Satisfied that the coast was clear, the Trickster shifted into another of his most infamous forms, that of a gorgeous mare.

Giving her head a shake, Loki let out a low whinny, and then trotted back around the corner. Sure enough, Pegasus had heard the call, and stuck his head out the door to locate the origin of the sound.

Determined to draw the stallion out of the stable, Loki trotted in a small circle while neighing softly, proudly dancing for the powerful male. As expected, this did an excellent job of grasping the winged horse’s attention, and Pegasus wasted no time in approaching the mare. But Loki wasn’t interested in being caught. No, I need to lead him away. Far from these stables, where there will be no prying eyes. Even then I’ll have to be careful. If I shift back to my godly form and startle him, he may bolt. I need to get a thunderbolt out of his pack, without him noticing…

Plan set in her mind, Loki neighed loudly and took off running. With no hesitation at all, Pegasus gave chase, and then the race was on. The two horses ran like the wind, eating up the miles in no time, and headed for the most remote regions of Olympus. But unfortunately for Loki, the winged horse grew tired of their game long before the Trickster did.

Glancing behind herself to make sure that Pegasus was still giving chase, Loki was shocked to realize that the white horse was nowhere to be seen. Nothing but open fields lie behind her. What!? Where did he go!? the Sly One wondered, worried that the winged horse had turned back to the stable at some point. Stopping in her tracks, the black mare looked this way and that in search of the other horse. In fact, she looked every way but up.

Loki grunted in surprise as Pegasus descended from the skies and roughly mounted her from behind. Oh no, not again! she cried internally, as a single tear rolled down her cheek.

[image: ]


For once, Loki was lucky. In a way, at least. During all of the vigorous motion, one of Zeus’ famed thunderbolts had actually tumbled from Pegasus’ pack, to fall in the snow. This meant that Loki didn’t have to figure out how to get into said pack without spooking the horse. All she had to do was ride it out until Pegasus had his fill.

Why do horses have so much endurance!? Loki cried as he lie in the snow, having finally returned to his natural form. Night had long since fallen, and the white horse had left to return to the stables some time ago. After giving himself some time to recover, as much mentally as physically, the Norse god climbed to his feet and recovered the fallen weapon. The things I endure for my plans… the Trickster silently lamented.

Turning to the west, the Sly One could see the high white walls of Olympus gleaming in the moonlight. “Can’t carry this through the gate without those Horae noticing… guess it’s over the wall this time.” he quietly muttered. And so, Loki set off at a jog and activated his magical shoes, which let the god run through the air or over water at will.


CHAPTER 28


James and his party appeared in the Upper City of Elphen, which sat a hundred feet above the ground. Made up of platforms that surrounded the trunks of massive Sequoia trees, and connected by a network of suspension bridges, the Upper City somewhat resembled a multi-layered spiderweb that was woven around and between the giant redwoods.

Far below the Upper City sat the Lower City. This section of the settlement was built directly upon the ground, and was usually the only part that was open to foreigners. Of course, this meant that the Lower City was the main hub of trade for the city of Elphen.

Thus, one might expect that the Lower City should have been the einherjar’s destination, but when James had gone to accept Titania’s offer to send him shopping, the queen had surprised him with yet another task added on top of the original request.

“Since you are already going to Elphen, I think that we should take full advantage of the situation, and have you act as my representative.” the fae monarch had said with a mischievous smirk. “The goal, of course, being to reopen dialogue between our nations.” In fact, Titania had been so sure that the einherjar would take her up on her offer, that the Fairy Queen had prepared a letter of introduction for him, as well as a small bag of mushrooms and a personal letter to her old friend Iolanthe.

“She sees right through me.” the Champion muttered as he took in the magnificent view of the city. Everywhere he looked, elves dressed in greens and browns went about their business. Up above, a glorious canopy of evergreen branches shaded the city from the harsh sun, and created a playful pattern of dappled light on everything below.

Though it was still warm by the ex-soldier’s standards, the air was a lot cooler than back in Elphyne. I’m glad that I got the ladies to put on some clothes before coming. the einherjar thought to himself. Wouldn’t want them to catch a chill.

Before they had even gone to see Titania, James had suggested that Acrasia put on the green dress that she had been wearing when he first met her, and asked Nyakuro to find something to wear as well. The cat-girl had disappeared upstairs for a few minutes, and came back wearing a leopard print, or more correctly, a jaguar print bikini. When he had asked her where she had gotten such an outfit, the nekomata had grinned and replied “Chimalma.”.

“Halt! Stay where you are!” a woman’s voice suddenly commanded, breaking the einherjar’s train of thought. The sound of numerous feet running on the wooden platform suddenly echoed all around them.

It didn’t take James long to spot the speaker, since she was racing towards them with her sword drawn. Of course, she wasn’t the only one, either. Less than ten seconds after arriving, the Champion and his party were surrounded by armed guards, all of which seemed to be on edge.

“How did you get up here!? Answer me!” the elven woman demanded, thrusting her sword in James’ face.

Thankfully, though on guard themselves, none of his women reacted violently to the threats. Each of them stayed calm, and didn’t do anything rash, like drawing weapons or challenging the soldiers.

“Queen Titania of the Seelie Court sent me here directly.” the einherjar claimed in a steady voice.

“Ha! As if Titania would have anything to do with a were-cur like you!” the pretty elf sneered. Despite the look of hatred in her eyes, the ex-soldier had to admit that the blonde haired woman was quite beautiful. She stood a little taller than the average elf, at maybe 5’ 6” in height, and was built a bit more solidly as well.

To be frank, she looks rather dashing in her leather armour. I wonder, is that wyvern hide or something? It is quite similar to the dragon hide in my pteruges. the ex-soldier couldn’t help but wonder.

“Hey! Eyes up here, knave!” the female soldier shouted, lifting his chin with the tip of her sword.

“Sorry. I was admiring your armour, and wondering if I could order some for Elphyne’s troops. What manner of hide is it?” the Champion asked, meeting her eyes once again.

“What?” the woman seemed genuinely baffled. “Why would we sell armour to the enemy? What kind of fools do you take us for?”

“Enemy? Why would you be hostile towards Elphyne?” James asked, furrowing his brow in concern. “Has something happened to Queen Iolanthe II?”

“Watch your tongue, cur!” the soldier hissed, pressing the tip of her blade against his throat. “Nothing has happened to her majesty, and nothing will happen to her! Not on my watch!”

Hrein sighed, more than a little annoyed at the guard for treating her husband with such disrespect, and also with the man in question for allowing the conversation to get so sidetracked. “I advise thee to take care, warrior, for the man thou art facing is Baron Fir of the Seelie Court. Further, he hath a letter of introduction from the queen.”

The female elf glanced at Hrein, and grimaced at her words. Her eyes then dipped a little lower, and her frown deepened even more when she spotted the adamantine collar around the Chooser’s neck. “Slave.” she hissed. Whipping her head back around to look James in the eye, she snarled, seemingly even angrier than she was before. “You will release the valkyrie immediately!” she demanded. “Baron or not, slavery is illegal in Elphen!”

This time it was James’ turn to frown. “I’m sorry, but that is physically impossible. I cannot remove the binding, even if I wanted to.”

“Nor would I wish him to!” Hrein declared firmly. “It is this collar which doth mark me as his wife, and no force in Heaven or on Earth may separate us!”

“Yeah!” Acrasia shouted. “Me too!”

“Meow!” Nyakuro added with a determined nod.

“Uh… it’s probably best that I’m not released, to be honest. God knows what damage a demoness like me would do if allowed to run free in the world.” Autumn admitted.

“What? Wife?” the elf asked, her expression once again returning to one of bewilderment.

“Ladies Hrein, Acrasia, and Nyakuro are my wives, while Autumn here is my concubine.” James informed the female soldier. “As for myself, it is as my First Wife stated. I am James Fir, Champion of Lady Hel, and Baron of the Seelie Court.” he stated proudly, tapping the coat of arms on his sash.

“Lady Hel? As in the Goddess of Death!?” the woman nearly shouted, clearly growing alarmed.

“That is correct.” the einherjar confirmed with a nod. “And this is my letter of introduction.” he said, summoning the letter from his Inventory. “I also have a personal letter for Duchess Iolanthe, from Queen Titania.”

“That’s -.” the woman was cut off by shouting from below and the sudden ringing of a bell.

“We are under attack! Stand to! Stand to!” The original cry was echoed by the soldiers nearby, and most of them ran off to their posts, leaving a mere half a dozen surrounding James and his party.

“Attack? By whom?” James asked, sending the letters back to his Inventory.

“As if you don’t know!” the elf screamed at him, her hand beginning to visibly shake.

“I give you my word that I do not, madam.” the einherjar stated calmly. “Further, if you allow us to assist you, we will. Perhaps by healing the wounded?”

“Why would a Champion of Death heal people!?” the female warrior snapped, clearly accusing him of lying.

“Short version? People have the wrong idea about her. She takes care of the dead. She doesn’t want to cut the lives of the living short.” James quickly explained.

The elf’s face screwed up as she considered his words, which sounded just reasonable enough to possibly be true. “Bah! I don’t have time for this! I am needed below!”

“Then let us take me take you there.” James offered, holding his hand out to the woman and spreading his wings.

“What!?” the elf shrieked as the einherjar suddenly grabbed her hand and pulled her into his arms, utterly disregarding the wound she caused as she stabbed him in the shoulder.

“To arms, my loves!” the Champion shouted. “We defend Elphen!”

Hrein rolled her eyes, but couldn’t contain the smirk that crept onto her lips. “Our husband is a fool, but I cannot blame him. The song of battle doth call to me as well.” the valkyrie yelled, summoning her spear and shield before taking to the air. The rest of the women followed suit, and soon the group was plummeting towards the Lower City.

The blonde elf screamed as James leapt off the edge of the platform to follow his harem, still holding the panicking woman in his arms. “Let me go! No! Don’t let me go! Aaaahh!”

Not bothering to slow his descent any more than necessary, only a few heartbeats passed before the einherjar’s bare feet slammed into the soft earth of the Lower City. As soon as he released the elf, she scrambled away from him as quickly as she could, levelling her blade in his direction once again.

“What the…” the blonde warrior gasped, as the wound she’d given him healed up before her very eyes. “I knew it! You are a werewolf!” she cried.

“Werewolf? Do I look like a wolf to you!?” James snapped back at her. “Bah! Enough of this nonsense! Point me at your enemies, and know that Elphyne has come to your aid!” With that, he summoned his rapier to his right hand and let it rest against his shoulder. “Quickly now, girl. Your men are dying!”

“Girl!? I am no mere girl! I am Phyllis II, Captain of the Elphen Guard!” she declared, as if challenging him to a duel.

“Point. Me. To. The. Enemy!” the Champion roared, tired of wasting time.

Phyllis wasn’t sure if she should point him to the front or not. If he attacks my soldiers from behind… but… if he really were an enemy, shouldn’t he already know what direction they are attacking from? And why the elaborate ruse? Licking her lips, the guard captain chose to take a chance. “There.” she pointed with her sword. “Follow the sound of the bell.”

Spinning on his heel, James turned and ran in the opposite direction than he had been facing. Having never landed, his wives who were circling overhead, shot off ahead of him. I’d better catch up, or they’ll have finished everyone off before I even get there. he joked to himself.

Following their lead, James took to the air and was racing for the gate, when he heard a woman’s scream off to the left. A quick glance allowed him to see an elven lady being pulled into a dark alley, clearly against her will. Adjusting the angle of his wing, the einherjar quickly changed course and dove after the woman.

Tucking in his wings at the last second, the Champion landed at a run, but almost immediately had to skid to a stop. Before him was a scene that looked like it had been torn straight out of a horror movie. The woman that he had come running to save lie in a crumpled heap on the ground, with four long and bloody gashes in her abdomen. But that wasn’t what startled him the most.

Glowing red eyes stared back at James from the inky darkness of the alley, and a deep growl echoed along the brick walls. There, hunched over the fallen form of the woman, was a beast out of legend; a veritable walking nightmare that had long been said to stalk the night.

It was only when the thing moved that the einherjar realized that the darkness wasn’t all shadows, but that the creature’s fur was also as black as midnight. In fact, aside from the two red orbs in its beastly head, only the stark white of its fangs could be seen in the dim light.

Not wanting to risk letting the woman bleed out, James evoked a double cast of Panacea with a subtle movement of his fingers, rapidly healing the unconscious elf’s wounds. “Now, with that taken care of, all that I have left to deal with is you.” the Champion growled in a low voice.

Even though the ex-soldier hadn’t taken his eyes off the beast, he was still taken by surprise when the creature moved. The monster was almost absurdly quick on its feet, bounding off the walls and back to the ground in a series of movements that would impress even the most grizzled veteran of parkour.

The speed at which the creature attacked almost prevented the einherjar from bringing his sword up in time to block the vicious swipe of its claws. As it was, he was only able to parry one such strike, and thus found himself wide open to the second.

The creature howled as its claws dug into the Champion’s side, and rent four great gashes in his flesh. Only the tough bones of his ribcage kept the monster from shredding his innards with the attack.

Though he was starting the fight off on the back foot, the ex-soldier was no slouch when it came to combat. Rather than try to gain distance so that he could use his sword more effectively, the einherjar countered with a powerful left hook, catching the beast square in the jaw.

The heavy blow caused the monster to reel for a moment, but it managed to regain its footing before the Champion could take advantage of the momentary pause in its attacks. James noticed when the creature’s eyes flicked to his wounded side, and heard its snarl in response to seeing how quickly his wounds were closing.

With another growl, the beast launched itself at the ex-soldier yet again, but this time the einherjar was ready for it. Sending his sword back to his Inventory, James quickly snatched the creature by its upper arms, while dropping onto his back. In the same motion, the Champion planted a foot solidly in the monster’s gut, and used his leverage to toss the creature over his head. It was a throw that his old shidoshi had called a Tomoe Nage.

Immediately after releasing the beast, James allowed the momentum to carry him into a backwards summersault, then quickly spun around to face his enemy as soon as he had landed on his feet. Having been thrown clear out of the alley, the monster was perfectly visible in the light of day, as it stood up and howled.

“Werewolf.” James snarled, instantly recognizing the creature.
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“Werewolves.” Hrein hissed. The moment that the valkyrie had passed over the Lower City’s wall, she knew that they were going to have a serious problem. Somewhere around a dozen werewolves were running rampant just outside the settlement, and laying waste to the elven forces trying to fend them off.

“I’ll defend the gate, and make sure that none get through!” Autumn shouted, before diving to the ground and taking up the position that she had claimed.

Hrein didn’t bother responding, but that was only because it was obvious to both of them that the succubus had been right in her assessment. The gates needed to be defended, simply because they couldn’t be closed. From the look of things, the pack of werewolves had attacked during peak hours of traffic into the Lower City, and so a long line of merchants and livestock were scrambling to reach shelter. As a result, the city guard wasn’t able to defend from the safety of their walls, but instead had to go outside and clash with the enemy in the open. To do anything less would mean abandoning the innocents in the caravan to the predation of the monsters.

Unfortunately for the elves, this proved to be very much to the advantage of the werewolves. So much so, that Hrein suspected that the canny beasts had timed the attack for just that result. “No fire!” the valkyrie shouted to her comrades. Though she hoped that each of them would be wise enough not to use fire magic in a forest like the one that they were in, the Chooser left nothing to chance. Sometimes even common sense can slip in the heat of battle, after all. she reminded herself.

Diving at the nearest enemy like a falcon falling upon its prey, Hrein slammed her spear down through the monster’s upper back, such that it exited out his lower abdomen. The beast howled in agony at being pierced so fiercely, and wisely turned its attention from the small elven child that was cowering beneath a wagon.

Locking eyes with the heroic valkyrie, the monster snarled and leapt at her, heedless of the damage that the spear was doing to his insides. Unfortunately for him, Hrein was no novice when it came to battle, and she easily evaded his vicious attack. Her graceful aerial movements dodged his raking claws, while her stout shield blocked his fangs.

“I shall be taking that back.” the valkyrie teased, secretly enjoying the excuse to fight. Snapping her hand out, Hrein gripped the shaft of her spear once again, and sent it to her Inventory. Less than a second passed before it blinked back into her hand, and the Chooser was able to drop into a defensive stance.

Shield raised before her and spear poised overhead, the valkyrie prepared to strike her foe from above. But rather than press the attack, the shield maiden hesitated. The terrible wound that she had first dealt to the monster was already healing before her very eyes. She had heard the legends spoken of lycanthropes, back when she had served in Odin’s halls. The stories spoke of rabid beasts that would instantly heal any wound dealt to them, by any means other than silver.

I cannot allow this to be a battle of attrition. she silently told herself. The enemy doth outnumber us, so even if I can outlast this one, his comrades will wreak havoc in the mean time. And though I am loathe to admit it, mine own endurance and Qi may run dry before his does. As Hrein’s mind raced to come up with a solution to battling the monster, the answer came from a somewhat unexpected source.

Seemingly out of nowhere, the pitch and tone of the werewolves’ howling changed from that of predatory rage, to notes of pain and confusion. As Hrein watched her opponent prepare to launch itself at her again, she saw it stumble backwards and clutch its chest, as if struck by an arrow.

Whimpering like a dog in agony, the werewolf dropped to all fours and put some distance between them. Then, just like before, the creature cried and leapt to the right, this time acting as if he had been struck in the kidney. Try as she might however, Hrein could spot no visible wounds on the monster, now any arrows striking it.

The sound of elves cheering filled the air, as one and all the werewolves fell back and began their retreat, whining like kicked dogs all the way. It was only then that the valkyrie thought to look up, and immediately understood the cause of their grief. Flitting about high up in the air, a beautiful blonde fairy was unleashing round after round of Elf Shot. The invisible arrows were certainly hitting their mark, and causing unbearable, and perhaps more importantly un-healing, cramps and aches.

“Acrasia!” Hrein cheered, pumping her fist and holding her weapon high, while grinning at her friend.

The leannán sídhe twirled her bow and curtsied in mid air, celebrating her victory with flair, and causing the defenders to laugh and cheer all the louder.
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James stared down the monster in front of him. He briefly thought about summoning his rapier again, but knew that it would be useless to do so. Besides… I don’t want to. he silently admitted to himself. Taking a step forward, Hel’s Champion growled. Something primal deep inside of him was roaring. A chasmic instinct demanded that he face this creature with tooth and claw, and assert his dominance.

By now, the street was clear of civilians, so the only people around were guardsmen. Having never seen nor even heard of the einherjar before, the elven warriors couldn’t help but be baffled by what they saw. From their perspective, two ferocious beasts were standing in the middle of the street, growling at each other.

“Stay back! Stay back!” Phyllis commanded, taking control of the scene. The elven captain still wasn’t sure that she could trust the supposed baron, but there was one thing that she was certain of. The massive black werewolf that he was facing off against, was definitely her enemy.

Seeing that the captain of the guard was keeping her people out of harm’s way, James focussed all of his attention on the enemy combatant. The fact that she didn’t seem inclined to interfere made the einherjar’s face split in a feral grin.

His opponent snarled and growled, slowly moving side to side, as if it wanted nothing more than to get past him, rather than challenge him outright. Further, the way that its eyes occasionally seemed to lock onto something behind him, spoke volumes of the creature’s real goal to the ex-soldier.

“I don’t think so.” James growled, shifting to completely block the alley. For some reason, it’s focussed on the unconscious woman. I can’t let it get to her. he realized.

Seeing James block the alley, the werewolf let out a plaintive whine, which gradually became a howl of rage. When the beast lowered its head to look at him once more, its eyes were glowing even more fiercely.

“Good. Let’s see what you’ve got.” the Champion growled. No sooner were the words out of his mouth, than the two combatants lunged at one another. In the blink of an eye, the monstrous fighters clashed, claws raking and tearing thick hide, while sharp fangs sank deep into flesh. Yet, no matter how bloody a wound each dealt the other, all traces of damage vanished within seconds.

The werewolf howled again in pain and rage, as James slipped to its side and drew it into an arm bar, before slamming it face first into the cobblestone street. Snarling, the beast spit its bloody, broken tooth onto the ground, before wrenching on its own arm until the shoulder dislocated, and it managed to slip free.

James snarled right back and moved to jump onto the creature’s legs, but his slippery opponent managed to shift out of the way in the nick of time. Locking eyes with each other, both warriors slowly regained their feet.

As the ex-soldier had expected, there werewolf’s supernatural physiology was truly impressive. It didn’t even have to work to put its shoulder back into joint, as its muscles and tendons pulled it back into place on their own.

He should have known better than to be distracted by his scientific curiosity, however. The momentary lapse in focus almost cost him his head, as the werewolf dashed to the left, then unexpectedly changed direction and went straight for his jugular. Gleaming white fangs sank into his throat, while clawed hands wrapped around the back of his neck.

Perhaps fortunately for the einherjar, the werewolf seemed intent on tearing the flesh away, rather than maintaining its grip on him. This meant that, despite the grievous wound that he had suffered, there was nothing in the way of him healing.

Blood spurted freely from the Champion’s savaged throat, which caused his opponent to grin wolfishly. No doubt the creature thought that it had scored a mortal wound upon its foe, but it soon found out that it was mistaken.

With a double cast of Panacea rapidly healing the terrible wound, James pressed on with the fight. The look of shock on the werewolf’s face was priceless when, instead of falling to the ground in defeat, the einherjar slammed his fist into its snout with a snap punch, then grabbed its throat with the other hand.

He didn’t stop there, though. Slamming his shoulder into the monster’s chest, James grabbed the werewolf between the legs with his free hand, and dug his claws in deep. He was momentarily surprised when he didn’t feel any balls in the palm of his hand, but quickly pushed that thought aside and heaved with all of his strength.

Lifting the werewolf up over his head, Hel’s Champion roared and dropped to one knee, while slamming the enemy down to his side as hard as he could. A resounding crack echoed in the air, as the beast’s neck snapped on impact, its entire body going limp as James dropped it to the ground.

The einherjar wasn’t convinced that a broken neck was enough to truly finish such a monster off, however. So, out of an abundance of caution, James mounted the creature and took its head between his hands, preparing to rip it clean off its shoulders. Something stopped him from doing so, however. And that something was a woman’s voice.

“I surrender.” the werewolf gasped as her neck realigned and healed itself. This was followed by a series of tearing and popping sounds, as all of the monster’s muscles and bones shifted, causing her body to revert to its human form.

James could hardly believe his eyes. Gone was the monster in his hands, and in its place was a woman of true beauty. Soft, soulful brown eyes stared up at the Champion, as she shifted uncomfortably beneath him. She had the fine jaw and delicate nose of an Eastern European, but the strong cheekbones and tanned skin tone of a Native American. Like her fur had been, her hair was raven black, although he now noticed that there were also streaks of silver here and there.

“You will only win the right to claim me by defeating our Alpha.” the woman stated calmly. “But unfortunately he is… indisposed at the moment.”

James blinked at the woman’s insinuation. He hadn’t had any intention of ‘claiming her’ as she put it, although he couldn’t deny that she was very attractive. “Uh, okay…” he muttered, a little unsure what to say at the moment.

“You may shift now. I will no longer fight you.” she promised, while watching his reaction carefully.

“Shift? Oh, you mean get off you.” the einherjar rumbled, and moved to stand up. It was then that he realized that the woman beneath him was as naked as the day she was born, and had a body that matched her face in beauty and grace.

The woman’s brow furrowed as she watched him climb to his feet. “No. I meant return to your human form. I admit, your hybrid form is most curious, as it matches no animal that I have ever heard of, but you are clearly of a powerful species.”

“Uh, this is my normal form, actually. Though it would be a lie to say that I can’t take the shape of a human, that is only by magic. I’m not a natural shapeshifter.” the Champion explained, reaching out to offer the woman a hand up.

“I see. Most curious indeed.” the woman replied with a quirked brow. Accepting his hand, the werewolf regained her feet as well, only to find that the elven soldiers had closed ranks around them.

“I trust you won’t object to us placing her under arrest, Champion?” Phyllis asked, fingering her sword nervously.

“Not at all. Though I would like to speak to her again, if possible. I’d like to find out what all of this is about.” James answered.

“Champion?” the naked woman murmured, suddenly realizing the kind of powerful being that she had tangled with.

“I will let the queen answer your questions, Lord Fir.” Phyllis stated with a slight bow of her head. “I promise to escort you to her palace after we have successfully imprisoned this woman. In the mean time, may I request your assistance in escorting this one to the dungeon?”

“Of course.” James replied easily.

“To save him.” the werewolf suddenly blurted out, looking at the einherjar with hope in her eyes. “Please Champion. I came to save my father.”


CHAPTER 29


Surprisingly, the werewolf wouldn’t say anything further as they escorted her to the dungeon, which was buried deep beneath the Lower City. She even refused to give her name when the einherjar asked, which utterly baffled the Champion. “How am I supposed to help you, if you won’t tell me anything?” he grumbled at her as they closed the door to her cell.

After standing there for several seconds, hoping for some sort of a reply, he reluctantly gave up. The woman refused to do anything other than stare at him with those soulful eyes. “We’ll meet again.” he solemnly promised her as he walked away.

By the time that he reached the surface and was escorted back out of the prison, his women had gathered and were questioning the guards as to his whereabouts. “Master!” Acrasia shouted, the first to spot him amongst the elven soldiers. Waving her hand in the air to get his attention, the fairy quickly told the others where he was.

“Is everything all right, Master?” Hrein inquired when he drew near enough to speak without shouting.

“Everything’s fine, my love. Just have something of a mystery on our hands.” James told her.

“I see. Wouldst thou care to explain further, Master?” the valkyrie prodded.

“I am ready to escort you to the palace, Lord Fir. If you will provide me with the letter of introduction?” the Captain of the Guard asked.

“Of course.” James summoned the letter from his Inventory, and handed it over to her. If the elf was surprised by his little trick, she showed no sign of it, and readily accepted the letter from him. While she was inspecting the unbroken seal, the einherjar swapped stories with Hrein, so that they were both caught up on recent events.

“It seems like I’m going to have to reward you when we get home.” James stated with a smirk, and giving Acrasia a playful wink.

“Yes please, Master.” the fairy giggled.

Phyllis waited patiently until the conversation seemed to die down on its own, then bowed again to Hel’s Champion. “If you will come with me, I will escort you to the palace. While I cannot promise that you will meet her today, I have no doubt that she will wish to speak with you in the near future.”

“That would be wonderful.” James stated with a smile. Once they started walking, the einherjar decided to press the elven woman for a little bit of information. “Would you mind if I ask you a few questions on the way?”

“You may ask what you will, Lord Fir, but please be aware that my answers may be limited by the security needs of our nation.” the captain replied somewhat stiffly.

“Of course. I understand. First, I would like to ask if the citizens of Elphen observe the same cultural trait of not giving thanks, as the fae do in Elphyne.” he asked.

Phyllis quirked a brow at this, but then allowed herself a small smile. “I believe that you will find the fae who live among us to be much more accustomed to mortal society, Lord Fir. You needn’t worry about fairy taboos while you are here. Other than brandishing iron in their presence, that is.”

“Very well. Thank you for the information then, Captain.” James said with a chuckle.

“It is no problem, Lord Fir. Was there anything else on your mind?” the elven woman asked, seeming to warm up to him a little.

“Yes, actually. Once you escort us to the palace, will we be able to leave?” the einherjar inquired.

Phyllis frowned a little at this. If she were being honest, she would have to admit that she didn’t feel comfortable with the Champion roaming her city freely, without at least a modicum of supervision. “As a foreign dignitary, I would have to ask that you accept an escort if you wish to tour the city, my Lord. For your safety, of course.”

“Of course. And that would be fine. You see, Queen Titania sent me with several tasks today, not just the delivery of the letters.” the Champion informed her.

“Might I inquire as to what those tasks might be?” Captain Phyllis asked, glancing at the ex-soldier out of the corner of her eye.

“Shopping.” James said with a shrug. “Elphyne has seen a massive surge in immigration lately, and we are in need of a great many basic necessities for our new citizens. Things like beds, cookware, etcetera.”

“Truly?” Phyllis asked, a little surprised at this. In general, elven communities weren’t known to take in other races, nor was it common for large numbers of their citizens to move.

“Yes. We recently repelled an attack by King Oberon, you see, and he was forced to leave five thousand of his troops behind. Now we are expecting their families to join them, as that was written in as part of the peace treaty that was signed.” the einherjar explained.

“Attack? Peace treaty?” Phyllis came to a sudden stop and stared at the einherjar. James now had the Captain’s full attention, and she had no intention of going any further until she’d heard more.

And so, James spent the next few minutes filling Phyllis in on the roughest details, telling her that it was up to the queens what level of information they wished to disclose beyond that. “I do intend to give your queen a full accounting of the events, if she wishes to hear them, however.” he promised.

“I see… Very well.” the Captain agreed. “If anyone here can understand operational security, it’s me.”

James noted a slightly sour tone when she said that, which caused him to wonder if she might be the only one in the higher ups that felt strongly about such things. Wouldn’t surprise me if the nobility are fae. he silently admitted.
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As it turned out, Queen Iolanthe II did in fact have time to meet James that evening. That was perfect in the einherjar’s books, because that left him with a few hours to take care of Elphyne’s shopping needs. Captain Phyllis had chosen to escort him personally, after someone in the noble ranks had verified the authenticity of his letter of introduction.

Sadly, he was only able to acquire around a dozen beds, including suitable bedding for each, as well as a few tables, chairs and other sundries. This wasn’t because he lacked funds, though the items were very expensive in his opinion, but simply because most purveyors didn’t keep large amounts of stock on hand. Rather, most such items were made to order by local craftsmen.

“You… you’ve cleaned out the entire city!” Phyllis remarked, a little astounded that a baron would be sent on a simple shopping trip.

“I’m sure the craftsmen will make new stock soon. In fact, just between you and me, we might be seeing more regular trade between our cities soon.” the einherjar told her with a wink.

“How? Elphyne is so far away.” the elven woman pointed out.

“Well… we’ll see what your queen says. If she approves Titania’s plan, then I’ll fill you in.” the Champion promised.

“Fine.” Phyllis huffed, forced to accept that he wasn’t going to say anything more at the moment.

“Master?” Hrein whispered to her husband from his other side.

“What is it, my love?” James whispered back, covering their conversation by kissing her on the cheek.

“Dost thou have enough coin to continue shopping?” the valkyrie asked.

“It’s fine. Lāmina is in the market square of the Elven Quarter, unloading our Inventory of everything as we purchase it, while Elora is visiting Titania at the same time. I’ve been writing the price of each object on the notepad that Elora suggested, and she is showing it to the queen for immediate reimbursement. As such, all profits from the sales will go directly to the Fairy Queen.” the Champion explained.

“Ah. I should have known that thou wouldst possess such a plan. Forgive me for doubting thee, Master.” the shield maiden implored, bowing her head.

“Nonsense, my love. There is nothing to forgive.” James said, kissing her forehead. “I rely on you ladies to think of anything that I might miss, so always feel free to ask such questions.”

With her keen elven ears, Phyllis couldn’t help but overhear the couple’s conversation, but doing so only left her with more questions than answers. Is he saying that he is sending the items directly to Elphyne? Is that where they are disappearing to? How would such a thing be possible? she wondered.

What surprised the elven captain even more however, was the generosity that the man showed to his slaves. He openly encouraged each of the women to try on clothing as they shopped, as well as peruse expensive jewellery, and sample any foods that enticed them at the various vendors lining the streets. Never once did he hurry them along, or complain about the prices of anything they selected.

With all of that said, Phyllis could easily see why the Champion could afford to be so generous. Despite all of his offers, the women were anything but greedy. They passed on all of the clothing, saying something about bringing someone named Lāmina shopping at another time. The jewellery was passed up on just as quickly, with the women hardly sparing most of it a second glance. In fact, the only thing they did seem willing to splurge on was the street food, but even then, she doubted that the baron spent more than two drachma on treats for the ladies.

There was one stop that stood out in her mind, however. “Captain Phyllis. If I may have a word?” the einherjar had whispered to her while his women were busy checking out knickknacks.

“Of course, my Lord.” she replied politely. The Champion had then led her a little further away, ostensibly to ensure that none of his ladies overheard what he had to say. “How can I be of assistance?” she asked, hoping that he wouldn’t bring up anything inappropriate.

“I would like to pick up gifts for the ladies in my harem while I am in Elphen.” James began. “While we were walking, I overheard a gentleman speak of a famous jeweller here, and claim that he was the best in the land. Would you happen to know of whom he was speaking?”

Phyllis couldn’t help but grin at the obvious sincerity in the bestial man’s eyes. It was as clear as day to the woman that he dearly loved his ladies, and that he wished to spoil them while he had the chance. “As it happens, I do know the goldsmith in question. Would you like me to lead you there next, or would you prefer to sneak away?”

“It’s fine if the ladies know that we’re visiting the place. In fact, I would like to observe their reactions to various pieces, so that I can get an idea as to what their tastes are.” the Champion told her.

“I see. And yet… you plan to place the orders after they leave, don’t you?” the elf asked with a quirked eyebrow.

James grinned devilishly and gave the woman a subtle nod. “But of course.”

“Hmph. It seems the men of Elphen could learn a thing or two from you, my Lord.” the captain teased.

As promised, Phyllis led James and his women to the famous jeweller, who had been so highly spoken of in the market. The first thing that the einherjar noticed was that the shop itself was unlike any other in the city, being far more solid and stout looking than any of the elven structures he’d seen so far. Constructed entirely of grey granite, the blocky building looked more like a bunker than a shop, at least to the Champion’s eyes.

Looking up, James saw soft trails of wispy smoke rising from the chimney, and heard a rhythmic banging of metal on metal coming from the back of the shop. “Are you sure he’s a jeweller and not a smith?” the einherjar chuckled.

“He is both.” Phyllis replied with a shrug. “And unless you visit Hephaestus himself, you’ll never meet Wayland’s better in either trade.”

James quirked a brow, intrigued by what he had just heard. I wonder if he’s any relation to the Wayland of legend? he silently pondered as he followed the captain up to the building. Holding the door for his lovers, the einherjar was the last to enter the shop, but that gave him the opportunity to view the women’s enthusiastic reactions to the pieces on display.

Walking up to the nearest glass display case, the ex-soldier peered inside, and was suitably impressed with what he saw. Every piece was original, and flawlessly crafted. Not only that, but the designs were all elegant, and not in the least bit gaudy.

“Hey Master.” Acrasia whispered, tugging on her husband’s arm.

“What is it, my pet?” James asked, looking down at the beautiful fairy.

“Everything is really nice here, but we don’t think you should buy anything.” she replied, perhaps a little louder than would be considered polite.

“Oh? Why is that?” the einherjar inquired, genuinely curious to hear her reasons.

“Well, isn’t it kind of a rip off? I mean, look at that chain? It’s beautiful and all, but two gold talents for a piece of silver jewellery? That’s crazy.” the leannán sídhe scoffed.

“Indeed, Master. I must agree with my sister in this. The smith doth overestimate the value of his work far too greatly.” Hrein added, joining the conversation. “Even if said chain were solid gold, one hundred days of a soldier’s pay is far too much to ask.”

“Is that so?” a deep, masculine voice asked from a little deeper in the shop. When James looked up, he saw a tall man that he would have mistaken for a human, if not for the slightly pointed ears. A half-elf, perhaps? the einherjar silently guessed, despite having his doubts. He’s a bit too muscular for that, I should think, and his full beard isn’t what I would expect either.

“Phyllis. Always good to see you.” the smith said gruffly.

“You as well, Wayland. May I present Lord Fir of the Seelie Court and his wives?” the elven woman offered, holding a hand up to indicate James.

Wayland quirked a brow, but otherwise didn’t seem impressed. “I heard the bell on the door ring, so I’d hoped to be getting some knowledgeable customers.” he stated with a disapproving frown.

James let the insult slide, as he understood that the smith was a prideful one, and had likely earned the right to be so. Rather than react with equal hostility, the einherjar chose to ignore the smith and his remarks, and prove that he wasn’t as foolish as the man thought.

“That isn’t silver, my pet.” the Champion said loudly enough that everyone could hear.

“It certainly looks like silver, Master.” Acrasia countered with a disbelieving frown.

“The colour is similar, this is true.” James agreed. “But what you are looking at is platinum.”

“Platinum, Master?” Hrein asked, taking a second look at the chain.

“A fair bit rarer than gold, and much more difficult to work. Not only is it a bit heavier than the precious metal, but also much harder and thus more durable.” the ex-soldier explained.

“Hmph. Perhaps you’re more knowledgeable than I thought.” the smith grumped, then limped towards them. Offering his hand to shake, the man introduced himself. “I’m Wayland the Smith. Nice to meet you, Lord Fir.”

James grinned and shook the other man’s hand. “You as well, good Wayland. And please, call me James. I’m not really one for formalities.”

“I can do that.” the smith stated with a rough nod. “So, were you looking for something in particular?”

“Yes, actually. If I could speak with you in the back for a moment?” the einherjar asked.

Wayland gave Phyllis a stern look, but seemed to accept whatever agreement had passed between them when she nodded back to him. Without another word, the smith turned and walked through the door from which he’d entered.

Following closely behind, James was a little surprised at the sudden change in air temperature that happened when he passed the threshold. Glancing back at the doorframe, the einherjar saw a series of runes inscribed above the door, which he guessed were responsible for sealing the room and preventing the heat from escaping.

“Well? What is it that you want? A sword? Armour?” Wayland asked, crossing his arms and leaning against his workbench.

“As appealing as those things sound, especially when made by the smith who crafted the legendary sword Balmung, I’m afraid that I am merely here to purchase jewellery for my lovers. Perhaps another day we can discuss the creation of epic artifacts?” James proposed.

“Hmph. So you are aware of who I am.” Wayland huffed.

“There were clues, but what really gave it away was the limp. May I?” the einherjar asked, pointing to the crippled leg.

“May you what?” the smith asked, glaring at the rude customer with a scowl. “If there’s one thing I hate, it’s pity.” he muttered.

“Heal it.” James said with a shrug. “I know that it has already healed, and badly, so the process would be painful, but it would be over in a few seconds.”

“How?” Wayland demanded. “No healer has been able to help me in all of these centuries. Why should I believe that you can?”

“Well, it’s not going to cost you anything to let me try, is it?” the ex-soldier pointed out.

“Ha! The most expensive things in life are those that are free!” Wayland scoffed.

“True.” James chuckled. “But the real reason that I am offering is simply out of good will. And that’s all that I ask in return. Truly, I have little need of money or other such things.”

Wayland’s eyes narrowed skeptically. “You didn’t answer how you could do such a thing.”

“Oh. That’s fairly easy to explain, actually.” the Champion stated while nodding to the other man’s leg. “The problem is the scarred and poorly healed flesh. My magic will have to dissolve it first, which is the painful part I spoke of, and then regrow it properly. As to why other healers likely failed, well, I don’t imagine that they had the ability to break down the scar tissue first.”

“I see.” the smith stated with a frown. After a moment of silent contemplation, the man grunted and gave his nod of approval. “Go ahead and try.”

“All right.” James said, and triggered his Panacea spell. Wayland was caught by surprise, since the einherjar didn’t need to speak or motion in any way to cast the spell. He didn’t even have to move closer.

Stifling a scream of agony at having his hamstrings cut once again, Wayland grit his teeth and braced himself against the counter. But, just as the strange bestial man had promised, the pain was over after a few seconds, and was replaced by an itching sensation that quickly passed as well.

“What the…?” Wayland muttered, then tentatively put his weight on his formerly crippled leg. To his joy and surprise, there was no pain at all and the leg was strong, easily supporting his weight. A few strides around the smithy later, the legendary craftsman was laughing out loud and grinning like an idiot.

“You did it!” he shouted, not caring who heard them.

“That I did.” James chuckled.

“Anything! Take whatever you want from my store. It is free of charge to you.” Wayland offered.

“No, no.” the einherjar quickly declined. “I insist on paying. This wasn’t meant to be a transaction.”

“I insist! I cannot allow this favour to go without being repaid.” the smith declared.

“If you truly wish to thank me, then allow me to have some of your time one day. I would dearly love to chat with you about the creation of magical artifacts, and the process of enchanting in particular.” James countered.

“Oh? A man who values knowledge over wealth, are you?” Wayland grinned. “Ha! Excellent! That is something that I can respect.” the smith stated loudly, clapping the einherjar on the shoulder. “Now then, what was it that you were looking for?”
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James emerged from the back room with a grin on his face, and a promise to return later that night. Wayland had agreed to keep his shop open until the einherjar could make it back from his meeting with the queen, and would have his items ready by then.

“Is everything all right, Master?” Autumn inquired, being the first to spot him return. “We heard some shouting, although it didn’t sound like a battle.”

“No, everything is fine, Autumn. Wayland was just happy because I was able to help him with his leg.” the einherjar informed the gathering women.

“You did?” Phyllis blinked in surprise.

“Yeah. Though I do consider myself a capable warrior, I always say that my real calling is that of a healer.” James told the elf with a warm smile.

“I see.” the captain hummed with a distant look in her eyes.

“Was there anything you ladies saw that you liked?” James asked, encouraging his lovers to show him the items that suited their tastes.

After a few more minutes of shopping, the crew left without buying anything. The women all suspected that their master had something planned for them, and didn’t want to overburden his purse. It goes without saying that the good captain simply couldn’t afford to make a casual purchase at the shop, since she definitely wasn’t wealthy enough for such things.

By the time that they reached the palace, it was nearly time for the Champion’s audience with the queen. Though the women didn’t like being left out, it was felt that his harem should stay behind in a room that had been set aside for them to stay the night in.

Thus, shortly thereafter, James found himself standing outside the audience chamber of Queen Iolanthe II, waiting to be announced. One of these days I’m going to escape all of this nobility stuff, right? Right? he secretly hoped. Yeah, no. That’s not going to happen, is it? he admitted to himself with a sigh.

“Announcing James Fir! Champion of Lady Hel, and Baron of the Seelie Court!” a woman’s voice rang out so loudly that he heard it through the closed doors. The doors in question were then opened by a pair of elven knights in gleaming bronze armour, thereby admitting him to the audience chamber.

I wonder why they go with bronze over the wyvern hide? he wondered idly as he marched up to the base of the dais, then bowed deeply to the queen.

“Lord Fir.” Iolanthe II intoned in a stern voice that was neither welcoming nor hostile. “Welcome to my court. I have read your letter of introduction, and am told that you also possess a letter for my mother?”

James was intrigued that the queen forewent the use of the ‘royal we’, and instead spoke in a slightly less formal way. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” he replied, straightening up so that he could look the woman in the eye while addressing her. Summoning the second letter to his hand, he held it out to the side, knowing that someone would come and take it from him. To his surprise, the person who claimed the wax-sealed scroll looked a lot like the queen, and could have easily passed for her younger sister.

“Is it really true?” the woman gasped as she snatched the letter from his fingers. “Has Titania really written to me?” she asked while staring at him with wide, hope filled eyes.

The Champion quirked a brow, and then bowed to the young looking lady. “I assure you that it is true, Your Grace.” he said in as warm a tone as he could muster. Is this really Duchess Iolanthe? he wondered in amazement. She doesn’t look a day over seventeen!

Straightening up again, he got a better look at the fairy noble. Standing at 5’ 1” at the most, the blonde haired fae was surprisingly pretty, though not nearly as gorgeous as his fae wife. She looked to have an easy going yet excitable demeanour, and was a tad thin, even for a fairy. Lastly, the wings on her back were unlike any other fairy’s that he’d seen. Where Acrasia’s resembled a dragonfly to James’ mind, and Titania’s were reminiscent of a butterfly, Iolanthe’s golden hued wings reminded him of a bumblebee’s.

Ripping open the wax seal, Iolanthe quickly began to read the letter; her hands shaking with either excitement or anxiety. In very short order however, the shaking stopped and tears began to form in the fairy’s eyes. She began to quietly sob, and seemed to be rereading the letter over a second time, as if committing the whole thing to memory.

“Mother?” the queen called to the younger looking woman in a soft voice. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes.” Iolanthe sniffed, then smiled warmly at her daughter. “Yes! Titty says she’s sorry! She apologized and said that she regrets the things she said so long ago!”

James coughed, almost choking when he heard the fae woman’s nickname for Titania.

“Truly?” Iolanthe II asked, the look on her face telling the einherjar that she was fighting an internal battle between hope and skepticism.

“I give you my word that it is true, Your Majesty.” the Champion stated softly with his hand covering his heart. “Queen Titania has expressed her sincere regrets and desire to reconcile with Duchess Iolanthe to me personally, and on more than one occasion.”

The elven queen frowned and turned her gaze back to the einherjar. “I have read your letter of introduction, and I must admit that the writing therein claims that Titania holds you in high regard, but I must ask. Just who are you to the Fairy Queen, Lord Fir?”

Taking a deep breath, James began the long, slow process of recounting recent events in Elphyne, as Titania had given him leave to do so. While he tried to keep the report as accurate as possible, and answered the elven queen’s occasional questions with honesty, the Champion did try to downplay his own role whenever he could. He did this because he felt that, if he were to go into too great a detail, it might sound like he was boasting, or embellishing on the story at the very least.

“I see.” Iolanthe II hummed as she tapped on the arm of her throne. “That is quite the tale, Lord Fir.” she stated when he had finished his story.

“I agree that it does beggar belief in some regards, Your Majesty. But you needn’t take my word for it.” the Champion replied.

“I don’t?” the queen asked, raising a single brow.

“Queen Titania has requested an audience with you and your mother, Your Majesty. In person.” the einherjar informed her.

“She has?” Duchess Iolanthe gasped. “When can she come?”

“I believe that, if it’s all right with you, she plans to come tomorrow.” James answered.

The fairy took a deep breath and turned to her daughter with huge puppy dog eyes. “Please!?” she begged, clasping her hands as if in prayer.

Iolanthe II rolled her eyes and sighed. “As if I could deny you anything, Mother.”

“Excellent. Then with your permission, Your Majesty, I will report to Queen Titania at once.” James stated with a deep bow.

“Um… sure?” the queen replied with a slightly puzzled expression.

Summoning the notepad that he had started to refer as his Message Pad, James jotted down a quick note, then sent it back to his dining room table. “She will have the message within the hour, Your Majesty.”

Iolanthe II quirked a brow again and regarded the einherjar with an appraising gaze. “Fascinating.” she muttered.


CHAPTER 30


“If there was nothing else, Lord Fir…?” Queen Iolanthe II inquired, though the tone of her voice indicated that she was finished with the meeting.

“There were a couple of other very important items that I wished to speak with Your Majesty about, but they can wait if now is not a good time.” James replied, giving her a slight bow.

The elven monarch frowned slightly, but after a moment of silence allowed a small sigh to escape her lips. “And what might those be, Lord Fir?”

“The first is my queen’s business, Your Majesty.” the einherjar began.

“Oh? I had thought that we had covered all that she would have desired.” Iolanthe II stated with a look of mild surprise.

“I’m sure that Her Majesty will have plenty to speak with you about when she arrives tomorrow, but one of the things that she wished for me to present to you during this trip was this.” the baron informed her. Holding his hands out in front of himself, James summoned the small pouch that Titania had given him, before sending him to Elphen.

“Oh? What’s that?” the queen’s mother asked, her curiosity piqued.

“A bag of magic mushrooms.” James stated, while trying to keep a straight face.

Apparently he failed, because Queen Iolanthe II scowled at him. “Is there something that you find amusing, Lord Fir?”

“Apologies, Your Majesty.” the einherjar said, allowing himself to chuckle. “It’s just that, back on Earth, the term magic mushrooms refers to a drug that causes hallucinations. Of course, Queen Titania’s gift to you is nothing of the sort. Instead, she wanted to present you with the option of planting these mushrooms, so that the two kingdoms might connect via Fairy Rings.”

“Oh! Oh! Let’s do that!” Duchess Iolanthe insisted, clapping her hands excitedly.

The elven queen sighed and rubbed her eyes, as if to fight off a forming headache. “Mother. Surely you are aware of the security risks that -.”

“Please!?” the younger looking woman pleaded again.

She really makes good and frequent use of those puppy dog eyes, doesn’t she? James silently noted.

Queen Iolanthe’s cheeks hollowed and she looked like she was sucking on a lemon. Turning her gaze back to the einherjar, she prompted him for more information. “Did Queen Titania state where she hoped they would be planted?”

“Her Majesty mentioned that she would like to make trade possible between your queendoms, and thus suggested that the ring be created near the marketplace. That said, would it be all right if I offered my own suggestion, Your Majesty?” the ex-soldier asked.

Iolanthe II raised her eyebrows, a little surprised that a mere baron would dare suggest that he knew better than his queen. “And what, might I ask, would that be?”

“Personally, I think it would be better to create a separate, secure portion of the city, just outside the markets. Wall it off and guard it, while making it only accessible through your city. That way Elphen would be more secure, should enemy forces manage to take control of the other end of the Fairy Ring. It would also allow you to control the flow of goods in both directions, enabling you to inspect or tax them as you see fit, and thereby ensuring that you maintain dominance in the regional markets.” the baron explained.

The queen’s brows rose even higher as she listened to him speak. “You freely give such advice to a competitor? Are you not loyal to your queen?”

“I am saying as much because I am loyal to Queen Titania.” the Champion answered with a chuckle. “Rest assured, I will be giving exactly the same advice to Her Majesty tomorrow.”

“And who are you, Lord Fir, to advise her on such matters?” Iolanthe II asked with a hint of anger in her voice.

“I am her general, Your Majesty. The Champion that she placed in command of her armies, and the overall security of her queendom.” the einherjar replied, his voice and expression now serious. “But to further answer your earlier question regarding my loyalties, I will say this. Elphyne and Elphen will both benefit greatly by having a robust level of trade between them, so long as neither becomes a security risk to the other. Therefore, it makes sense for me to ensure the economic and tactical wellbeing of both nations, so that they both may flourish. Furthermore, I will tell you now that I intend to speak with Her Majesty on the topic of a mutual defence treaty, so that she may bring it up with Your Majesty tomorrow.”

The queen’s brow furrowed, as she had not expected such a response from the bestial man. “Do you truly have her ear on such subjects?” she asked, a little doubtful of his claims.

“I assure you, Your Majesty, I have Queen Titania’s ear on all subjects. As I am certain that she will tell you herself, tomorrow.” James told the elven monarch.

If the einherjar’s earlier comment had been surprising, his last declaration was outright astonishing. No mere baron should be able to make such a claim, and yet… here he stands in full confidence, knowing that I will be meeting his queen tomorrow and will certainly be speaking of it with her. Iolanthe II thought to herself.

“Which brings me to my final order of business with you tonight, Your Majesty. If I may?” James stated.

“Um. I’m not sure I followed everything that was said just now but, can I have those mushrooms?” Duchess Iolanthe asked, creeping towards the einherjar with grabby hands.

The Champion blinked and fought back a laugh, managing to tamp it down to a mere warm smile. “Of course, Your Grace.” he replied, handing her the pouch.

“Do not plant those until I choose a suitable place, Mother.” the queen said sternly.

“Okay. Fine.” the duchess sighed in a whiny voice. “But can we do it soon?”

“Likely not.” Iolanthe II stated with a shake of her head. “If nothing else, Lord Fir’s advice is sound. Sadly, it will likely take a month or more to construct the new section of wall.”

This time it was the einherjar’s turn to sigh. I should give up being a Champion and just be a stone mason… he silently grumbled to himself.

“Is something wrong, Lord Fir?” Iolanthe II asked, her tone tinged with irritation.

“No, Your Majesty.” he replied in a slightly tired voice and shaking his head. “If you wish, I can have the wall built before Queen Titania arrives in the morning. I need only know where you want it.”

“You… what?” the elven queen mumbled, her eyes going wide in surprise.

James shrugged. “I can build the wall. As it is, Queen Titania has me working on various construction projects already. Building you a short wall of say… nine hundred feet in length, should suit your purposes and only delay my other projects by a day.”

“By the time that she arrives…?” Iolanthe II asked again.

“Yes. Which I believe should be about two hours before noon tomorrow.” the Champion confirmed.

The elven queen studied the einherjar for a long moment, while biting her lip in thought. “What kind of wall would it be? What dimensions? And what would it cost us?”

“The cost is nothing, Your Majesty. Perhaps just some good will?” James stated with another shrug. “As I said before, Elphen’s security and prosperity is Elphyne’s security and prosperity. If that is unacceptable to you, then please consider it a gift from Queen Titania to an old friend and hopefully, a new ally.”

“From Titania? Not yourself?” the queen hedged.

“I am here acting as Her Majesty’s representative. As such, my actions reflect on her, for good or ill.” the einherjar explained. “As to the materials and dimensions… I saw a lot of granite during my tour earlier today, so I will raise walls of granite, if that is acceptable to Your Majesty. It’s good stone, after all. The dimensions will match the walls that I am building for Elphyne. Forty feet tall, and ten feet thick.”

Both women gasped at his statement. “Impossible!” the queen declared, sounding almost insulted. “No one can build a wall of those proportions in a single night!”

James couldn’t help but grin at hearing her statement. “Apologies, Your Majesty. There seems to be a misunderstanding.”

“I should expect so!” she scoffed.

“I won’t raise the wall in a single night. I’ll raise it in a single minute.” he stated, accidentally allowing a small growl enter his voice.

Iolanthe II just stared at the Champion for a moment, utterly speechless. She desperately wanted to accuse the man of lying, but if she were wrong…

Seeing the look on her face, James was sorely tempted to place a bet with her. It would be the fae thing to do, after all. the devil on his shoulder whispered in his ear. But it would be unfair. the angel on the right countered. Even though he went with the little devil more often than not, the Champion decided that he shouldn’t in this case.

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty.” he sighed, giving up on the opportunity to make some personal gains. “I know that my claims sound unbelievable, but all that I can ask is for you to wait and see the truth of the matter with your own eyes.”

“If you can do so, then do it now.” the queen challenged him.

Secretly calling up his Status Screen, so that only he could see it, James checked his current Qi pool. It’s not full, but it’s recovered a lot since this morning. A wall of that size should only require 360 Qi, so it should be fine. he thought to himself. “Very well, Your Majesty. Let us head down to the Lower City and do as you have suggested. All that I ask is that, if you are suitably impressed by my work, you will answer my questions about the werewolf attack.”

Iolanthe frowned briefly, but nodded her assent. “I read the report on the attack today. It stated that you were instrumental in the capture of the woman who is now in our dungeon. The report also included her plea to you, so I have been expecting you to ask such questions.”
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Queen Iolanthe II watched in amazement as the solid granite wall slowly rose from the ground, until it reached a good forty feet tall. It looks even stronger than the rest of the Lower City’s walls. she noted with a hint of dismay. Though the walls of Elphen were well built and of a similar size to the ones that James had just raised, they were made from cut stone and mortar. That fact alone made them weaker than the Champion’s creation, which was a single solid piece of granite.

“I must admit, that was quite impressive, Lord Fir. Unfortunately, it will still take our masons quite some time to cut away a section of the old wall, so that the new area can be accessed.” the elven queen stated.

“Eh. If you want, I could do that for you.” James offered. “Just tell me where you want the cut, and how big. It will have to be up to your craftsmen to build a proper gate though, if you want one.”

The queen’s expression quickly shifted from one of admiration, to one of concern. “Do you mean to say that you could destroy our walls with the same ease with which you just created one, Lord Fir?”

James grimaced slightly, understanding why that would be an alarming thing for a ruler to hear. “Yes, Your Majesty.” he answered honestly.

This man is a living siege weapon! the queen suddenly realized with no small amount of shock.

“If you would prefer that I not do so, then that is -.” the einherjar began but was quickly cut off.

“No. I would see this, if you would be willing.” I have to know just what this Champion is capable of, or we run the risk of being completely unprepared, should conflict ever arise between us. Iolanthe told herself.

It took a little while to walk around the Lower City to reach the gate, but James didn’t offer to save them time by flying over the wall. She’s not Titania. I can’t just suggest that she let me pick her up and hold her in my arms, just to save a few minutes of walking. he reminded himself.

The small group, made up mostly of Iolanthe’s guards, eventually made it back to the main gate and reentered the city. They then had to spend just as long walking back to the spot where the queen wanted him to cut a hole in the wall.

“Right here would be best, I do believe.” the elven queen stated, tapping the stone wall with her fingers. “Perhaps… thirty five feet wide?” she suggested. “That would give our masons room to build a proper gatehouse and install a portcullis.” And will demonstrate how quickly you can destroy a significant section of wall. she silently added.

“Very well, Your Majesty.” James replied, and held his hand out for effect. No sooner did he bend his will to casting the spell, than the section of wall began to sink into the ground. When the last bit of it disappeared beneath the surface less than a minute later, the einherjar stepped forward to inspect his work. He hadn’t wanted to harm the integrity of the wall that he’d left behind, and so he had pushed the magic to fuse the edges of the stone where it was cut away. Running his fingers over the newly exposed surface, the ex-soldier nodded with satisfaction. “That should do it, Your Majesty.”

Seconds… he can tear down our walls in seconds… the queen thought as her mind reeled.

Glancing at the elven monarch, James understood her silence. Especially since her expression was giving away her thoughts, just as clearly as words would have. Still, he didn’t say anything, and instead quietly waited for the queen to address him.

Eventually, Iolanthe cleared her throat and gave the einherjar a businesslike smile. “I thank you for your assistance, Lord Fir, and will be sure to speak well of it to Queen Titania tomorrow.

“I am glad that you are pleased, Your Majesty.” James said with a bow.

Iolanthe II nodded, and glanced to the leader of her guards. “I am afraid that the hour has grown late, Lord Fir, and so I must conclude our meeting here. I hope to speak with you again soon.”

“It would be my pleasure, Your Majesty.” the Champion replied with an earnest smile. “I wish you a good night.” Accepting his dismissal for what it was, the einherjar took a step back and watched the queen leave with her entourage.

Once she was certain that they were well out of earshot, the queen whispered to he captain of her royal guard. “Summon Captain Phyllis. We must hold an emergency meeting to discuss the potential danger that Elphyne poses, as well as arrange an escort for Queen Titania’s visit.”

“At once, Your Majesty.” the elven man replied with a salute, before jogging off to carry out his orders.
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As planned, James swung by Wayland’s shop on his way back to his women. The ladies were all waiting in the room that Queen Iolanthe II had provided for them, so that gave him a chance to have a short, secret conversation with the smith.

“All of the pieces are ready, and this one has the minor enchantment that you asked for.” Wayland assured him.

“Thanks. I really appreciate this. I’d love to stay and chat about the process of enchanting, but well…” James grinned and shrugged at the legendary craftsman.

“But you have women waiting for you.” Wayland chuckled. “And no man that I know would sooner sit and talk shop with another man, when he had beauties like your wives waiting for him at home.”

“Glad you understand.” the einherjar laughed. “Well then, I’m sure we’ll meet again soon, Wayland.” James stated, offering the smith his hand to shake.

“As am I, James.” Wayland agreed, accepting the Champion’s hand.
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Acrasia tackled the einherjar the moment that he entered the room. She had already returned to her normal size, so there was hardly any impact at all. If anything, it was like being batted by a cat’s paw, but without the claws.

“Welcome back, Master!” the fairy sang happily.

“Didst thy meeting with the queen go well, Master?” Hrein asked, standing up from her chair and moving in to embrace her husband.

“It did… I think.” James told her, hugging her back.

“You think?” Autumn prodded, slipping in for a hug when the First Wife stepped back.

“Well, I think she has a favourable opinion of us overall, but she is definitely wary. She had me build a short wall, and then destroy a section of the old one, in preparation for the Fairy Ring.” the einherjar explained.

“That doth make sense.” Hrein agreed with a nod. “A ruler should be cautious.”

“I agree. I wanted her to see that we could make a powerful ally…” the Champion stated.

“Or a deadly enemy.” Autumn finished for him. “I’m sure that our assistance in the skirmish earlier today will help her reach that conclusion.”

“Speaking of, what had the queen to say of the werewolves?” the valkyrie inquired.

“Nothing as yet.” James admitted with a frown. “I had hoped to speak to her about the female’s request, but I didn’t get the chance.”

“Mayhap on the morrow then, Master.” Hrein suggested hopefully.

“In the mean time, I have a little something for each of you.” the Champion stated with a grin.

“Chocolate!?” Nyakuro meowed loudly, her tail suddenly lashing the air behind her.

“Hahaha! No.” James laughed. “Besides, I gave you a whole pound. Don’t you have plenty left?”

“Ha!” Autumn scoffed. “This glutton polished hers off in the first hour, and then went sniffing around for more from everyone else.”

Nyakuro hissed at the succubus for ratting her out, but then looked at her lover with pleading eyes. “Meowster…” she whined.

“Sorry, kitten. Not this time. Perhaps later, okay?” he offered.

“Okay.” she conceded, visibly deflated.

“Well, even though it isn’t edible, I think you will like what I got you.” James said with a grin. “Do you want to be first?”

Hrein frowned a little at hearing this but didn’t say anything. As his First Wife, she felt that she should be first in all things when it came to his harem. Apparently he doth not see it this way. she silently consoled herself.

“Hrein, my love, could you do me a favour?” he asked. “Could you summon the rest of my harem for me? I have gifts for everyone.”

“Of course, Master.” the valkyrie replied, and did as she was asked. The rest of the ladies were surprised by the sudden summoning, but were pleased to hear that they were getting gifts yet again.

“Now, I hope that everyone likes what I chose for them. I honestly put a lot of thought into it, and got what I believed would suit each of you best.” he said, giving all of the women a hopeful smile.

As promised, he started with the cat-girl. “Nyakuro, kitten, for you I chose an anklet.” he stated, summoning the piece of jewellery into his hand. As the nekomata inspected the fine, silvery chain, he explained his thought process when ordering it. “The reason that I chose this piece was because I like the idea of keeping you shackled to me. As I said earlier today, platinum isn’t only beautiful, but it is also much stronger than gold, so to me, it represents our strong bond. Also, I felt that it needed to be something that you could wear, even when you shift forms, so I had Wayland place a small enchantment on it that allows it to change size.”

“Meowster.” Nyakuro purred softly when James knelt down to place it around her ankle. “Arigatō.” she thanked him quietly.

Standing up, he stole a kiss from the cute cat-girl, then turned to Lāmina. “Darling. My fiancé. When I think of you, I can’t help but think of how beautiful you are. And, as I’m sure you know, I am particularly fond of those cute, delicate ears of yours.” the einherjar said with a grin.

The young priestess blushed at his teasing, but couldn’t hide the brilliant smile that forced itself onto her face. “I may have been aware of your… preferences.” she said coyly.

“That is why, for you, I chose earrings. A simple set of elegant decorations to accent your lovely ears.” James told her, summoning a pair of tasteful earrings set with small emeralds.

“Thank you, Master.” she whispered shyly. “Would you be so kind as to pierce my ears, then?” the elven priestess requested, lifting her hair out of the way and exposing her delicately pointed ear.

“Of course. I apologize in advance for the pain.” he said softly, summoning his old army sewing kit. I know you shouldn’t use sewing needles for piercings, but this suturing needle should be okay. he thought to himself. And it should be sterile, since I just summoned it, but I’ll douse it in hydrogen peroxide first, just in case. Proceeding with his plan, the ex-soldier pierced each of the pretty elf’s ears, and then slipped her earrings into the new holes. He then cast Panacea on her to immediately heal the wounds, and kill any pathogens that he might have missed.

The young elf held her head high and displayed the new jewellery proudly when he finished. “Thank you again, Master.” she said with a warm smile, before kissing him softly on the lips.

“You’re very welcome, darling.” he replied. “And I’m proud of you.” he whispered in her ear. “You hardly even flinched.”

Lāmina blushed again, then stole another kiss before stepping away.

Next, James turned to his heterochromatic eyed maid. “Elina. My little shadow. Come here.” he quietly commanded.

The elven woman shivered at being addressed in such a manner, and quickly did as she was bade. “Master.” she breathed.

“Can you guess what I chose for you?” he asked, running his fingers through her hair while staring into her eyes.

“No. Master.” Elina gasped, quivering under his intense gaze.

“For you I chose a bracelet.” the einherjar stated, summoning a fine chain similar to Nyakuro’s anklet. “Now can you guess why?”

“Cuff.” she whimpered, licking her lips. “Manacle.”

“That’s exactly right.” James confirmed, lifting her small, delicate hand and slipping the chain around her wrist.

“Thank… you… Master.” Elina muttered in her broken way of speaking.

Combing his fingers through hair once again, the Champion moved his hand to the back of her head, and gripped her roughly by the hair. The elf gasped at the sudden display of dominance, but didn’t resist in the slightest. This made the ex-soldier grin, as he leaned in and took a deep, passionate kiss from her, which left her panting afterwards.

Turning his attention to the succubus next, the einherjar smirk devilishly. “Autumn. Ma chérie. Care to guess what I picked for you?”

The fallen angel thought for a moment, then blushed, clearly thinking of something naughty, but then shook her head. “No, Master.”

James quirked a brow and folded his arms over his chest. “Okay. I’m curious. Now you have to tell me what you just thought of.”

Autumn groaned and blushed deeply before looking away and muttering something under her breath.

“What was that?” the ex-soldier pressed, holding a hand behind his ear.

The fallen angel’s tail lashed violently against the floor and wall behind her in embarrassment. “A… a platinum… butt plug.” she finally admitted.

James’ jaw dropped and he had to fight hard not to laugh. Unfortunately for Autumn, some of her sister slaves were not quite as disciplined as he was, and couldn’t help but snicker at her admission.

“My horny little devil.” the einherjar teased, earning him a glare from the succubus. “Sorry to disappoint you, but no, no butt plugs this time.” he said, stressing the last bit. “But my gift is made all the more appropriate by your dirty little mind.”

Autumn frowned at this, but couldn’t help her curiosity. “How so, Master?”

Holding his hand out to her, he summoned a piece of jewellery into his palm. It was platinum, like all of the other pieces, but took the shape of an inch wide band. Small rubies studded the treasure, forming a circle around its circumference.

“It’s beautiful but… what is it, Master?” Autumn asked, mildly perplexed. “It looks like it could be worn as a ring, but it is far too long to be comfortable as such.”

“You are correct, of course. No, this is for that special piece of anatomy that you alone possess among my harem. It’s a horn ring, for my horny succubus.” James stated with a grin.

Autumn scowled and blushed at her lover at the same time. Though she was mildly embarrassed by the pun, and would be cursed to remember it every time she saw the band, she did appreciate that he saw her as special and unique among his women.

Reaching up, the Champion carefully slid the ring down over her left horn, and was pleased to see that it fit perfectly. It’s a tad snug, but that just means that it won’t accidentally fall off. he thought with a nod of approval.

“Thank you, Master.” the succubus nearly whispered, while gazing at the floor.

Unwilling to let her slip away just yet, James caught her chin with a bent finger, and gently tilted her head back until she met his gaze. She gasped slightly when she saw the gentle affection for her in his eyes, then closed hers as he leaned in for a tender kiss.

Once he’d released the demoness from his embrace, James turned to his fairy lover. “Acrasia. My pet. I have something very special for you.”

“What is it, Master!?” she asked excitedly. The blonde fairy zipped across the room to hover in front of her husband’s face, bobbing in the air while nearly vibrating with anticipation.

“For you, I chose something that I had promised a long time ago. Well, sort of.” he said cryptically.

“Master?” the leannán sídhe regarded him while tilting her head in confusion.

This time it was a very simple chain that the einherjar summoned to his hand. About sixteen inches long, it might have made for a decent necklace, but that wasn’t what the Champion had in mind.

“A chain, Master?” Acrasia inquired, looking a tad disappointed. It’s not as elegant as Lāmina’s earrings, or as unique as Autumn’s band. she silently lamented.

“Not just a chain.” James corrected her. “A leash.”

The beautiful fairy’s eyes slowly widened as it dawned on her which promise he had been referring to. “Master!?” she shouted excitedly.

Chuckling loudly, the einherjar nodded. “I won’t be piercing your clit, at least not yet, but this clasp will fit the D-Ring your collar perfectly.”

“Okay!” Acrasia chirped almost making grabby hands towards the platinum chain.

“I also had Wayland add a small hoop on the inside of my pteruges while I was there, for the other clasp. Bear in mind that the hoop on my armour is steel, so it will burn you a bit if you touch it.” the ex-soldier warned her.

“Thank you, Master. Thank you!” the leannán sídhe cried, peppering his face with kisses.

“You’re very welcome, my pet.” he laughed, then shifted a few strips on the front of his pteruges so that he could attach her new leash where it belonged. In doing so, he briefly exposed his manhood to the women in the room, and silently noted that not a single one had failed to take notice.

He barely had the leash in place before Acrasia zipped under his armour and attached the other end to her collar. Seconds later, the lusty fairy was busy showing him just how much she appreciated the gift. Guess I better get used to this… James thought, inhaling sharply from a sudden bit of pleasure.

Clearing his throat, the ex-soldier steeled his expression and turned to his first concubine. “Elora!” he barked. “Come here, slave.” he commanded, curling his lip as if in distaste.

The elven maid sudden stood up straight, her eyes going wide with shock. Though he had treated her like this in private, he had never done so in front of the other women.

“Now.” he growled, pointing to the floor in front of him.

Elora swallowed hard, then fell to her knees. “Yes, Master.” The poor elf’s face was burning red as she crawled to him on her hands and knees. When she finally reached him, the maid briefly hesitated, before lowering her head and lightly kissing the tops of his feet.

The rest of the women in the room, with the exception of the very busy fairy, all stared in shock at the woman’s behaviour and the einherjar’s treatment of her. Still, they all knew what he was like, deep down, and understood that this was likely something that they both needed.

After kissing his feet, Elora knelt up prettily and raised her head to look her owner in the eye. “How shall I serve you, Master?” she asked in a trembling voice.

Slowly dropping to one knee, James lowered himself so that he was face to face with the beautiful brunette. “You will suffer.” he growled softly, while looking deep into her eyes. With a thought, he summoned two small platinum hoops, as well as his suturing needle.

Seeing the items that appeared in his hand, Elora shook with equal parts anticipation and dread. “Those… are not for my ears are they, Master?” the elf groaned, swallowing hard.

“No. They are not.” the ex-soldier confirmed.

With trembling hands, the maid reached behind her back and slowly undid the bindings of her uniform, then slipped it down over her arms, exposing herself from the waist up. She did this without being told to, because there was no doubt in her mind where her master was going to put the hoops.

Reaching up with his empty hand, James lightly caressed the woman’s cheek, showing her the gentle kindness that was there for her, whenever she needed it. In response, the elven maid turned her head and kissed his palm. She then took a steady breath, and seemed to calm herself considerably.

Leaning forward, the einherjar whispered a simple question in her ear. “How much?”

“A lot, Sir.” she replied quietly but firmly.

“As you wish.” James whispered back, then roughly took her left breast in his hand. He started by groping and fondling her, then moved on to teasing and even twisting her nipple, causing it to harden between his fingers. After a few moments, when he felt she was ready, he pressed the sharp tip of the needle to the sensitive flesh, and so very slowly pierced her there.

Elora fought hard not to squirm or cry out, but she couldn’t stop the tears that streaked down her cheeks. Her master was giving her exactly what she asked for, and was making the process an excruciatingly long one. When at last he finished on the left side and withdrew his wicked needle, the elf gasped and sighed with relief.

“That’s one.” the ex-soldier cruelly reminded her, as he slipped the nipple ring into place. Rather than heal it right away, he left the painful wound as it was, for her to endure a little longer.

Looking down to see the new treasure that decorated her breast, Elora paled when she instead saw all of the blood. By taking his time with the piercing, he hadn’t only made it hurt more, but he had made her bleed profusely. What’s more, he didn’t wait for her to look away before he started on the second nipple. Since it was already hard from the pain that she had endured, he was able to begin right away.

James watched the reactions of his concubine carefully, to see if it was becoming too much for her to bear. She was openly sobbing by the time that he was half way through the second piercing, but her hands were still at her side, even if her fists were clenched so tightly that her knuckles were white. When it started to look like she might raise her hands to stop him, he pushed through the last bit of flesh in an instant. He then quickly replaced the needle with her new adornment, and cast Panacea on her breasts. A swipe of his hand later and, thanks to his Inventory Trick, she was also clean of any blood.

“Thank you, Master.” she croaked, her voice a bit raw. Leaning against him, she softly kissed his neck and whispered in his ear. “Thank you so much… for understanding me.”

“And loving you.” he whispered back, causing tears of a different sort to form in her eyes. After holding Elora in his arms for several minutes, he slowly stood up and pulled the elf to her feet. When he felt that she was steady enough, he moved to release her, but she surprised him by standing on her tiptoes and kissing him softly on the lips. Then, without a word, she turned and returned to where she had been standing before.

Autumn quirked a brow and looked at the elven woman in a new light. “Not going to fix your uniform?” the succubus asked.

“Of course not. Master has given me a gift, and it is my duty to proudly display them.” Elora quipped, looking the demoness in the eye with an unflinching gaze.

Okay. Tougher than I thought… Autumn silently admitted to herself.

“Last but certainly not least, Hrein, my love. Will you accept my gift?” James asked, stepping towards the lovely valkyrie.

Hrein blinked in confusion at his question, but slowly nodded. “Of course, Master.”

James smiled softly and fidgeted slightly where he stood, before taking a deep breath.

Is… is he… nervous? the valkyrie wondered, surprised to see her husband acting in such a way.

Clearing his throat, the einherjar held his hand out as he had done for the other women, and summoned his gift for her. When the valkyrie saw it, she couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit disappointed. It is smaller than the others… and far less detailed. she silently noted. In his palm sat a very basic ring. A simple band of platinum.

Forcing a smile onto her face, the disciplined valkyrie plucked the ring from his palm. “I thank thee, Master.” she said in a steady voice. The shield maiden tried not to look at the other women, since she knew that they too would wonder why he would give her such a plain gift. But in trying to keep from meeting any of their gazes, she happened to see Autumn’s eyes. The succubus was staring at the ring with a mix of awe and envy, which truly surprised the valkyrie. I am missing something here, am I not? the Chooser suddenly realized.

“Hrein… would you please look at the inside of the band?” James requested.

“Of course, Master.” the valkyrie said automatically, but did as she was asked. When she slowly turned the ring in the light, she finally saw that there was something engraved there. In flowing script, the following words were written:
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“One Capricorn. That… that was the day that we were wed.” Hrein muttered, the true meaning of the gift slowly dawning on her.

Taking the ring back from her, James looked deep into the valkyrie’s eyes. “Back on Earth, my people had a custom of only taking one wife. That person was meant to be your soulmate… your partner for life. And… and the symbol of that union was the wedding ring. I… I know they aren’t much to look at but…”

Slowly dropping to one knee, James gently took Hrein’s left hand in his, then slipped the ring onto her ring finger. “You’re my First Wife, Hrein. The only woman who I have ever given one of these to… and the only one that I ever will.”

Hrein blinked, surprised to find that her vision had suddenly gone blurry, and that it was likely due to the tears that were welling up in her eyes. Sniffles came from all around her, and she couldn’t help but smile down at the man who had stolen her heart all over again.


AFTERWORD


Hello everyone! Here I am once again, writing to you after having finally completed another book. And once again, it took much longer than I had anticipated. That said, it was a joy to write, and I really look forward to writing the next volume. In fact, there was a lot more that I wanted to cram into this one, but the novel was just getting too long. I guess all of that will just have to wait until volume 5.

Since a few people have asked, I guess I should mention the anticipated length of the series. The truth is, I have no idea how long I will keep writing it. As I mentioned above, there will definitely be a fifth book (Yanai is already working on the cover for that one), but I’m not sure how many will come after that. I truly love writing the series, but it is not a cheap hobby for me. I have ideas that could span at least another two or three books beyond the fifth, or perhaps even further than that, but that may depend on if the series ever becomes profitable. I also have ideas for other series that I might give a try. All I can promise at this point, is that I will give the series a proper ending when the time comes, and not rush it.

Enough about me. What did all of you think about the book? Were there any surprises for you? Where do you think the plot will go next? I would love to hear all of your thoughts on my Discord channel, or as comments / reviews elsewhere. Thank you once again for supporting my work, and I hope to write to all of you again soon.

J.L. Harrie
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Master Ring: Soul bound. Wearers of the matching Slave Collars must obey any command given by the bearer of the Master Ring.

Slaves: Hrein, Acrasia, Nyakuro, Elora, Elina, Autumn, Lāmina.

Champion’s Pteruges: Adamantine and dragon hide armour for the legs. The armour cannot be damaged by fire. Steel ring on the inside to attach Fairy Leash.
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Slave Collar: Adamantine. Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey. Soul bound. Can only be removed by destruction of the soul. D-Ring: Orichalcum. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

Harness of the Fairy King: Artifact. Silver. Wearer cannot be harmed by physical attacks, and they will never grow tired while wearing the armour. Wearer is immune to harm from the elements of fire and water. This artifact will only function for a wearer that is free of deadly sin, and whose mother has only had carnal knowledge of one man.

Equipment of Note: Orichalcum Spear, Orichalcum Scutum, Platinum Wedding Ring.
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Slave Collar: Black leather. Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey. Soul bound. Can only be removed by destruction of the soul. D-Ring: Silver. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

Elf Lord’s Bow: Osage Orange wood longbow. 6’ long when unstrung.

Sword of Freyr: Artifact. Adamantine. Forged for the God of Prosperity, this sword changes its size and shape to suit the wielder. Further, if it is fed 5 Qi per minute, the sword will fight on its own, without requiring the wielder to hold it.

Fairy Leash: Platinum chain that connects to the inside of her master’s pteruges.
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Slave Collar: Black leather. Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey. Soul bound. Can only be removed by destruction of the soul. D-Ring: Silver. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

Inazuma no Yari: A six foot long iron spear, which can be extended to twelve feet.

Shifter Anklet: Platinum chain that wraps around the left ankle. Enchanted to automatically adjust its size to suit the wearer.
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Slave Collar: Black leather. Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey. Soul bound. Can only be removed by destruction of the soul. D-Ring: Silver. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

Horn Ring: Platinum band, studded with a ring of rubies.
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Slave Collar: Black leather. Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey. Soul bound. Can only be removed by destruction of the soul. D-Ring: Silver. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

Earrings of Promise: Platinum earrings set with emeralds.
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Slave Collar: Black leather. Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey. Soul bound. Can only be removed by destruction of the soul. D-Ring: Silver. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

Ghost Chains: Set of spiritual shackles, manacles, collar and chains. These bonds prevent the wearer from escaping their Master. He can mentally tug on the bonds at any time, and the slave is dragged to him. He can also use them to restrict her movement, pinning her in any position he desires.

Slave Rings: Pair of platinum hoop nipple rings.

Moulach Cauldron: Copper cauldron that is slightly larger than a regular saucepan. Can turn water into Irish Stew once a day. Additional uses cost 5 Qi per use. Each use creates two servings.
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Slave Collar: Black leather. Wearer of matching Master Ring may give any command, which the slave must obey. Soul bound. Can only be removed by destruction of the soul. D-Ring: Silver. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

Concubine Bracelet: Platinum chain that wraps around the left wrist.


STAT DESCRIPTIONS


Strength: This Stat represents the maximum weight (in pounds) the user can lift over his head. The user can deadlift (lift up to their waist) double this value.

Endurance: This Stat represents how long (in seconds) the user can maintain maximum effort, such as running at full speed or lifting their max weight. It also represents how long (in minutes) the user can hold his breath, or ’bleed out’ before he dies.

Aim: This Stat represents, as a percentage, the odds of the user hitting a stationary, one foot diameter target at a given weapon’s maximum effective range under normal conditions and assuming a standard level of proficiency. It also affects the user’s eye-hand coordination and manual dexterity.

Agility: This Stat affects the user’s balance and reaction time. As a numeric value, it is scaled against an attacker’s Aim, as the user’s ability to dodge or parry attacks.

Speed: This Stat represents the maximum speed (in miles per hour) the user can run. The user can maintain half of this value over long distances. Users with Flight can maintain their full speed over long distances.

Intelligence: This Stat is the user’s intelligence quotient (IQ).

Charisma: This Stat measures (as a percentage) the user’s chance of persuading a random person to agree to something. This would be adjusted by logic, incentives, attraction, relationship to the listener, etc.

Beauty: This Stat measures (as a percentage) how closely the user’s physical features approach their race’s ideals of physical perfection. Of course beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and different races and cultures might measure a person’s beauty by entirely different standards.

Luck: This Stat represents (as a percentage) the chance of events having a positive outcome for the user, unadjusted for other factors. This Stat cannot be permanently Enhanced with Spirit.

Dantian: This Stat measures the capacity of the user’s Dantian. The Qi stored within can be used to cast spells, or refined into Spirit through the arts of Cultivation. Without effort (such as meditation), the user’s Dantian will fully refill in 24 hours, assuming normal rest and diet. This means it refills at a rate of roughly 4% per hour or 1% per fifteen minutes. Meditation fills the Dantian at twice the normal rate, or three times the normal rate when in a Qi dense area.

Crimson Palace: This Stat represents the number of bricks currently used in building the user’s Crimson Palace, also known as the Middle Dantian. As a numeric value, it represents the user’s chance to resist attacks on the Mind or Soul, as a percentage. This value is reduced by the attacker’s Charisma. Beings without a Crimson Palace cannot resist these types of attacks without the assistance of magic. A single brick can be formed by compressing 100 Spirit. This Stat cannot be Enhanced with Spirit in the typical way.

Third Eye: This stat represents the user’s level of Enlightenment as a percentage. Also known as the Muddy Pellet or Upper Dantian, this stat can only be increased by the refining of Spirit into Dao, at the rate of 100 bricks to 1 drop of Golden Elixir. Warning: A cultivator cannot sacrifice the Crimson Palace he has built to create the Golden Elixir.

Durability: This stat measures the effective hardness of the cultivator’s body. While it will still feel as soft and pliable as a mortal’s, it will resist damage like a much harder substance. This is measured on the Knoop Hardness (HK) scale. As examples, a normal human fingernail would be around 44 HK, while granite is 650 HK, and diamond is 7000 HK.

Empathy: This stat measures the distance (in feet) at which the cultivator can sense their target’s emotional energy, honesty, and Qi. It also represents the accuracy (as a percentage) of the cultivator’s sense. The Target can resist such attempts by opposing the cultivator’s Empathy stat with his Crimson Palace.

Levitation: This stat measures (in pounds) how much the cultivator can reduce his own weight by. Note this does not reduce the user’s mass, only the effect of gravity.

Regeneration: This stat measures (as a percentage) how much faster the cultivator heals naturally, as well as how much slower he ages.


LINKS


Hello all! If you truly enjoyed this story, and wish to have some place to talk about it, by all means, please join my Discord server. This is the place where my fans can chat about my books, as well as receive updates from me, and post fan art of their favourite characters.

https://discord.gg/7rYNhQ2yNu

Now, if you are interested in even MORE content than is published in my books, you can certainly become a Patreon supporter of mine. Depending on the tier you choose, you will get access to things like clean cover art, and even NSFW versions.

https://patreon.com/JLHarrie_Patreon

Another way to stay abreast of any updates I post would be to follow me on Facebook. Liking my page and sharing it with friends on social media is also a great way to promote my work, and make it easier for me to commit to writing full time.

https://www.facebook.com/JLHarrie

I would also like to draw your attention (see what I did there?) to the artist which does the incredible cover art for my books, and also provides the NSFW versions for my Patreon subscribers. And let’s be real - his art is the reason most of you picked up my book in the first place. His name is Yanai, and it would be great if you checked out his Deviant Art page. Give him lots of support, and hire him for commissions if you want some quality work done.

https://www.deviantart.com/yanai-draws

Lastly, this is where I’ll mention other authors and groups that I think my readers might be interested in. If you’re a fan of the Harem genre, by all means, check them out.

Cassius Lange - I particularly enjoy his Manaborn series, and it was one of the first western Cultivation novels that I’d read.

https://www.amazon.com/stores/Cassius-Lange/author/B095VFL8JN

Facebook groups - These are communities of thousands of Harem readers, and are great places to find info on other authors you might like. The top ones I’ve found are:

Harem Gamelit:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit/

Monster Girl Fiction:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction

Harem Lit:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

Harem Lit Readers:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks

LitRPG Books:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books
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Effect
Caster enters touched target's dreams for up to 4 hours. Qi 10.
Caster can change shape into a human form for 2 hours. Qi: 15.
Caster can change shape into a black Siberian Husky for 2 hours. Qi 15.
Caster creates a realistic, programmable illusion that fools al senses

Area: 10 yard radivs sphere. Duration: 20 minutes. Objects created with this
spell may feel like anything, but have the strength of glass. Qi 160

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi

2.

‘Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 oot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, ising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 argets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutalizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects laws in targets genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect clls.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi 10 / Step.
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Caster imbues part of his body or weapon with a curse. Target struck with
said curse becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi: 10.

Caster enchants her whip to become invisible and leave no external wounds,
but instead inflicts painful cramps and aching on the target. Qi: 10.

Caster imbues up to two parts of her body, or two mélée weapons, with 2400°
. flames. The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi:20 / minute.
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Effect
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Caster can change shape into a humanoid form for 2 hours. Q:15.
Caster can change shape into a black panther for 2 hours. Qi:15

Caster grows to the size of a giant 12’ tall, quadrupling her Strength and
Endurance for up to 2 hours. Qi 15.

Caster sprouts black feathered wings that last until dismissed. Qi 15.

Caster gains control of up to four corpses. Qi:25.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.

Caster gathers Fire energy in her hand o weapon, which detonates as a 2400°
. flame on contact. Blastof flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi: 20,

Caster imbues up to two parts of her body, or two mélée weapons, with 2400°
. flames. The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi:20 / minute.

Castercreates a 100 mph gust of wind

a radius of 2 yards. Qi 10.

Caster imbues part of his body or weapon with a curse. Target struck with
said curse becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi 10.

‘Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 oot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, ising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dis and has enough Qi to cast it a time of
death. Qi: 50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect clls.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to arget’s DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth orloss over an area of 8 square fect.
Note: Any or all teps can be included when cast. Qi: 10/ Step.

Caster creates a realisic, programmable illusion that fools al senses
Area: 10 yard radius sphere. Duration: 20 minutes. Objects created with this
spell may feel like anything, but have the strength of glass. Qi 160.

‘Touched target becomes invisible unil they purposely end the spell. Qi 25.

Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and written words of
any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi: 10,

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear her voice. Qi:25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50
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Tooth Fairy's Gift Caster transforms one tooth into 2 copper obols. Qi:5.
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Name: Autumn Fallen  Race: Succubus Sex: Female Age: 99
Height: 58" Weight: 115 Ibs Hair: Black Eyes: Emerald Green

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Atibutes Buse Enhancement% Total
Strength m 0 m
Endurance 6 o o
Aim E) o E)
Agilty 3 0 L3
Speed - Running 1 o 15
Speed-Flght E) o E)
Intellgence s o s
Charisma 0 0 10
Beauty 10 0 10
Dantan E) 0 E)
Luck 50 - -
Current Status (Posiive):

Curent Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir. Fever (Carnal Thirst).

Techniques Effect
Night Vision User can s in darkness ke an owl 100 times better than a human.
Soul Touch Souls re treated assolid objects for demans.

Sclctve Breeding. User can choose o become impregnated o no.

(Carmal Cultvation User gains 5 Qi through the sbsorpton of aculate, Partner i drained.

‘Carnal Thirst User requires Qi infused semen to survive. 5 Qi / day minimun.
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Hurricane Force Gust
Running Water
Verdant Growth,

Castle Construction

Hel's Gate

Faustian Pact

Enslave

Dance of the Dead.
Necromancy

Summons

Paralysis

Sleeping Beauty

ElfShot

Tooth Fairy's Gift
Shapeshifter

Giantism

Love Potion

Chastity Potion

Zombie Potion

Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi 10.
Caster causes 2 gallons of fresh water to flow from totiched target. Qi 10.
Caster causes 2 sceds o plants to grow up to 2000" over 4 hours. Qi 10.

Caster can pull stone from the ground and shape itinto a building or
fortification as he desires. Alternatively, he can reshape existing stone
constructs. Qi:1/ 1000 cubic feet o stone.

Caster opens  path betuveen Hel and another ralm. Qi: 50
Castercreates an eternally binding contract on a blank piece o parchment or
paper. Qi:25

Target who ages to become casters lover becomes permanently enslaved.
Q0.

Castergains control of up to four corpses. Q:25.

Ask two questions ofa dead person. Q5.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi:25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Caster imbues part o his body or weapon with a curse. Target struck with
said curse becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi: 10,

Caster creates golden sand, which can be dusted in a target's eyes, causing
them to fallinto a cursed sleep. This lsts for 100 years,or until the target is
freed by a condition set by the caster. Qi 50.

Caster enchants an arrow o become an Ef Arrow (invisible and leaves no
external wounds) which inflits EfShot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Q-5

Caster transforms one tooth into 2 copper obols. Q5.

Caster can change shape into a tiger, woll, bear, eagle, or human form for 2.
hours. Qi: 15

Caster grows tothe size of a giant (12 tal, quadrupling his Strength and
Endurance for up to 2 hours. Qi 15

Caster creates a potion from Viola Tricolour. This potion causes any who
have it smeared over their eyelids to fal hopelessly in love with the next
living thing they see. Qi 15.

Caster creates a potion from Artemisia. This potion acts as an antidote for
Love Potions when smeared over the eyelids of the target. Alternatively, it
can be used o cool the target's natural lusts. Qi 15.

Caster creates a potion from his own blood, mixed with Pufferfish poison.
‘This potion curses the imbiber to become a zombie under the caster's control,
‘These zombies are infectious, and can turn others by biting them,. Qi: 25,





OEBPS/image_rsrc4WA.jpg
Name: Autumn Fallen  Race: Succubus Sex: Female Age: 9
Height: 58" ‘Weight: 1151bs Hair: Black Eyes: Emerald Green

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Attibutes Bue Enhancement % ot
Strength mw = 20
Endurance 6 o 6
Aim E o £y
Agilty 3 o 3
Specd - Running 15 o 5
Specd.-Fight E) 1w 10
Intelligence 18 w 7
Charisma m 1w 20
Beauty 1w 1w 20
Dantan 555 w mo
Luck E) g "

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Ensiaved.

Techniques Hfeat
Night-Vision Usercan see in darknesslike an owl; 100 times better thana human

Soul Touch Soulsare reted s sold obects fo demons.

Sclctve Brcding. Usercan choose to become impregrated or ot.

Comnl Thirt User requires Qi nfused semen o survive. Q1 / day minimu,

Comal Cultvation s gans 5 Qi through the atsorption o caculate. Parner i drained.
True Cultivaion User can Cultivate 2 poiots o Qi / minute ntoSpii

Energy Siphon User's Dantan naturaly refills n 12 ours, o ot of oughly 8% perhour.

User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.

Enchanting Music User can weave magical efects into compatible music.
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Verdant Growth Caster causes 2 seeds or plants to grow up to 2000 over 4 hours. Qi 10.
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Spells
Dream Walkee
Shape Shift- Human
Shape Shift - Dog

Tlusion

Eiteet
Caster entrs touched targe’s dreamsfo 1 hour. Q10

Costercan change shape into  human form or 1 hour. Qi 15
Castercan change shape into  black Siberian Husky fo 1 hour. Qi 15

Caster creates visual & auditory illusion flling a 5 cube, which lass for 10
‘minutes. Non-staic llusions require concentration. Qi: 10.
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Pain Caster enchants her whip to become invisible and leave no external wounds,
butinstead inflcts painful cramps and aching on the target. Qi 10
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Name: NyakuroFir  Race: Nekomata Sex: Female Tails: 2
Height: 52" Weight: 1101bs Fur: Black Eyes: Hazel
Titles: Slave / Wife of James Fir Lady of the Seelie Court

Autributes. Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 20 100 0
Endurance. 6 100 2

Aim & 100 pEY
Agility 8 100 160
Speed - Running 5 100 50

Speed - light 50 100 100
Intelligence 02 100 04
Charisma 7 %0 136
Beauty & 100 m
Dantian 45 100 890
Luck 50 - 50

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Bestal Biology Eifeat
Cats Night-Vision  Usercan s six times better than  human in darkness

Cats Hearing Use can hear thre times bttr than a human.

CatsSmell Usercan smellprey up o four mles vy

Technigues Eifet

Shape Shift-Cat User's naturalformis that of a cat with o tis. Q30

Energy Siphon User's Dantan natually refils i 12 hours,or a rteofroughly 8% per hou:

User can Meditate to double ths rate, or riple it in a Qi dense area.
True Cultivation User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

Dual Casting User can cast and maintain concentration on two spells simultaneously.
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Name: Hrein Fir Race: Valkyrie Sex: Female

Height: 60" Weight 1301bs Hair: Straw Blonde
Tiles: Slave / Fist Wite of James Fir, Chooser, Lady of the Seclie Court
m Ability st
m Strengih 0
Endurance 2
Durabitty 0
m Inteligence 20
Aim 120
Enpathy 0
m Agilty 140
Specd - Running a8
Specd - Flight 100
Levitation 0
m Charisma 10
Beauty E
Regeneraton 0
Luck 50
Dantian 1210
Crimson Palace 0
“Third Eye 0
Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved to James Fir

Age: 18

Eyes

Steel Blue
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Bestial Bology
Night Vision
Tiger's Hesring
CatsSmel
Lion's Refractory
Dragon's Wings
Techniques
True Cultvation

Energy Siphon

Dual Casting
Enchanting Music
Soul Touch

Effect
User can see in darkness like an owl; 100 imes better than a human.
User can hear five times better than a human.

User can smell prey up to four miles away.

User can ejaculate up o fifty times per day.

User's wings are immune to the effects offire.

Effect

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User's Dantian naturally refilsin 12 hours, o a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate or triple it in a Qi dense arca.

User can cast and maintain concentration on two spells simultancously.
User can weave magical effects into compatible music.

‘Souls aretreated as solid objects for Champions of Hel.
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Spells
Seidr - Memento Mori

Diagnosis

Panacea

Rebirth.

Blessing

Curse of Furfur

Polyglot

Glamour

Druid Covering

Dream Walker

Holy Smite

Fireball

Flaming Fists

Dancing Flames

Effect
Can view target’s last 10 minutes of life and cause of death. Qi:5.

Caster can see illusory overlay o touched target's body, which displays all
current Negative Status effects and locations. Qi 5.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targels’ genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic eet of imperfect cels.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubicfeet of cels according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth o loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, alon with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target i then reborn, whole and hale,rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster,if caste dis and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi:S0.

Caster touches target, and attempts to expel an entity from a vitim of
possession. Entity has a percentage chance to outright reist expulsion

(Crimson Palace - Caster's Charisma). Othersise, Caster has a percentage
chance of success equal to (Caster's Charisma - Entit’s Charisma). Qi 15,

Touched target gains a 20% boost o Luck Stat, as well as immunity to all
Curses and Possession for 2 days. Qi 25.

Caster's Beauty assaults the female target's will (Charisma). The greater the
difference between the caster and target’ stats,the more severe the effect on
the target. Loss: Infatuation. 25: Speak only lics. 50: Madness. 100: Death.
Win: +20% to INT, CHA. Alleffects are permanent. Qi 25.

Touched targe can speak and understand the spoken and written words of
any language for 2 days. This spell does not slve ciphers. Qi 10

Caster creates a ealistic, programmable illuion that fools al senses.
‘Area: 10 yard radius sphere. Duration: 20 minutes. Objects created with this
Spell may feel like anything, but have the strength of glass. Qi 160,

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi 25.
Caster enters touched target’s dreams for up to 4 hours. Qi: 10.

Caster gathers Holy energy in his hand or weapon, which detonates upon
contact. Blast of Holy encrgy has a 10 yard radius. Unholy objects and.
creatures receive devastating damage. Qi 20.

Caster gathers Fire energy in his hand or weapon, which detonates as a 2400°
. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi 20

Caster imbues p to two parts of his body, or two melée weapons, with 2400°
C.flames. The caster and his weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi:20/ minute.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400 C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi 20
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Name: Limina Race: EIf Sex: Female Age: 18

Height: 5° Weight 851bs Hair: Light Brown  Eyes: Sapphire
Tiles: Slave / Fiancé of James Fir Priestes of Hel

Autibutes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength g o 5
Endurance 5 o 5

Aim n 0 n

Agilty n 0 n

Speed - Running 10 0 10
Intelligence i ) 20
Charisma % 100 180

Beauty 5 100 170
Dantian 25 100 50

Luck EY - -

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Techniques Eftect

True Cultivation User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit

Energy Siphon User's Dantian naturally efill in 12 hours, or a ate of oughly 8% per hour.

User can Meditate to double this ate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.
Soul Touch ‘Souls are treated as solid objects for priestesses of Hel
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Glamour Caster creates a realistc, programable ilusion that fools all senses.
Area: 10 yard radius sphere. Duration: 20 minutes. Objects created with this
Spell may feel like anything, but have the strength of glass. Qi 160.





OEBPS/image_rsrc4V8.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4VA.jpg
x





OEBPS/image_rsrc4WJ.jpg
Spells
Rebirth

Panacea

Druid Covering,

Elf Shot

Paralysis

Polyglot

Summons

Flaming Sword

Running Water

Effect

‘Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 oot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, ising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 0.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect clls.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cels according to target's DNA.
) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi:10/ Step.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi:25.

Caster enchants an arrow to become an EIf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
external wounds) which inficts Ef-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Q5.

Caster imbues part of his body or weapon with a curse. Target struck with
said curse becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi 10.

‘Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and written words of
any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi 10

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear her voice. Qi:25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Caster imbues a partof her body, or a mélie weapon, with 2400° C. flames
“The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated by this
spell. Qi:20 / minute.

Caster causes 2 gallons of fresh water o flow from touched target. Q: 10,
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Name: Hrein Fir Race: Valkyrie Sex: Female Age: 18
Height: 60" Weight: 1301bs Hair: Straw Blonde  Eyes: Steel Blue

Titles: Slave / First Wife of James Fir, Chooser, Lady of the Seelie Court

Element Abitty Stat Butted
Strength 3
Endurance 2
Dunbitty 0
m Intellgence 6
Aim m
Enpatty 0
£ Agity 10
Specd - Runming 3
Specd - Flight 100
Lesaton 0
Crarisma 104
Beauty m
Regeneraton 0
Luck E @
Dantian 0
Crimson Palace o
Thind Eye 0

Status (Positive): Immune: Curses, Possession, Exhaustion, Fire, Water, Physical damage. Polyglot.

Status (Negative): Enslaved.
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Spell Songs. Effect

Pied Piper's 1stMvt.  Charms ratsfor the duration of playing. Qi:1/ minute.
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Spell Songs Effect

Pied Piper's Ist Mvt.  Charms ratsfor the duration of playing. Qi:1/ minute.
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Name: James Fir

Height: 70"

Titl
Element

m

Blessings
Lady Luck
Hel

Hel

Race: Einherjar Sex: Male Age: 45

Weight: 3001bs Fur: Black / Green  Eyes: Emerald Green

‘Champion of Hel, Baron of the Seelie Court, Arbiter of Life and Death

Avitty St Butted
Strength 1200

Endurance »

Dunbitty 0

Intelligence e

Aim m

Enpathy 0

Agity e

Speed - Running E3

Speed-Flght 1w

Levtation 0

Charisma m

Beauty 1w

Regeneraton 0

Luck @ 3
Dantian 1500

Crimson Palace 1

Thind Eye 0

Effect
Lucky: 25% Boostto Luck Stat.

Analysis: Allows user to read and manage Status Screen of self and any
object owned. Primarily, this allows the user to learn Spells from Artifacts
and scrolls, as well as assign Spirit to Abilities and Spells, thereby Enhancing
them at a cost of 1% per Spirit point.

Inventory: Allows user to summon and send non-living items he owns to
and from his abode in Hel. Al worn and held equipment will b sent to.
user's inventory upon death. Also allows user to see st of items stored.
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Spells
Rebirth

Panacea

Druid Covering,

ElfShot

Polyglot
Summons

Flaming Fists

Running Water

Effect

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius, Target i then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caser, if caste dies and has emough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi:50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect clls.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promoes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square fect.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10/ Step.

Touched target becomes invisible unil they purposely end the spell. Qi:25.

Caster enchants an arraw to become an EIf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
‘external wounds) which inflcts Elf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Q5.

Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and written words of
any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi: 10.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear her voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Caster imbues up to two parts of his body, o two mélée weapons, with 2400°
. flames. The caster and his weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

Caster causes 2 gallons offresh water to flow from touched target. Q: 10.
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Name: Lamina Race: Elf Sext Female Age: 18
Height: 5 Weight: 851bs Hair: Light Brown  Eyes: Sapphire

Titles: Slave of James Fi, Priestess of Hel

Atibutes Buse Enhancement% Toul
Strength 5 0 =5
Endurance 5 o s
Aim n o n
Agilty n 0 n
Speed - Running 0 o 10
Intellgence m 0 s
Crarisma 75 @ m
Beauty 5 0 &
Dantian 10 1w 3
Luck E B B

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Permanently Enslaved o James Fir:

Techniques Effect
True Cultivation User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit
Energy Siphon User's Dantian naturally refill in 12 hours, or a ate of roughly 8% per hou.

User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area
Soul Touch Souls are treated as solid objects for priestesses of Hel.
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Spells
Seidr- Memento Mori
Shape Shift-Swan
Scarlet Tourus
Towands the Light ()
Polygit

Summons
Hurricane Force Gust
Holy Smite

Fireball

Flaming Sword

Dancing Flames

Rebirth

Panacea

Exorcism

Blessing

Druid Covering,

Glamour

Htet
(Can view targe' st 10 minutesof e nd causeofdeth. Q5

Caster can change shape ntoaswan for 2 hours. Qi15.

Touched tange i gven wingsthat st untildismissd. Qi 15

Open a pathn the sky between ValhallaorHel and another resim. Qi0.

Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and written words of
any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi: 10.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear her voice. Qi:25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi 10,

Caster gathers Holy energy in her hand or weapon, which detonates upon
contact. Blast of Holy energy has a 10 yard radius. Unholy objects and
creatures eceive devastating damage. Qi: 20,

Caster gathers Fire energy in her hand or weapon, which detonates as a 240"
C.flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi 2.

Caster imbues a partof her body, or a melée weapon, with 2400° C. flames.
‘The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated by this
spel. Qi:20 / minute.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C.fires with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi:20.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, ising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-caston caster, if caste dics and has enough Qi to cast it a time of

death. Qi:0.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 argets within 10 yards
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Castercorrects laws intargets’ genetic code.

) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feetof imperfect cels.

5) Casterregenerates 2 cubic feetof cells according to target’s DNA
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square fect.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Caster touches target, and attempts to expel an entity from a victim of
possession. Entity has a percentage chance to outright resist expulsion

(Crimson Palace - Caster's Charisma). Otherwise, Caster has a percentage.
chance of success equal to (Caster’s Charisma - Entity’s Charisma). Qi: 15

Touched target gains a 20% boost o Luck Stat,as wellas immunity to ll
Curses and Possession for 24 hours. Qi:25.

‘Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi:25.
Caster creates  realistic, programmable llusion that fols all senses

‘Area: 10 yard radius sphere. Duration: 20 minutes. Objects created with this
spell may feel like anything, but have the strength of glass. Qi 160,
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Name: Elina Race: EIf Sex: Female Age: 20
Height: 52" Weight: 901bs Hair: Brown Eyes: Brown / Green

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Auibutes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 5 0 5
Endurance 5 0 5
Aim & 0 o
Agility © 0 )
Speed - Running 10 0 10
Intelligence 126 0 126
Charisma n 100 144
Beauty 7 0 b
Dantian 20 100 40
Luck 50 = =
Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved. Insane.

Techniques Effect

Energy Siphon User's Dantian naturally refillsin 12 hours, r a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rae, or triple it in a Qi dense arca.

True Cultivation User can Cultvate 2 poins of Qi / minute into Spirit.
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Shapeshifter
Caster can chan;
o ‘ge shape intoa tiger, wolf, eagle, or h
, eagle, or human form for 2 hours.
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Spells

Diagnosis

Rebirth

Panacea

Exorcism

Blessing

Scarlet Taurus
Necromancy
Dance of the Dead

Dancing Flames

Effect

Caster can see llusory overlay of touched targets body, which displays all
current Negative Status effects and locations. Q5.

‘Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, ising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects laws in fargets’ genetic code.

1) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect clls.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to arget's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi:10/ Step.

Caster touches target, and attempts to expel an entity from a victim of
possession. Entity has a percentage chance to outright rsist expulsion

(Crimson Palace - Caster's Charisma). Otherwise, Caster has a percentage
chance of success equal to (Caster's Charisma - Entity’s Charisma). Q: 15.

Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, as well as immunity to all
Curses and Possession for 24 hours. Qi: 25,

Touched target is given wings that last until dismissed. Qi 15.
Ask one question of a dead person. Qi 10,
Caster gains control of up to four corpses. Qi 25,

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi 20.





OEBPS/image_rsrc4W4.jpg
Techniques Effect
Soul Touch ‘Souls are treated as solid objects for valkyries.

Energy Siphon User's Dantian naturally refils in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense arca.

True Cultivation User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit
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Spells
Seidr - Memento Mori

Diagnosis

Rebirth

Panacea

Exorcism

Blessing

Scarlet Taurus
Necromancy
Dance of the Dead

Summons

Dancing Flames

ElfShot

Effect
Can view target’s ast 10 minutes of life and cause of death. Q5.

Caster can sce llusory overlay of touched target's body, which displays all
current Negative Status effects and locations. Qi:5.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target i then reborn, whole and hale ising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-caston caster, f caste dies and has enough Qi o cast it a time of
death. Qi:50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect clls.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet o cells according to target's DNA.
) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of § square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi:10/ Step.

Caster touches target, and attempts to expel an entity from a vitim of
possession. Entity has a percentage chance to outright esist expulsion

(Crimson Palace - Caster's Charisma). Otherwise, Caster has a percentage
chance of success equal to (Caster's Charisma - Entity’s Charisma). Qi 15.

Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, as well as immuity to all
Curses and Possession for 24 hours. Qi: 25,

Touched targetis given wings that last until dismissed. Qi 15.
Ask two questions of a dead person. Q5.
Caster gains control of up to four corpses. Qi 25.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi:25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° . fires (with a 2 yard radivs)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20,

Caster enchants an arrow to become an EIf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
‘external wounds) which inflicts Elf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Qi:5.
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Paralysis Caster imbuies part of his body or weapon with a curse. Target struck with
said curse becomes paralyzed for 1 minute. Qi: 20.
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Spells

Glamour

Druid Covering
Growth
Enslave

Nympholepsy

Polyglot
Summons

Rebirth

Panacea

Dancing Flames
Fireball

Hurricane Force Gust
Verdant Growth

Sieeping Beauty

ElfShot

iny's Gift

Effect

‘Caster creates a ealisic, programmable llusion that fools all senses.
Area: 10 yard radius sphere. Duration: 20 minutes. Objects created with this
Spell may feel ke anything, but have the strength of glass. Qi: 160.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi: 25,
Caster can change shape to a humansized form for 2 hours. Qi 15.

Seduced target who agrees to become caster's lover becomes permanently
enslaved. Refusal reverses the spell, enslaving the caster. Qi: 25.

Caster's Beauty assaults the male target's will (Charisma). The greater the
difference between the caster and target's sats, the more severe the effect on
the target, Loss: Infatuation. 25: Loss of speech. 50: Madness. 100: Death.
Win: +20% to INT, CHA. All effects are permanent. Q: 2.

Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and written words of
any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi: 10.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear her voice. Qi:25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Targetis then rebom, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster,if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi:50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genetic code.

) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cels.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic et of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an arca of 8 square fect.
Note: Any or allsteps can be included when cast. Qi:10 / Step.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi 20.

‘Caster gathers Fire energy in her hand or weapon, which detonates as a 2400°
C. flame on contact. Blast o flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi:20.

Caster creates 2 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi: 10.
Caster causes 2 sceds or plants to grow up o 2000 over  hours. Qi: 10,
Caster creates golden sand, which can be dusted in a target’s eyes, causing
them to fallinto a cursed sleep. This lasts for 100 years, or unti the target is
freed by a condition set by the caster, Qis 50,

Caster enchants an arrow to become an Elf Arrow (invisble and leaves no
external wounds) which inflcts EIf-Sho (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Q5

Caster transforms one tooth into 2 copper obols. Qi:5.
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Giantism Caster grows to the size of a giant (12’ tall, doubling their Strength and
Endurance for up to 2 hours. Qi: 15.
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Castle Construction  Caster can pull stone from the ground and shape t into a building or
fortification as he desires. Alternatively, he can reshape existing stone
constructs. Qi1 / 1000 cubic feet of stone.
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Name: AcrasiaFir | Race: LeannnSidhe  Sex: Female Age: 76
Height: 6"/ 411" Weight 11bs/801bs  Hair: Golden Blonde  Eyes: Silver

Slave / Wife of James Fir, Lady of the Seelie Court

Atibutes Buse Enhancement % ot
Strength w© 1w 0
Endurance s 0 10
Aim % 0 0
Agity £ 0 10
Specd - Runming 10 100 »
Speed-Flght 0 1w 10
Intellgence ” w m
Charisma % 0 0

5 10 190

25 1w 1050

% . %

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Techniques Eifeat
Night Vision Use can s n darknesslike a owl; 100 times bettr than a human.

Fay Wings Use generats 1 ounce o Firy Dust pe day.

Sclective Breeding  User can choose o become impregnated ornot.

Caml Cultvation  Usergans 5 Q through th absorpton of aculate. Partner s drained.
True Cultivation User can Culivate 2 points of Qi / minute intoSpiit

Energy Siphon User's Dantian naturally reflls n 12 hours or a at o raughly 8% per hour

User can Meditate to double this rat, or triple it in.a Qi dense area.

Dual Casting User can cast and maintain concentration on two spells simultancously.

Enchanting Music User can weave magical effects into compatible musi
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Elf Shot ‘Caster enchants an arrow to become an EIf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
external wounds) which nflicts Elf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Qi:5.
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Love Potion

Chastity Potion

Spell Songs.
Pied Piper’s Tt Myt

Caster creates a potion from Viola Tricolour. This potion causes any who
have it smeared over their eyelids to fal hopelessly in love with the next
living thing they see. Qi:15.

Caster creates a potion from Artemisia. This potion acts as an antidote for
Love Potions when smeared over the eyelids of the target. Alternatively; it
can be used to cool the target's natural lusts. Qi: 15.

Effect

Charms rats for the duration of playing. Qi 1/ minute.
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Name: Elora Race: EIf Sex: Female Age: 20
Height: 52" Weight: 901bs Hair: Brown Eyes: Brown

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Auibutes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 5 0 5
Endurance 5 0 5
Aim & 0 o
Agility © 0 )
Speed - Running 10 0 10
Intelligence 126 0 126
Charisma n 100 144
Beauty 7 0 b
Dantian 20 100 20
Luck 50 = =
Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Techniques Effect

Energy Siphon User's Dantian naturally refillsin 12 hours, r a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rae, or triple it in a Qi dense arca.

True Cultivation User can Cultvate 2 points of Qi / minute nto Spirit.

Soul Touch ‘Souls are treated as solid objects for the bearer of the Ghost Chains.
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Nympholepsy Caster enters an unconscious battle of wills with a arget male. The greater
the difference between the caster and targets Charisma, the more severe the
effect on the target. Loss: Infatuation. 25; Loss of speech. 50: Madness. 100:
Death. Win: +10% to INT, CHA. Al effects are permanent. Qi: 25.





