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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.

Autumn Fallen: Concubine of James. Fallen angel turned succubus. Her caramel coloured skin and long, silky black hair match her emerald green eyes beautifully. Normally a fairly serious and moral woman, her succubus nature occasionally slips through, turning her into a sex fiend in the truest sense.

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 Priestess 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.

Clarissa Eaton: Ward of James and maid of House Fir. This 5 year old girl is the daughter of Geoffrey Eaton. As a poltergeist, she looks like an animated black and white photograph, and is somewhat transparent. Her curly black hair appears to wave in the air on its own, as if continually teased by a gentle breeze.

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.

Clíodhna: Banshee Ambassador of the Seelie Court. A voluptuous redheaded beauty, she couldn’t be more different from her sister, Aibell. Currently serving as ambassador to Éljúðnir.

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.

Cobweb: Deceased pixie who is a close friend of Titania’s, but was released from Hel’s domain to serve as her ambassador in Elphyne.

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 Lieutenant Colonel in the Seelie army. 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.

Geoffrey Eaton: Deceased. A former merchant in Guayabo, and a friend of James, his soul is now trapped in Hell.

Elphen:

Iolanthe II: Queen of Elphen. Daughter of Iolanthe, and her elven husband.

Iolanthe: Duchess of Elphen. A blonde fairy with golden bumblebee wings. She has a silly and childish nature, that matches her 17 year old appearance. At 5’1” tall, she is the least imposing figure imaginable.

Physalis II: Captain of the Elphen Guard. This pretty blonde woman hides a well muscled body under her armour. The great, great, great granddaughter of Iolanthe, she is 28/32 elf, 1/32 fae, and 3/32 human.

Wayland: Master smith. This tall, somewhat dour man is the legendary smith that forged the mythical blade Balmung, among other great treasures. As a half Álfar / half Jötunn, his strength is even greater than his size would suggest.

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.

Loki: Norse God of Trickery and Lies. Graced with wavy blond hair, his appearance isn’t as ugly as his personality. His ultimate goal is to cause Ragnarök, and thus the death of his rivals, the Aesir. He is the father of many famous gods and monsters, including Hel and Fenrir, among others.

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.

Legion of Hell:

Lilith: Queen of Succubi and Mother of Demons. The wife of Asmodeus, she is currently serving as Hell’s ambassador to Éljúðnir. Though she can change her appearance at will, she usually has large, bat-like wings and dusky skin. Her favourite hair colour seems to alternate between black and golden blonde.

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.


CHAPTER 1


James woke to the sound of knuckles lightly rapping on the wooden door of his chamber. He and his entire harem, with the exception of his elven fiancé, had spent the night in Elphen’s palace, as guests of Queen Iolanthe II. He would have preferred for Lāmina to stay as well, but she felt that it might be too difficult for her to resist joining in the nightly fun, if she were to sleep in the same room as him.

“I wish to maintain my purity for you until our wedding night, Master.” she had whispered shyly. “And I should get home to keep an eye on my sister. It wouldn’t be good to leave the children alone in the mansion overnight.”

The einherjar had agreed, and cast Hel’s Gate to open a portal back their home for her. After she had left, the remaining women had descended on James like an avalanche, keen to show their appreciation for the gifts of jewellery.

“That was definitely a night to remember.” the ex-soldier muttered quietly as he attempted to untangle himself from the nest of limbs and naked bodies, while trying not to wake the ladies.

“Lord Fir?” a feminine voice called softly from beyond the door.

“Master?” Acrasia groaned, rubbing her eyes sleepily. The blonde fairy’s hair was a wild mess, but that did nothing to detract from her otherworldly beauty.

If anything, it makes her look sexier. James thought to himself. Seeing the other women begin to stir, the einherjar gave up on letting them sleep in. “Yes? I’ll be out in a minute.” he called out to the unknown woman.

“There is no rush, Lord Fir.” the woman replied a little louder this time. Now that he could hear her voice more clearly, the ex-soldier recognized the speaker as Phyllis II, the Captain of Elphen’s guard. “I merely wished to inform you that Queen Iolanthe II invites you to break fast with her.”

“It would be my pleasure, of course.” the baron replied politely. Finally able to sit up, now that most of the women were awake and beginning to get up themselves, James leaned over with the intent to shift his ass closer to the edge of the bed. It was only then that einherjar realized that he was not yet completely free. An elven beauty was lying between his legs, with her head in his lap. Though she was fast asleep, Elina still held his member in her mouth. She must have slept like that all night. the ex-soldier sighed inwardly.

“Very well.” Phyllis replied through the door. “I will return in half an hour to escort you to the dining room.”

“Thank you.” James answered in a slightly distracted tone. His attention fixed on the obsessed maid, he couldn’t help but think back on her behaviour the night before. In her typical broken, halting speech, the pretty elf had demanded that she and her sister do all of the ‘cleaning’ after he made love to each of the women.

“We are… concubines.” Elina had insisted with an unblinking glare.

“So is Autumn!” Elora had pointed out rather vehemently.

“We are… maids.” her twin argued with equal determination. “My… job. Our… jobs!”

In the end, Elora had finally relented and gave into her sister’s demands, agreeing that they would split the work fifty-fifty. Now, upon waking, Elora spotted where her sister was and quietly hissed at the taciturn maid. “Elina! Wake up! We need to get back to Éljúðnir and prepare for the day!”

“Mmm…” the elf moaned sleepily, sending a shiver up the einherjar’s spine. As she woke, realization seemed to dawn on her, which resulted in the maid immediately resuming where she had left off.

James groaned and decided to let the elf do her thing. Not that it was a hard decision. he silently admitted. “Just… let her be for a few minutes, Elora.”

The head maid scowled, first at her owner, and then at her sister who was happily humming as she worked. “Fine. But don’t blame me if we’re late, Master.” Elora snapped.

“It’s fine.” James replied with a dismissive wave. “It won’t take her half an hour to finish.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, a feminine giggle drew his attention to the foot of the bed. Autumn was kneeling on the mattress with a playful smirk and a dim red glow in her eyes. “Don’t forget that you need to feed me too, Master.” the succubus said in a sultry tone.

The einherjar’s eyes widened slightly as he suddenly remembered that she was indeed correct about that. “Oh. Right. Well… I guess I’ll just have to try to be quick then…” he muttered unconvincingly.
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“Please join me.” Iolanthe II said, gesturing to the chair at the opposite end of the dining room table.

“Sorry if we’re a little late, Your Majesty.” James apologized as he seated his wives and Autumn. “It was a busy morning.”

“It is fine, Lord Fir. I only arrived a moment ago, myself.” the Queen of Elphen told him.

“Sorry I’m late!” a high pitched, feminine voice called out from an open doorway. A second later, Duchess Iolanthe came rushing into the room. The young looking fairy was wearing a pretty dress of vibrant colours, but it appeared to be put on in a hurry, as it was bunched up in odd places and hanging open in others.

A frown briefly appeared on the queen’s face, but it was quickly hidden behind a mask of quiet patience. “Do not worry, mother. We have yet to start.”

“Your Grace.” James greeted the hyper woman with a bow of his head.

“Lord Fir! I’m so glad that you’re here!” the noble fairy exclaimed excitedly, while taking a seat near her daughter. “I really wanted to talk to you some more.”

Queen Iolanthe II cleared her throat softly and gave her mother a stern look. “While I am certain that Lord Fir would love to chat with you, mother, there is business that I had hoped to discuss with him this morning.”

“Ohhh…” Duchess Iolanthe whispered loudly, then gave her half-fae daughter a huge and obvious wink. “Is that why I wasn’t invited this morning?”

The monarch’s eyebrow twitched, and her mouth formed a flat line in displeasure. Why must she embarrass me so, in front of guests? Iolanthe II inquired of whatever gods might be listening. Still, despite her initial response, this sort of behaviour was far from abnormal for the flighty fairy, and so the much younger woman was quite practiced in dealing with it. Forcing herself to smile, the queen told her mother a white lie. “Not at all, mother. It must have simply been an oversight on my part.”

“Oh, good!” the elder Iolanthe declared with a happy clap of her hands, gullibly accepting the words at face value. “I do love having breakfast with you, dear. Your chefs are amazing, and I especially love the scones!”

Queen Iolanthe II couldn’t help but grimace upon hearing her mother’s words. “I’m afraid there won’t be any scones this morning, mother. My apologies.”

“Aww.” the duchess pouted. “There weren’t any left yesterday either. Did something happen to the baker?”

Iolanthe II glanced at James before answering her mother’s question. “Actually, we have run out of flour.”

The golden winged fairy frowned. “Can’t we just buy some more, then?”

“I’m afraid not.” The queen shook her head. Turning to face the einherjar, the half-elven woman began to explain the situation. “As you may have noticed, Lord Fir, we possess no wheat fields of our own. Because of this, we acquire all of our flour through trade with the Wobonuch Tribe. The Nim, as they call themselves, make flour by grinding acorns that they gather in the lowlands of their territory.”

“Lowlands?” James asked unthinkingly. “Oh. Sorry, Your Majesty. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“It is quite all right, Lord Fir. Yes, the lowlands. The Wobonuch reside in the mountains surrounding this valley.” Iolanthe II continued. “At least, that had been the case for centuries. Trade began to slow between our peoples shortly after some of their tribe became infected with lycanthropy, and came to a complete halt when the werewolves began to attack our city.”

“I see.” the Champion hummed and stroked his beard in thought. “It’s strange though. When I was fighting that black werewolf, it certainly seemed like I was battling a raging beast, but she had the mental capacity to shift to human form and surrender at the end.” Looking the queen directly in the eye, the einherjar pressed her for answers. “Do you have any idea why the werewolves are attacking Elphen, Your Majesty?”

Iolanthe II had been expecting this question, and thus managed to hide her feelings on the subject, while giving him the answers that he sought. “It would seem that their Alpha is ill. His daughter, the young woman whom you helped arrest yesterday, came here seeking a remedy. Shortly after we declined her request, her people began their attacks.”

“I see.” James said again. “May I ask why she was turned away?”

This time the ruler couldn’t hide her frown. “Though I sympathize with her plight, the alicorn she requested is simply too rare to give away. We only possess a very limited amount, and it must be saved for the citizens of Elphen.”

Hel’s Champion sighed. “Alicorn. In other words, the powdered horn of a unicorn.”

“Yes.” Iolanthe II confirmed. “I believe that they are attacking in the hopes of locating the alicorn and stealing it, or perhaps kidnapping someone and holding them for ransom.”

“I see…” the einherjar muttered.

Duchess Iolanthe giggled. “You say that a lot.”

“Ah. Sorry about that.” James replied with an uncomfortable smile. Turning his attention back to the queen, he decided to speak his mind. “If that is the case, Your Majesty, then perhaps I can be of assistance.”

Queen Iolanthe II quirked a brow at the baron’s offer. “Oh? How so, Lord Fir?”

“Not to toot my own horn, but I am known to be a healer of some skill. I have no doubt that I could treat this Alpha’s malady, without the use of alicorn.” James suggested.

The Queen of Elphen studied her guest for a moment, before finally asking the obvious question. “At what cost? Surely you will not claim that this too is merely for the good will of our people? By curing the Alpha of his illness, you could potentially claim to be saving us from enemy attacks.”

James gave the monarch a sly grin and leaned forward while steepling his fingers. “Oh, even more than that, Your Majesty.” the einherjar chuckled. “I plan to go so far as to restore your access to flour.”

Queen Iolanthe’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Again, at what cost?”

“Hmm. Does Elphen possess any magic shops? Places where I could purchase magical scrolls or the like?” the ex-soldier inquired.

“Yes…” Iolanthe II answered hesitantly. “Though there are limits on what magic may be sold to civilians.”

“Then perhaps, as payment for my services, you could grant me access to restricted magic, as well as the right to do business with your regular shops?” the Champion suggested.

“Forgive me, Lord Fir, but I fail to see how that would be a sufficient reward.” the queen pointed out, her suspicion only deepening.

“That’s a good point. In that case, I request that all of the lycanthropes and people of the Wobonuch Tribe that you currently hold, be surrendered to me as well.” he replied.

The queen’s eyebrows rose at this. She had suspected that he might request the release of the Alpha’s daughter, but not any of her people. “May I ask why you would desire such… dangerous prisoners?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” James replied with a bow of his head. “I intend to use them as leverage, to put the Wobonuch Tribe even further in my debt, in addition to healing their Alpha.”

Iolanthe II leaned forward, resting her palms on the heavy oak table. “And what do you want from the Nim, that you would put them in such a debt?”

“The Nim.” James said simply. Shrugging his shoulders, he explained a little further. “I want them. The people. Specifically, an army of werewolves for my barony.”

The queen’s eyes widened at his frank declaration. He can’t be serious! she nearly shouted in her head. Such an army would be impossible to control! But if they could be… Iolanthe II shuddered at the thought of what a man such as he might accomplish with an army of monsters.

“Wait! Who is going to sell us the flour to make scones, if you take all of the Nim away!?” Duchess Iolanthe shouted, showing an unusual level of insight for the fairy.

James turned to the pretty fae and gave her a warm smile. “You needn’t worry, Your Grace. If all of the Nim come with me, that will leave their lands free for use by your people. Surely there are hunters among the elves of Elphen who could gather the acorns?”

“Oh. That’s right. I suppose so.” the fae woman conceded, tapping her lip thoughtfully.

“And if they do not leave with you… then you will negotiate the re-opening of trade between our peoples. Is that correct?” Iolanthe II asked.

“That is correct, Your Majesty.” James confirmed.

“Hmm. Very well. I shall speak with Queen Titania when she arrives, and see what she thinks of your plan. In the mean time, I suggest that we enjoy the breakfast that my cooks have prepared.” Queen Iolanthe declared.

“It will be our pleasure, Your Majesty.” the Champion agreed with a smile.
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Though the einherjar had enjoyed the meal, he truly missed the much spicier fare that he ate regularly back on Earth. It turned out that elven cuisine was light and tasty, but it was hardly filling to the bestial man, nor did it have the intense flavours that he preferred.

After the meal, the Queen of Elphen had dismissed them, and so James and his family were free to wander the Upper City for a short while. At least, they were after he had taken care of a few chores back in Elphyne. A quick trip there and back again (while saving Qi by having his women summon him back and forth) allowed the einherjar to throw up another 2500 feet of wall outside of Elphyne, as well as grant Titania her morning blessing.

The Upper City of Elphen was a sight to see. Being suspended between giant sequoia trees, a hundred feet in the air, the entire settlement was made up of platforms and suspension bridges. Every structure was masterfully crafted from what appeared to be living wood, with no sign of seams or nails. It looks as if the elves just… grew the city up here. the einherjar silently noted. Even the cables that supported the bridges looked to be living vines, rather than regular rope.

Of course, the grandest sight in the city was the palace itself. Situated between five of the biggest trees James had ever seen, the palace was no less grand than the one in Elphyne, even though there wasn’t a hint of stone in its construction. Like every other building in the Upper City, the whole place was formed of wood, with the exception of the glass in the windows. Even that didn’t look like it was manufactured, however. Rather, the panes appeared thicker than normal glass, and James surmised that it was actually crystal of some kind, though every bit as transparent as normal glass.

Overall, James and his ladies enjoyed the tour, though there wasn’t as much to do as in the Lower City. It seemed that the vast majority of businesses were set up on the ground, while the buildings in the Upper City were primarily residential. One of the few exceptions to this was the Temple of Artemis. This elegant building almost rivalled the palace in beauty, even though it was but a fraction of its size. Countless balconies lined the outer walls of the temple, each bedecked with hanging gardens and eyries full of colourful birds. There was even a small waterfall which poured from an opening near the roof’s peak, and fell to a pool above the main entrance. The gathered water then split into smaller falls on either side of the door, only to be collected in troughs running along the foundation of the building. How the clergy kept the water flowing was anyone’s guess, but the Champion had to admit that it was an impressive sight.

As curious as James was about the temple’s interior, the einherjar decided against entering. Even if Hel and Artemis had a cordial relationship, he couldn’t be sure how the Champion of another goddess might be received by the priestesses within. With one last look at the solid oak doors, which were embossed with a golden hind on one side, and a silver bow and arrow on the other, the einherjar and his family carried on with their tour.

By the time the party reached the central platform of the Upper City, which served as a sort of town square, Queen Titania’s arrival was imminent. Queen Iolanthe II waited near the northern edge of the square, surrounded on three sides by her honour guard. Duchess Iolanthe was also present, of course, and was literally biting her nails in nervous excitement.

“What’s taking Titty so long? You don’t think something’s wrong, do you? Oh, what if she isn’t coming!?” the fae woman rambled in a squeaky voice, which only seemed to climb in pitch the more nervous she became.

“Calm down, mother!” the queen whispered sternly. “Queen Titania isn’t due for another few grains of the hourglass.”

“But…!” the duchess began to argue, but was cut off by Titania’s sudden appearance in the centre of the platform. Upon spotting the Fairy Queen, Iolanthe’s eyes widened to an almost impossible degree, as her jaw dropped and she veritably shook with excitement.

Titania noticed this, of course, but decorum dictated that she address the ruler of the nation first. Barely concealing the smile that was attempting to take over her features, the Queen of the Seelie Court turned her attention to the Queen of Elphen. “Greetings…” was all she got out of her mouth, before Iolanthe shot across the square like a cannon ball.

“Titty!” Iolanthe screamed as she tackled her oldest friend, desperately clinging to her as if fearing that she would disappear again.

“Io.” Titania hiccupped, her eyes becoming wet with unshed tears. With only the slightest hesitation, due to the emotional struggle that she was currently facing, the fae queen slowly embraced the younger fairy and laid her head atop that of her friend. “I… I was so worried…” she whispered in a shaky voice. “I feared that you wouldn’t forgive me.”

“Nonsense!” Iolanthe choked, burying her face in Titania’s bosom and sobbing loudly. “I’ve missed you so much! I thought you’d never forgive me for leaving! I’m so sorry, Titty!”

“It is you who speaks nonsense, Io.” the Fairy Queen replied softly. “You were right to follow your heart, and I never should have tried to stop you. It is I who was in the wrong, and I truly am sorry, my dear friend.”

Queen Iolanthe II had wanted to facepalm when her mother had flown across the square and hugged the foreign queen. I knew that something like this might happen, she silently admitted to herself, but I had hoped that mother would follow decorum for at least a few minutes… Rather than becoming upset, the Queen of Elphen released a small sigh, then allowed a soft smile to grace her lips. Her keen elven ears couldn’t help but pick up the whispered conversation between the old friends, and what she heard had warmed her heart. The earnestness with which the other queen spoke, and the raw emotion in her voice, did more to allay Iolanthe’s fears than any diplomatic meeting ever could have.

After giving the pair a couple of minutes to reunite, Queen Iolanthe coughed politely and slowly approached her guest.

Duchess Iolanthe looked up upon hearing her daughter cough, and had the grace to blush a little as she apologized for her outburst. “Oh! I’m sorry! I should have waited…”

Iolanthe II shook her head slightly and gave her mother a tired smile. “It is fine, mother. I am glad that you were able to reconcile with your friend.” Shifting her gaze to meet Titania’s, the Queen of Elphen lowered her head slightly and introduced herself. “Welcome to my queendom, Queen Titania. I am Queen Iolanthe II of Elphen.”

Titania lowered her head in return and gave the other woman a warmer smile than she would normally give another head of state. “It is an honour to visit your fine city, Queen Iolanthe II. I look forward to opening dialogue between us, and have high hopes that we can form lasting bonds between our homes and peoples.”

Queen Iolanthe II allowed her smile to warm a little, then invited Titania to be her guest at the palace, so that they might discuss events both recent and past, as well as what possibilities the future might hold.

“I would be delighted.” Queen Titania readily accepted. “I do have one request, however. Would you mind if Lord Fir were to join us? I find his knowledge to be expansive, and his advice to be invaluable.”

The Queen of Elphen blinked, somewhat surprised by the other monarch’s request. It seems that Lord Fir wasn’t lying when he said that he had his queen’s ear. How strange that a mere baron would have so much influence with royalty. she thought to herself. That said, there is no denying that he is powerful… so perhaps I shouldn’t be so surprised. Hiding her reluctance with a businesslike smile, Iolanthe II nodded her head. “Of course. You are welcome to bring what advisors you wish.”

“Excellent. Lord Fir, if you would so kindly join us?” Titania asked, turning to smile at her trusted friend and ally.

“Actually, I would rather not.” James replied, shaking his head with a serious expression. “Instead, I would ask your leave to go and tend to someone who is ill. There are lives in the balance, and I have no idea how long they have.”

Titania frowned, surprised that such news had not been sent to her earlier. “I do not understand, James. Why did you need my permission to heal the sick?”

Iolanthe II would have been more shocked by the Fairy Queen’s use of the baron’s given name, if not for the impropriety she was accustomed to from the fae in her own court. Nonetheless, she wasn’t pleased by the Champion bringing up such a sensitive topic in public. “I do believe that I had stated that I would hear Queen Titania’s thoughts on your plan, before I agreed to it, Lord Fir.” she stated in a slightly heated tone.

“Plan?” the Fairy Queen asked, tilting her head in curiosity. “Does Lord Fir have a plan of some sort?”

“Yes.” Queen Iolanthe confirmed for her royal guest. “One that involves the enemies of the state.”

“I see. Well then, I give my full support to whatever plan he has come up with.” Titania stated clearly, with a firm nod of her head.

“What?” Iolanthe II blinked in mild confusion. “You haven’t even heard his plan, nor the circumstances surround it.”

Titania closed her eyes and shook her head emphatically. “It does not matter. Lord Fir has my full confidence in all matters. Of course, I do expect to be brought up to date after the fact, as soon as time permits.”

“You… you trust him that much?” the Queen of Elphen asked, a little flabbergasted.

“I do. It is no exaggeration to say that neither I, nor the city of Elphyne, would exist today if it were not for Lord Fir. I have total faith that he has our best interests at heart, and in his judgement. Now, that is not to say that I do not prefer to rule with full knowledge of any given situation, but in an emergency where time is of the essence, Lord Fir has my leave to act as he will as well as my full support.” Titania explained.

“I… see.” Queen Iolanthe II muttered in mild disbelief. That’s… so much more than just having the queen’s ear! she realized.

“I would be happy to explain why that is the case, if you wish.” Titania added with a smile. “But in the mean time, I must ask that you approve of Lord Fir’s plan, so that he may act with all due haste.”

Iolanthe II looked up and searched the other queen’s eyes for any hint of dishonesty, or any sign that she was being controlled, magically or otherwise. Seeing nothing but earnest trust in that golden gaze, the Queen of Elphen chose to accept her words as truth. Besides, if he has the power to manipulate the mind of a Fairy Queen, I would have no hope of resisting him anyway. she finally admitted to herself. “Very well. You may take the prisoners and proceed with your plan, Lord Fir.” Iolanthe conceded. “But heed this warning, Champion. I will hold you personally responsible should any of them act against my city again.” she warned with an icy glare.

James bowed deeply to the half-fae queen. “I thank you for your trust, Your Majesty.” he said solemnly.

“See that it is not misplaced.” she retorted, before turning and walking back towards the palace. “Captain Phyllis. Please escort Lord Fir to the dungeon, and see to it that he receives the prisoners.”

“At once, Your Majesty.” Phyllis replied with a salute.

“I will see you later, James.” Titania called out before turning to follow after Iolanthe II. “And I wish you luck with your mission.”

“Thanks. I may need it.” James muttered under his breath before turning to his party. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER 2


James found himself staring at the beautiful native woman through the bars of her cell door. Captain Phyllis had given him the key to the cell, and was standing nearby, along with half a dozen guardsmen, just in case things didn’t go according to the einherjar’s plan.

“I spoke with Queen Iolanthe.” the ex-soldier stated matter-of-factly. “She gave me the basics, from her perspective at least, but I need you to help fill in the details. That is, if you want my help.”

The naked woman looked up from where she was seated on the floor, and drew the her blanket around herself more tightly. “Will you really help us?” she asked quietly, as if doubting his words.

“That’s the plan, assuming we can come to an agreement.” the einherjar responded.

“How will you get the alicorn from the queen? Have you made some sort of deal with her?” the woman asked, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“I do have a deal with Queen Iolanthe, but not for the alicorn. I don’t need it. I can heal your father without the powdered unicorn’s horn.” James told her.

The native woman scoffed and looked off to the side of her cell, refusing to meet his gaze. “Many have said similar things, but all have failed. You will not succeed where our shamans cannot. It is impossible without the alicorn.”

“I give you my word, as Hel’s Champion, that I will heal your father, so long as he yet lives.” the einherjar snarled.

“Hell’s?” the woman snarled back, her eyes now fixed on James’. “Do not tell me that you are in league with the Count! My father will never again serve under His Dark Excellency!”

“Uh… can’t say that I know who that is.” James said with shrug. “So I’m definitely not working for him.”

“It does not matter. I will not make deals with the forces of Hell, even to save my father.” the woman stated firmly, crossing her arms and turning her back to him.

James sighed, knowing full well that it was the same misunderstanding that others had been under in the past. “I serve Lady Hel, as in the Goddess of Death, not the Legion of Hell. And before you ask, no, she isn’t evil.”

Glancing over her shoulder, the woman studied James with a skeptical expression. “That is what an agent of evil would say.” she accused.

“True,” the einherjar admitted “but you’ll never know for sure unless you give me a chance to earn your trust.”

“Why would a Champion of Death wish to heal my father?” she asked predictably.

Taking a deep breath, James launched into the same explanation that he had given to countless others, regarding Hel’s nature as ruler of the underworld, as well as his own aspirations in the mortal realm. By the time he had finished, the woman had turned back around to face him, but her eyes were still filled with doubt.

“Then, what is it that you will ask for, in return for healing our Alpha?” the woman pressed, watching him carefully for any sign of deception.

“A few things, actually. The first is your solemn oath that, should I manage to heal your father’s illness, your people will cease all attacks on the people of Elphen.” he began, counting them off on his fingers as he went. “Second, your people will return to the tradition of trading with Elphen for supplies. The loss of your flour has already impacted the citizens of Elphen, and it is to the betterment of both settlements that trade should resume.”

The woman scowled at the einherjar, wondering what the catch was. “Both of those things are reasonable, but we of the Wobonuch reserve the right to defend ourselves from attack.”

“Of course.” James nodded firmly.

“What else, then? Surely that is not all you wish for?” the woman prodded.

The Champion thought for a moment before giving his answer. Should I mention having them work for me now? Or save that for later, when I can negotiate with her father? Feeling her stare grow in intensity with each passing second, the einherjar decided to level with her. “I want your people. Or at least a few of them for a short while.”

“What do you mean? Speak clearly!” she demanded.

“The exact deal will be up to your father to negotiate, but I want werewolf soldiers. Either for your people to serve under me, or for you to pass on your lycanthropy to some of my people.” James explained.

“Ha!” the woman laughed harshly. “My father did not flee one tyrant, only to serve another! And you would be foolish to think that your people could control themselves, once infected with lycanthropy. Unless they learn the ancient techniques that my father has passed down to our tribe, they would become nothing but monsters, bound by a curse.”

The einherjar nodded in understanding. “I expected as much. That is why I proposed hosting a few of your people for a short time. Perhaps a year or so? Long enough for them to teach my people your ways.”

Biting her tongue, the woman remained silent for a moment, before sneering at the man on the other side of the cell door. “I am not like Coyote. I will not trick you into helping us. I cannot promise you such a thing, as I am not the Alpha. And if you save my father, he may still say no to your request. I suggest you think of something else.”

James watched her body language as he considered the woman’s words. There is another option. the little devil on his shoulder whispered. You could demand her in payment. It should be within her power to pledge herself, at least. And then you would have both a source of lycanthropy, and the knowledge of how to master it. Mentally turning to the angel on his other shoulder, James saw that the imaginary little guy was looking at him with a blank expression. What? Sounds like a good idea to me. the less-than-helpful figment said with a shrug. “Fine.” the einherjar grunted at last. “I want you, then.”

“I knew it!” the woman hissed. “I already told you that you cannot claim me unless you defeat our Alpha.”

“What else do I get for defeating your Alpha?” James asked with a sly grin.

The woman’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You will gain nothing by defeating a sick man who has lost his strength.”

“But if I heal him and let him rest until his strength returns…” the Champion proposed.

“Then… you could take over the pack.” the woman reluctantly admitted. “Perhaps even the whole tribe would follow you at that point.”

“Hmm.” James hummed. “That will have to be the backup plan, then. In case your father doesn’t agree to my initial offer. Honestly, I’d really rather not heal a man just to kill him a few days later.”

The woman contemplated the man before her with open suspicion. Could this be a trick? she wondered. What choice do I have but trust him? I cannot help my father stuck in this cell, and he did defeat me honourably… shaking her head, she decided that she had no other choice. “Very well, Champion. I will lead you to our Alpha, so that you may try to heal him. Know now that if you fail, or should you be trying to deceive me in some way, I will kill you myself!”

James nodded, accepting her terms. “I can agree to that. Though you should know that, if you or anyone else attacks me or my women, I will defend us. Furthermore, before I open this door, I will have your word that neither you nor your people will cause trouble for Elphen, until after I have seen your father.”

His women? the Alpha’s daughter blinked in surprise. Does he have women in the city? she wondered. Nodding slowly, the woman stood up. “Yes. I can agree to that.”

“Good. Then let’s get you out of there.” the einherjar stated with a sudden friendly smile. Turning the key, he unlocked the cell door, then pulled it open and stepped aside.

Dropping the blanket from around her shoulders, the woman once again revealed her naked form to the einherjar. Chin lifted proudly in the air, she strode forward with confidence and exited the cell. To her right, she spotted the elven guards that she had been expecting, but to her left, behind the Champion, she saw an assortment of women. One appeared to be an angel of some kind with white feathery wings, while another looked to be a demoness. Standing next to the unexpected pair were a fairy and a woman with the ears and tails of a cat.

“Are… these your women?” she asked, suddenly less sure of her choice to trust him. He seems to collect beautiful women… and they are all collared slaves! she noted with alarm.

“Yes.” James confirmed with a hint of pride. “This is my First Wife, Hrein. Over there are my other wives, Acrasia and Nyakuro.” he stated, pointing to each as he introduced them. “And this is my concubine, Autumn.”

Hrein simply nodded when he introduced her, preferring to keep her eyes on a potential enemy and keeping her guard up. Acrasia had cheerily waved and said “Hi!”, while Nyakuro watched the lycanthrope with a predatory grin. Only Autumn took a step forward and offered her hand. “Hello. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” she said with an earnest smile.

“O-of course.” the native woman stammered. “Pleased to meet you.”

Clearing his throat to draw the woman’s attention back to him, James bowed at the waist. “Please allow me to introduce myself. I am James Fir, Baron of the Seelie Court and Champion of Lady Hel.”

The woman’s eyebrows rose slightly in surprise. I knew that he was a Champion, but I would not have guessed that he is a noble. she thought to herself. “I… I see.” she stammered a little. Taking a deep breath, she looked the much taller man in the eye and stated her name proudly. “I am Tu’apa Hyy of the Wobonuch Tribe, and daughter of the Alpha.”

“A pleasure.” James said softly, while reaching out and taking Tu’apa Hyy’s hand in his own. His eyes never left hers as he gently lifted her hand and brought it to his lips. The feel of his lips gently brushing the back of her hand sent a shiver down the werewolf’s spine, and she was left wondering how to react. Thankfully, his deep voice broke the spell a moment later, when he said something completely unexpected.

“Captain Phyllis. If you would escort us to the other prisoners, I will have Ms. Hyy here explain the situation to them, so that we can escort them out of town peacefully.”

“Huh? What? Prisoners?” Tu’apa Hyy stammered as her mind tried to get back into gear.

“We are taking the rest of your people with us. Queen Iolanthe has agreed to release those captured during your attacks on Elphen, as a sign of good will.” James explained.

“Prisoners?” she said again, blinking rapidly. “You have… prisoners?”

The einherjar tilted his head in curiosity. “You were unaware that your people had been captured?” he asked.

“Captured? No! I… we thought they were dead.” the native woman answered.

“It is true that some died in the attacks… on both sides.” Captain Phyllis stated, glowering at the younger woman. “But four of your people survived and were taken prisoner.”

“And… you will free them?” Tu’apa Hyy asked, still somewhat baffled by the turn of events.

“Yes. Lord Fir has negotiated their surrender to him. What he does with your people afterwards is no concern of ours.” Phyllis explained.

The native woman’s head spun and she glared at the einherjar. “Tell me that you do not intend to take them as slaves!”

“I do not.” James said frankly. “Besides, slavery is illegal in Elphen, so I couldn’t enslave them here even if I wanted to.”

Tu’apa Hyy frowned in confusion. “Illegal? But… those women are clearly slaves!” she pointed out, looking directly at the einherjar’s harem.

“They are… but I am not from Elphen. I am merely visiting the city at the moment.” James offered as an explanation.

“But… you said that you are a Baron of the Seelie Court.” the werewolf argued.

“Yes. I serve at the pleasure of Queen Titania, the ruler of Elphyne. At present, Elphen is separate from the Seelie Court, as well as the Unseelie Court to the best of my knowledge.” the einherjar stated, but looked to Phyllis for confirmation.

“That is correct.” Captain Phyllis agreed.

“I see…” Tu’apa Hyy said cautiously. “Then… what are you asking for in return for my people’s freedom?”

Hel’s Champion gave the much smaller lycanthrope a predatory grin. “Let’s just say they owe me one, and leave it at that.”

“Lycanthropy…” Tu’apa Hyy hissed. “You hope to use this against my father in your negotiations.”

James chuckled and winked at the young woman. “You’re sharp. I like that.”

“I am sure you do.” the native stated with a sour look on her face.

“Well then, shall we proceed? Will you assist me in explaining the situation to your people?” the ex-soldier asked.

“Yes.” Tu’apa Hyy agreed through gritted teeth.

“Thank you, Ms. Hyy.” James said with a slight bow of his head.

Tu’apa Hyy sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. “I am not ‘Ms. Hyy’.” she corrected him. “Tu’apa Hyy is my given name. It means Wolf Woman in your tongue.”

“My apologies, Tu’apa Hyy.” the einherjar offered as they followed the guards to another section of the dungeon. “Might I ask how you came to be given such a name?”

The native woman lifted her chin proudly and recounted the events of her birth. “My father is from Transylvania, and brought lycanthropy to the Wobonuch Tribe when he arrived in these lands, about nineteen years ago. His ascension to chief was not a peaceful one. At first, the tribespeople feared him as a monster, but when he rescued some of their children from a group of Sasquatch, they welcomed him into the tribe. The warriors admired his strength and courage, so his challenge to the chief was welcome among the people. However, the chief at that time did not wish to give up power, and tried to have my father killed in his sleep. Enraged, my father slew the chief with tooth and claw, as is proper for a werewolf, and took the chief’s daughter as his bride. I was born nine months later, the first in the tribe to be born with lycanthropy, and so I was honoured with this name.”

James nodded to the young woman when she finished speaking. “Thank you for sharing your story, Tu’apa Hyy. You have quite the impressive history.”

The werewolf nodded back, but didn’t say anything further. She wasn’t interested in telling more stories at the moment, regardless of his appreciation, because they had arrived at their destination. In such close quarters, with no breeze to carry away the scent, she could smell her brethren even in her human form. Hurrying over to the first occupied cell, Tu’apa Hyy gripped the bars on the cell door and peered inside.

“You!” a young man’s voice rasped. “Tu’apa Hyy! You should not be here! Flee! Run before you are caught!”

“It is all right, Walking Moon! The elves have agreed to release you.” Tu’apa Hyy said hurriedly.

James found it strange that his Polyglot spell had chosen to translate the man’s name, despite having failed to do so for Tu’apa Hyy’s. Shrugging his shoulders, he dismissed the incongruity as something that he could think about later.

“What? No! It must be a trick. Run Tu’apa Hyy, before it is too late!” the young man urged her.

Tu’apa Hyy sighed and shook her head. “Why must you always be so stubborn, Walking Moon!? I was already captured. A Champion has come to free us and heal my father. Now come. Come to the door and give your word that you will go peacefully with us, so that I can set you free.”

“A Champion?” Walking Moon frowned in disbelief. “Why would a Champion help us? Are you sure he is not Coyote in disguise?” Standing up from the sitting on the floor, the young warrior brushed the dirt off his bare ass and cautiously approached the door.

“He is a Champion of the Goddess Hel.” the native woman explained. “Which has nothing to do with the place!” she quickly added, knowing that Walking Moon would likely get the wrong idea if she didn’t. Stepping back from the door, she gave the young man a clear view of the Champion behind her.

Walking Moon’s eyes bulged upon seeing the einherjar for the first time. “What… what manner of shifter is he!?” he yelped.

James opened his mouth to explain, but then sighed and shook his head. “Tiger, for the most part.” he said in a tired voice. Let them think I am a shifter if it will move things along more quickly. he told himself.

Tu’apa Hyy looked askance at the einherjar, but said nothing to contradict his words.

“Tiger!” Walking Moon yelled. “I’ve heard of those! The Alpha has spoken of the exotic beasts of the Old World.”

Hel’s Champion forced a smile and spoke directly to the young warrior. “Could we get your oath of peace?”

“Oh! Right! I swear not to harm anyone in Elphen, except in defence of the lovely Tu’apa Hyy.” Walking Moon vowed.

The woman in question blushed slightly, but quickly turned away from the cell and sought the next of her kin.

Uh oh. I may have to break this kid’s heart. James silently noted, suppressing a grin as he unlocked the cell door.

In short order, Tu’apa Hyy had explained the situation to all four members of the Wobonuch Tribe that had been held prisoner by the elves, and received their oaths to keep the peace in return for their freedom. The other three prisoners were all men, like Walking Moon, but unlike the first warrior, they all showed clear interest in the women accompanying James. The Champion could feel their envious glares on his back as they left the dungeon, after they found out that the gorgeous ladies were all part of the einherjar’s harem.

Captain Phyllis and her squad escorted the Champion and his party to the gates of Elphen, then bid them farewell and closed the massive doors behind them.

“So. Where to now? What direction are your tribal lands in?” James asked, looking to Tu’apa Hyy for an answer.

“We should head north.” Walking Moon interjected before the woman could answer.

“I see. Thank you.” the einherjar replied with a forced smile. “Shall we start walking then? Or would it be faster if you shift first?”

All of the warriors looked at the Champion with wide eyes, except for Tu’apa Hyy. She alone among them understood that James had no knowledge of life as a shifter, and thus he didn’t realize how dangerous his proposition was.

“No, Lord Fir.” the native woman rejected his suggestion with a shake of her head. “If we shift, we run the risk of losing ourselves to the beast within. If that were to happen, then we would attack the city again, oath of peace or not.”

“Ah. Thank you for explaining, Tu’apa Hyy.” James replied.

“Do… do you not have to fight the beast for control?” Walking Moon asked with a look of wonder on his face.

“No, I do not.” the Champion informed him with a businesslike smile. “Let us set off, then. I’d like to heal your Alpha as soon as possible, so set as quick a pace as you can. No need to worry about us keeping up.”
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The Wobonuch warriors loped across the foothills with surprising grace and ease, moving much faster than a regular human would be able to maintain. They slowed only slightly as they followed the trail up, into the mountains, truly proving their inhuman endurance over the passage of several hours.

It was shortly after sunset when they reached the first Monache village, but the warriors didn’t slow their pace and kept on running, passing it by without stopping. As they passed, James noticed that the village was rather small, only about half a dozen homes or so, and made up of conical shaped buildings. Though they resembled the structures of Guayabo in a way, these buildings lacked the stone foundations of their southern cousins, and the walls were covered with large pieces of bark rather than straw thatch.

“These people are Monache, like the Wobonuch, but not of our tribe. They have no lycanthropes among their numbers.” Tu’apa Hyy whispered to James when she saw him looking at the village.

“Ah. I see. Thanks.” the einherjar whispered back. “But I thought you called yourselves the Nim?”

“Nim means ‘the people’ in our tongue. The Monache are a group of related tribes who live in this area.” she explained further.

“Got it. Thanks again.” James replied, honestly appreciating her voluntarily sharing information with him.

Tu’apa Hyy merely nodded in response, then focussed her attention on running once more.

The journey continued for another two full days, with only brief breaks to catch a few hours of sleep each morning, shortly after sunrise. The odd sleeping cycle didn’t go over well with a couple of the girls, and so both Acrasia and Nyakuro spent most of the trip in their natural forms, napping on the einherjar’s shoulders. James had offered to let the ladies rest comfortably at home, and even promised to summon them to his side once he reached their destination; but the women had politely declined, stating that it was a rare opportunity for them to see more of the world, and they didn’t want to pass it up. James did have to admit that the vistas granted by their mountain travels were certainly impressive, especially at sunrise. The way the morning fog rolled through the valleys below made him feel like he was looking down on the clouds from above.

It was the third morning after leaving Elphen when the party finally arrived at the Wobonuch village where the Alpha made his home. It had frustrated the warriors that James had insisted on a short break at sunrise, even though the village was only a few hours away, but the einherjar didn’t have much of a choice. He knew that he had to feed Autumn, or there would definitely be problems before the day was out. If the Wobonuch warriors found it strange that the Champion had slipped off into the bush with Autumn every other morning, they certainly didn’t mention it. They probably just assumed that he was having some fun with her, which he was, but it likely didn’t occur to them that she would need to be fed in such a way.

“Is your master so weak that he cannot go without a woman’s touch for a single day?” Tu’apa Hyy asked Hrein in an irritated tone of voice.

“It is not Master who cannot do without.” the valkyrie quietly corrected her. “Autumn is a succubus. If she is not fed, then her demonic instincts would take over, and all of thy menfolk would become prey.”

The native woman’s lips formed a silent O as understanding dawned on her. “I see.” she whispered finally. “It is something like our curse? She would lose control and attack us?”

Hrein nodded solemnly and tried not to blush. “Yea. Something of that sort.”

“I see.” she said again. “Thank you for explaining.”

When at last the party reached their destination, James immediately saw that this village differed from the others in a few significant ways. Firstly, it was much larger. Where the other Monache villages were made up of six to eight homes each, the Wobonuch village had dozens. Not only that, but the individual huts were a little larger, more oval in shape, and most were packed with a layer of earth for insulation. Even the doors were covered with woven mats to keep the heat in. Perhaps it’s because they made their homes at a higher elevation? It’s a pretty remote area too… the ex-soldier thought to himself.

Rather than being naked, as the Champion had expected them to be, the villagers wore a sort of double apron or loin cloth made from deer hide, and little else. A few wore jewellery, mostly piercings in their ears and nose, crafted from bone or antler. Most of them even bore tattoos on their faces, giving them something of a fierce look in the einherjar’s eyes. Occasionally, the Champion spotted women travelling through the village carrying baskets on their heads, often filled with various foodstuffs such as acorns, berries, or fish.

“I will take you to the Alpha.” Tu’apa Hyy stated, striding quickly towards the centre of the village.

While James and his entourage certainly drew a lot of attention, no one tried to stop or question them on the way. It only took a few minutes to reach the hut that they sought, and it was immediately obvious that the dwelling belonged to someone important. Not only was it a bit larger than any of the other structures, but the entryway was adorned with numerous feathers and coloured beads, and a large set of antlers was prominently displayed above the door.

Stepping into the home, Tu’apa Hyy urged the Champion to follow her. “Come with me.” she whispered.

Staying alert for any potential attackers, James cautiously lead his women into the hut. The interior was dark, lit only by a large central fire pit, and a curiously out of place oil lantern. I wonder where they got that? Perhaps they traded for it? the einherjar pondered as he looked around the room. Far to the right was the section of the hut that drew the most attention by a fair amount. There, lying on a woven grass mattress and a pile of hides, was a large man of European descent. His bare chest and face were beaded with sweat, and his breathing was heavily laboured. Worse, jagged black lines ran from a nasty wound just above his navel, all the way to his ribs and groin.

Kneeling next to the man were two women, one of middle age and another who was significantly older. Both appeared to be shamans, or at least medicine women of some sort. Currently, one was simultaneously patting the sweat from her patient’s brow, while applying some sort of ointment to his throat. The other, older woman, had her hands hovering over the wound and was casting a spell of some kind. What manner of magic she was using was a mystery to James, though he suspected that it was a healing spell of some sort. Either way, he could hear her chanting in tongues while a soft white light emanated from her palms.

Tu’apa Hyy knelt next to the man’s head and spoke softly. “Alpha, I have brought help. A Champion has come to heal you.”

At her words, both women looked up and saw James and his ladies standing nearby. The one with the ointment had a strange expression on her face; one that might have been a mixture of fear and annoyance. It was a little hard to tell for the einherjar, given the amount of tattoos covering her visage, and his unfamiliarity with the customs of the Wobonuch.

As strange as the shaman appeared to the einherjar’s eye, it was the older lady that James found the most curious. Now that he’d been granted a better look at her, he could see that while she was deeply tanned from spending many years in the sun, she was definitely not a native. Moreover, she wore a great deal more clothing than the rest of the women he’d seen in the village, and though most of it was made from hides, there were patches of colourful cloth mixed in here and there, as well as a surprising amount of gold jewellery. Her features were more angular than those of the native women, with a hooked nose and striking blue eyes. Due to her advanced age, all of her hair had turned white, so it was impossible for the ex-soldier to guess what colour it might have been when she was younger. She also had a very prominent mole on her left cheek, very close to her nose.

“You!” the old woman gasped and smiled at the einherjar, revealing several missing teeth.

Tu’apa Hyy frowned and looked from old woman to James and back again. “Anna? Do you know the Champion?”

“He is the one I saw.” the elderly lady replied cryptically.

The young woman’s frowned deepened and she exhaled sharply through her nose. “We will speak of that later.” she insisted. “For now, Champion, please heal my father.”

“Have you brought the alicorn?” the other woman asked, finally joining the conversation.

“No. He claims not to need it.” Tu’apa Hyy stated, glaring at James with a look of challenge in her eyes.

The shaman opened her mouth, and from the furrow of her brow, the ex-soldier could guess what she was about to say. Not needing to hear her disbelief, James cut her off before she could speak and stepped up to the dying man.

“And I don’t. Watch, and witness my power for yourself.” he stated confidently. Crouching down next to the unconscious Alpha, James held his hand out over the man’s chest and cast Diagnosis, spending a little extra Qi to make the illusion visible to others.

Both the shaman and Tu’apa Hyy gasped at the sudden appearance of the illusory display, but the woman named Anna merely smirked and lifted her chin as if she were proud of something.

“Says here that he has silver poisoning.” James muttered, glancing at the inky black lines worming their way through the man’s body. “But how? Surely you could have surgically removed any silver and let him heal naturally.”

“Sadly, that isn’t possible, Champion. Farkas was wounded by a truly insidious weapon.” Anna explained. “The arrow that struck him in the gut had a hollow head made of glass. The damn thing was designed to break when he tried to pull it out, releasing the powdered silver contained within.”

“Damn. That is vile.” the einherjar cursed.

“See!” the shaman shouted, pointing a finger at James from the other side of the bed. “Another false healer! The alicorn is the only way to save your father, and now it is probably too late!”

Tu’apa Hyy turned her gaze back to James, her eyes wild with a mix of emotions. Fear, anger, and hope all seemed to battle within her.

“Not a problem.” the Champion said firmly. “Just have to adjust the technique slightly. This will all be over in less than a minute.” Knowing what he was dealing with had been the biggest part of the problem. “Now all I have to do is use the second function of Panacea to neutralize the toxin, then the first just in case there are any infections… we’ll throw in the fourth to remove any dead cells and prevent scarring, and voila! The fifth to heal the wound.” he explained as he cast the spell.

The Champion’s magic took effect in seconds, which astonished all of the women, other than his own. They knew beyond a doubt that he had done something, because the poisonous black lines were quickly receding back to the point of origin. What baffled them though, was the fact that he had not appeared to do anything, other than explain what he planned to do. There was no chanting, no healing light or sparkle of magic… not even any dancing or esoteric hand movements.

As the ends of the lines reached the point of impact, silver liquid began to bubble out of the wound. Summoning a rag from his Inventory, James quickly wiped the deadly metal away, and used an Inventory Trick to ensure that he got all of it.

“There you go. All better. Now, I suggest that he gets a few days of bedrest to recover his strength, as well as plenty of fluids. A few good meals wouldn’t hurt either, though you may want to start him off with something light and see how his stomach reacts, before moving on to heavier or spicier dishes.” the Champion advised, standing up and sending the rag back to his Inventory.

“That… He’s… He’ll really be all right?” Tu’apa Hyy stammered, her eyes becoming moist with tears of relief.

“Yes.” James promised. “If you don’t mind, I’ll even stay in town for a few days, just to make sure. I would need a spot to set up camp, though.”

“Of-of course!” the young woman nearly shouted. “I… I will take you to a clearing on the edge of town right away.”

“It’s okay.” the einherjar said calmly. “Take your time, and confirm with your own eyes that your father is all right. There’s no rush. My ladies and I will be just outside when you are ready.”


CHAPTER 3


Ocypete landed just outside the lakeside gate of Elphyne. It would have been easy for her to fly over the walls and land at the temple directly, but the messengers of Hermes’ Temple had a standing policy to land outside cities and enter through their gates, as a courtesy to local rulers. As a general rule, gate guards had a tendency to just wave them through as soon as they spotted the harpies and their signature mailbags, but those in charge always appreciated the thoughtfulness of the policy. It’s easier than being mistaken for an enemy or an intruder. the harpy silently reminded herself.

Technically I should head straight for the temple, and check in before making this delivery but… Ocypete considered her options with a frown. I want to give Queen Titania as much warning as I can, even if it’s only a matter of minutes. Having decided on a course of action, she set off for the palace as soon as she was cleared to pass through the gate. Still, despite her sense of urgency, the harpy messenger took the time to enter the Fae Quarter through the official gate in the eastern wall of the Elven Quarter. Once clear of that last obstacle however, she quickly took flight once again and flew to the palace as fast as her wings would take her.
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“What might this be?” Titania wondered aloud, as her herald handed her an envelope. The Queen of Elphyne was still on cloud nine, after having reconciled with her dear old friend. She has not changed at all! the Fairy Queen noted while trying to hide her smile. And her daughter was quite the stateswoman. I am so glad that the talks went well, and that young Iolanthe agreed to plant the magic mushrooms right away. She almost seemed eager to enter into the alliance that I proposed… I wonder if that was James’ doing? So much has changed since he came to Elphyne, but I suppose that is the way of Champions. Either way, I could not be more pleased with the outcome of the talks. With Elphen joining the Seelie Court, I will be able to protect her from Oberon’s predations, and we can help each of our cities grow so much stronger than they were before.

“A… a message from Lord Hermes, Your Majesty.” the kneeling harpy stammered, her gaze kept firmly on the floor in front of her.

“Oh?” the Fairy Queen hummed as she accepted a silver letter opener from Effie. “What reason could Lord Hermes have for contacting us?” Slicing through the sealed envelope, the fae woman cautiously extracted the letter within, and handed the envelope back to the white haired sylph.

Ocypete knew exactly what was in the letter, because Hermes had spoken aloud as he wrote it. That was the reason why she was literally shivering with nervousness as she knelt on the Fairy Queen’s throne room floor. And why I had to get it to her as soon as I could! the harpy reminded herself. She’ll need time to prepare!

The Fairy Queen’s expression went from one of curiosity, to bafflement, and finally onto a red faced mix of fear and rage as she read the letter. “What is the meaning of this!?” Titania shouted, losing her cool completely.

Wondering what could have possibly set her friend off like that, Effie stepped forward and snatched the letter from the queen’s hand and read it for herself. If anyone else were to see a herald act in such a way, they surely would have been shocked, but the sylph had been Titania’s friend for far longer than she had served in her court, and the two kept few secrets from each other. If anything, Effie was the Fairy Queen’s closest friend and confidante.

Effie’s eyes widened as she read the letter, as she could hardly believe what was written there. Surely there has been some mistake! she shouted in her head.
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“Your Majesty! Someone… I don’t know who, sent a parcel to Olympus containing a bloody spear.” Ocypete said hurriedly.

Titania glared at the messenger, but then sighed and turned her head so as not to look at the woman. It is not her fault that this is happening. It is those damn gods playing games again. she silently seethed. “Did the parcel claim to be from me in particular?” she asked.

“No, Your Majesty.” the brunette harpy shook her head vigorously. “There was no return address. It was simply left on the stairs of the Temple of Hermes here in Elphyne, along with a few coins to pay for postage.”

“Then anyone could be the sender!” Effie objected loudly, inserting herself into the conversation.

“And yet, because it came from my queendom, I am responsible.” Titania sighed again, and shook her head. “Clearly we have been set up.”

“You cannot be serious, Titania!” the white haired sylph snapped. “No one would accept official correspondence without a royal seal!”

The Fairy Queen gave a scornful laugh. “Of course not! Hermes knows that I have not declared war on Olympus. He is simply using this as a pretence for his games. Unfortunately for us, things rarely work out for mortals once the gods start playing.”

Effie frowned and gazed at her friend with deep worry in her eyes. “There must be something we can do. Will he not accept a letter stating that it was all a mistake? An explanation of the truth?”

Titania pressed her steepled fingers to her lips in thought. “No. That would not suffice. The gods would accept no ‘excuse’ from mortals, once they have decided on a course of action. Not without irrefutable proof, at least.”

“Then… should we call Lord Fir back to Elphyne? I am certain he would fight to protect your honour, Your Majesty.” the herald suggested.

“No. Absolutely not.” the queen said, slashing her hand through the air in refusal. “We cannot get James involved in this. He is Hel’s Champion, and having him step in could bring both pantheons to war.”

This time it was the sylph’s turn to laugh, causing the Fairy Queen to scowl at her herald. “Oh, Titania. Do you really think that you can keep him out of it? You know that he would charge to your rescue, no matter the danger. Besides, he is a baron of the Seelie Court. If his country is going to war, he must participate.”

“I will not let my court go to war against Olympus!” Titania shouted, slapping the arm of her throne in anger.

“You cannot seriously be considering the second option. There is no chance in Hell that James will allow that.” Effie warned the fae monarch.

“It is not his place to disallow! I am the queen! I am responsible for the safety of Elphyne!” Titania argued.

“That does not matter where that man is concerned, and you know it!” the sylph countered. “If you even try to do something so foolish, James will storm Olympus and bring Hel’s army with him!”

“I cannot depend on him for everything, damn it! I am not some damsel perpetually in distress!” the Fairy Queen snapped, her pride getting the better of her.

Effie frowned, but didn’t say anything further. Instead, she merely crossed her arms and stared at her queen expectantly.

Titania took a deep breath to calm herself, then looked down at the poor harpy, still kneeling on the marble floor. “Ocypete.” she said softly. “Is there aught else that you can tell us? Anything at all that might help?”

Ocypete thought for a moment, going over the events leading up to the current crisis and searching her memories for anything that could be useful. “There is one thing…” she said hesitantly. “But if I tell you, it will surely anger Hermes. He will definitely punish me.”

Titania nodded sagely. “We can understand the need to protect yourself, especially from one as pernicious as the gods. If you assist us, we will welcome you into our service. Our herald, Effie, surely has some need of a reliable and loyal messenger.”

“Absolutely, Your Majesty.” the sylph confirmed.

The messenger harpy bit her lip nervously. “That’s all fine and dandy in life, Your Majesty, but what about after I die?”

The Fairy Queen graced the feathered woman with a reassuring smile. “Surely you have met Baron Fir, yes? And no doubt you are aware of his status as Hel’s Champion?”

“Of course, Your Majesty!” Ocypete nodded rapidly.

“There can be no doubt that, if you put yourself in danger to protect his home, Hel will certainly welcome you into her arms in the afterlife.” Titania assured her.

“You mean… convert, Your Majesty? To worship Hel?” Ocypete asked, her heart racing.

“I do.” Titania said with conviction. “Most of the fae in Elphyne worship Hel now. In fact, Lady Hel herself declared Elphyne and Éljúðnir to be the ‘Mirrored Cities’, and that to cross one is to cross the other. So perhaps it would be impossible for Hel not to be dragged into the war after all.”

“Just so.” Hel’s voice rang out in the audience chamber, causing both Effie and Ocypete to flinch.

Titania, on the other hand, merely smirked and leaned back in her throne. The fairy had suspected that once they had begun discussing Hel, it would draw the attention of the goddess.

“Thou shalt take a message to Hermes, good Ocypete, and in return thou shalt find succour in mine realm once thy time hath passed.” the Goddess of Death commanded.

“Y-yes, my Lady!” the harpy squeaked.

“Woe to those who threaten the Mirrored Cities! As life and death are paired eternal, so too are Elphyne and Éljúðnir!” the deity declared.

Titania let out a soft sigh, but was inwardly glad that she had Hel’s support. “There you have it, messenger. Now do you feel secure in assisting us?”

Ocypete took a deep breath and bowed her head to the Fairy Queen. “Yes, Your Majesty.” she said more confidently. “The only detail that I can think of that might be of some help, is to whom the package was sent. The parcel was addressed to Lord Hermes, Your Majesty.”

Queen Titania raised an eyebrow upon hearing this little tidbit and felt a small bit of relief. “Is that so? That is interesting.”

“Wait. Hermes is not the head of the pantheon, so how would we be declaring war on Olympus by sending a bloody spear to him?” Effie asked, clearly understanding the significance of Ocypete’s statement.

“My thoughts exactly.” Titania agreed. “At worst, it could be interpreted as a declaration of war against Hermes and his followers, but certainly not Olympus. That would require it to be sent to Zeus himself.”

“Then… if we point that out, and offer some small bribe as a token of apology, do you think Hermes will let this pass?” the sylph proposed.

“That shall not be enough.” Hel replied. “Hermes hath done this because he doth wish to be entertained. He will not be dissuaded so easily.”

“Besides, I am not interested in simply preventing the war anymore.” Titania stated with a fierce look in her eyes.

Effie immediately noticed that the queen had dropped the use of the royal ‘we’, which meant that she was taking this personally. “You are not?”

“Not at all. If Hermes wishes to play games with me, then he must be reminded of why even the gods treat carefully with the Fae.” the Fairy Queen declared with a diabolical grin.
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When the Champion stepped outside, he found a small gathering of tribesmen waiting for him. Walking Moon seemed to be at the centre of the group, and was standing a few feet from the door with his arms folded over his chest.

“Have you healed the Alpha as you promised?” the young man asked.

James nodded in response. “I have. He’s still tired from the ordeal, and will likely need to rest for a few days, but I assure you that I have removed the silver that was poisoning his blood.”

“He speaks true.” Tu’apa Hyy announced as she stepped out behind him. She had wiped the tears from her eyes, and stood with her back straight, portraying the strength that her people needed to see.

“Tu’apa Hyy…” Walking Moon began, but was silenced by her raised hand.

“The Champion requires a place to rest, as he has promised to remain with us until the Alpha has fully recovered.” she told the gathering crowd.

“Then he may stay with my family.” Walking Moon declared, lifting his chin proudly.

“I appreciate the offer, but that won’t be necessary.” James politely declined the offer. “We can provide for ourselves, so long as we are given a space to set up camp.”

“How large a space do you need?” the chieftain’s daughter asked.

“A little over twenty feet by twenty feet would be ideal.” the einherjar requested. “That would give us plenty of room to work with.”

Tu’apa Hyy frowned and looked around the immediate area. Most of the buildings were fairly close to one another, and she didn’t think there were any spaces that large within the village proper.

Seeing her look around, the ex-soldier made a suggestion. “I saw a suitable place on the outskirts of town, right next to the path at the village entrance.”

The young woman glanced at the Champion and shook her head. “I could not recommend placing your tent there.” she said with a grimace. “Not only would you be exposed to the mountain winds, but we could not protect you in an attack by rival bands or wild beasts.”

“That’s fine.” James said with a shrug. “In fact, if you let us set up there, you would benefit in the long run.”

“How so?” Tu’apa Hyy asked with a baffled look on her face.

“If you’ll come with me?” the ex-soldier invited the Alpha’s daughter to follow him as he led his party back through the village. When they arrived, James turned and confirmed with the woman that it was okay for him to work there. “You’re all right with us camping here?” he asked.

“Yes… you may do as you wish. Though I still cannot recommend it.” she said, giving him a strange look.

Hel’s Champion nodded, then walked to the middle of the open space, and crouched down to place his palm against the earth. Closing his eyes, he imagined the structure that he wanted to build there, and sent his request to the stone below. He heard several people gasp a second later, when the stone began to rise up from the earth, lifting him along with it. A few heartbeats after that, he was standing upon a 20’ x 20’ hollow block of granite, with a doorway carved in one side and a simple chimney in the centre of the roof.

“There we go.” James chuckled and walked to the edge of the roof before jumping off. Since it was only a ten foot drop, he didn’t even bother to use his wings to slow the fall. “Ladies, if you wouldn’t mind gathering some firewood, you’ll find a fire pit already installed in the centre of the floor. I’ll summon some camping furniture for us to use while we’re here, and then we can see if the locals can sell us some hides to make a bed.”

Hrein immediately took charge in organizing the women into a workforce. “Acrasia, thou shalt procure foodstuffs for our meals. Autumn, I would have thee acquire the hides that Master hath requested, whilst Nyakuro doth gather the firewood. Meanwhile, I shall stand guard over our Master.”

Tu’apa Hyy blinked and looked around at her people. Over a dozen tribesmen and women stood around gawking in astonishment, clearly shocked by the Champion’s earth magic. Whenever I think I have a grasp on his power, he surprises me once more. the werewolf thought to herself as she turned back to face the einherjar.

Seeing that he had her attention again, James smiled and explained his idea to her. “So, I was thinking that you guys could use a building like this at the entrance to your village. After we’re done with it, it would make a decent defensive structure, and if you throw a ladder against it, it can work as a lookout post as well. I could modify the roof to have crenellations before I go, if you like.”

“Uh… okay…” the young woman muttered, not sure what to make of his offer.

“Okay.” James said with a nod, then touched the side of the building.

After a minute or two of nothing happening, Tu’apa Hyy began to wonder what he was doing, when suddenly the entire structure sank into the ground and disappeared.

“Sorry. I had to start over. Don’t worry though, it will only take me a second.” the einherjar apologized. Sure enough, a few seconds later, the building rose from the ground once again, but with a few changes. Not only did it have the crenellations that he had promised, but there was also a set of stairs leading to the roof on the inside of the building. “And all for the low, low price of 5 Qi.” the ex-soldier whispered, honestly impressed with himself.

“Hmm. Thou shouldst invest in some magic that will allow thee to create doors and furniture, Master.” Hrein suggested, admiring her husband’s handiwork.

“Trust me, I’d love to if I can find anything like that.” James admitted. “To be honest, I’m a little surprised that this spell can’t make such things. Oberon was supposed to have been able to create complete palaces and castles with his spell, so I wonder what I’m missing?”

“I cannot be certain, Master, but perhaps thou couldst at least expand it to include glass for windows? It is formed from the earth element as well, after all.” Hrein proposed.

“Good point. That’s something that I will definitely experiment with later, then.” the Champion agreed.

“M-metal?” Tu’apa Hyy stammered somewhat shyly.

“I’m sorry?” James asked, looking at her with open curiosity.

“I… I am sorry. I did not mean to interrupt. I simply wished to ask if you could work with metal as well. It is also of the earth element, after all.” the werewolf pointed out.

“That’s a very good point.” James agreed. “If I can pull stone from the earth, why couldn’t I also pull metal out?” he asked, looking to Hrein for confirmation.

“It would be logical if thou couldst, Master. Something thou shouldst definitely include in thy experiments.” the valkyrie agreed.

The ex-soldier nodded to his wife, then turned to his hostess with a smile. “Thank you for the suggestion, Tu’apa Hyy. It was very helpful.”

“I… I am glad.” she said a little awkwardly. “Was… was there anything else I can help you with, Champion?”

“Nothing really.” the ex-soldier replied with a slight shake of his head. “Unless you would be willing to answer some questions about yourself and your people?”

“Of course.” the female werewolf replied a little more confidently. “What would you like to ask?”

“Well, for one thing, I am curious about the tattoos that your people wear. Also, would it be rude of me to ask why you don’t have any?” James inquired.

Tu’apa Hyy frowned as if she suddenly had a sour taste in her mouth, then looked away, pretending to gaze upon the village. After an awkward moment of silence, she let out a small sigh and shook her head. “It is… a point of shame for me, Champion, but I will answer your question.”

“I’m sorry. You don’t have to answer if you don’t wish to. I didn’t mean to offend you.” the einherjar told her.

“It is fine. It makes sense that you would ask. The tattoos serve many purposes. Some are spiritual, some are rights of passage, and some are merely to make one more beautiful.” the native woman began to explain.

“I see.” James said quietly. I guess that explains why she is ashamed that she doesn’t have any. he thought to himself.

“The most important for the women are the lines on their chins and their cheeks.” Tu’apa Hyy went on. “They are part of the ritual marking the woman’s passage from child to adult, after she has her first blood.”

“Oh.” the einherjar muttered.

“Few men would lie with a woman who lacks such tattoos, as they would appear to them as a child, and be less beautiful.” Turning to meet the eyes of the Champion, the young woman took a deep breath and finished her story. “I do not have any because Anna, our Szgany fortune teller, divined that my flesh had to be unblemished for the sake of the tribe’s future.”

James quirked a brow at this, and pondered what that meant. In this world, where magic exists, could a gypsy fortune teller really predict the future? If so, what does that say about fate and free will? he wondered. After a moment’s thought, the einherjar decided to press for a little more information. “Anna? Was that the elderly lady in the Alpha’s hut?”

“Yes.” Tu’apa Hyy confirmed with a nod. “She came to these lands with my father, and has served as a seer for our people ever since.”

“Interesting. I appreciate you sharing that with us.” the einherjar thanked the young woman.

Cheeks still rosy with embarrassment, the native warrior excused herself. “If that is all that you need, I will leave now. I have duties that must be seen to.”

“Of course. We’ll be here if the Alpha needs anything.” James replied with what he hoped was a comforting smile.
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Walking Moon watched Tu’apa Hyy leave the Champion’s strange stone hut. There was no denying that the bestial warrior was powerful, and it seemed like he had healed the Alpha, but the Wobonuch warrior did not trust him. I don’t like the way he looks at Tu’apa Hyy. he thought to himself as he watched the young woman head for her family home. Once she was out of sight for the einherjar, Walking Moon left his hiding spot and followed after her.

“Tu’apa Hyy!” he called out softly, as he ran up behind the chieftain’s daughter.

“Walking Moon?” the young woman asked, turning to look at her tribesman with a troubled expression. “What is it that you need?”

“I just wanted to ask if the Champion really did as he promised. If he has really healed the Alpha?” the male werewolf prodded.

Tu’apa Hyy turned to face him directly, which gave the warrior a full frontal view of her naked body. Though it was common for shifters to be naked in public before a hunt, he was still a young man and she was still a beautiful young woman. She immediately noticed the difficulty he had keeping his eyes on her face, and crossed her arms over her chest in annoyance. “If you have questions about the Champion’s healing magic, you should ask Anna or our shaman. They were both there when it happened, and would be able to tell you far more about such things than I could.”

Walking Moon frowned when the woman’s pert breasts were hidden behind her crossed arms, but tried to hide his disappointment. “I wanted to ask you. I… I don’t think Anna likes me much.”

The female werewolf shrugged as if it wasn’t her problem. “I have work to do. If that was all?”

“W-wait!” Walking Moon called out as she started to turn away. “I… I just wanted to be sure that he’s going to be okay. I can’t challenge him for the right to be Alpha if he’s ill.”

Tu’apa Hyy sighed and glanced at her childhood friend out of the corner of her eye. “You should give up on challenging him, Walking Moon.”

“No! I will defeat your father with claw and fang, then claim you as my bitch!” Walking Moon proclaimed, his brow furrowed in frustration.

“Moon…” the young woman said softly.

“Why would you even say something like that!?” the native warrior nearly shouted. “You’ve agreed to be mine ever since we were kids.”

“If you could claim the position of Alpha. You know that my father will not allow me to be with anyone who cannot take his place.” the warrior woman gently reminded him.

“I won’t lose!” Walking Moon insisted.

“It… it is not just my father that you will have to defeat.” Tu’apa Hyy said softly, feeling a bit guilty for hurting her friend’s feelings. “The Champion will likely challenge the Alpha as soon as my father is ready.”

“I knew it!” the male werewolf snarled. “I saw the way he looks at you.”

Tu’apa Hyy sighed and let her head hang back, her eyes scanning the sky as if for answers. “Does he, though?” she muttered.

Walking Moon scowled at his oldest friend. “You want him to, don’t you?” he accused.

“It doesn’t matter what I want.” she replied without looking at him.

The young man’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the side of her face. “You think he’s the one. The one in old Anna’s prophecy.” he stated, convinced of the fact that he was right.

“Perhaps. Maybe. I don’t know.” Tu’apa Hyy closed her eyes and shook her head. “Why else would she demand that my flesh be pure? Certainly the warrior she foresaw could not be from our tribe in that case.”

“I don’t believe in the Eternal Forest.” Walking Moon scoffed. “Besides, we live good lives here. Why should we leave our home? Our roots?”

“I do not know.” the chieftain’s daughter replied with yet another sigh. “These are more answers that you should seek from Anna. But for now, I must tend my father and see to our tribe’s needs. You should get some rest, and prepare for tonight’s hunt.” Without waiting for his reply, Tu’apa Hyy turned and strode swiftly towards her family’s hut.


CHAPTER 4


James was tired from running all night, and was looking forward to getting some rest. His ladies had just returned from their assigned tasks, and brought a fair bit of supplies back with them. Autumn had purchased five deer hides from the locals, while Acrasia bought an assortment of meat and berries. All told, it had cost the einherjar 4 drachma and 41 obols.

“I’m surprised they would accept silver coins.” the einherjar commented as he set the meat to roasting on a spit.

“It would seem that they understand the value of money, and need it for trading with Elphen.” Autumn replied.

“Yeah. They even have special gloves that they wear when handling coins.” Acrasia informed him. “I think they were made from rabbit fur.”

“Ah. That makes sense.” James nodded in understanding. “Just because something is dangerous, doesn’t mean that it isn’t useful. You just have to be careful when handling it.”

“Might I ask what thy plans are now, Master?” Hrein asked, taking a seat next on the floor, next to her husband.

“Eat, sleep, and then think about what comes next.” he replied with a casual shrug.

“We should set a guard.” the valkyrie suggested. “Even though we have helped these people, we do not know them. We should take care in their midst.”

“You are as wise as you are beautiful, my love.” James complimented the shield maiden and kissed her on the cheek. “But that won’t be needed in this case. I’ll draw up stone to block the doors, so no one will be able to get in, and put a few small holes around the base of the wall, to keep us from suffocating.”

“Very well, Master. But how dost thou plan to do so for the trapdoor in the roof? Wouldst thou not need to rebuild the entire structure again?” the valkyrie asked.

“Actually, I thought of a way to make small changes like that without going to so much trouble. I’ll just call enough stone up through the floor, and then send it to my Inventory. Then I’ll summon it back where it is needed, and shape it however I like.” the einherjar explained.

“Ah. That doth make sense.” Hrein stated, nodding along with his explanation.

“Master…” Acrasia came crawling up on his other side, already naked and in her ‘human’ size. “Do you think I could have a snack while we wait for dinner to cook?”

James grinned and stood up. “Just let me block the doors, and we’ll see about feeding you some meat.”

The fairy giggled at his lame joke, and jumped to her feet as well, before sauntering over to the pile of hides. “Oh good. Because I’m very hungry, Master.”
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It was well past supper time when the einherjar removed the stone blocks from the doors of his hut. He and his harem, or at least those members who were present, managed to get a little shut eye after having a little fun, and were ready to tackle what was left of the day.

“If the people of the Wobonuch Tribe don’t need anything, perhaps we should spend a few hours cultivating, before sleeping for the night?” James suggested, eliciting a groan from his fairy wife.

“I do not think you will have time for that.” stated a deep, masculine voice.

Turning around to see who had spoken, the einherjar was a little surprised to see his latest patient already on his feet. The man was tall, with broad shoulders, though not quite as large as the Champion was. His hair was black, for the most part, but several streaks of grey showed in his unruly locks and his full beard. He wasn’t wearing much, despite the cool evening air, keeping his outfit simple with nothing more than a pair of deerskin pants to protect his modesty. What drew the Champion’s attention the most however, was the man’s softly glowing red eyes and the subtle twitching of his muscles, as if he were only a heartbeat away from shifting.

“Greetings, Alpha.” James said loud enough for the gathered villagers to hear. “I’m glad to see that you are recovering so quickly. Very impressive.” he added, figuring it couldn’t hurt to show the man a little face.

The Alpha snorted and shook his head, then gave James an appraising look. “And it seems that I have you to thank for the chance to recover at all.”

“It what I do, as a healer.” the einherjar said with a shrug. “But where are my manners? I’m James.” he said, extending his hand for the other man to shake.

The Wobonuch chieftain’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he accepted the Champion’s hand and shook. “Farkas.” he replied. “I would like to invite you and your… wives… to my family hut for the evening meal. Will you join me?” he asked, eyeing the slave collars around the women’s necks.

“It would be our honour.” James replied seriously.

“Good. Follow me, then.” the Alpha stated in a gruff voice, then turned and walked away.

Upon entering the hut, James noticed that the shaman was no longer present, but both Anna and Tu’apa Hyy were sitting cross legged on a large mat, made from stitched together bearskins. Arranged in the centre of the mat was an assortment of foods, including roast venison, poultry of some kind, berries, fish, and to the einherjar’s surprise, even some manner of flatbread.

“Please, have a seat.” Farkas said, indicating the side of the mat opposite the women. James sat down where he was told, and the werewolf Alpha settled in across from him, between the two women. Likewise, the einherjar’s harem knelt at his sides, with Hrein and Acrasia taking the positions closest to him.

Hel’s Champion wasn’t sure what the etiquette here was, so he debated holding his tongue until the master of the house spoke, but ended up deciding to speak first. “Thank you for inviting us to supper.”

The Wobonuch chieftain frowned slightly, but nodded his head. “Thank you for saving my life. As well as that of my daughter and the four other warriors who were captured by the elves.”

“It was the right thing to do, even if I didn’t have an ulterior motive.” James stated honestly.

“But you do. Have an ulterior motive, that is.” Farkas prodded as he accepted a clay bowl from his daughter.

“I have several.” the einherjar chuckled, similarly accepting a bowl from his First Wife.

“How honest of you to admit it.” the werewolf leader stated with a suspicious expression. Lifting the lid off a stoneware vessel which sat in the middle of the food, he proceeded to use his bowl to scoop some mush out of the pot. “In return, I will be equally honest with you. Tu’apa Hyy has already informed me of your desires and the cost for your assistance, as well as her personal opinions of your character and strength.”

“As a dutiful daughter should.” the Champion nodded and copied the shifter’s movements, taking some food for himself.

“Hmm. Yes.” Farkas agreed, furrowing his bushy unibrow slightly. “She seemed to think that there was some room for negotiation, however. Is that correct?”

“It is.” James confirmed. Seeing the women on the werewolf’s side begin to serve themselves, the einherjar nodded to his ladies as a signal for them to begin as well.

“Good. I must warn you that even if I agreed to your request to host some of my people, with the plan of infecting your own with lycanthropy, you would not like the results.” the werewolf warned his guest.

“Because it is difficult to control the ‘inner beast’ when you shift?” the ex-soldier asked, hoping for more details.

“Yes. I am the most skilled warrior in our tribe, and even I cannot perfectly control the beast within. There are moments when I lose control, and then any who are not of the pack are in danger. A single full moon could easily see all of your uninfected people wiped out.” Farkas informed him.

“And yet, your tribe seems to be doing all right. There must be a secret to that.” James probed.

“There is. Me. I am the Alpha, and I am strong enough to cow the rest of my pack when we shift. Thankfully, the times when I have lost control have been both rare and brief, but lives have still been lost.” the older werewolf explained.

“I see.” The ex-soldier grimaced slightly.

“So think long and hard about what you want, Champion. I will not turn you away empty handed after saving so many of my people, but I will not allow you to rush blindly to your own destruction.” Farkas stated, scooping up more mush from his bowl with a piece of flatbread.

Tu’apa Hyy watched as the einherjar’s eyes moved left to right, as if he were reading from a page, but didn’t seem to be focussed on anything that she could see. After a few moments of silence, his expression hardened and he lifted his gaze to meet hers.

“I want all of you.” he stated emphatically.

“All of… me?” Tu’apa Hyy gasped, nearly choking on her food.

“No. Well, yes, maybe. But I meant all of your people.” James clarified.

Farkas snorted, then laughed heartily. “Is it not me that you should be saying that to, Champion?”

The einherjar frowned, but then nodded slowly. “I… yes. It should be. Sorry. I just… instinctively focused on her.”

“Instinctively, eh?” the Alpha werewolf teased with a knowing grin.

James’ cheeks heated under the slightly older man’s gaze, and it didn’t help when Acrasia started giggling, only to be joined by the rest of his women sighing and shaking their heads.

“Well, if you want my people to follow you, then you will have to become the Alpha by defeating me. And I should warn you that I refuse to throw the match. If you do not have the strength to defeat me with tooth and claw, then you cannot lead our people.” Farkas stated firmly.

“Hmm. That’s a bit of a problem. You see, I want you to remain the Alpha.” the Champion replied.

The chieftain’s eyes narrowed as he studied the other man’s face. “Why?” he asked in a skeptical voice.

“So many reasons.” James sighed. “You have the experience needed to control your pack. You know your people’s customs, their needs, their strengths and weaknesses. You are the commander that I need for my army of lycanthropes, and the leader they need during times of peace.” Shaking his head, the einherjar continued. “Beyond that, I have an entire barony to run, and can’t give a single town the attention that it would need to thrive. Not to mention my duties as Titania’s general and Hel’s Champion. There’s just too much on my plate to be a pack Alpha as well.”

“I see.” Farkas hummed, scratching his beard thoughtfully. “I imagine that you would want our people to relocate to your lands, then? How would do you plan to protect the rest of your people should I lose control one night?”

“Yes, I would want you to move to a town called Guayabo. As for my plan to protect them, you said that werewolves are a danger to anyone not of the pack. So, I intend to have you infect the entire populace.” the Champion explained.

“And then what? Have a massive pack of werewolves scour the surrounding lands of every living person in one great, hellish night?” the chieftain scoffed. “Foolishness. Bloody idiocy.”

James chuckled and shook his head. “The closest town to Guayabo is Elphyne, which is 80 miles away as the crow flies. Other than that, there are no settlements for hundreds of miles. And as for Elphyne, even if your pack could find your way to the city through the Fairy Queen’s glamours, they would be faced with 40 foot stone walls and a tribe of loyal werejaguars guarding them.”

The older werewolf’s expression shifted from one of disdain to that of deep curiosity. “Werejaguars, you say? What manner of beasts are they? And they are already in your employ?”

“Yes, they are.” the ex-soldier confirmed. “Jaguars are big cats with spotted coats. They look a lot like leopards, in my opinion.”

“Meow.” Nyakuro interrupted. “May… I?”

“Go ahead, kitten.” James gave her permission with a nod.

Standing up, the nekomata pointed to the bikini-like top that she was wearing. “Jaguar hide.” she said in heavily accented Elven. Thankfully, her Polyglot spell translated the words for the Wobonuch tribe members without problem.

“I see. That does look like leopard hide.” Farkas muttered, scratching his beard again. He was mildly surprised then, when the cat-girl started to strip. “Is she… is she going to shift?” he guessed correctly.

“Yes.” James confirmed. “But unlike werewolves, nekomata do not risk losing control when they change forms.”

“Nekomata?” Anna asked, speaking for the first time since the meal had started. “Is she not a werejaguar?”

“No, she is not.” the einherjar said. “But she can take the form of a panther, which is a type of leopard or jaguar with a solid black coat.”

The three tribe members watched as Nyakuro transformed. Unlike when a werewolf shifted, which was a somewhat disturbing sight to see, what with all of the muscles tearing and bones breaking and reforming, a nekomata’s change was magically instantaneous. There was a small puff of smoke, obscuring the yokai’s form from view, which quickly dissipated. When the smoke cleared, it revealed a two tailed panther where a cute cat-girl had once stood.

Nyakuro growled softly, then padded over to sit in her owner’s lap. James chuckled, and scratched the big cat behind the ears, before feeding her a drumstick.

“Why does she have two tails?” Tu’apa Hyy blurted out, her eyes wide with fascination as she stared at the beautiful feline.

“It’s a common trait for all nekomata.” the einherjar informed her.

“I see.” she muttered, taking a bite of venison without taking her eyes off Nyakuro.

“Hmm. Well, that is all very interesting, but there are still problems with your plan, Champion.” the werewolf Alpha stated while stacking his bowl with a few choice cuts of meat.

“All right. Educate me.” James insisted.

“If you don’t want to be the Alpha, there isn’t much reason for our people to follow you. You won’t have any ties to the tribe, and the people won’t see you as having their best interests at heart.” Farkas explained.

“Hmm. I see your point.” the Champion agreed.

“There is an easy solution to that, though…” Anna interjected, looking between the Champion and her chief.

The male werewolf’s eyes narrowed as he regarded his oldest friend and confidante. “You crafty old bitch. You’re certain that this is the moment that you saw?”

The Szgany Fortune Teller cackled and her eyes gleamed with mischief. “Oh yes, Farkas. He is definitely the one.”

“Hmph.” the big man grumped, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Fine.” Turning to look at his daughter, he saw that the young woman was as pale as a ghost. “You know your duty.”

“Yes, father.” Tu’apa Hyy said meekly, lowering her head in submission to his will.

“If you three are talking about what I think you are talking about, I don’t think you should push her into this unwillingly.” James stated carefully.

“Unwillingly?” Farkas pointedly looked at the slave collars on the einherjar’s women. “I don’t think you have room to talk, Champion. Besides, it’s clear that you desire her, so don’t bother lying about it.”

“It’s not about desire.” the ex-soldier replied calmly. “And there is more at stake here than you realize.”

“And what would that be?” the werewolf Alpha asked, leaning in closer in an attempt to intimidate the einherjar.

Completely unfazed by the werewolf’s proximity, James proceeded to explain. “As I’m sure Tu’apa Hyy already explained to you, these women aren’t just slaves. These three are my wives, and that one there is my concubine.” he stated, pointing to each of his lovely ladies. “Any woman that I marry must bear the same collar, and that would include Tu’apa Hyy.”

Farkas opened his mouth to say something, but James just kept going and cut him off. “Furthermore, they aren’t just bound to me for life. They are bound to me for eternity. Their very souls are mine, and as the Champion of Hel, they will follow me even in the afterlife.”

The Alphas mouth snapped shut and he slowly sat back, his eyes red as he glared at the man across from him. “You plan to enslave my daughter?”

“Yes.” James said flatly, returning the man’s glare.

Farkas looked like he was about to roar in anger, until something suddenly shocked him still. Without warning, the black panther in the einherjar’s lap reached up and swatted him in the back of the head.

“Baka!” Nyakuro shouted, surprising even the ex-soldier.

“Yea. Thou art acting in a most foolish manner, Master!” Hrein suddenly scolded him from the other side.

Utterly scandalized, James looked to Autumn and Acrasia for support, only to find the two women rolling their eyes and shaking their heads.

“You deserved that, Master.” the fairy told him in no uncertain terms. “They don’t know why you enslave us, or how great it is!”

“Great?” Anna asked a little hesitantly, since her chief was still too stunned to speak.

“Yeah!” Acrasia nearly shouted, nodding emphatically. “You see, Master has a blessing from Hel, the goddess, not the destination, that lets him give power to anything that he owns! And that includes people!”

“Power?” Tu’apa Hyy asked, blinking rapidly and trying to keep up with the conversation.

“Uhuh!” the blonde fairy confirmed. “He makes us all stronger! Plus, we never have to worry about dying… even thought it’s scary and it hurts… he can always bring us back!”

“Bring… bring you back?” Farkas muttered, finally rejoining the conversation.

“Yup! Master can-.”

“That is quite enough, Acrasia.” Hrein cut the fairy off mid-sentence. “We hath no guarantee that Tu’apa Hyy shall join our family as yet, so it would be unwise to continue sharing Master’s secrets.”

The Wobonuch Chieftain frowned and looked down at his daughter, who was sitting beside him. The young woman was chewing her lip thoughtfully, and openly staring at the strange Champion across from him. “You are right that we should not rush things.” Farkas said finally, wanting to discuss things further with his daughter before they committed to anything.

Tu’apa Hyy leaned forward and looked past her father to the elderly seer. “Anna? Are you certain that he is the one?”

“Without a doubt, child.” the gypsy woman confirmed in a gentle voice.

The younger werewolf took a deep breath and turned her attention back to James. “For the sake of the tribe, I accept.”
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Farkas waited until his guests had left to question his daughter. “You don’t have to do this.” he started the moment that they were out of earshot.

“Father…” Tu’apa Hyy sighed. She had known that he would try to talk her out of it once they were alone, but that didn’t mean that she had been looking forward to the conversation.

“I’m serious, Tu’apa Hyy. I didn’t escape the tyranny of His Dark Excellency just to see my daughter enslaved!” the older werewolf growled.

“I know, father. But I do not think his women are unhappy with their lot. He does not treat them like normal slaves.” she argued.

“You believe them?” he asked incredulously.

“They did not smell of lies to me. Did they to you?” Tu’apa Hyy pointed out.

“No. But that doesn’t mean that I trust them.” Farkas grumbled. “He could be controlling them somehow. Hell, one of them is a demon!”

“Do not tell me that you are going to judge someone based solely on their race!” the young woman hissed. “You know how maligned our people are by humans.”

“Of course I know!” her father snarled back. “But they’re right. We are monsters.” he muttered in a defeated tone.

“Maybe.” Tu’apa Hyy conceded. “But from what I have seen of humans, so are they.”

“But they’re not demons!” the Alpha snapped. “You don’t know demons like I do. I saw what they are capable of, back in the old country. The Count has employed them many times over the years.”

“I know one at least.” his daughter argued. “And she has done me no harm.” Not that I actually got to speak to her much… the young woman secretly admitted to herself.

“That you know of.” her father scoffed. Sighing, the large werewolf began pacing around the hut in frustration. “You need to think this through, Tu’apa Hyy. It’s not a decision that you can change your mind about later on.”

“I have thought it through, father. Our tribe needs this. The pack needs this.” she said quietly.

“We don’t need you to be enslaved, girl. We can manage just fine on our own. We don’t need the Champion.” Farkas spat.

“Oh? And what do we do when the Inquisition comes back, hmm?” the native woman snapped. “They already know where we are, and they almost killed you last time. If it were not for the Champion’s healing magics, we would not be having this conversation right now!”

“Then we fight!” the powerful lycanthrope roared.

“Fight!? One Inquisitor nearly ended you with his damned silver weapons. What are we going to do against a dozen of them? Or a hundred? You know that they will never stop hunting us. They see us as a scourge.” the female werewolf snarled, slamming her fist against the doorframe.

The werewolf Alpha growled and kicked the stoneware pot across the hut, scattering its contents everywhere. “You think that damned Champion can save us from the Inquisition!?”

“He can.” Tu’apa Hyy said softly. “He is strong, father. And he lacks our vulnerability to silver.”

“He must have a weakness.” Farkas countered. “Everyone does, and when the Inquisition figures his out, they’ll come for him too.”

“Probably.” the young woman agreed in a surprisingly calm tone. “But he is not alone, is he? He gathers strong warriors to his side and has powerful allies. Surely you noticed the strength of his women? Especially the valkyrie.”

The tired werewolf felt like this conversation was aging him years for every minute that they spoke. Sighing, he looked up at the ceiling and rubbed the back of his head. “Yeah. No warrior worth his salt could miss that woman’s strength. I wouldn’t want to tangle with her.”

“To say nothing of the Champion himself.” Tu’apa Hyy added. “He is so powerful, father. He overpowered me so easily when we fought… I honestly feared for my life.”

Farkas groaned and let his gaze fall to the floor, then looked up to meet his daughter’s eyes. “And what of Walking Moon? Do you not love him?”

Tu’apa Hyy frowned and looked away. “I… I am fond of him.” she admitted. “But I have known, ever since Anna spoke the prophecy, that I was not destined to be with him, or any man of the tribe. So I have never let him into my heart. Not truly.”

“I’m sorry, daughter. I never meant for you to shoulder this kind of burden.” Farkas whispered, hanging his head in shame.

The much younger werewolf silently slipped up to her sire, and embraced him in a tight hug. “It is all right, father. I am not unhappy with this fate. I think we may be surprised by what the future has in store for us.”

Farkas chuckled softly and hugged his daughter back. “When did you get so old and wise?”

Tu’apa Hyy sniffed and laughed, ignoring the single tear that rolled down her cheek. “If I am old, then you must be ancient.” she teased. “Truly, you have become a grey wolf.”


CHAPTER 5


James exited his stone hut shortly after sunrise, and had to suppress a shiver. The air is unusually cool this morning, he thought to himself, but I suppose the elevation might have something to do with it. Shaking off the morning chill, the einherjar let his gaze sweep across the native village. Despite the early hour, it seemed that most of the tribesmen were already up and about, tending to their daily tasks.

“What are thy plans on this morn, Master?” Hrein asked, quietly moving to stand beside him.

“I’m not sure.” the Champion admitted honestly. “I wasn’t really planning on tying the knot with yet another woman, and certainly not so soon.”

The pretty valkyrie didn’t even bother hiding her smirk as she elbowed her husband in the ribs. “Do not pretend that thou art disappointed with the young lady.” she teased.

“No. She is certainly attractive enough, and she seems intelligent and capable. I’m even sure that the political ties will come in useful…” he stated, leaving the end of his sentence hanging.

“Then what troubles thee, Master?” the shield maiden prodded.

“I don’t want Lāmina to kill me in my sleep.” the ex-soldier grumbled.

“Ah.” Hrein said with a nod of understanding. “Thou art rightfully worried in that case.”

“Yeah. I definitely can’t do that to her. I won’t be marrying anyone else until I’ve done right by Lāmina.” James resolved. “But I’m not going to rush her, either. So any sort of political marriage to the Wobonuch Tribe is just going to have to wait.”

“Thou knowest that she would marry thee readily. Thou needest only inform her of the time and place.” the valkyrie pointed out.

“I know, I know.” James sighed, turning around to take in the view of the valley below. “I just want to make sure it is special for her. Not a big affair like Acrasia had, but something significant. You know what I mean?”

“I do, Master. It is sweet of thee to put such thought into it for her. I am certain that she shall appreciate thy efforts.” Hrein assured him.

“Champion?” a familiar feminine voice called out to him from deeper in the village.

Turning back around, the einherjar spotted the young woman making her way towards them. “Good morning, Tu’apa Hyy. What can I do for you on this fine day?” he said with a warm smile.

“Good morning.” the lycanthrope replied with a slight bowing of her head. “My father and I would like to invite you to breakfast. Afterwards, we could continue our conversation from last night.”

“We’d be honoured to join your family again. Please tell your father that we-.” James began to respond, but was cut off by a sudden voice in his head.

Loki hath returned, my Champion. Please return with all haste. Hel informed him. Though the einherjar had grown accustomed to hearing the goddess speak in his mind, the underlying tone of urgency in her voice concerned him.

“We have to go.” the Champion stated with a serious expression on his face. “Loki’s back.”

“I shall gather the family at once, Master.” Hrein replied, all joviality leaving her features as she darted back into the stone hut.

With a wave of his hand, James summoned a portal back to Hel’s demesne, and looked over his shoulder at Tu’apa Hyy. “I’m sorry, but something of an emergency has come up. I’m afraid that our talks will have to wait.” he told her with a frown.

“I… I see. When should we expect you to return, Champion?” the young werewolf asked, stammering at first but quickly getting ahold of herself.

“I’m not sure.” James replied. “But I’ll return as soon as I can. If I’m going to be delayed more than a week, I’ll send word. Or is there some need for urgency that I am unaware of?”

“No! Not at all, Champion.” Tu’apa Hyy said with a bow. “Take what time you need. There is no rush.”

“All right then. Take care until I return.” he said, forcing himself to smile for her, despite the apprehension he was feeling towards meeting with Loki.

“We are ready, Master.” Hrein declared, having been followed out by the other women.

Tu’apa Hyy immediately noticed that the cat-girl had somehow sprouted a pair of black feathery wings, and watched in astonishment as her guests ran forward in a line and disappeared into thin air, one after the other. “I… I need to tell my father about this.” she muttered to herself, then quickly turned and ran back to her family hut.

She was almost there when someone called out to her.

“Tu’apa Hyy!” Walking Moon shouted, running up to grab the young woman by the arm. “Why are you running? What is wrong?”

“What?” the female werewolf looked at her friend an expression of annoyance. “I am sorry Walking Moon, I do not have time to talk right now.” she told him, attempting to shake his hand off.

The male werewolf stubbornly refused to let go however, and stepped around her to block her way. “Why not? Was it the Champion? Did he do something to you?” he snarled, his eyes hardening with anger at the thought that the strange man might have touched her.

“No! I mean, yes, it has to do with the Champion, but he has not harmed me. Now let go! I must speak with my father.” the young woman insisted, pulling her arm free.

“Then I’ll come with you.” Walking Moon stated firmly. “For protection. I don’t trust that Champion.”

“No, you will not!” Tu’apa Hyy snapped and glared at the young man. “And I do not need protection. Least of all from… from…” despite her irritation, the native woman hesitated to finish her sentence. She knew that telling Walking Moon of her engagement was necessary, but that it would hurt him deeply. As his friend, she didn’t want to cause him pain, but she really didn’t have any choice. Better to make it quick. she told herself. It is not fair to let him keep hoping. Taking a deep breath, she looked her best friend in the eye and gave it to him straight. “I do not need protection from my future mate.”

Tu’apa Hyy’s words cut him to the quick. At first, all Walking Moon could do was stand there in stunned silence, but when the female werewolf, the woman he believed was his, turned to walk away, the young warrior found himself moving without thinking. “No!” he screamed and grabbed her from behind, making her stumble and nearly fall on her face.

“Moon!” the chieftain’s daughter hissed as she spun on her attacker.

“No! He can’t have you! You’re mine!” the young warrior growled, his shouts drawing the attention of nearby villagers. Tribesmen quickly began to gather around, watching and gossiping as the female werewolf struggled to get away from her friend.

“Is he trying to claim her as his mate?” one woman asked.

“Do you think he’ll mount her?” a boy wondered aloud.

“Doesn’t he have to challenge the Alpha first?” another man pointed out.

“Get! Off! Me!” Tu’apa Hyy screamed as her fingers shifted and grew long black claws. Lashing out, the female werewolf raked her claws across the young man’s face, nearly gouging out an eye. Only his quick reflexes saved him from going blind, at least temporarily; taking the claws across his cheek instead.

“Never!” the madman snarled, trying to pull her in for a kiss and yelping in pain when her naked claws latched onto his face. “Tu’apa Hyy! Let go!” he shouted. “I love you!”

“No!” the Alpha’s daughter growled back. Having had enough of his foolishness, the angry werewolf hauled off and kneed him in the junk as hard as she could.

Walking Moon’s eyes bulged from the pain, and his legs turned to jelly. Suddenly finding himself lying on the ground in the foetal position and gasping for air, he couldn’t even speak as Tu’apa Hyy tossed her long black hair and turned her back to him.

“Go cool your head in a stream, Moon. I want nothing more to do with you.” the young woman said coldly as she walked away.
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Flying through the portal, James and his women arrived just outside Hel’s keep. We’re almost there, my Lady. the einherjar thought at his patron goddess.

Good. My father is most annoying. I shall be glad to see his backside. Hel replied with a surprising amount of acerbic wit.

James couldn’t help but grin at the divine woman’s comment, but kept his thoughts to himself. Reaching the doors to her throne room, the einherjar placed his hands against the wooden barriers and shoved with a fair amount of strength. As expected, the doors slammed open, but not so hard as to come off the hinges; merely loud enough to make an entrance. Scowling as if he were in a bad mood, the einherjar stormed into the room, quickly followed by his armed and equally pissed off harem.

Loki, who had been leaning on the arm of Hel’s throne with his face uncomfortably close to hers, jumped at the sudden racket and quickly put some distance between himself and his daughter. “Ah. James. So good to see you.” the Trickster said with a smarmy smile.

“I wish I could say the same, Loki.” the Champion growled as he took his position next to Hel’s throne.

With the einherjar’s women fanned out around the room, the sneaky god once again felt cornered. “Ugh. You wound me!” Loki gasped dramatically while clutching his chest. “After all I went through to bring you… this!” With a flair of showmanship, the Mischief-Monger produced a divine weapon of world renown, and presented it like an offering.

Every jaw in the room dropped, which was exactly the response that Loki had been hoping for. “Is that… what I think it is?” James stammered.

“Only if you think that this is Zeus’ legendary Thunderbolt. Otherwise you are quite mistaken, I assure you.” Loki stated with a bow.

“Damn. I have to say, Loki. I’m impressed.” Hel’s Champion admitted, his eyebrows raised as he gazed at the crackling weapon. Taking a step forward, James reached for the Thunderbolt, only to have the Trickster snatch it away.

“Ah, ah, ah!” Loki teased, wagging his finger at the bestial man. “Not until you fulfill your part of the deal, Champion.”

James scowled and crossed his thick arms over his chest. “What do you mean? I freed Fenrir, just like I promised.”

“You what?” Loki nearly squealed in surprise. “What? How!? That’s impossible! If he were free, I would know it! Ragnarok would have begun.”

Hel stood from her throne and gracefully strode across the room to stand next to her Champion, lightly placing her hand on his shoulder as a show of support.

Loki immediately noticed that it was her left hand, which was almost black with the colour of death, and yet James seemed wholly unperturbed by her touch.

“My Champion doth speak true, father. I give thee my word.” the Goddess of Death declared.

“Then… where is he? Where is my son?” Loki asked, looking around as if he expected to see the giant wolf hiding somewhere in the room.

“Out.” James replied casually, shrugging his free shoulder. “Seems that, after so long being tied up, the big guy just wanted to go for a hunt.”

“A hunt!?” the Trickster shouted, slowly growing angry that his plans weren’t panning out as he had hoped. “He should be hunting the Æsir!”

“And mayhap he shall.” Hel answered, lifting her palm skyward as if she didn’t know one way or the other. “I am certain that thou wilt hear of such news quickly, should such a thing come to pass.”

Loki chewed his lip nervously and eyed the two with suspicion. “You had better not be trying to trick the Trickster.” he warned.

“Thou hast heard the truth of my words, father. Now let us complete our contract.” the goddess insisted.

The Father of Falsehoods frowned, but he had no reason to doubt Hel’s word. She couldn’t lie to me. No one could pull one over on the master of deceit himself… Loki thought arrogantly, and ironically achieved that which he thought impossible. “Very well…” he said finally, reluctantly handing the weapon over to the Champion.

James accepted the Thunderbolt, and couldn’t believe what he felt. The moment that it landed in his palm, the surge of primal power that flowed through his body took his breath away. “It’s like… holding lightning in the palm of my hand.” he whispered.

“That would be because you are, genius.” Loki snarked and rolled his eyes.

The einherjar would have been annoyed by the god’s taunts, if he weren’t completely enthralled with the weapon in his hand. It was only Acrasia’s giggling that brought him out of his state of amazement.

“Your hair, Master.” the fairy pointed and laughed when he looked at her. “It’s all standing on end.”

A quick look around showed that all of the women present were quite amused by the sight, with even Hel cracking the slightest of smiles. Clearing his throat, James focussed his attention on Loki once again. “How did you get this?” he asked, trying to tamp down the astonishment in his own voice.

“Oh? Wouldn’t you like to know?” the Trickster teased with a self important smirk.

James didn’t bother saying anything, since he knew that the arrogant asshole wouldn’t be able to help but brag.

“Well, I suppose I could give you a hint or two. I’m generous like that, you know.” Loki chuckled at his own joke. Leaning in conspiratorially, the Mischief-Monger stage whispered loud enough that the entire room could hear him. “The secret to a perfect heist…” he paused for dramatic effect, “is being Low-key.” he finished with a self satisfied grin.

Hel’s bland expression relayed how unimpressed she was with her father’s joke. “I suppose even a blind squirrel hath nuts.” she commented.

James bit his tongue in an effort not to laugh out loud. Hel’s attempt at a scathing remark was downright adorable to him. It’s ‘finds a nut’, but close enough, my Lady. he thought to himself.

“Yeah, even Loki does sometimes.” Acrasia added with a giggle.

“Not when being mounted by Svaðilfari…” Hrein pretended to cough into her fist.

“Ouch!” Autumn hissed playfully. “Sounds like Master isn’t the only one who likes to burn Loki.”

Unable to help himself, James burst out laughing. “Damn! When did my women become so savage!”

By this point, Loki was so red in the face that he looked like his head was about to explode. “Our contract has been fulfilled!” he snapped, then spun and stormed out of the room. Once he was through the door, the ladies couldn’t hold back any longer, and all of them began to laugh hysterically.

When the laughter finally died down, it was clear that even Hel was in high spirits. “That is a most powerful weapon thou hast acquired, James.” she said with a pleased smile. “Though, in all seriousness, thou shouldst use it immediately, lest Zeus find out that it is in thy possession.” the goddess added, choosing her words carefully in case there were any unwanted listeners nearby.

“That’s good advice.” James admitted. “Ladies? If you could secure the room?”

“Yea, Master.” Hrein replied, then directed the women to spread out once again.

Once the room had been thoroughly searched, and it had been confirmed from the undead guards outside that Loki had left, James settled down in the throne room to cultivate.

Hel watched in fascination as her Champion began the process of analyzing and absorbing the magic of the legendary Thunderbolt. Hopefully Zeus will not notice that one is missing… but if he does, he shall find no proof of it here. she reassured herself.

The einherjar fell into a meditative state, and worked to draw the artifact’s divine magic into himself, without setting the volatile weapon off. Never, in all of his life, had he ever held anything so powerful in his hands. I feel like I am trying to defuse an atomic bomb here… he thought as sweat beaded on his brow. Slowly, with painstaking care, James cultivated from the Thunderbolt, until a little over an hour later, it crumbled to dust in his hands.

Breathing a sigh of relief, mixed with a bit of exhaustion, the einherjar opened his Status Screen and checked his spell list.
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James whistled softly as he read the entry. “Damn. That’s something else.” Looking up at Hel, who had stayed by his side the entire time, he asked her the question that had been on his mind ever since she had spoken to him at the Wobonuch village. “My Lady, do you think that Loki will cause any more trouble for us?”

Hel had a thoughtful look on her face as she contemplated his question. “I do think that we have earned his ire. He doth not take insult lightly. That said, I do not think that he will cause us overmuch grief. He doth need me and mine armies for his invasion of Asgardr upon the coming of Ragnarök.”

“Good. I’m glad.” James replied, relaxing a little. “I know he’s your father and all, but I don’t like him being around you.”

Hel smiled softly at her Champion’s words. “I am not over fond of my father, myself.” she admitted. “So thou needest not worry. I shall call upon thee whenever he doth darken my door.”

“Thanks, Hel. I appreciate that.” the ex-soldier told her with a warm smile. Standing up and dusting himself off, he glanced over at the door. “I hope you’ll join us for supper tonight. It’s been too long since we’ve shared a meal together.”

“Of course, James.” the Goddess of Death nodded. “I suppose thou wilt work to improve thy new weapon in the mean time?”

“That’s the plan.” the einherjar confirmed.

“Come then. I shall walk thee to the door.” Hel said with a nod of approval. Linking her arm in his, the deity allowed her Champion to escort her out.
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James sat on the mossy earth behind the Temple of Hel in Elphyne. He had enjoyed an early lunch with his whole family, and taken an hour or so just to catch up with the ones that hadn’t joined him on the trip to the Wobonuch village. Predictably, Lāmina was not at all pleased when she heard about yet another woman trying to get into the einherjar’s bed. Thankfully, she calmed down considerably when James had promised that he wouldn’t accept another woman into his harem until after he had made her his wife.

“Are you sure that you want to join us for this, Acrasia?” the einherjar asked with a note of surprise in his voice.

“Yes, Master.” the fairy nodded firmly, despite the sour look on her face. “Hrein explained how much work needs to be done for our family, and how hard it is for you to carry the burden by yourself. It’s not fair if it’s just her, Nyakuro and Autumn helping you out. I’m your wife too, so I need to do my part.”

“Well, I’m very proud of you for volunteering, my pet. I’ll be sure to reward you later for your help.” he told her with a wink. This caused the leannán sídhe to smile brightly and giggle, so he hoped that it would help to keep her motivated.

“All right, then. I’ll just ask everyone to cultivate as much Spirit as they can until supper. We’ll make our improvements after the meal, and then we can all relax together as a family.”

“Sounds good, Master!” Acrasia chirped, then put her game face on and began to concentrate. It was such a cute sight that James almost laughed, but he held back so that he wouldn’t spoil her efforts.
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When the sun was finally setting, everyone stood up and went through some much needed stretches. After that, on the way back to the mansion, they all compared notes on how much Spirit they had gathered. It turned out that the cultivators had refined 1080 Spirit each, with the notable exception of Acrasia.

“I’m sorry, Master!” she cried. “I tried really hard. I did! It’s just so boring!” In the end, the fairy could only maintain her concentration for a little less than half the time, constantly losing her focus and letting her thoughts wander. As a result, she only managed to cultivate 500 Spirit during the nine hours that they worked, which James thought was actually quite impressive for the tiny fae woman.

“It’s all right, my pet. I know that you worked hard, and I appreciate the help. So don’t worry, I’ll still reward you tonight.” he promised with a warm smile.
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Supper was a lot of fun, and a break that everyone needed, especially the einherjar. The kids really seemed to enjoy themselves, although Clarissa did cry a little at one point, clearly missing her father. The tears only stopped when James renewed his vow to find the wayward soul, and do his best to reunite the two.

The einherjar was a little surprised, though not overly so, when Titania had showed up to join them for the meal. During the course of the dinner, the Fairy Queen and her baron swapped stories about what had happened during James’ sojourn to the Wobonuch tribal lands. Naturally, the ex-soldier was incensed when he was told of Hermes’ threats, but the fae monarch had calmed him down quickly by explaining her plan, and demanding that he let her take care of it herself. Other than that, the baron was rather pleased to hear that the talks with Elphen had gone so well, and that the elven city would officially be joining the Seelie Court in the near future. When Titania had heard James’ plan to incorporate the werewolves as citizens of Guayabo, she was more than a little surprised, but gave her approval nonetheless.

By the time Hel and Titania took their leave, little Zahra was already fast asleep in James’ lap. Lāmina scooped the girl up to carry her to their shared room, but only after stealing a long, passionate kiss from her fiancé, and securing a promise from him to make up for her lost opportunities to ‘worship’ him on the mornings that he was gone.

While the maids cleaned up, James took the opportunity to spend the Spirit that they had all gathered during the day.

“Master, if I might make a couple of suggestions?” Hrein asked as they all sat in a circle in the middle of the lobby.

“Of course, my love.” James replied with an inviting smile. “I always appreciate your opinion.”

“Dost thou recall my request that thou shouldst retain what Spirit thou couldst, until thou hast reached a measure of 2400?” the valkyrie inquired.

“Yes.” the einherjar confirmed with a nod. “What about it?”

“I should like for thou to set aside the Spirit that thou hast cultivated this day, to sooner reach that goal.” she explained.

“Hmm.” James frowned. “Is it really important? Because I really want to enhance this Thunderbolt spell. It’s our best weapon against truly powerful creatures, like Archangels.”

“It is, Master. I give thee my word.” Hrein said softly.

“All right then.” the ex-soldier nodded firmly. “That’s good enough for me.”

“I thank thee, Master.” the Chooser said with a smile. “It truly gladdens mine heart to have thy trust in this way.”

“You always have my trust, my love.” the Champion assured her. “So what other suggestions did you have?”

“Wilt thou allow me to perform an experiment, Master? I wish to enhance thine armour.” Hrein informed him.

“All right…” James said slowly, more out of curiosity than any real hesitancy to allow her to try whatever she had in mind.

“Once again, I thank thee, Master.” Closing her eyes, Hrein placed her hand on James’ pteruges, directly above his manhood. Whether that was by accident or design, only the valkyrie knew, but she gave no outward sign of playfulness, so James figured it was the former rather than the latter.

“Just… a moment, Master.” the valkyrie whispered. Placing her other hand against her breastplate, the Chooser activated her husband’s Analysis blessing through her collar, and opened her eyes to see the revealed Status Screens. The properties of both sets of armour were displayed before her, so by focusing on one aspect in particular, she tried to copy and paste a powerful ability onto the pteruges. Doing so took nearly all of the Spirit she had cultivated that day, as well as the 100 Spirit she had saved from before.

James blinked and covered his eyes when his armour suddenly flashed with a brilliant white light. A split second later, the light had faded, and he felt a new power flowing through him from the pteruges. Curious to see what his First Wife had done, the einherjar called up his Status Screen.

Champion’s Pteruges: Adamantine and dragon hide armour for the legs. The wearer is immune to harm from the element of fire. Steel ring on the inside to attach Fairy Leash.

Hel’s Champion gasped when he saw the upgrade that the valkyrie had given to his armour. “Hrein… please tell me that you didn’t damage your armour by doing that.”

Hrein smiled at her husband and shook her head. “Nay, Master. Fear not. Mine armour is fine. Thy new immunity was copied from mine own, not transferred.”

“Wow.” James said with raised eyebrows. “That’s impressive. What did it cost, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“1150 Spirit, Master. And I was informed that success depended on the receiving artifact possessing proper synergy with the associated magic.” the valkyrie explained. “I do believe that the dragon hide in thy armour was what allowed it to gain immunity to fire.”

“I imagine you’re right.” the einherjar agreed.

“If thou wilt excuse me, Master, I shall grant my remaining Spirit to Lāmina. It shall be but a small token, but it may make her feel better after having missed the chance to train with us.” the valkyrie said, standing up from the circle.

“Of course. Please let her know that I plan to include her as often as her duties as a priestess permit.” James agreed.

“I shall do as thou sayest, Master.” Hrein replied before heading to the young priestess’ room.

“Master! I want to help you with your new lightning spell!” Acrasia offered enthusiastically. The poor fairy still felt bad for not being able to cultivate as much Spirit as the others, so she was eager to prove herself useful in any way that she could. Especially if it meant helping her master directly.

“Okay. Thank you, my pet.” the Champion accepted with a smile. “If that’s the case, I’d like you to alter it to launch two lightning bolts, instead of only one. After that, halving the Qi cost would be great.”

“Okay!” the tiny fairy cheered, then set about doing as she had been asked. A couple of minutes later, the fae woman was finished making the adjustments. “All done, Master!” she declared. “But that only cost me 200 Spirit. I still have 300 leftover.”

“Then how about giving yourself a copy, and then another copy to Hrein when she gets back?” James suggested. “Valkyrie are often associated with lightning in fiction, and I want you to be able to control all of the elements, as a fae. We may make you into a Fairy Queen yet!”

“Yeah! That sounds great, Master!” Acrasia agreed.

“While she does that, what shall Nyakuro and I do, Master?” Autumn asked.

“That’s a good question. To be honest, I hadn’t planned on having such a windfall of Spirit for a while.” James answered honestly.

“Yay! My Dantian’s Capacity is up to 1150 now, Master!” Acrasia cheered.

“That’s great, my pet.” James chuckled, enjoying the fairy’s new enthusiasm for cultivation. As he sat there in thought, contemplating the answer to Autumn’s question, Hrein finally returned from Lāmina’s bedchamber. The moment that the valkyrie finished descending the stairs, Acrasia had zipped over to her and explained their master’s plan, before granting her a copy of the spell.

“If you don’t have any specific plan for me at the moment, perhaps I should simply increase all of my stats.” the succubus suggested.

“That’s certainly never a waste, so go ahead and do that.” the einherjar assented.

It didn’t take the demoness long to complete the task, but she did spend the next five minutes or so writhing on the floor in pain.

“Oh. I forgot to tell you. Massive changes to your body, even your stats, can put you in the hurt locker for a while.” the ex-soldier chuckled.

When the cramps finally subsided, the succubus sat up and glared at her owner, but bit her tongue to keep from saying anything.

“I thought of another thing that you might want to do, if you have the Spirit leftover.” the einherjar stated, hoping to earn a few brownie points with the fallen angel.

“And what would that be, Master?” she hissed through clenched teeth.

“Dual Casting. I think everyone should get it.” he suggested.

Autumn quirked a brow, and then nodded. “That is an excellent idea, Master. As it happens, I do have a fair amount of Spirit left, so I will help anyone that still needs it as well.”

“Thank you, Autumn. I think that would mean Hrein, Lāmina, and the twins.” James informed the succubus.

“I’ll see that it’s done.” she stated with a nod. “I’ll use any remaining Spirit to enhance Elora’s beauty. I’m sure she’d appreciate that.” the demoness called over her shoulder as she walked away.

Turning his attention to Nyakuro, the einherjar gave the cat-girl an apologetic smile. “Sorry for the wait, kitten.”

The nekomata shrugged as if she wasn’t bothered by being last. “Can’t enhance. Must wait for… for… Tribulation.” she explained in broken Elven. “Can help twins with stats, if Master wants.”

James was just about to accept her offer, when Hrein interjected. “Or, thou couldst enhance Master’s Crimson Palace.” the valkyrie pointed out.

“That would feel rather selfish of me.” the ex-soldier said, wanting to reject the option.

“Thou art our Master. The lynchpin of this family. Thy strength is what shall bind us together, Master. We should do all that we can to empower thee.” the Chooser argued.

Nyakuro nodded along as Hrein spoke. “Hrein right. I do that. Give extra Spirit to Elina. For beauty.” Without waiting for him to consent, the cat-girl plopped herself down in her owner’s lap, and began pouring her Spirit into his Crimson Palace.

Rather than fight them on it, James just went with the flow and focussed on compressing the massive quantity of Spirit into bricks, then used those bricks to start building a foundation. Since he only had a single brick before, he really didn’t have to put much thought into the design.

Truth be told, the einherjar was a little disappointed when they were finished. After all of their combined work, the thousand points of Spirit only yielded ten bricks. That meant that his Crimson Palace stat now sat at a mere 11 points. “Well, it’s a start.” he said with a sigh. “Thank you for your help, kitten. I really appreciate it.”

“Meow.” the cat-girl purred and rubbed her face against his neck.

“I guess we should head on to bed, eh?” James chuckled. “I think I know some ladies that deserve rewards.”


CHAPTER 6


The next morning began like so many others for James; going around and granting his blessing to all of the regular people, then adding another 2500 feet to Elphyne’s wall. This meant that he had a paltry 210 Qi left in the tank, but the einherjar knew that his reserves would fill back up relatively quickly, so he wasn’t overly worried.

After having breakfast with everyone, including their two usual guests, the Champion decided to go for a walk in Elphyne for a change of pace. Honestly… this isn’t just distracting, it’s a little awkward. the ex-soldier thought to himself. Making good on his promise to Acrasia, James had fastened the platinum leash to her collar, and bound her to the inside of his pteruges. As a result, the tiny fairy was currently enjoying herself with his member, and making it difficult for him to walk straight. Aside from the very distracting sensations though, the einherjar worried that her delicate wings might get crushed against the inside of his armour if he moved too quickly.

Walking alongside him were Hrein and Autumn. Nyakuro was spending some time with Lāmina, while the elf saw petitioners, in an effort to continue her lessons in speaking the Elven language. “Is something on your mind, Master?” the succubus asked.

“Sort of.” James admitted. “Actually, a lot.”

“Oh? What hath thy attention when thou art strolling with such beauties, Master?” the valkyrie teased with a knowing grin.

Hel’s Champion laughed, and delighted in seeing his wife in such a good mood. “Oh, you know. Just everything.” he half joked.

“Thinking about what to do next?” Autumn guessed correctly.

“Yeah.” James confirmed with a nod. “There’s just so much to do, but most things have to wait for one reason or another.”

“Care to walk us through it, Master? We might be able to provide some fresh perspective.” the demoness offered.

“I agree.” Hrein concurred. “Speak thy mind, Master.”

“Well, my top priority right now is probably my upcoming marriage to Lāmina.” the einherjar stated. “Still haven’t figured out where or when it should take place, and she hasn’t given me much to go on other than telling me to let her handle it.”

“Then I suggest doing just that, Master.” Hrein told him.

“I’m with Hrein on this one. You don’t want to interfere with a young lady’s wedding plans anyway, so it’s best you just focus on other things for now.” the succubus added.

“Okay, okay. I’m just trying to get everything sorted in my head, that’s all.” James aid with a sigh. “Next up is probably the wall extension for Elphyne. It’s going too slowly for my tastes.”

“Only you would think that twenty five hundred feet a day is ‘slow’ for building a forty foot tall stone wall, Master.” Autumn snarked, rolling her eyes.

“Autumn is correct, Master.” Hrein agreed. “Thou art the only one who could accomplish such a feat, and lest thou dost find some method by which thou canst acquire more Qi, then thy progress will be limited by thy personal reserves.”

“Actually, I was thinking about that very thing. A way to acquire more Qi.” James said, changing the topic slightly.

“I thought your Dantian had capped its growth when you solidified your foundation, Master?” Autumn asked, curious to find out if he had made some new discovery.

“Oh, I didn’t mean my personal pool of Qi.” the einherjar corrected her assumption. “I meant that I would like to find some method of collecting and storing Qi for later use. Like a container of some sort.”

“Hmm.” the valkyrie hummed, tapping her lips in thought. “Such a device would be most useful. It would even allow us to contribute Qi to thy various projects in a more efficient manner.”

“Qi storage, eh?” the succubus frowned. “I know that magical energy can be stored in crystals, which is why you are looking for a huge one for Éljúðnir, right Master?”

“Yeah, that’s on my list too.” James confirmed with a nod. “Not many leads on that either, sadly.”

“I don’t imagine there would be, especially since you told me that you are hoping to get a diamond of that size.” Autumn added.

“Anyway, I’m on the lookout for something like that as well. Next up would probably be recruiting the werewolves as citizens for my barony, and moving them to Guayabo.” the einherjar continued.

“And adding the pretty girl to thine harem.” Hrein giggled and gave him a teasing elbow.

“You know, you’re my Chooser. It’s you who gets to pick who joins our family and who doesn’t.” the Champion reminded her.

“Oh, I have not forgotten, husband.” the valkyrie replied with a wink. “Why dost thou thinkest that thou hast so few women?”

“Few!?” James nearly choked. “How do you figure that I have ‘few’ women?”

“Thou clearly hast no idea how many petitions I receive daily. Maids and maidens from all over leave letters at the temple, looking to work in thy house or in thy bed.” the Chooser informed him.

“Say what!?” James blinked and looked at his wife incredulously. “Surely you’re joking?”

Autumn laughed and shook her head. “No, she isn’t, Master.”

“Then… why wasn’t I told of this?” the baron inquired.

“Because thou hast named me thy Chooser.” she replied, looking at him with a raised eyebrow as if challenging him to say otherwise.

“Well, you’re doing a great job then, my love. Thanks for that.” the ex-soldier said earnestly. I can’t really imagine being swamped with women all applying to… yeah. he thought to himself.

“Thou art welcome, Master.” Hrein replied with a contented smile.

“So…” James eagerly looked for a new topic so that he could change the subject. “Clarissa’s dad. He’s also on the list.”

“That… is going to be a very difficult quest, Master.” Autumn noted.

“Yeah, and we can’t even get started without the intelligence from Lilith.” The einherjar frowned.

“It would be good to at least find his body.” the succubus commented.

“It would, but I think it was burned up in the fire. I doubt those strange nekomata stole his body as well as Clarissa’s.” the ex-soldier pointed out.

“True.” Autumn conceded.

“So yeah, that’s on pause for the moment. Where does that leave us on the list?” he asked.

“Mayhap thou art worried about the settlers coming from Elfame, Master?” Hrein posited.

“Those too. As the families of the soldiers who were stranded here by Oberon, I’m sure they’ll want to be reunited as quickly as they can be. Unfortunately, I have no idea how or when they will get here. I suppose I should try and think of some way to assist them in making the journey.” the einherjar sighed.

“Don’t take too much onto your plate, Master.” the succubus warned. “I think helping the families move is squarely in the realm of the queen’s duties. No doubt she’ll ask you for help with it at some point, but leave the planning of it to her at least.”

“Fair enough. Speaking of groups whose arrival we’re expecting, those letters Acrasia found seemed to indicate that the Holy Empire was sending troops our way. We really do need to prepare for that, and it’s my responsibility to do so as Titania’s general.” James stated.

“What are thy plans in that regard, Master?” Hrein asked.

“That’s part of the reason that I want an army of werewolves.” the ex-soldier explained. “The enemy may not know Elphyne’s location, but they do know where Guayabo is. I need to get a wall up around that town and make it more defensible.”

“Speaking of armies…” Autumn said hesitantly, “I know that Michael said that The Host wouldn’t invade for another hundred years, but I’m sure he’ll find some way to cause trouble for you long before then. And to be frank, a single century isn’t nearly long enough to prepare for war against the Heavenly Host.”

“Yeah, I figured as much.” the Champion agreed. “And there’s no telling what that demonic general… what was his name again?”

“Xezbeth the Liar.” Hrein supplied them with the name.

“Thanks. Yeah, him. There’s no telling what he might be up to, so we definitely have to be on our guard there.” James went on.

“But it is yet another thing that you can’t do anything specific about.” Autumn sighed. “I guess I see why you feel like you have a lot on your mind.”

Hel’s Champion laughed and took a deep breath. “That isn’t even all of it. We need to set something up so that Nyakuro can face her Heavenly Tribulation, as well as any other members of the family that wish to. And then there is the mystery surrounding our own advancement.” he added, pointing to himself and Hrein.

“That, at least, may well be something that we can work on.” the valkyrie stated. “We have many paths we might try in that regard.”

“True. Maybe when we get back we should -.” James was cut off mid-sentence by a familiar voice calling out to him.

“Lord Fir!” Chimalma shouted, running to catch up with them.

“Colonel.” the baron replied, turning to face the werejaguar woman. As was typical of the werejaguar members of the former Beast Tribe, Chimalma was currently in her hybrid form. “Is something the matter?” he asked.

“Not exactly, sir.” the guardswoman replied, coming to a stop and saluting him with a fist over her heart. “I merely wished to report some unusual activity that has been witnessed over the past few nights.”

“Oh? You have my full attention, Colonel. Please explain.” the Champion stated, returning her salute.

“Someone has been probing our defences, sir. Sneaking up to the wall at night, but disappearing into the forest the moment a patrol approaches.” the woman informed him.

“No indication of who they might be?” James asked.

“No tracks, sir. Nor any items left behind. The only clue we have is scent, sir.” she explained.

“All right. What did they smell like?” he prodded.

“That’s the thing, sir. They smell like nekomata, but not like any of our citizens.” the werejaguar stated with a hint of disbelief.

James turned to look at Autumn and then Hrein. “It looks like our mystery nekos have come knocking.”

“I would concur with thine assessment, Master.” Hrein agreed with a sharp nod.

Turning his attention back to the lieutenant colonel, James addressed the woman in a formal manner. “Thank you for the report, Colonel. Please make sure the guard stays alert, as these nekomata are undoubtedly specialists in stealth. Also, speak to Tatsuki. He might have some advice on how to catch one of them, or ideas on who they might be.”

“Yes, sir!” the werejaguar nearly shouted.

“Dismissed!” the ex-soldier stated, returning her salute once more.

Rather than turn and leave however, Chimalma gave Hrein an expectant look, which the valkyrie acknowledged with a subtle nod.

“Sir…” the lieutenant colonel began a little hesitantly. “There was one other thing, if I may. Something a little more… personal.”

The einherjar’s gut was telling him that, whatever she was about to say was bound to give him a headache, but Chimalma was a good, loyal warrior, and so he couldn’t ignore any request that she might have. “All right. Do we need to head somewhere quiet to discuss this, or are you fine speaking your mind here on the street?” he asked.

“Here is fine, sir.” she replied, straightening her back a little. “I… I was hoping that you would accept me into your personal service, sir.”

James tilted his head slightly as he regarded the werejaguar woman. “I’m not quite sure what you mean, Colonel.”

“I mean that I, Chimalma of the Beast Tribe, swore my spear to you, sir. I certainly don’t mind protecting this city, as it is your duty as well, but I do not wish to just be a member of the guard. I wish to join your order.” she explained.

“Order?” the Champion asked, furrowing his brow in confusion. “What order? I don’t have an order.” He wanted to press the woman with more questions, but Acrasia chose that moment to tongue the tiny slit at the tip of his cock, causing the einherjar to tense up and clench his teeth to keep from moaning.

“Not yet, sir. But you will be starting one. The Order of the Arbiter.” Chimalma informed him.

“I will?” James raised his eyebrows and slowly turned to look at Hrein. This has her fingerprints all over it. he quickly realized. “Hrein, my love. My Chooser. What is Chimalma talking about?” he asked with a forced smile, trying to ignore the fairy’s redoubled efforts under his pteruges.

The valkyrie cleared her throat and shrank a little under his intense gaze. “That… that is something that I must speak of with thee, Master.”

“I should think so.” the ex-soldier said flatly.

Finding her courage, Hrein straightened her back, lifted her chin, and looked her husband directly in the eye. “Thou shalt found the Order of the Arbiter, Master.”

“So I’ve heard.” the einherjar replied, totally nonplussed.

“It shall be an order of chosen maids and maidens, sworn to serve thy house. They shall be thy sword in the battles to come.” the valkyrie explained a little more.

“We were just saying that you would need to build an army, and quickly, Master.” Autumn jumped to the shield maiden’s defence.

James glanced at the succubus out of the corner of his eye, causing the fallen angel to take a step back and close her mouth, lowering her head submissively. Sorry Hrein! I tried! she thought, feeling guilty that she couldn’t do more.

Clearing his throat, the Champion directed his full attention back on his First Wife. “Tell me more, Chooser. Why, if I need an army, are we only accepting women?”

“Because thou wilt only grant women thy collar, Master.” she replied, standing her ground.

“Let me guess… you’re going to say that by collaring my soldiers, I can enhance them and give them more power than they could otherwise achieve.” he stated with a sour expression.

“Exactly, Master.” the valkyrie confirmed resolutely. “Between the power thou shalt grant them, and their training in cultivation, they shall become a force to be reckoned with.”

“Cultivation too, is it?” he inquired, quirking a brow. “Don’t you think that we would be demanding an awful lot of these young women?”

“Not at all, sir!” Chimalma interjected.

“No? You don’t think being eternally enslaved to a single man, having to follow him from this life into the next and never being given another choice isn’t asking a bit much? Especially since you have to accept that man as your lover in order to get enslaved in the first place?” the einherjar growled, a hint of anger creeping into his voice.

“They are aware of the requirements, Master.” Hrein stated softly.

“They?” James asked incredulously. “There is already more than one?”

“Yea, Master.” the valkyrie confirmed. “At present, there are three applicants that I have accepted.”

“Three.” the ex-soldier stated, his mouth a flat line of irritation.

“Chimalma, Ocythoe the harpy, and a banshee that thou hast not yet met.” Hrein informed him.

The Champion closed his eyes and breathed in deeply through his nose. I’m not going to yell. he told himself repeatedly. Finally, after a moment of tense silence, James opened his eyes and glared at Hrein. “You are planning for me to bed women that I haven’t even met?”

Hrein swallowed hard, and her eyes held a mixture of anger and pain. “Dost thou no longer trust me as thy Chooser, Master?”

“It’s not a matter of trust, Hrein. I’m pissed off because I wasn’t even consulted. Not only that, but we’re talking about poaching a high ranking officer from Titania.” he snapped in a low voice.

“Queen Titania has already given her blessing, sir.” Chimalma interjected again. “She has agreed to continue to pay me as a mercenary after I join your forces, assuming that you keep me at my post, sir.”

James blinked and considered the werejaguar’s statement. “Titania already knows about this?” he asked.

“Yea, Master. I would not undermine our friends without their knowledge and consent, Master.” the valkyrie told him.

“Am I the only one who didn’t know about this? Why am I the last to find out?” the einherjar griped.

“Yes. Because we knew that you’d object.” Autumn stated, reentering the conversation.

James buried his face in his hands and concentrated on his breathing. “There are so many problems with this, girls.”

“I believe that we have considered all of them, and found suitable answers, Master.” Hrein said quietly. The shield maiden’s hand twitched as she looked at her husband through upturned eyes, as if she wanted to reach out and touch him.

“How could I possibly act as a husband to an army of women, Hrein? I already worry that I am spread too thin as it is.” he asked softly in a defeated tone.

“May I answer that, sir?” Chimalma offered.

“Go ahead.” he replied, his voice muffled by his hands.

“You wouldn’t have to act as our husband, sir. Taking us as lovers is merely a formality, to satisfy your magic.” the werejaguar explained.

“I don’t share.” the Champion growled, dropping his hands from his face.

“I know!” Chimalma said quickly, raising her hands in front of herself in a placating manner. “We all know that you don’t share your women with other men, sir.”

“Then what? I’m supposed to just… leave you without the love and attention of a husband? I’ve already said that I can’t play husband to an army.”

“It’s not like that, sir!” the werejaguar insisted. “Look, it’s like Father Cannon used to talk about. I mean, I hated his sermons, but we all had to listen from time to time.”

“What are you talking about, Chimalma?” James asked, hoping that she would get to the point. His patience was already wearing thin.

“The old priest used to tell us about the women that he called nuns. They were ‘married to God’, and lived a chaste life. It would be like that in the order. Of-of course if you wanted us, none of us would… would object.” the lieutenant colonel stammered a bit at the end as her cheeks heated up.

“You want to take a vow of chastity?” the einherjar asked, more than a little surprised.

“Yes. They plan to be an order of monks, or nuns in this case, I suppose.” Autumn explained. “Just with you as their god. And besides, that’s no different than the rules that Hel has set for her church, and I’m sure you’d allow them to take lovers from within the order, if they needed to scratch the itch.”

“Pardon?” James asked, blinking slowly. “You said something very disturbing there, and then tried to just bury it in the conversation. I am not a god, Autumn.”

“You might as well be, sir. If we swear to you, you can safeguard our souls. If we are sick or wounded, you can heal our flesh. Even if we die, it is not the end if you so choose. You are the Arbiter, sir, and I am already wholly devoted to you. Even Sekhmet couldn’t…” Chimalma tried to make her case, but let her words peter off at the end.

“I’m sorry? What was that about Sekhmet?” the Champion inquired. I didn’t expect her name to come up. What on Earth is going on? he wondered.

“It… it’s nothing bad, sir.” the werejaguar answered. “It’s just, well, she offered to make me her Champion. Even offered me a powerful sword if I accepted, but I turned her down, sir. I told her that I wouldn’t allow myself to have divided loyalties.”

“You turned down the chance to be a Champion… to serve me?” the ex-soldier asked, flabbergasted.

“Of course, sir! I swore my spear to you, and I meant it!” Chimalma shouted, a little bit hurt by his questioning of her choice.

“I’m sorry, Chimalma. I never doubted your honour or your loyalty. I chose my words poorly.” the baron apologized.

The werejaguar was silent for a moment, but then nodded firmly. “All right. Then make it up to me by accepting me into your order, sir.”

James sighed and looked to his First Wife. “I still have so many questions, my love.”

“Of course thou dost, Master. Thou art a thoughtful and responsible man. I would not have expected otherwise.” the valkyrie said with an appeasing smile.

“I don’t see how this wouldn’t be cheating on you and the rest of our family.” he began. “How can I support an order? How can I pay them? Where will I house them?”

Hrein’s smile widened and grew brighter, sensing that he was coming around to seeing things her way, and yet, was still proving to be the kind of man that she’d known him to be. “Thou art to be given special permission to allow them to service thee with their mouths, but only once, which will be on the day of their induction into the order. This satisfies thy magic, while having them show their devotion, and cannot result in pregnancy. If thou desirest more of them, they must become concubines or wives.” she explained. “The disciples, which is what they shall be called, Disciples of the Order of the Arbiter, will work as mercenaries for Titania until thou hast acquired the means to pay them. As for support, I shall take it upon myself to lead the order and train them.”

Stepping around her owner, so that she could stand beside Hrein, Autumn addressed the rest of his concerns. “But you’re right, Master. You have a lot of work to do to make this happen. First, you need to develop a reliable source of income. Then you need to build a fortress to house the order.”

James chuckled softly and shook his head. “More work.” he muttered, but knew deep down that they were right. I do need an army, he admitted to himself, and this is the best way to empower them. Sighing, he looked at the three women and raised his hands in surrender. “Okay. I give up. It’s clear that you’ve all thought this through. But I still find it strange that Queen Titania was all right with this.”

“Oh, she was quite happy with Hrein’s suggestion, actually.” Autumn said with a shrug. “She’d been looking for a way to have you empower more soldiers, so that you could boost the strength of her army, but didn’t want to ask her people to allow themselves to be enslaved. So this really worked out well for her.”

“I see.” the ex-soldier hummed. “Well, I guess that’s that, then.” Looking Chimalma in the eye, to ensure that she was truly prepared to make such a life altering decision, he asked her one simple question. “Are you ready to be inducted into the order?”

“Yes, sir.” Chimalma breathed, her heart beating loudly in her chest.
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“You need a throne, Master.” Autumn quipped as they entered the lobby of the mansion.

“I don’t even have a place for a throne.” the einherjar grumbled. Acrasia had continued to tease him throughout the entire serious conversation, and the unwilling division of his attention had put him in a weird frame of mind.

“Mayhap thou shouldst build a throne room onto the mansion, Master.” Hrein suggested.

Chimalma followed behind quietly, her eyes darting around the room as she tried to take it all in. She had never been to another world before, let alone the underworld, and the werejaguar warrior was a little unnerved by the experience. They come and go so casually, she noted, it’s like they aren’t even aware that we’ve entered the Realm of the Dead. Truly, it’s as if they really are gods.

“I’ll be right back.” James said suddenly, then walked out the front door.

“Is… he angry?” the werejaguar warrior whispered to Hrein.

“Nay.” the valkyrie shook her head. “I am certain that he shall return presently.”

Sure enough, the einherjar strode back in through the door less than five minutes later. “Come on. We’ll head up to the dungeon for this.” he said in a gruff voice.

When the four of them reached the aforementioned room, James walked up the raised dais opposite the stage, and summoned his new ‘throne’ from his Inventory. The piece could hardly be recognized as such, being little more than a blocky chair made from stone. With wide arms that could accommodate a slave girl sitting on each of them, and a low back to allow for his wings, James was rather pleased with the frankly ugly piece of furniture.

“Did you… make that, Master?” Autumn asked with a raised brow and a poorly hidden grimace.

“I did.” James said proudly.

“How?” the succubus inquired.

“I used my Castle Construction spell. I just… envisioned a really small, oddly shaped castle.”

“I see…” Autumn replied dryly. “I suppose we can get some craftsmen in to… pretty it up, at some point.”

Taking a seat on his throne, the Champion leaned back and spread his legs. He had expressly designed the seat to be shallow, so that a kneeling slave girl wouldn’t have difficulty reaching his member, regardless of her height. “Chimalma!” he called out to the somewhat nervous werejaguar. “This is your last chance to withdraw your application to the Order of the Arbiter. Do you wish to leave?”

After taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, the warrior woman stood at attention and shouted her desire. “No, sir!”

“Then approach and serve me.” James commanded.

Chimalma moved forward with confident strides, despite the apprehension that she was feeling deep in her heart. Her only sexual experience had been the horrible torture that she had suffered at the hands of Coatl and his buddies. But this man healed those scars, and wiped away the hurt that they caused. the young woman reminded herself.

Reaching the bottom of the dais, the werejaguar slowed her approach and climbed the steps one at a time. When at last she stood before her soon to be master, the woman slowly dropped to her knees and bowed her head. “I swear that I will serve you, and only you, for all time, Master.” she intoned, having thought up her oath on her own.

Seeing the powerful woman kneeling before him shiver with trepidation, James reached out and gently caressed her cheek with the palm of his hand. “Be at ease, Chimalma. I am going to make you mine, and protect you from now on.” he told her softly. “Now, change. You will perform this duty in your human form, and I will mark you as mine before we begin.”

The werejaguar blinked in surprise. She hadn’t expected to be told to change forms, and certainly not to be marked in any way other than a collar. Feeling the familiar fear bubbling up in her heart, caused by a man’s touch, the stalwart warrior clamped down on her emotions and did as she was told. No. Don’t be afraid. she told herself. He will not hurt you.

“There you go.” the Champion said encouragingly.

Despite being a shifter, and thus rarely wearing clothes, changing forms had stripped the werejaguar of her fur, and left her feeling truly naked for the first time in a long while. She couldn’t help but tremble under his powerful gaze, as his hands gently explored her body, stopping to to caress her breasts and tease the hidden valley between her legs. As his finger slid along her pink slit, she felt his magic suddenly enter her. The spell quickly spread through her body, causing an itching sensation that she recognized as healing magic. Was there something wrong with me? she wondered, but that confusion led to more of a surprise when all of her body hair began to fall out. Gasping, she nearly climbed to her feet, but the Champion stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.

“I mark all of my women in this way.” he explained gently. “They possess no body hair whatsoever, and neither shall you when in your human form.”

Swallowing hard, the werejaguar warrior forced herself to nod and calm down. “As you wish, Master.” she half growled.

James could tell that feeling so naked bothered her, so he felt that it was time to distract the warrior from her state of dress. “You may proceed with your service.”

The words caught her off guard somehow, but with a slight shake of her head, Chimalma refocussed her thoughts and reminded herself that this was what she wanted. Leaning in, the elite warrior parted her master’s pteruges and nearly shrieked in terror. Her nerves already on a razor’s edge, the last thing that she had been expecting was a tiny fairy to come flying out at her.

“Sorry! I need to get out of the way!” Acrasia giggled.

Chimalma stared at the blonde fae in horror. The six inch woman was covered head to toe in some sort of sticky white mess, and seemed to be struggling to eat it all. “Is… is that…?” the werejaguar stammered.

“Yes. It is his seed.” Autumn said in a comforting voice, having moved to stand nearby. “There won’t be that much when you service him, but you’ll be expected to swallow it all.”

“I suspect that was the result of multiple emissions. Was it not, Master?” Hrein asked, trying to reassure the slightly panicked werejaguar.

“It was.” James confirmed.

Calm down. Calm down. Calm down! Chimalma repeated the mantra in her head. When her heart finally stopped racing, the young woman turned her gaze to the dark area between the Champion’s legs. It’s like he has a third leg! her mind screamed in shock.

“You’re lucky.” Autumn whispered in the werejaguar’s ear. “Few women get to experience a treat this size.”

A treat!? she barely kept herself from shouting. Trying to swallow, but finding that her mouth had run dry, Chimalma slowly forced herself to lean forward until she could leave a peck on the end of her master’s cock. And then she almost fell over backwards when the massive beast twitched in response to her light touch.

Everyone present understood the reasons behind the woman’s apprehension, and made no move to hurry her or force her to do anything. In the end, it was up to her if she wanted to go through with this.

Seeing the soft and understanding smiles on the women around her, Chimalma dug deep and draped herself in courage. Licking her lips to wet them, she once again leaned forward and opened her mouth wide.

James watched as the woman closed her eyes and slowly took his cock into her mouth. In truth, she didn’t take it very deep, but he was fine with that. There’s no way she wouldn’t panic if it hit her throat. he told himself. Still, she seems to know what to do, or has a basic idea at least. “Will you become my lover, Chimalma?” he whispered.

Sealing her lips around the man’s cock, Chimalma slowly ran her tongue along the underside of his shaft as she began to suck. Autumn had given the poor woman several tips, and even demonstrated on her finger, much to Chimalma’s embarrassment, when the young warrior had told the succubus of her desire to join the order. Remembering her intense, albeit brief training, the werejaguar began sliding her lips up and down the shaft as she sucked, taking extra care to lick at the sensitive head.

The einherjar relaxed as he watched the young woman give her first ever blowjob. She’s far from skilled, but I’ve never minded that in a woman. he thought to himself. I’ve always preferred to teach them myself. Reaching out, James gently ran his fingers through her hair, which surprisingly caused the young woman to start purring. I guess this makes her feel more relaxed. he realized.

Feeling his gentle touch on the top of her head, Chimalma relaxed a little and settled into a steady rhythm. It was bitter at first, but it doesn’t taste like much now. she thought to herself. And it doesn’t hurt, so this isn’t so bad. Once her mind began to calm, the realization that the bitter taste was his seed slowly dawned on her. Oh no… it’s going to taste like that again when he cums, isn’t it? she thought with despair. Still, the warrior woman was determined to prove her loyalty to the man who had changed so much in her life, and to permanently enter his service. Sucking and licking with a renewed sense of eagerness, Chimalma worked hard to make her master cum.

Even though he thoroughly enjoyed oral sex, James didn’t want to draw this out any longer than it needed to be. This must be hard on her, so I won’t hold back. he decided. In his relaxed state of mind, the pleasure quickly built to the point where he needed release, and passed it.

Chimalma panicked a little when the cock in her mouth twitched, and thick jets of semen splashed over her tongue. She almost pulled back on instinct, but Autumn’s hand on her shoulder reminded the werejaguar of her duty. So instead she knelt there, letting her master fill her mouth with his foul seed, until his manhood stopped tensing and began to soften between her lips.

Squeezing her eyes tight, Chimalma forced herself to swallow the bitter offering, then sucked and lapped at the tip of her master’s cock until she was certain that he was completely clean.

When at last she felt his hand on her head gently push her away, the werejaguar finally let the einherjar’s cock slip free from her mouth. Subconsciously, the woman reached up to rub her throat, as if that would help erase the feeling of his jism sliding down it. It was only then, when her fingers touched the soft leather there, that she realized that she had been collared. I… I must have been so focussed on the… the act, that I didn’t even notice his magic bind me. she concluded.

“Welcome to the Order of the Arbiter, Disciple Chimalma.” Hrein said softly.

Chimalma looked up to see the valkyrie standing over her with a warm smile. “Thank you, Mistress.” she whispered back.


CHAPTER 7


Standing up from his throne, James waved off the little fairy that tried to fly back up under her pteruges. “Sorry, my pet, but you can’t go back in for now.”

“Aww. Why not, Master?” Acrasia pouted.

“Because I don’t want you to drown.” the einherjar chuckled. “I’ve decided that Hrein and I are going to take the opportunity to do some elemental training, starting with water.”

“Oh.” The fae woman nodded in understanding. “What should I do for the rest of the morning then, Master?”

“I’d appreciate it if you could actually spend some time with Zahra and Clarissa.” the Champion stated, straightening his armour. “Children shouldn’t spend all of their time working, and I’m sure Lāmina could use a break from keeping an eye on her sister.”

“Okay, Master! I’ll see you at lunch, then.” the blonde fairy replied before zipping off, out of the room.

James smiled as he watched her go, then turned his attention to his favourite succubus. “Autumn, I’d like you to get Chimalma started on her training. I know that the order is primarily going to be Hrein’s responsibility, but I want her with me for this experiment.”

“Of course, Master.” the demoness answered with a curtsy. “Do you have any advice for where she should start?”

“Teach her the basics of meditation and sensing Qi. Then once she is ready to practice, I’d like you to fully enhance her Dantian and give her a copy of the Energy Siphon technique. I’m afraid that’s all you’ll have time for before lunch, though.” the ex-soldier instructed her.

Hrein nodded in agreement. “That would give a new Disciple an advantage when beginning their training. Might I also suggest giving her a copy of the True Cultivation technique, Master?”

“Absolutely. That was going to be my suggestion to Autumn for after lunch. If you don’t mind continuing her training for the rest of the day?” James asked the succubus.

“Of course not, Master. I assume that you and Hrein will be busy with more training this afternoon?” Autumn inquired.

“Yeah. If the water training goes well, I was thinking that we would head to Mount Sugar Bread for fire training. Also, I don’t want you to freely give Chimalma anything other than those three enhancements. I want my Disciples to earn the rest of their abilities through their own efforts.” the einherjar explained.

“That is wise, Master.” Chimalma interjected, bowing deeply to her new owner. “We would learn greater control and discipline by having to train ourselves. It would also allow us to see who is putting in the most effort, and thus be the most worthy of postings and rewards.”

The baron grinned and clasped the werejaguar by the upper arm, giving it a light squeeze. “Spoken like a true soldier. Those were my thoughts exactly.”

“Dost thou have a plan for their training, Master?” Hrein asked.

“I haven’t had much time to think about it, but I have come up with a basic list of traits and spells that I want every Disciple to learn, in addition to enhancing all of their stats.” Summoning a piece of paper and a pen, James wrote down the ideas that he had, along with the cost in Spirit for them to copy each item.
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“Excellent choices, Master.” Hrein observed, giving her husband an approving smile.

“I’m sorry, Master.” Chimalma frowned. “I can’t read that.”

“Just one moment, please.” Hrein stated, then cast Blessing and Polyglot on the werejaguar woman. The valkyrie did this because she knew that her master was still low on Qi, after having built a section of wall earlier that morning.

“Oh!” Chimalma let out a small gasp as the spells affected her. “Thank you, Mistress.”

“Thou shouldst see our priestess, Lāmina, each morning to receive her blessing.” the shield maiden advised.

“Of course, Mistress.” Looking over her master’s list, the werejaguar found that she could now read the writing on the page. “I understand the words now, Master, but I don’t know what it all means.”

“Panacea is a healing spell,” James explained, “Scarlet Taurus will allow you to replace your wings if you dismiss them. Polyglot is what Hrein just cast on you, that is allowing you to read and understand any language. Druid Covering makes the caster invisible, while Flaming Fists lets you imbue your hands or weapons with flames. Night-Vision is self explanatory.”

“Wow.” Chimalma raised her eyebrows, clearly impressed with what she had been told. “Flying invisible soldiers who can see at night… your Disciples will be feared all across the land.”

“Might we add Fireball to the list, Master?” Hrein proposed.

“Do you think that is a good idea? It would be too easy for them to wipe themselves out with a spell that affects such a large area.” the Champion pointed out.

“I believe thy Disciples shall have sufficient training and discipline to properly employ the spell, Master.” the shield maiden argued.

“All right. I’ll trust your instincts.” the ex-soldier conceded. “I’ll add it to the list, right after Flaming Fists.”

“We’ll have to make sure they are all properly trained in the use of bows then, Master.” Autumn added.

“I shall see to it that our troops art trained in all practical weapons, as well as martial arts, Master.” Hrein assured her husband.

“Sounds good. Let’s head back to the temple now, then. It’s a good place for Autumn to begin Chimalma’s training, while you and I get to work in Nemea’s pool.” James stated, then headed for the door.

“Master… may I return to my hybrid form?” Chimalma asked a bit shyly.

“Of course. You may use whatever form you wish from here on out.” he replied with an apologetic smile.
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James glanced over at the rooster and goose who were snuggled up together under the shade of a nearby tree. “I guess Rauðr and Mère are getting along well.” he whispered to the valkyrie beside him.

“So it would seem, Master.” Hrein whispered back with a pleased grin on her face.

Stripping off their clothing and armour, the husband and wife slipped into the spring hidden behind Hel’s temple. The couple shivered and hissed in unison as the cold water washed over them, and both could swear that they heard tinkling laughter coming from somewhere nearby.

“Damn it’s cold.” the einherjar cursed as he waited for his body to adapt.

“Yea, Master. It is most uncomfortable.” the valkyrie agreed through chattering teeth.

“Before we begin, you should cast a few spells, my love. Empty enough space in your Dantian to allow yourself to absorb some of the elemental Qi.” James advised.

“Very well, Master.” Hrein replied, and thought about which spells she should cast. Not wanting to cast anything destructive, nor anything that might affect the properties of the magical energy in the air, the valkyrie decided to open four gates to Hel’s domain in the sky, as far above them as she could.

It wound up taking several minutes for the pair of them to become accustomed to the cool spring water, and then another few to learn how to meditate while moving enough to stay afloat. As he drew in the Qi from the water surrounding his body, James noticed that there was definitely something different about it. There was a quality to it that he instinctively knew would make it completely unsuitable for casting some spells, while enhancing others. If he left it be, the elemental Qi mixed with the regular energy in his Dantian, and quickly became so diluted that it lost its special properties entirely.

I guess I’d have to cultivate Water Qi exclusively, if I wanted to gain the benefits to casting my water spells. the einherjar silently noted. Not wanting to waste any more of the precious resource, James began refining the Water Qi into Spirit as soon as it entered his Dantian. He maintained this process for two hours, before letting go of his concentration and exiting his meditative state.

Opening his eyes, he saw that Hrein was still meditating, and had a look of serious concentration on her face, rather than that of a relaxed cultivator. She must need a little more time to do whatever it is that she is trying to accomplish. James realized. I’d better not disturb her, then. he decided, and merely waited for the valkyrie to finish her cultivation session on her own.

As it turned out, the einherjar didn’t have to wait much longer. About five minutes later, Hrein opened her eyes and sighed deeply. Turning to her husband, the valkyrie smiled apologetically. “I apologize, Master. I was so close to gathering 200 Spirt that I did not wish to give up.”

Hel’s Champion shook his head. “No worries, my love. I’ll never begrudge you time if you need it.”

“I thank thee, Master.” Hrein replied with a soft smile and a slight bow of her head.

“Are you two all finished, then?” a feminine voice interrupted from a few feet away.

James turned in the water to see a familiar white haired naiad grinning at him with a coy smile.

“Nemea. It’s a pleasure to see you.” the einherjar chuckled. “And I hope we weren’t bothering you by using your pool.”

“Not at all.” the water nymph replied with a shake of her head. “I was merely curious what you were up to. You seemed deep in concentration however, so I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“We appreciate that.” the Champion said. He then went on to explain the theory they had regarding elemental Qi, and why they needed it.

“Fascinating.” Nemea hummed and swam a little closer. “Will you check your theory now?”

“We will once we get out of your pool and dry off.” James chuckled. “It’s bloody cold in here!”

Nemea laughed, her voice musical in a way that a mortal could never emulate. “Perhaps for you, but it is just perfect for me.” she teased.

“I’m sure. If you’ll excuse us?” the einherjar said politely as he and his wife climbed out of the pool. Being a healthy red blooded man, Hel’s Champion couldn’t help it when his gaze drifted over to his wife’s naked body. Tiny droplets of water glistened on her fair skin, like diamonds sprinkled on a bed of snow. Of course, it was her pert, hardened nipples that drew his attention the most.

“Oh my.” Nemea snickered, covering her mouth with her hand. “I would have expected… more… of a Champion.” she teased.

Confusion registered on the einherjar’s face, but it only lasted a moment. The nymph’s gaze was directed at his exposed manhood, leaving no mystery as to what she was referring to.

James paled in horror and covered himself with his hands. “It’s cold!” he protested loudly. “There was shrinkage!”

The naiad laughed heartily, then disappeared beneath the water’s surface, leaving the Champion to his embarrassment.

Hrein had a hard time smothering her laughter as she listened to her husband’s muttering while they got dressed. By the time they made it back to the mansion and were settled in at the dinner table, he seemed to have calmed down. “Shall we discuss our findings, Master?” she asked, throwing him a bone and giving him something to think about other than his wilted member.

“Yeah, let’s do that while the twins serve lunch.” the einherjar agreed.

Calling up their Status Screens, the pair leaned their heads together and came up with a plan. “I know not which stat this Spirit will affect, but it should not be hard to learn by process of elimination.” the valkyrie suggested.

“Agreed.” James muttered, already deep in thought. “I’ll try Strength first.” When he tried to enhance his Strength using the Water Spirit, nothing happened at all. It was as if he was pushing the Spirit against a dam, and it simply refused to enter the field. “No luck.” he reported.

“Then I shall attempt to enhance mine Intelligence.” Hrein stated. As soon as she gave her new Spirit a nudge in that direction, her mind absorbed it like a sponge. In but a few seconds, 100 Spirit was drained into her psyche and her IQ increased by 1, giving her a new score of 277. “It worked!” the valkyrie announced happily. “Not only that, but look at this, Master.” Mentally tapping the section that contained Intelligence, she brought up a new window.
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“Interesting.” James commented. “Can we get a description of Empathy again?”

“Of course, Master.” Hrein said, complying with his request.

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.

“It falls short of true telepathy, but I dare say it will be useful.” the Champion muttered.

“Mayhap it can be upgraded, or thou couldst develop a technique that would allow thee the use of Telepathy, Master.” Hrein suggested.

“Maybe so. Either way, great job my love.” James told her and stole a kiss.

The valkyrie returned his kiss happily, then put her remaining 100 Water Spirit into Empathy, giving herself a score of 1 in the new stat.

Following his wife’s lead, James also put his Water Spirit into Empathy, pushing his up to 2. That left him with 40 Water Spirit, that he didn’t seem able to do anything with. Oh well. If I leave it, it will probably combine with the regular Spirit in my Crimson Palace. he told himself. I doubt I can keep them separated.

“If you two are finished with work, lunch is ready.” Elora stated with a slightly sour expression.

“Of course. I’m looking forward to seeing what you’ve prepared for us today.” James told the maid with a warm smile.

“Hmph. Of course you are, Master.” the elven maid huffed, trying to hide the pleased smile that threatened to crease her lips.
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“Thank you for dinner, ladies.” James proclaimed happily as he sat his napkin on top of his plate. “But if you don’t mind my asking, where did you get the venison?”

“The Fairy Ring that connects Elphyne and Elphen is already up and running.” Elora told him. “So it’s easy enough for us to shop there now.”

“Wow. That was fast. They must have used magic of some sort to make the mushrooms grow that quickly.” the einherjar noted with a hint of surprise.

“It seems that both queens were eager to get trade flowing between the cities, and it’s easy to understand why. Elphyne is in desperate need of wares, and Elphen will benefit greatly from the increased business.” the head maid said with a shrug.

“Well, that’s great.” the Champion sighed happily. “One less worry for us to have, which is good because there seems to be a never ending stream of them.”

“Shall we head to Mount Sugar Bread now, Master?” Hrein prompted, eager to get more training in.

“Actually, Master, I would like your permission for something. If you don’t mind, that is.” Elora interrupted.

“Of course, Elora. What’s on your mind?” he asked the pretty maid.

Taking a deep breath, the elf turned and pointed at the copper cauldron that Maggy Moulach had given them as a wedding gift. “I would like your permission to cultivate from that artifact.” she stated.

“You want to learn magic that would allow you to make food from water?” James asked, just to confirm.

“Yes, Master. I think it would be an incredibly handy spell to know, and I would teach it to my sister right away.” Elora explained.

“You’re right. It would. Refine enough Spirit to teach it to me as well, and you can have my permission.” the einherjar offered.

The head maid frowned, as it would mean more work for her, but nodded her head in agreement. “All right, Master. Would you mind watching over me while I learn the spell? I’d feel better having you there, just in case I mess up somehow.”

“Done. I don’t mind at all.” James agreed. “We’ll leave after she’s done with that, and she can grant me the spell when we return for supper.” he told his First Wife.

“Very well, Master.” Hrein said, quickly accepting his decision.

Picking the heavy cauldron up, Elora placed it on the floor and sat down next to it. Crossing her legs so that she was in the lotus position, the elven maid placed her hands atop the artifact and triggered her master’s Analysis blessing. Once she had the desired connection to the cauldron, through the blessing, she closed her eyes and began to cultivate. All told, it took the elf less than five minutes to completely drain the artifact and reduce it to dust.

“I’m finished, Master.” Elora declared proudly, opening her eyes and looking up at him expectantly.

“Well done, Elora.” James said softly and leaned in to kiss her.

The head maid happily accepted his kiss, which was a rare occasion indeed and proof of how proud she was of her accomplishment. After their lips parted, the elf seemed to remember herself and put on a serious expression. “Master, would it be all right if I gave the spell to you and Elina tomorrow instead of tonight?”

“I don’t see a problem with that, but may I ask why?”

“Looking at the spell now, I think I can improve upon it in a couple of ways. For example, right now it only makes one quart of stew, but I’d like to have it make two gallons per casting.” she explained.

James nodded and accepted her proposal. “That makes sense. Go ahead and do that, then.”

“Thank you, Master.” Elora replied, smiling once again.
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James balanced carefully on the edge of Mount Sugar Bread’s crater. Once Hrein had landed beside him, the einherjar called down into the volcano.

“Lady Huáng! Would you mind some company?” His shout echoed within the fiery mountain for several seconds, but he heard no response. “Hmm. Do you think she’s out?” he wondered aloud.

“I was.” a feminine voice squawked from above.

Looking up, James finally laid eyes upon the crimson feathered phoenix. The beautiful bird was roughly the size of an ostrich, and was making lazy circles in the air above them. “Lady Huáng! It’s good to see you. I hope you have been well.” he half shouted.

“I’ve been fine, James. What brings you to my nest? On second thought, come on down and tell me.” she cawed, then flew down into the depths of the crater.

Taking wing, both James and Hrein followed after the majestic bird, eventually landing on a large ledge overlooking a massive pool of boiling lava. If it weren’t for the fire immunity granted by their armour, the pair might have been a bit more concerned.

“You’ve moved your nest lower into the crater.” James noted as he alighted on the stony protrusion.

“Yes. Though I hated abandoning my husband, it is safer for my egg this far down.” the regal avian said solemnly.

“I understand.” James muttered, not sure what else to say.

After a few seconds of silence, Hrein broke the tension by asking a more mundane question. “Lady Huáng? Might I ask where thou wert when we arrived at thine eyrie?”

Huáng tilted her head in that odd way that birds were wont to do, then clucked softly in laughter. “No need to be so formal with me Hrein. You are the wife of my good friend James, and I hope that we can be friends too. But to answer your question, I was merely out hunting for my dinner.”

“Oh. I’m sorry if we interrupted your hunt.” James apologized. “Would you like something to eat?”

“Do you have more cashews?” the phoenix asked, bobbing her head slightly in excitement.

The einherjar grimaced slightly. “Sorry. I still haven’t found any in this world, but I promise to bring you some as soon as I do. In the mean time, I could give you some… let’s see.” he began to mutter as he opened his Status Screen to check his Inventory. “Looks like I could offer you some bread, cheese, and beef jerky.” he said finally.

“Not my usual fare, but since my hunt was fruitless, I will take you up on your offer.” the firebird cawed.

After walking across the ledge to get as close to the wall as he could, James summoned an old towel from his inventory and spread it out on the ground. With that in place to keep the food clean, he proceeded to summon a full loaf of bread, a wedge of white cheese, and a pound of the jerky. “Will this do for a meal?” he asked when he was finished.

“And then some. Thank you.” the phoenix replied happily. “But I have been a rude host. What brings you to my nest?”

Sitting on the ground next to the towel, so that Huáng could listen to his story as she ate, the einherjar told the magical bird all about their discoveries in regards to elemental Qi, and their desire to cultivate Fire Qi in her volcano.

“I see.” Huáng chirped after gulping down a bit of cheese. “Oh! This is good!” she exclaimed. “Sorry. I hadn’t had cheese before. That’s what you called it, yes?”

James chuckled at her enthusiastic response to the delicious food. “Yes, it’s cheese. Specifically a kind called Turrialba.”

“Wonderful.” the legendary bird cooed. “I must say though, James. You have advanced as a cultivator much faster than I ever would have imagined.”

“It’s all thanks to Lady Hel.” the Champion replied.

Huáng gazed at the einherjar out of her left eye and bobbed her head slightly. “No doubt she has assisted you, but I doubt that she broke her oath to maintain the secrets of cultivation.”

“No, she hasn’t.” the ex-soldier was quick to confirm. “It’s just that her blessing makes it easier for me to understand and direct my own growth.”

“Good. That makes sense.” the phoenix clucked. “But that also means that your growth is the result of your own hard work.” she pointed out.

“I suppose that’s true.” the einherjar chuckled.

“Well then, don’t let me waste any more of your time, Champion. You and your wife are welcome to train here any time that you like.” Huáng offered.

“We appreciate that. Thank you.” James replied with a bow.

Cooing, the majestic firebird turned her attention back to the food in front of her, and ignored her guests while they worked.

Setting up a short distance away from the phoenix, James and Hrein prepared to cultivate. Due to her Dantian being nearly full again, the valkyrie used the same method of burning through some of her Qi as she had earlier on in the day.

The Champion noticed the difference in the Qi right away, once they began cultivating. He was instantly reminded of the burning sensation caused by the dragon’s Fire Qi when he had tried to absorb it shortly after dying. Thankfully though, the magical heat was much less intense this time, and there was no chance of it burning his soul to a crisp. That said, it did warm him in an unusual way, giving him a feeling not unlike warming one’s feet by a fire during a cold winter’s day, but at the spiritual level rather than the physical.

After cultivating for a little over an hour and refining the Fire Qi into Spirit, the duo decided to experiment with the mystical energy. Through trail and error, Hrein eventually found out that it could be used to enhance the Regeneration stat. James likewise put his single point into Regeneration, since it was a stat that he was eager to max out. Looking over the entry under Fire, he found that he was somewhat surprised by what it enhanced.
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Just to remind himself, the einherjar called up the stat description for Regeneration again.

Regeneration: This stat measures (as a percentage) how much faster the cultivator heals naturally, as well as how much slower he ages, and how much less sleep he needs.

“Shall we continue to cultivate Fire Qi, Master? Or should we move on to Air?” Hrein inquired.

“It wouldn’t hurt to try and open each of the new stats before really working on them.” James decided after a moment’s thought.

“Oh? Leaving so soon?” Huáng asked with a slight hint of disappointment in her voice.

“We don’t have to, if you’d like us to keep you company.” the Champion offered.

The phoenix sighed and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I know you are busy, and I shouldn’t take up your time. It’s just… well, I’ve been rather lonely since my mate was turned to stone.”

James watched the way that the proud bird slumped against the rough stones of her nest as she spoke. It was clear that she was in pain, and the sadness in her eyes pulled at the einherjar’s heart strings.

“I’m sorry, Huáng. I still haven’t found a way to…” Hel’s Champion began to apologize, but a sudden thought crept into his mind, and the words refused to come out. Slowly, an idea took root and he knew that he wouldn’t be leaving this volcano until he had done something about the situation.

“Master?” Hrein asked softly, reaching out to touch her husband’s shoulder.

Lifting his gaze until he met the valkyrie’s eyes, James gave her the most determined look he could muster. “I’m sorry, Hrein. I’m going to spend the Spirit that I’ve been saving for your experiment.”

Despite her disappointment that her plan would have to wait until it could be realized, the shield maiden smiled at her husband with pride. “Do what thou wilt, Master. I have full faith in thee.”

James nodded firmly, then called up his Status Screen.

“What are you doing, James?” Huáng asked, having sensed a change in his demeanour.

“Saving your husband.” he replied with a determined growl. Fingers flying over the screen, James began to pump Spirit into the spell Tooth Fairy’s Gift. “First we change the word ‘Tooth’ to ‘flesh’.” As a result of that action, the words ‘cubic inch of’ appeared after the word ‘one’ in the spell description.

“Oh! I think I see what thou art doing!” Hrein gasped as she watched over his shoulder.

“Next, we delete the word ‘obols’ and change the word ‘copper’ to ‘stone’. Delete the number ‘2’…” the Champion muttered as he worked. “Double the ‘1’ to ‘2 cubic inches’… and now I have to meditate.”

“Forgive us, Lady Huáng. We are going to cultivate for a while, so that we have enough Spirit to complete our project. Please bear with us a while longer.” Hrein told the fidgeting phoenix.

Huáng shifted anxiously from foot to foot as she watched the pair slip into meditative stances. He… he said… he said that he was going to save my husband! she shrieked inside her own head. Nearly overcome with hope and anxiety, the phoenix did her best to be patient and wait for the cultivators to finish their task. Please let this work! she prayed to Hel, figuring that if any god or goddess was going to help James, it would be his patron. But what if it doesn’t? What if he fails? the proud bird found herself quaking where she stood, her heart near to bursting with unbridled emotion.

He shall not fail. Hel spoked directly to the avian’s mind. Have faith in James, for he is my Champion, and miracles are his to work.

The anxious phoenix froze on the spot. She had never expected to hear from a goddess, but after a moment, she found that she took comfort in the deity’s words. Strutting back over to her nest, Huáng settled in to wait.

[image: ]


Huáng squawked loudly when James finally opened his eyes. “At last!” she screeched. The five hours she had been waiting had nearly driven the poor bird insane.

“Sorry for the wait, Huáng, but I promise that it will be worth it in a few more minutes.” James stated with a tired smile. He had managed to cultivate another 600 Spirit, and he figured that it should be enough.

“Art thou ready for the next step, Master?” Hrein asked, rolling her shoulders and flapping her wings.

“Yeah. I’m going to change the measurement from inches to feet, and then I need you to take a copy of the spell.” he told her.

“It shall be done as thou sayest, Master.” the valkyrie assured him. As soon as he gave the nod to go ahead, Hrein copied the new magic into her spell list.
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“I’m just about out of Spirit, so I need you to take over the manipulation of the spell.” the Champion explained. “So next, I need you to swap the words ‘stone’ and ‘flesh’. It might be difficult, but try to do it simultaneously.”

“Yea, Master.” Hrein stated firmly. I cannot fail him now. I will show him that he is right to depend upon me. the Chooser told herself. Beads of sweat began to form on the valkyrie’s brow as she concentrated on the spell and willed the description to change. 200 Spirit vanished from her Crimson Palace, and the cost of the spell jumped up to 320 Qi, but the valkyrie had achieved her goal. Hrein smiled triumphantly, but quickly returned her focus to the task at hand. “What shall I do next, Master?”

“Halve the cost of the spell, if you can.” the einherjar instructed her.

“Done, Master. Though the cost doth remain high.” the Chooser warned him when she was done.

“Let me see.” James requested, and read the description of the new spell.
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“That’ll do, my love.” the einherjar said with a sigh of relief. Turning to Huáng he gave the phoenix a serious look. “Will you trust us?”

“Of course!” the bird replied instantly.

“All right then. You… may not want to watch this.” the Champion warned his friend.

“Why not?” the phoenix asked, a hint of worry creeping into her voice.

“Our spell is not powerful enough to turn his whole body back to flesh… so we’ll have to break the statue, restore the head, and then bring him back to life with Rebirth.” the einherjar explained.

Huáng squawked again, this time in horror. “Can… can you not make the spell more powerful?”

James grimaced and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Huáng. Not really.”

“There really is no other way?” she cawed, deeply worried that this could go wrong somehow.

“I’m afraid not. I promise to make it as quick as we can, and he shouldn’t feel any pain.” the ex-soldier told his friend, trying to reassure her.

The phoenix buried her head under the sand within her nest. “Do it.” she said, her voice muffled by the dirt.

James and his wife flew up to the higher ledge, where the statue of Huáng’s mate sat in stony silence. Glancing at his lover and getting a nod in return, the einherjar summoned a sledgehammer from his Inventory, and swung at the statue. Thankfully, his aim was true, and he struck at the base of the bird’s long neck. With a resounding crack, the stone shattered, and the petrified head fell to the ground.

“Quicken!” Hrein shouted, even though she didn’t need to say the name of the spell to cast it. A shimmer of magic washed over the disembodied head and neck the moment that her fingers made contact. Before their eyes, the grey stone softened and took on a lifelike appearance, quickly returning to the creature’s natural state.

When the spell finished, the bird’s eye bulged, and he opened his beak as if to cry out. But with no lungs with which to expel the needed air, the decapitated phoenix couldn’t make a sound.

Not wanting the magical avian to suffer, James immediately cast Rebirth; engulfing the dying bird in flames and reducing it to ash. Both he and Hrein held their breath as they waited for some sign that their plan had worked. Finally, after a few of the longest seconds of their lives, the pile of ash grew and shifted. With a cry of rage, the reborn phoenix emerged from the ashes and took to the air.


CHAPTER 8


“Fèng!” Huáng cried as she raced up from below and crashed into her husband midair. The startled male phoenix was taken almost completely by surprise, and only just barely managed to maintain his flight.

“Fèng! Husband! You’re back!” Huáng clucked over and over, clinging to her mate’s body and entwining her long neck with his.

The reborn male struggled to land safely on the ledge, while maintaining a safe distance from the two strangers who were watching him closely. He was especially wary of the male, a strange bestial man of some kind, who had a large hammer in hand.

Noticing the mystical bird’s focus on his sledgehammer, James sent it to his Inventory and held his hands up in a placating fashion. “Welcome back!” the einherjar shouted across the short distance. “I’m glad that you and your wife could finally be reunited.”

“Oh, James! Thank you so much!” Huáng chirped happily, turning her attention away from her husband for the briefest of moments. “I will forever be in your debt. If there is anything at all that you ever need, don’t hesitate to ask!”

“Huáng!” the male phoenix scolded his mate. “You must be careful when making such promises! You never know what he might ask for!”

Huáng’s musical laughter echoed throughout the crater. “Oh, Fèng! I’ve missed you so much! But you needn’t worry about James! He’s been a stalwart friend these past moons that you have been gone, and even saved our egg after it was stolen.”

“Moons! Stolen!?” Fèng cawed, having difficulty keeping up with the conversation.

“Perhaps you should take a moment and calmly explain to your husband what all has transpired, Huáng.” the einherjar suggested.

Huáng bobbed her head in agreement, and then proceeded to tell her story to the other phoenix. James and his wife stood by quietly while the two avians spoke, only adding his own two cents when Huáng requested it. As he waited, the einherjar took note of the differences between the two phoenixes. Fèng, being a male, was slightly larger than his mate and had even longer tail feathers. Beyond that, the only difference that James could discern was the colour of their plumage. While both had crimson feathers, the golden accents on Fèng’s were more pronounced, with the occasional feather being entirely gold in colour.

“Master.” Hrein whispered in her husband’s ear as they watched the two birds reconnect. “Unless thou hast a need for it, I wish to use what Spirit I have remaining to enhance my Charisma by 1 point. I feel that, since we shall have fewer occasions to cultivate elemental Spirit, I should not waste it.”

“That makes sense.” James whispered back. “Go ahead.”

“I thank thee, Master. I shall set aside the 20 Spirit that doth remain after that.” the valkyrie informed him.

After over half an hour of listening to Huáng recount her tale, the einherjar was eager to get home. “Honestly, it’s great to meet you Fèng, but we really should get going. Besides, I’m certain the two of you could use some alone time.”

“Of course.” Fèng replied, lowering his head nearly to the ground. “Truly, thank you for all of the help that you have given my wife in my absence, and for saving me as well.”

“Oh! I just thought of how we might repay you, at least a little.” Huáng chirped, fluttering her wings excitedly. “We could provide you with what knowledge we have on cultivation.”

“Art thou not bound by the same vows as the gods?” Hrein asked, raising an eyebrow in surprise.

“Not at all.” Fèng corrected the Chooser’s assumption with a shake of his head. “Though we do treat it as a valuable secret, we would have no problem sharing what we know with you. It’s the least we could do for such dear friends.”

“Hmm.” Huáng pecked lightly at the air. “We’ll have to have long conversation some time, but for now I can tell you what you are missing about elemental Qi.”

“That would be greatly appreciated.” James replied, always happy to gain more knowledge.

“The hidden ability known as Durability allows a cultivator to harden their bodies and ward off attacks. You’ll need Earth Spirit to learn that ability. You already know the secrets of Fire and Water, so that just leaves Air. By training with Air Spirit, you can learn to levitate, effectively reducing your own weight.” the female phoenix explained.

“Thank you, Huáng. We’ll be sure to come back when we have any questions, and just to visit on occasion, of course.” James said with a warm smile.

“You’ll always be welcome.” Huáng replied with the narrowed eyes that he knew to be her version of a grin.
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“Home sweet home.” James uttered with a tired sigh as he walked through the front door of the mansion.

“Welcome home, Master.” Elora greeted him with a curtsy. Both Elina and Clarissa were standing behind her and curtsied as well.

“Thanks…” the einherjar said, a little surprised by the elf’s attitude. I’d assumed that she’d be mad at me for being late… he thought to himself.

“Supper is ready for you and on the table, Master.” the head maid informed him.

“Thank you again… and I’m sorry that we’re late.” the Champion apologized.

“It’s not a problem, Master.” Elora replied, giving him a soft smile. “Lady Hel informed us of what you were doing and why you would be delayed. We’re all glad that you were able to save Lady Huáng’s mate.”

“Oh.” James chuckled softly. “I’ll have to thank Lady Hel for that later, then.”

“I should also let you know that I have finished my work on the Instant Soup spell, as planned. I wound up with an extra 100 Spirit to spare, so I used that to fully enhance my Intelligence. I now have an IQ of 252, Master.” the elf said proudly.

“Congratulations and very impressive, Elora.” the einherjar complimented her while stepping forward to sweep her into a hug. “I always appreciate all of your hard work.” he whispered and kissed the top of her head.

The elven maid blushed a little, but quickly schooled her features. “Thank you, Master.” she whispered back.
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“Truly, those are glad tidings, James.” Titania remarked between bites of pancake. “I was saddened to hear of Fèng’s fate, and feared that there might be no saving him.”

“Yesterday was a long day, but well worth the effort.” James replied, relaxing in his chair at the breakfast table. “Hopefully today will be equally productive, but without the added stress.”

“Don’t jinx yourself, Master.” Autumn teased with a smirk.

“Ugh. You’re right.” the einherjar grumbled. Looking around for a piece of wood to knock on, he came up empty handed. Damn. he cursed to himself.

“Speaking of progress, how is the wall coming along?” the Fairy Queen asked, sneaking another pancake from the serving plate.

“I added another 2500 feet this morning.” the baron reported. “I should be finished with that project in another five days. Then I can move on to building decent fortifications for Guayabo.”

Queen Titania sighed and nodded as she chewed. Covering her lips with her fingers, the dainty fae woman swallowed before speaking. “Yes. It is essential that you finish before the Holy Empire lands on our shores, unless you wish to abandon the town entirely.” she agreed. “Have you given any thought to who might prepare the working parts of the fortifications, such as the gates?”

“Actually, I’ve been planning to experiment with my Castle Construction spell. Oberon seemed capable of creating whole castles and palaces with the same magic that I am using, so I really should be able to do more.” the einherjar pointed out.

“Yea. As Tu’apa Hyy surmised, thou shouldst at least be able to form metal with the spell, as it too is of the element of earth.” Hrein added, spearing a piece of bacon with her fork.

“And glass. I think you were right about that as well, my love.” James reminded his First Wife with a smile.

“I see.” Queen Titania remarked. “It is true that the Fairy King was able to do all of that and more… so I see no reason why you would not be able to as well.”

“If anyone can make magic work according to his will, it would be my Champion.” Hel stated proudly. Her statement garnered soft laughter from around the table, but no one disagreed.

“Art thou going to cultivate again today, Master?” the valkyrie asked, secretly hoping to get more training in.

“That’s the plan.” James confirmed. “I’d like you to refine enough spirit to give a copy of Quicken to myself, Elora and Elina.”

“Oh? What use would I have for such a spell, Master?” the head maid asked, clearing her plate from the table.

“Well, while Hrein would most likely use it to save some poor soul from petrification, I was thinking that you and your sister could use it to shore up our ration supply.” the ex-soldier said.

“How… Master?” Elina inquired in her typical near whisper.

“Supply lines can easily be cut during a war, and we’re likely to find ourselves in one fairly soon. If you two can create meat from stones, then we won’t have to worry about being cut off. Between that and the two spells Running Water and Instant Soup, we won’t have to fear starving to death, at least.” James explained.

“What kind of meat would you get from a rock?” Elora wondered aloud.

“Any kind that you envision, I believe.” the einherjar answered. “It’s my impression that, if the stone isn’t a petrified creature, then the magic should respond to your imagination and will.”

“Bacon!” Nyakuro shouted, popping a piece of the fatty meat into her mouth.

James chuckled and nodded to his cat-girl wife. “Exactly. Or any other cut of meat we might want, really.”

“The casting of the spell will be quite expensive, Master.” Hrein warned.

“That’s why we’ll treat it as a backup. Speaking of the cost, I was thinking about that. How would you feel about doubling the cost, after you give it to us?” the Champion proposed.

The valkyrie frowned for a moment, then nodded her head. “Though it would not allow me to restore a creature the size of a phoenix, it would work for a man at that point. Very well, Master. I shall do as thou dost suggest.”

“Elora, I’d like you to cultivate enough Spirit so that you can grant your sister and I the Instant Soup spell, as we had planned. Elina, I’ll have to ask you to cover for her while she is working on that.”

“Yes, Master.” the twin maids intoned.

“Acrasia, I want you to cultivate as well. I’m thinking that you will want the Petrification spell, as well as a few other little goodies that I have in mind. Nyakuro, you are getting Thunderbolt, as well as similar goodies to Acrasia. As for me, I’m going to try and cultivate as much Spirit as I can, to put towards Hrein’s secret project.”

Queen Titania sighed and dabbed her lips with a napkin. “I wish I could join you in all of this, James. It truly sounds fascinating, and I must admit that I envy your family’s rapid growth in power.”

“I wish you could too, Titania.” James replied softly.
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After having cultivated all day, stopping only for dinner at noon, the family reconvened after supper. Rather than waste time fiddling with spells and abilities, each member had focussed solely on refining Qi into Spirit until the day’s training was at an end.

“I managed to gather 960 Spirit today.” James announced. “How did the rest of you do?”

“I managed the same.” Autumn replied, to which both Hrein and Nyakuro nodded.

“Though I had 20 saved from the day before to add to that total, Master.” the valkyrie informed him.

“I only got 480, Master.” Acrasia admitted in a sheepish voice.

“While I only had time to collect 240.” Elora added. “There are simply too many chores to do, for me to spend all day cultivating, Master.”

“That’s to be expected, Elora. Honestly, I appreciate everyone’s efforts, and I’ll be sure to put everyone’s hard earned Spirit to good use.” James told his women. “Hrein, if you’ll start us off with what we had planned.”

“Yea, Master.” the Chooser nodded in acceptance, and proceeded to grant three copies of the Quicken spell.

“Elora, if you would please share your Instant Soup spell.” the Champion directed his head maid.

“Of course, Master.” the elf replied, complying with his request. After she finished granting the spell to her master and sister, Elora used half of her 30 remaining Spirit to finish off her Beauty enhancement, then put the remaining 15 into Strength. That should help with carrying those baskets of vegetables. she thought to herself.

James read the spell description as soon as it appeared in his list.
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“Yup. About what I expected. I can see a lot of ways to abuse this, though…” the einherjar muttered to himself. Turning his attention to Acrasia, the ex-soldier explained more of his plan. “Before you take a copy of my Petrification spell, I am going to double its effectiveness by doubling its Qi cost to 160. Makes it more expensive for us to cast, but it will also give you a nice boost to the capacity of your Dantian.”

“Okay, Master.” the fae woman nodded quickly as she bobbed in the air next to him.

“Actually… on second thought… Autumn, would you mind enhancing it a bit for us, before she takes a copy?” James asked.

“Of course not, Master.” the succubus replied with a devilish grin. “You know I’m always happy to tinker around inside your head.”

Hel’s Champion chuckled and described what he wanted her to do. “First, let’s give it a greater range than ‘Touch’. Then it’s the standard fare. Change the range measurement from feet to yards, then double it. And… let’s add a second target for good measure.”

“Done. Shall I halve the Qi cost as well, Master?” the demoness offered.

“Hmm. There are still more spells for her to gain extra capacity from… so let’s halve the cost. Thanks for thinking of that, ma chérie.” James decided.

“No problem, Master.” Autumn replied with a saucy wink.

Acrasia read the spell once she had ahold of it, and was pleased with what she saw.
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“This will make me way stronger in battle, Master!” the fairy cheered, clapping her hands in excitement.

“No doubt that it will, my pet.” the einherjar agreed. “Now, Nyakuro. I thought you would like my Tiger’s Hearing trait, as well as the Thunderbolt spell. What do you think? It would make you a better hunter.”

The nekomata thought about his offer for a minute, then nodded her head. “Hai, Master.”

“Then feel free to copy them.” James said, and waited for the cat-girl to do so.

Even though the nekomata was prepared for the pain that she knew accompanied copying another person’s traits, she still wound up on the floor; rolling around while yowling like she was being murdered. When she finally calmed down and rubbed the tears from her eyes with the backs of her hands, James looked down on her with a sadistic grin. “Can you endure more pain?” he asked.

Nyakuro grimaced and looked around at her sister slaves one at a time. Finally, the nekomata turned her gaze back upon her master and nodded again. “Hai.” she said quietly.

“Good. We’re going to make you an even better hunter. And then you get to cause me the same pain.” the einherjar told her.

The cat-girl looked at her owner with a confused expression, but waited patiently for him to explain further.

Deciding that it was better to show, rather than tell, James walked a short distance away from everyone else, and triggered the spell that he had in mind. With a great tearing and crunching sound, his muscles tore and his bones broke, all in an effort to rearrange themselves. Thankfully, they were successful in doing so, and less than a minute later he found himself sitting on the floor in the form of a great white bear.

“A polar bear?” Autumn asked, not quite sure where his train of thought was leading.

“Correct.” James rumbled, his voice even deeper than usual. “Bears have the greatest sense of smell of the animals that I can shape shift into, and polar bears have the best among them.”

“You… want? Want. Want Nyakuro… smell?” the nekomata asked in broken Elven.

“Yes.” the einherjar confirmed. Calling up his Status Screen, he showed it to everyone present. “As you can see, our natural traits change to match those of the animal when we are shape shifted. By using this little cheat, we can have access to a number of more powerful traits, simply by having another person copy them.”

All of the women present nodded in understanding, then turned their merciless gazes on the poor cat-girl in their midst. “Guess you’re up.” Autumn said with a smiling grimace.

Nyakuro moaned, but took heart in the fact that she would get to share this pain with her owner very shortly. Reaching out with her mind, the nekomata copied the Bear’s Smell trait from her master.
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As soon as the pain receded, the cat-girl instantly became aware of a whole range of smells that she had never noticed before. Each person around her had a much more nuanced aroma than she had ever realized, and she could smell other things on the air outside. “Amazing…” the nekomata muttered.

Once he was sure that Nyakuro had copied the trait, James shifted back to his normal form. As expected, once the cat-girl had fully adjusted to her new senses, she turned to him with a glare, and immediately punished him for putting her through that, by granting him his own copy.

While the einherjar was reeling from the agony in his face and head, the women discussed what other traits they might want; pointing out the possible advantages that each of the Champion’s forms might have.

When she saw her husband sit up and shake his head, Hrein volunteered to be next. “Master. I believe that many of us would like to have eyesight as keen as an eagle.”

“Yeah. I anticipated that.” the einherjar groaned. “Just give me a sec.” After taking a few more deep breaths to calm his nerves, James shifted into a majestic bald eagle.

Hrein barely waited for the shift to complete, before she began to sift through her husband’s traits to find what she was looking for. Quickly spotting Eagle Eye, she didn’t hesitate for a second to copy it.
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When the pain subsided, the valkyrie looked over at her husband with a guilty smile. “Apologies, husband. I have spent most of mine accumulated Spirit, and only have 90 remaining. If thou dost not mind, I shall keep that in reserve for later.”

“That’s fine, my love. Good work today.” he said with a tired chuckle. “I think many of us are nearly spent.”

“I’ll take a copy of that, and then give a copy to you too, Master.” Acrasia volunteered.

James was a little surprised that the tiny fairy wasn’t trying to avoid the painful process, but he was glad nonetheless. “Thanks, Acrasia. I’m proud of you.”

“Hehe.” the leannán sídhe giggled… until the agony erupted in her head. The mental torture eventually passed though, and the fae woman was able to make good on her word - sharing her pain with her husband. “Hey Elina. Do you want my leftover Spirit?” she asked the quiet maid.

“Yes. Beauty… and… Agility… please.” Elina whispered.

“Okay!” the fairy said cheerfully, and boosted her friend’s stats.

“Nyakuro? Would you mind giving Eagle Eye to Lāmina and the twins, please? Unless you want it too?”

“Nya thank you, Meowster.” The cat-girl shook her head. Moving over to stand next to Acrasia and Elina, the nekomata copied the trait to the first of the elven twins. When Acrasia wasn’t needed anymore, she flew off in search of the elven priestess. While she did that, Nyakuro granted Elora a copy as well.

It didn’t take long for the fairy to return with Lāmina in tow. “I hear that Master has another gift for me.” the priestess said with a big smile.

“A painful one.” Elora muttered under her breath.

“She’s right, but it will greatly enhance your eyesight.” James warned the young woman.

“Then please grant me your gift, Master.” Lāmina stated resolutely.

“Actually, it’s Nyakuro that is giving it out. If you’ll go stand by her and Elora?” the einherjar requested.

“Of course, Master.” the elven priestess replied.

Not wanting her friend to be anxious while waiting, Nyakuro granted the Eagle Eye trait to her right away. Everyone was surprised when the young elf didn’t collapse to the floor; instead enduring the pain almost as stoically as Hrein had.

When her mind cleared, Lāmina inhaled deeply through her nose, and looked the nekomata in the eye. “Nyakuro, may I make another request?”

“Meow.” the cat-girl replied with a nod.

“I would dearly love a copy of the Polyglot spell. It would be most useful if I leave Elphyne to spread Hel’s word.” the elf explained.

The nekomata glanced at her owner to confirm that it was okay. When she saw his subtle nod, the cat-girl smiled and did as she had been asked. “One more?” she inquired.

“May I?” Lāmina asked with raised eyebrows. “If so, might I have a copy of Druid Covering? I believe that Master would like everyone to have that one.”

“Hai!” Nyakuro said cheerily, then granted the elven woman the spell she sought. Since she already had her friend’s Status Screen open, the nekomata went ahead and boosted a couple of her stats for good measure. This finished off Lāmina’s Intelligence enhancement, and gave her a start on Aim as well.

“Master? Might I also make a request?” Autumn inquired, sensing that the cultivation session was coming to an end.

“Of course. What do you have in mind, ma chérie?” James asked the succubus.

“I know that it is a uniquely fae spell, but could I please have a copy of Nympholepsy? I believe that it is a spell that is particularly well suited for my natural talents.” she explained.

“Hmm. Both statements are true, without a doubt, but it’s also a charm spell of sorts, which is definitely something that would go well with your ‘build’ so to speak. All right, go ahead. Grab it from Acrasia.” the einherjar gave his permission.

“Thank you, Master.” the demoness replied with a curtsy. Walking over to the blonde fairy, she did as she had proposed. Once the spell had settled into her list, the succubus sighed with relief. “That’s better. If it’s all the same to you, Master, I think I will work on the spell in the future, so that it has a better chance of charming my target, but no chance to have any other effects.”

“That’s not a bad idea at all.” James commented. “I’ve been thinking of working on my own version, so that it only grants the enhancement to Intelligence and Charisma, without any of the potentially harmful side effects.”

“That is also a good idea, Master.” Autumn concurred. “Since I have a little Spirit left over, would you mind if I get the Necromancy spell from Lāmina? The way I see it, speaking with anyone and everyone, including the dead, fits neatly within my portfolio.”

“I would argue that applies especially to the dead, given your nature as a demoness.” the einherjar agreed. “Permission granted.”

Autumn licked her lips sensually as the magical knowledge settled into her mind. She must be getting hungry. James noted to himself. She doesn’t usually act like that unless she is.

“Thanks for the treat, sweetie.” the succubus purred, while grinning at the young elf with glowing red eyes.

Yup. the einherjar confirmed his guess.

“As a reward, how about I use my last 50 Spirit to give you a little boost, hmm?” the demoness offered.

“All right.” Lāmina agreed, completely unshaken by the fallen angel’s attitude. “I would appreciate that.”

“Wonderful…” Autumn hummed as she increased the enhancement of the elf’s Aim stat to 85%. “There. All done.”

“Thank you.” Turning her head, the priestess caught the eye of her fiancé. “Now, Master, I suggest you take your succubus to bed… and reward her thoroughly.” the elf said with a teasing smirk.

“Yes. Let’s all go to bed.” James laughed.


CHAPTER 9


For the first time in recent memory, James did not wake up to a blowjob. Instead, he was roused by familiar voices arguing.

“Get off him, you stupid cat!” a feminine voice snapped.

The einherjar slowly opened his eyes to see what was going on in the bed around him. Nyakuro was purring loudly and trying to mount him, while utterly ignoring the protests of a certain pretty young priestess.

“Master… I’m so hungry…” Autumn whined, her eyes glowing bright red as she slowly drew her tongue along the inside of his thigh.

“Nya!” the nekomata hissed suddenly, before planting her foot on the fallen angel’s shoulder and shoving her off the einherjar’s legs. As soon as the space was clear, the cat-girl dropped her foot onto the mattress and straddled her husband, preparing to slip him inside herself with one more movement.

She didn’t get the chance however, because Lāmina grabbed the horny nekomata by the hair, and hauled her off the Champion’s waist. “I said get off! Damn thieving cat!” the elf shouted, and suddenly found herself losing a wrestling match with the much stronger woman.

What the Hell? James thought, his mind finally starting to process what he was seeing and hearing. “Wait! Wait! What’s with the… cat fight?” he asked, hoping the pun might lighten the mood.

“Master…” Autumn whined, snaking her way back up his legs.

“Damn it Nyakuro! I said no!” the elven priestess argued against the cat-girl who had her pinned to the mattress.

“MY Mate!” the nekomata hissed.

“I don’t care!” Lāmina shouted back. “Autumn needs to feed, and then I need to perform my daily worship! We don’t have time for this!”

Never in a million years would James have imagined that three women would be arguing over who would get to blow him, or have sex with him in Nyakuro’s case, first. He thought about adding his own two cents, but was in the process of deciding if that was really wise, when he felt Autumn’s warm, wet mouth engulf his member. Decision made, I guess. he thought, trying to mentally shrug off the apparent insanity that had gripped the women around him.

“Nya!” the cat-girl protested loudly when she saw James’ cock disappear into Autumn’s mouth. While the demoness laboured to put the ‘suck’ back into ‘succubus’, Nyakuro tried to disengage from Lāmina to stop the fallen angel. She quickly found out that, while the elf was no match for her physically, the priestess could latch on and refuse to let go.

“Mmm. Master.” Autumn hummed around her owner’s cock. The move sent soft vibrations through the man’s shaft, and made his balls tingle in a wonderful way.

“Hurry up, Autumn!” Lāmina insisted. “I can’t hold her for long, and I need time for my turn!”

While the elf was distracted shouting instructions to the demoness that wasn’t listening, Nyakuro made her move. A quick twist of her arms freed her from Lāmina’s grip, and then she was in the air, launching herself at the fallen angel. Imagine her surprise then, when a much stronger hand grabbed her by the collar, and lifted her up like a naughty kitten.

“Thou shalt wait thy turn.” Hrein commanded, her voice thick with righteous wrath.

“Nya…” Nyakuro yowled, unable to free herself from the powerful valkyrie.

“What has gotten into you, Nyakuro?” James asked in shock. Fearing that something might be wrong with the cat-girl, James touched her leg and triggered his Diagnosis spell.

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved. Oestrus.

“Oestrus? Oh… she’s in heat.” the einherjar realized, letting out a groan. Whether it was from the headache that he knew he was due for that week, or from the pleasure of Autumn sucking his cock, he wasn’t quite sure.

“Hurry up!” Lāmina whispered in Autumn’s ear, but loud enough that the Champion’s keen hearing had no trouble picking it up.

James sighed and let his head fall back onto his pillow. “Thanks for handling Nyakuro, Hrein.”

“It is my duty as First Wife.” the valkyrie replied with a sour look. “I must stand here and watch whilst other women steal mine husband’s precious time.”

Damn. She’s not bitter at all this morning, is she? James reflected, wisely keeping his thoughts to himself. All of the negative attitudes in the room weren’t helping his libido at all, but in the end, there are few forces in the universe more powerful than a beautiful woman’s willing mouth.

Autumn moaned happily as her owner’s cock twitched between her lips, and suddenly flooded her mouth with his seed. Greedily slurping down the thick white mess, the succubus managed to sate her Carnal Thirst. She then ran the tip of her tongue along the tiny slit, to ensure that she had tasted every last drop of his cum, before allowing the head to pass her lips with a pop.

“Damn, that was good.” James sighed with contentment.

The succubus didn’t even get to respond, before she was rudely shoved out of the way.

“Lāmina!” the einherjar rebuked his favourite priestess as she settled between his legs.

“I’m sorry Master, but she was taking too long.” the elf stated while glaring at the demoness. “Proper worship takes time, and we don’t want to be late for breakfast.”

“That may be a reason, but it’s certainly no excuse. I expect better of you, darling.” James told the eager young woman.

Lāmina looked at her fiancé with a pained expression. After a few seconds, her face screwed up, and she lowered her head in submission. “I apologize, Master.”

“It’s not me that you should be apologizing to.” the Champion said as gently as he could, while still scolding the young elf.

“I’m sorry, Autumn.” the priestess repeated, this time looking at the succubus.

Her eyes having returned to their normal emerald green colour, the fallen angel was back to herself, and more than willing to forgive her sister in bondage. “It’s fine. I’m sorry that I’m always so demanding. This Carnal Thirst really is a curse.”

Hearing her friend blame herself only made the elf feel more guilty, causing tears begin to well up in her eyes.

“Thank you, Lāmina. I could tell that your apology was sincere, so I appreciate that.” James said in a gentle tone of voice. Seeing that the elf was on the verge of crying, he tried to take it easy on her. “Maybe we should forego the worship this morning…” he suggested.

“No! Please Master!” Lāmina cried, cupping his balls in her hands as she begged. “Please let me worship you!”

That was not the effect that I was aiming for! he silently shouted. “Okay. Okay. I’m sorry for suggesting it.” he backtracked, raising his hands in surrender.

“Thank you, Master. Thank you.” she sobbed, her words becoming muffled when her mouth was full.

James watched as the girl wept, her tears dripping on him as she sucked his cock, and thought that it was quite possibly the most surreal sight of his life. What the Hell am I supposed to do with this? he wondered to himself. She’ll just get more upset if I stop her, right? She’ll definitely feel like I am rejecting her if I do… Left with what seemed like no other choice, the einherjar just laid there and let the elf girl do as she pleased.

Eventually, despite the odd circumstances, James found his release and the young priestess received his ‘blessing’, as she called it, in her mouth. Even then, she seemed to take her time, suckling his member for several more minutes before letting it fall from her lips. With a final, tender kiss on the tip of his cock, the elf murmured something and opened her eyes, as if finishing a prayer.

“Thank you, Master.” Lāmina said quietly, sitting up on her knees.

Not sure what else to say in such a strange situation, James decided to keep it simple. “Of course.” he said with an awkward smile.

Before anyone else could get any ideas, and the craziness of the morning could continue, the einherjar quickly summoned his sash and armour from his Inventory, equipping them directly to his body. “Okay. Who’s for breakfast?” he asked loudly, forcing a cheery note into his voice.

As soon as Hrein set Nyakuro down and released her hold on the cat-girl’s collar, the nekomata dashed across the room and threw herself at James. Purring loudly, Nyakuro tucked her head under the einherjar’s arm, and proceeded to rub herself against his body. “Mate… onegai?”

“Later, kitten.” the Champion promised, patting the cat-girl on the head and scratching behind her ears.

Nyakuro briefly purred at his touch, but then meowed her discontent with his answer.

Figuring there was nothing more that he could do to placate her, the einherjar did his best to ignore her pleas and made his way to the dining room. Doing so proved to be a bit more of a challenge than he had anticipated, since the cat-girl clung to his side like a spider, and refused to let go. It seemed like she had decided that, if he wasn’t going to mount her, she was going to use his thigh to rub one out.

Not wanting to start another fight and upset more of his women, James did his best to walk while ignoring the horny nekomata. One person who wasn’t ignoring her, however, was Hrein.

“Always, thou dost seek attention.” the valkyrie hissed under her breath.

His ears keener than just about anyone’s in the house, James couldn’t have missed his First Wife’s words if he tried, no matter how quietly the Chooser thought she had said them. Rather than confront the shield maiden on her attitude however, the einherjar tried to take the more diplomatic route. “Hrein, my love. How about you and I sneak off for a little one on one time after breakfast?” he offered.

The valkyrie grimaced, realizing that her husband must have heard her complaint, but then shook her head as they entered the dining room. “Nay, Master. I do not believe that thou wouldst take much pleasure in such a rendezvous today.”

“How can you say that, my love?” the Champion asked as he took his seat at the head of the dining room table. “I’ve always enjoyed my time with you, and I’m sure that I always will.”

Hrein sighed and sat down to his right, which was her customary seat. “It is that time of the month for me, Master.”

“Oh…” James whispered, realization suddenly dawning on him. “Wait. Is that why Lāmina is acting so strangely?” he muttered, reaching out to touch the priestess as she passed. Instantly casting his Diagnosis spell on the elf, the einherjar wasn’t surprised in the least by the results.

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved. Menstruating.

“Yup. That explains it.” the ex-soldier said with a quiet groan. Turning to his First Wife, he whispered, “I guess you and Lāmina are in the same boat, so to speak.”

“That is not surprising, Master.” the valkyrie commented with a frown. “It is not uncommon for women in the same household to have their cycles sync. In sooth, it is such a common occurrence among the valkyrjur, that the menfolk of Valhalla often set forth on field exercises during that period each moon.”

The einherjar’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Wise men, those warriors…” he muttered. “Wait… do you think that means that all of the women here are on their period?”

“Not… sis.” Elina whispered as she placed a bowl of scrambled eggs in front of him.

“Oh. Good.” James said thoughtlessly. She’s cranky enough as it is.

“You should know that whispering is pointless in this household, Master.” Elora scolded him as she carried a plate of bacon from the kitchen. She made it about half way to the table and then stopped in her tracks, lurching slightly and puffing her cheeks. Holding the plate out with one hand, she passed it to her sister before rushing back through the kitchen door.

“Is she okay?” James wondered aloud with a concerned look on his face. A few seconds later, his keen ears picked up the sounds of a woman vomiting in the next room. “Elora!?” he shouted with alarm.

Rushing through the doorway leading to the kitchen, the einherjar spotted the head maid bent over the sink, rinsing her mouth out with a cup of water.

“Elora? Are you okay? Did you eat something bad? Do you hurt anywhere?” the Champion rattled off questions as he ran to the elf’s side.

“I’m fine, Master.” she said grumpily. “It’s just a bit of nausea.”

“There must be a reason that you feel that way.” James stated, gently rubbing the young woman’s back. Casting Diagnosis on the elf, he instinctively put a little extra Qi into it, making the results visible to others, as he often did.

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved. Morning Sickness.

James froze in shock. His mind utterly shut down and he was completely incapable of moving or thinking. He remained that way for several seconds, until he was snapped out of it by the sound of a dish shattering against the stone floor. Head turning toward the source of the noise, the ex-soldier saw his First Wife spin around and run out the door. “Hrein…” the einherjar gasped.

“W-what? N-no. No. It can’t be…” Elora muttered, her eyes wide with horror as she slowly sank to her knees.

The Champion’s mouth opened and closed several times, but no words came out. Instead, he stumbled backwards until his back hit the doorframe, and then slowly slid to the floor. “P-pregnant?” he muttered, so lost in his thoughts that his eyes didn’t even see the train of women rushing into the room.

“Oh wow! Congratulations Elora!” Acrasia shouted, clearly overjoyed for the elven maid.

The fairy’s voice was the kick to the brain that the einherjar had needed. “I… I’m going to be a father.” he finally stammered, raising his gaze and looking to the soon-to-be mother of his child. Combing his fingers through his own hair, James stared at Elora while she stared back at him, with eyes as wide as saucers.

“I… I’m sorry, Master…” Elora muttered, her expression betraying the raging storm of emotions in her heart. Fear and pain were writ large across her face as she watched her master’s reaction.

“No.” Hel’s Champion said firmly, finally finding his voice. Climbing to his feet, James rushed back to Elora and knelt down beside her. Taking her hands in his, the einherjar looked deep into the elf’s eyes as he spoke. “There is nothing for you to be sorry about, sweetheart. I couldn’t be happier. I swear.”

“But… but…” Elora stammered as tears began to well up in her eyes. “We’re not even married. I’m just a concubine. Surely your First Wife should be the one…” The tears began to flow freely then, causing the young woman to leave her statement unfinished.

Slipping his arms around her, James pulled the slender elf into a tight hug and kissed the top of her head. “Listen to me sweetheart. There is no part of me that is unhappy that you are the one carrying my child.”

Elora laughed and cried at the same time, but didn’t say anything for several minutes. Instead, she merely buried her face in her owner’s chest and took comfort in his embrace. Finally, the normally recalcitrant elf looked up at her master’s face and met his eyes. “Sweetheart? You’ve called me that twice already. Is that what you’re going to call me now?” she scoffed. “It doesn’t really fit my image.”

James chuckled softly and gave her another gentle squeeze. “We can come up with something else later. I’m just feeling rather tender towards you right now.”

Another moment of silence passed between them, before Elora lifted herself up slightly, and kissed him lightly on the lips. Pressing her forehead against his, she reached back and took one of his hands in her own, then brought it around to rest on her stomach. “Are you really ready for this? To be a father?” she whispered, a hint of worry yet remaining in her voice.

“Ready? Who is ever ready to be a father for the first time?” the ex-soldier joked. “But happy? Excited? I am definitely all of those things and more.” he assured her.

The elven maid lowered her gaze and stared at his large hand pressed against her abdomen. Biting her lip with worry, she began to think of all the things that could go wrong. Complications with the pregnancy. An accident after the birth. What if he isn’t born healthy? “What if it isn’t even a he?” she accidentally said out loud.

“I will love our child regardless of whether it is a boy or a girl.” the einherjar promised. “All that I care about is that they are healthy, and if they’re not, I will move Heaven and Earth to make them so.” he swore with a soft growl.

“Truly?” Elora asked, meeting his gaze once again and searching his eyes for any hint of a lie. “I know how disappointed my father was to have girls. He wouldn’t stop trying until mother provided him with a son. An heir.”

James scowled at his lover and pressed his forehead against hers again, so that she couldn’t escape his gaze. “Your father was an unmitigated fool, as we all know, so I would appreciate it if you didn’t hold him up as the standard by which men and their desires can be measured.”

Elina snorted, and lightly kicked her sister with the toe of her shoe. “Father… was… an… ass.” she said haltingly.

It was only then that Elora realized that all of the women in the household had gathered around them, with the notable exception of Hrein. She had been so lost in her own little world, weighed down by the momentous news that she was pregnant, that she had been completely unaware of what was going on around her, other than for the presence of her master.

Worry etched itself on the elf’s brow as she considered the implications of the missing valkyrie. Biting her lip again, she clutched the einherjar’s hand tightly, and forced herself to give voice to her fears. “You need to talk to Hrein, Master. She…”

James silenced the maid with a passionate kiss, only releasing her lips after several long minutes. “I will make time for Hrein later,” he promised, “but right now you are my number one priority.”

Elora gasped, knowing full well that a mere concubine should never be prioritized above a wife, let alone the First Wife of a household.

“You are going to be the mother of my child soon… and speaking of mothers, would you like me to go and fetch yours?” the einherjar offered.

“Mother…” Elora muttered, her eyes widening again.

“With how many kids she’s raised, I’d say Síofra is a bonafide expert when it comes to motherhood. I’m sure we could use all of the advice that she has to give on the topic, and well… I thought you might like to give your family the good news.” James explained.

“Good… news?” Elora asked hesitantly, her eyes alight with hope.

“Definitely.” the Champion confirmed with a brilliant smile. Seeing the beautiful woman smile back, James carefully climbed to his feet and then helped Elora up. Looking around and confirming that his First Wife wasn’t there, the einherjar took a deep breath and calmed himself. “If anyone sees Hrein, please let her know that I will be seeking her out soon. I’m sure we have a lot to talk about.”

The gathered women all nodded, understanding the situation full well, without anyone having to explain it to them. Each of them took a moment to congratulate Elora in their own way, before returning to the dining room.

“Elina, would you mind making sure everyone has something to eat? I think Elora and I will be skipping breakfast, at least for now.” James requested of the pregnant elf’s twin.

“Yes… Master.” Elina said in her typical quiet, halting speech.

With that taken care of, the einherjar took his elven concubine by the hand, and kissed her once more.
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Logically, they had begun their search for Elora’s mother at the Temple of Hermes, where the elven woman was supposed to be training. When they arrived, they found an irritable human priestess, who directed them to the palace if they were searching for Síofra.

“I wonder what’s got her so upset?” James whispered to Elora after they’d left the building.

“Perhaps it has something to do with Queen Titania supposedly declaring war on Hermes?” the elven maid proffered her best guess.

“Surely everyone knows that’s a crock of shit.” the einherjar scoffed with a scowl.

“Hard to say, Master.” Elora shook her head. “The Fae are known to play games which are unfathomable to mortals, as are the gods. Who knows what people think?”

“I suppose.” James grumbled. “I really hope she can sort this out soon.”

“As do I, Master.” the head maid agreed.

The pair arrived at Elphyne’s palace a short while later. Neither the guards, nor the working staff paid much attention to the duo, as both were common sights in the palace and its surrounding areas. Entering the queen’s throne room, the Champion spotted the woman they’d been looking for, standing next to the queen and speaking in hushed tones.

“Lord Fir. Elora. Welcome, both of you.” Queen Titania called out to the pair when she saw them enter.

“Your Majesty.” James replied with a bow. “Might we have a moment of your time?”

“Of course.” the Fairy Queen agreed. “Apologies, Síofra. We’ll have to continue our conversation another time.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” The elven lady curtsied and turned to leave, but Hel’s Champion called out to stop her from doing so.

“A minute please, Lady Síofra. Our business with the queen includes you as well.” he stated politely.

“Oh? How interesting.” Titania remarked, giving her baron a curious look.

“Very well, Lord Fir. How might I be of service?” Lady Síofra inquired.

The einherjar stopped a few feet away from the two women, and gently gripped Elora by the shoulders. Guiding the delicate elven maid so that she was standing in front of him, James looked over her head to address the matronly elf. “Lady Síofra, I would like to humbly request that you bestow all of your knowledge as a mother upon my dear Elora. It seems that she will have need of such skills in the near future.”

James tried and failed to hide his smile as he watched the comprehension of his words dawn in the women’s eyes, and the subsequent drop of their jaws. What he wasn’t quite expecting though, was the pair of shrill squeals the were emitted from the mouths of the queen and her companion, as the two women freaked out and started blathering at Elora.

A quick glance down at his concubine informed him that she was both embarrassed and thrilled at their reaction, as she began to hastily explain the circumstances around their finding out that she was pregnant.

“When did you find out!?” her mother asked, clasping Elora’s hands in her own.

“Just this morning, Mother.” the elven maid replied as calmly as she could.

“How do you know? You are not showing in the least.” Titania pointed out.

“I was sick this morning, and Master used his magic to check my condition.” Elora informed them.

“When will it be born? Do you know if it’s a boy or a girl? Or twins maybe?” Síofra asked excitedly.

“Oh gods, no! Please don’t let it be twins!” Elora groaned.

“We haven’t checked the gender yet.” James added to give Elora a little backup.

“But how many weeks along is she? When did she conceive?” Elora’s mother pressed, directing her questions at the einherjar.

“Well, if she’s having morning sickness, it had to have been a while ago. Perhaps even our first time…?” the Champion hummed in thought.

“When was that?” Síofra asked, clearly wanting all of the details.

“Uh…” James tried to come up with a reply, and thankfully Elora covered for him.

“Forty one days ago.” the elf said immediately. “On the twenty sixth day of Capricorn.”

The einherjar was mildly shocked that she could remember the date so exactly, but wisely kept that tidbit to himself.

“I see.” Titania remarked, having finally calmed down a bit.

James caught the queen looking at him a bit strangely, and recognized the concern in her eyes. Hoping to preempt any awkward questions, the einherjar addressed the elephant in the room. “Honestly, I’m thrilled that Elora is having my child, and I could hardly wait to share the good news with both of you. That was the other reason that we sought you out today, Lady Síofra.”

“It is good that everyone is happy with the situation.” the Fairy Queen stated, pushing him just a little more to speak on the topic that she knew was on everyone’s mind.

Elora’s mother caught the tone of the queen’s voice when she referred to ‘everyone’, and suddenly remembered her daughter’s position within Lord Fir’s household. Trying not to let her concern show on her face, Síofra looked up to meet the einherjar’s eyes. “I hope the child will be given your name, Lord Fir.”

“There is no chance of anything else happening.” the Champion stated firmly, hoping to reassure the matronly elf. “The child is mine, and will be raised as an equal to any other children I might have, regardless of who their mother is.”

Síofra was a bit relieved, but still frowned slightly. “Except the heir, I would presume.”

James shook his head softly. “The child might well become my heir.” he told her. “I believe in meritocracy. Whomever is most suitable for a job should get it, regardless of any other circumstances.”

“Are you saying that all of your children will have an equal chance to inherit your house, Lord Fir?” the Fairy Queen asked a bit formally.

“That’s exactly what I am saying, Your Majesty.” the einherjar confirmed.

“That is either very wise or completely foolhardy.” the fae woman remarked.

“How do you figure?” James asked.

“Either your house will grow stronger than most others could dream of, due to the intense competition that will engender amongst your children… or their competition will tear your house apart.” Titania explained. “I suppose only time will tell which will be the case.”

“Perhaps.” the einherjar agreed, nodding his head slowly. “Though I intend to raise my children to value family above all else, so hopefully their bonds will be strong enough to endure the contest.”

“Hmm. Perhaps they will.” the Fairy Queen concurred.

“Forgive my bluntness, Lord Fir, but do all of your wives feel the same way?” Síofra asked.

“To be frank, we haven’t had the chance to discuss it. The topic of children wasn’t one that we felt was pressing, and this came as a bit of a surprise to us. Honestly, it shouldn’t have, but there it is.” James admitted.

“I see. I think you may find that your wives, and your First Wife in particular, might have different thoughts on the matter.” Titania warned him.

“You may be right, Your Majesty, but I am certain that my wives and I will come to an understanding. We are a family, and the love between us will act as a bridge that will bring us together, regardless of what problems we face.” the Champion assured his queen.


CHAPTER 10


After returning to the Temple of Hel alongside Elora, James sent the elven maid back to the mansion through the mirror portal in the woman’s former bedroom. He could hear the sounds of someone training vigorously out back, and had a pretty good idea who it was.

As James emerged from the back door of the temple, he saw exactly what he had expected. Hrein was moving through a set of katas with her spear, and viciously skewering one imaginary foe after another. By the look on her face, the proud valkyrie had a lot of anger to work out, and this was the way that she had chosen to do it.

Rather than interrupt the shield maiden’s training, the einherjar quietly made his way to a shaded spot behind the temple, and waited for her to acknowledge him. He was certain that she was aware of his presence - the disciplined warrior would never fail to notice that she wasn’t alone, but he wasn’t so sure that she would be willing to speak to him.

Hrein continued to move through her forms and battle invisible enemies for another ten or fifteen minutes, before she finally gave in and planted her spear in the mossy earth. “If thou hast nothing to do, thou shouldst be training, Master.” the valkyrie scolded her husband.

“As it happens, I have something very important to do, my love, but it had to wait until you were finished.” the einherjar responded calmly.

The shield maiden clenched her jaw and turned to face her owner; her glare telling him in no uncertain terms that, if looks could kill, he would be dead twice over. “And what wouldst thou have of me, Master?” she hissed through gritted teeth.

“Talk to me, my love. Please?” James said softly, standing up and closing the distance between them a little.

“There is nothing to talk about, Master. Thou hast made thy decision, and discussion would be pointless.” Hrein stated, crossing her arms and looking away from him.

“I disagree.” the einherjar said calmly. “I honestly feel like we have a lot to talk about.”

“Then say what thou wilt, so that I might return to my training all the sooner.” the valkyrie snapped.

“Okay. I’ll say the most important part first.” the Champion stated, taking the final steps to reach her side. “I love you, Hrein. More than you can possibly imagine.”

The shield maiden winced, his words clearly causing her pain, but said nothing in return.

“Elora getting pregnant was… unexpected. I’m not sorry that it happened, though. If anything, I just wish that you were too.” he told her, reaching out towards her arm, but not quite touching her.

Hrein trembled and turned her back on him, refusing to let him see her cry. Covering her mouth with her hand, to muffle the sobs that threatened to escape her lips, the valkyrie tried her damnedest to bury her emotions.

“I’m sorry, Hrein.” James muttered, hanging his head in defeat. “I get that you wanted to bear my first child. I understand that it was important to you… but… this just happened. I couldn’t pick and choose who got pregnant first. I’m sorry.”

“That is not true!” the valkyrie shouted, spinning on her husband and jamming her finger into his chest. “Thou couldst have chosen me! Thou shouldst have chosen me! It was my right as First Wife!”

James was flabbergasted, totally bowled over by his wife’s anger, and bewildered as to how she thought that he could control such a thing. He wasn’t going to argue with her though, because that wasn’t what he’d come here for. Besides… I can’t be angry with her, not with tears streaming down her face like that. he realized.

“I know that look!” Hrein accused him with a snarl. “Thou thinkest that I have gone mad! That I am but a blathering woman on her blood and with no sense!”

“I’m being completely sincere when I say that I don’t think any of that, Hrein.” the einherjar replied calmly. “I… I just don’t understand how I could have controlled this. I’m sorry.”

The valkyrie’s face scrunched up, like she wanted to scream but was holding it back. After inhaling deeply through her nose, the shield maiden ground out her answer. “Thou knowest that not one, but two of thine women doth possess Selective Breeding techniques!”

James’ eyes widened when he realized where his wife was going with this.

“It was well within thy power to grant all of us those same techniques, and thou couldst have chosen me! I could have borne thy first child, as was my right!” the Chooser screamed.

The einherjar paused to really let her words sink in, before giving his First Wife as thoughtful a reply as he could manage. “You’re right to be angry with me. I deserve it for not thinking of that, and for that alone I am sorry. I will never say that my child with Elora is a mistake, because it absolutely is not, but I should have given you one first.”

Hrein clenched her fists and looked like she was about to sock her husband in the jaw, but refrained from doing so. “Damn thee, Master.” she croaked, her voice breaking from the overwhelming emotions building up inside her. Several seconds passed where she held her glare, but then the dam began to break. Her body trembled as her aching heart unleashed the wracking sobs that she had been trying to hold at bay, and the proud valkyrie was forced to bury her face in her hands to hide her shame.

Closing the remaining distance between them with a single step, James quietly embraced the normally stoic young woman, and held her tight against his chest. “I’m so, so sorry, Hrein.” he whispered. “I truly never meant to hurt you.”

“I know.” she said between hiccups. “Thou art so unfair, Master. Thou dost make it so difficult to remain cross with thee, when thou art so earnest.”

“Forgive me?” he asked, kissing her on the cheek.

“Mayhap in time, Master.” After a short pause, she added “It doth depend on whether Elora hath a son or a daughter.”

“Ah.” James sighed, confirming at least part of his guess as to why being first was so important to her. “There’s something about that, that we need to discuss. It doesn’t have to be right now, though.”

“Do not tell me that thou dost already know the gender?” Hrein gasped and looked up at the einherjar with eyes filled with worry.

“No, I don’t. What I need to discuss with you are my plans for our children.” the Champion corrected her. Using the pad of his thumb, James gently wiped the tears from her eyes and gave her an apologetic smile.

The valkyrie frowned in confusion and prodded him for more information. “What dost thou mean, Master? What plan hast thou not already shared with me?”

“Well, to be honest, it was yet another thing that I hadn’t put proper thought into, until Titania brought it up with me a short while ago.” the baron explained.

Hrein scowled at her husband for a second, but then sighed and relaxed her expression. “I wish to blame thee for thy oversight in such important matters… but I realize how frantic thy life hath been.” Laying her head against his chest, the shield maiden quietly muttered “Tell me of thy plans, Master.”

“Well, where I grew up, we were taught in the value of merit. Thus, I’ve always been a big believer in meritocracy.” the ex-soldier began.

The valkyrie nodded slightly. “That doth make sense.”

“I honestly feel like that should extend to all aspects of my life, including my family.” James continued. “Especially the inheritance of my house.”

Hrein bit her lip and frowned, thinking over his words and weighing their merits before speaking her opinion. “Thou art implying that birth order doth mean nothing to thee.”

“I understand that the culture here likely views things differently, but yes, you’re right. I will love all of my children equally, and they will all have equal status in my eyes.” he explained.

“Hmm.” the Chooser hummed in thought. “Would it be self serving if I took solace in this, Master? If I agreed with thee, so that mine own son might have a chance to be thine heir, regardless of whether Elora doth give birth to a boy or a girl?”

“I don’t think so at all.” the einherjar reassured her. “And for the record, I have nothing against a daughter of mine inheriting the house either.”

Hrein slapped him in the chest for his apparently silly remark. “A wife doth take the name of her husband, my foolish Master. Thine house wouldst be subsumed and lost to history, shouldst a daughter inherit it.”

James wanted to say that his pride lie in his family and their achievements, not in the house itself, but he knew that such a remark would upset his First Wife. It was clear that the valkyrie was incredibly proud of their burgeoning house, and put great effort into seeing it grow in strength and prestige, as much as possible. Thus, the ex-soldier wisely chose to keep that particular opinion to himself. “You are right, as always, my love.” he stated, going with the much safer answer.

“Hmph.” the Chooser huffed. “It is good that thou dost realize such.”

The einherjar glanced down to see that his beautiful wife was looking up at him with the barest hint of a smile. Taking that as a good sign, he leaned in and kissed her tenderly on the lips.

“I think thou hast been putting thy Charisma to good use, Master.” she teased. “But thou art not yet fully forgiven!” Pulling away from his embrace, she pointed her finger at him and planted her other hand on her hip. “I shall see to it that all of thy harem doth cultivate enough Spirit to learn the Selective Breeding technique tonight, and thou shalt ensure that they use it!” she informed him with a stern expression.

“Absolutely, my love. You will be the next to bear my child.” James promised.

“Good.” Hrein accepted his word with a firm nod of her head.

“In fact, as the First Wife, it will be your duty to choose who gets pregnant and when. From here on out, every child of ours will be planned.” the einherjar expounded on his plan.

“That would be the wisest course.” the valkyrie agreed.

“But, I have a caveat.” James stated. “You can take the women’s desires into account, but you are forbidden from telling them when they will be allowed to conceive.”

Hrein’s brow furrowed in confusion at his statement. “Why dost thou wishest for that to be the case, Master?”

Taking another step forward to pull her into his arms once more, the Champion pressed his forehead against the valkyrie’s and gazed deep into her eyes. “Just imagine how it will feel when I pin you to the bed and tell you to spread your legs, because I am going to breed you.”

The valkyrie’s eyes widened slightly as her breath caught in her throat. A shiver ran down her spine and she was forced to squeeze her thighs together, to hide her body’s reaction to his words. Swallowing hard, the shield maiden muttered “Do not arouse me, Master. We cannot play right now.”

James grinned, glad that her reaction had been even better than he had expected. He would take great pleasure in exercising that level of control over his women, and he was equally sure that they would enjoy the loss of that control. “That’s a pity… I would love to claim you right this second.”

Hrein frowned and slapped his chest again. “Thou art being mean, Master.” she scolded him lightly. “But… that doth raise an interesting question.”

“What’s that, my love?” the einherjar asked.

“Will we even have cycles after we learn the technique?” the valkyrie wondered aloud.

“Hmm. It may be that Selective Breeding works by controlling ovulation. If so, then no, you likely wouldn’t have to deal with having a period ever again.” James surmised.

“This plan doth sound better by the minute.” Hrein remarked with a snicker. “No more cat-girl in heat either, if thou art correct.”

“Even better.” the einherjar joked, causing his First Wife to giggle.

“There is more that I want to discuss, however.” James added after a moment of pleasant laughter.

“In regards to our cycles?” the valkyrie asked, tilting her head in curiosity.

“More specifically, when you plan to become pregnant.” he informed her.

“I thought thou wert going to surprise me?” she asked with a coy smile.

“Oh, I certainly plan to, but there is more to consider here than just my desire to see you fat and waddling around in the bedroom.” the ex-soldier teased.

The Chooser looked scandalized by his choice of words, and crossed her arms over her chest in a huff. “I will NOT waddle!”

James chuckled and drew her in for another kiss before explaining. “In all seriousness, my love, you might want to delay getting pregnant.”

“Why?” Hrein asked, narrowing her eyes in suspicion.

“Because I won’t allow pregnant wives on the battlefield.” the ex-soldier stated firmly. The shield maiden opened her mouth to argue, but James cut her off with a raised hand. “Pregnant women are assigned to the home team, no ifs ands or buts.”

“I will not become weak just because I am pregnant.” the valkyrie protested.

“No, you won’t.” the einherjar agreed. “But you might die. Hell, I have died several times already. And while you and I can come back from death via our Rebirth spells, an unborn child cannot. It’s not about you taking a chance, my love. It’s about risking the baby. And that is something that I will not do.”

Try as she might, the Chooser couldn’t come up with a reasonable argument to counter his statement, no matter how much she wanted to. Truth be told, I would agree with him, were we speaking of any of the other wives. she admitted to herself with a sigh. “Very well, Master. I concede to thy wisdom in this case.”

“Thank you, my love. I’m truly glad that I didn’t have to fight you on this.” he replied, stealing another kiss from her lips.

Sighing again, the shield maiden looked up to the sky. “I suppose this doth mean that I should delay my pregnancy until after our other goals have been met?”

“Not all of them.” James countered with a shake of his head. “Though perhaps until after the upcoming war with the Holy Empire is over.”

Hrein nodded in agreement. “That doth make sense. Very well, Master, I shall wait. When conflict doth come, my place is at thy side.”

“Your place is always at my side.” the einherjar tried to reassure his First Wife.

“Unless it is on my back beneath thee… or mayhap on my knees?” she teased with a mischievous grin.

“Now who’s getting the other worked up?” James growled, much to his wife’s delight.
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After a short make out session to reaffirm their feelings for one another, James left Hrein at the temple and made his way through Elphyne. When he reached the western edge of town, he added another section of wall, draining most of his Qi reserves in the process. Four more days to go. he told himself with a sigh. Once he was finished up with that, he went around granting his daily blessings and finally took a moment to sit down and eat. It was a hell of a start to the day, but at least I can finally get on with it. the einherjar thought to himself.

Just as he finished chewing his last strip of bacon, Hel’s voice rang out in his head.

If thou art not busy, my Champion, thou shouldst attend me in my keep.

I’ll be right there. James out. he sent back mentally. As he left the mansion, the einherjar wondered what was on the deity’s mind. Guess I’ll find out when I get there. he told himself.

Landing at the top of the keep’s stairs, Hel’s Champion didn’t bother knocking. Instead, he simply pulled the heavy doors open and stepped inside. The short walk to the throne room was quiet, as usual, given the lack of staff in Hel’s employ. When he arrived at the threshold to the audience chamber, James could see that the doors were already open, and that the Goddess of Death had a guest.

“My Lady Hel, I am here at your request.” James announced himself to the room. Walking over to stand beside Hel, who was seated in her throne, the Champion looked down upon the ambassador who had been speaking to his patron goddess. “Lady Lilith. It is good to see you again.”

“Is it, Lord Fir?” she teased, curling her hair, which was red today, around one of her fingers.

“Of course.” James replied easily. “We haven’t had a single problem with the denizens of Hell since you became the ambassador. I’d like to think we have you to thank for that.”

“Hmm. When did you become such a sweet talker?” Lilith crooned, leering at the muscular Champion.

“It’s a necessary skill when you have as many wives as I do.” the einherjar joked.

“My my. You really are taking a different tack with me today, aren’t you?” the Succubus Queen stated, pressing a hand to her chest.

“I’ve felt like we may have gotten off on the wrong foot, and simply wanted to level the field again.” the Champion admitted. “If you are going to be here, acting as the Ambassador for Hell, then the least I can do is treat with you in a friendly manner.”

Lilith giggled in an almost girlish way, which seemed odd given her voluptuous appearance. “More bees with honey, is that it? Well, that’s fine.”

Realizing that he might have interrupted a conversation between the two ladies, James turned to Hel and bowed. “My apologies, my Lady. I didn’t mean to interrupt if the two of you were speaking.”

“It is fine, my Champion. We were merely engaging in small talk.” the Goddess of Death replied in a flat tone.

“Then, might I ask what brings you here today, Lady Lilith?” the einherjar inquired.

The Queen of Succubi smirked, causing a cute little dimple to appear on her dusky cheek. “I thought that you might be interested in knowing that we have located your ‘friend’ in the Lake of Fire.”

The Champion’s affable smile vanished, and he was suddenly all business. “I see. I don’t suppose your people were able to rescue him from the pit?”

“We did move him to the edge of the lake, so that we can keep track of him, but we cannot risk removing him without… a suitable reward.” Lilith informed him.

“Have you reconsidered the cost to smuggle him out, or are your… requests still the same?” James asked, trying to phrase his question as diplomatically as possible.

“I wonder…” The demoness tapped her lips in thought, as if she didn’t already know the answer. After waiting long enough to satisfy her sense of dramatic tension, Lilith looked directly at Hel and grinned. “I want to be free from death.”

“I’m… not sure I understand.” James said slowly. “Aren’t you already immortal?”

“You’re right that I don’t age, of course.” the succubus confirmed. “But that isn’t what I was talking about. You see, we demons were created without souls, so when we die, that is the end for us. Just like what happened to fae… until recently.”

“The fae still die,” the einherjar corrected her, “they just come here instead of being absorbed by the world.”

“And that’s what I want!” the Succubus Queen insisted. “A second chance at life! Do you have any idea how much I’ve had to hold myself back? How much I’ve had to endure, out of fear of more powerful angels and demons? Let alone the gods themselves.”

James looked to Hel, who just shrugged nonchalantly. Turning his attention back to the sultry demoness, the einherjar frowned. “I… want to trick you.” he admitted finally.

“What?” Lilith blinked, his open honesty taking her completely by surprise.

“I want to say that granting your request would be difficult or inconvenient on our part. I want to trade the knowledge that you seek for your assistance with my friend.” he went on. “But I can’t. What you’re asking is just… well…”

“Impossible? Too much to ask?” the demoness snarled. “You don’t want a filthy whore like myself dirtying up the place?”

“It’s too simple.” James finished, ignoring the angry woman’s tirade.

“Huh?” Lilith blinked again. “What do you mean, it’s too simple? Do you mean to say the pact that I have to sign is so restrictive that I basically have to sell myself into servitude? That I have to become your slave? I’ve seen the collars that your women wear, so don’t try to trick me!” the succubus hissed.

Hel’s Champion couldn’t help it. Shaking his head, the einherjar began to laugh, which only made the ambassador angrier. I suppose I can understand why she’s so bitter and suspicious, but this really is beyond the pale. he thought. “Oh, Lilith. You and I both know that it could never work between us. As you’ve put so eloquently, I like to be in control. And you… you were kicked out of Eden because you refused to lie beneath Adam. You are so adamant that you must be treated as an equal in all ways, that you rebelled against the God that created you.”

“So? That hasn’t stopped countless men from trying to conquer me.” Lilith stated, crossing her arms over her chest and regarding the Champion with a puzzled expression. “So tell me, what must I do to be given the same deal as the fae?”

James shrugged. “Worship Hel. Pray to her earnestly.”

A long silence hung in the air before the Succubus Queen turned her gaze to the Goddess of Death. “That’s it? What’s the catch? You must have some rules that your followers have to obey.”

Hel nodded solemnly. “Thou shalt keep thine oaths unbroken, and shalt not murder.” the deity intoned.

“What? Murder? That’s rich! You’re the Goddess of Death! Surely having your followers kill others would only make you more powerful.” the demoness scoffed.

“I abhor murderers.” Hel stated simply. “That is why I feed their souls to Níðhöggr.”

“Oh come off it.” Lilith snapped. “I’m sure your Champion has killed tons of people.”

“Killing in self defence or combat is not murder.” the Goddess of Death argued. “Murder is the unjust theft of life. Therefore, my Champion is incapable of murder.”

James raised a brow upon hearing the words of his patron goddess. I know that she named me the Arbiter of Life and Death, but why does she think that I am incapable of murder? Surely she isn’t under the illusion that I’m somehow perfect and could never act unjustly…

“Oh? That’s some really wonderful favouritism you’ve got there, Lady Hel. He’s your Champion, so whatever he does is okay.” the succubus said with a snort of derision.

“Not at all.” Hel denied the other woman’s claims. “Though I shall not deny that James hath my favour, it is not for that reason that I have named him the Arbiter of Life and Death.”

“The… Arbiter?” Lilith’s thoughts were stopped in their tracks. “You named him the Arbiter of Life and Death?”

“I did.” the Goddess of Death confirmed. “For he alone among men hath equal power to take life or to give it.”

“Then… basically, you gave me that title because, if I make a mistake and take a life unjustly, I can just fix it?” James asked, finally understanding his patron’s motives.

“That is correct.” Hel stated with the slightest hint of a smile. “With thy power, thou art the only one suitable to stand in judgement over mortal lives.”

“But not their immortal souls?” the Champion asked to clarify.

“Correct. That is my duty.” Hel confirmed with a nod.

“Ah. I get it. Okay. That makes so much more sense to me now.” James said with a sigh of relief. “Still a heavy duty, but not nearly as bad.”

“Wait. Go back to the part where your Champion has the power to grant life. Since when is that part of your portfolio, Lady Hel!?” Lilith asked, her mind a bit blown by the deity’s statement.

“It is not.” the goddess said with a small shrug. “Such a power is beyond my ken. Though I may choose to release the dead from my realm, I cannot restore life to a corpse.”

“Then how the Hell did he get such power!?” the Succubus Queen stared at the einherjar in confusion.

This time, Hel actually smirked. “That is his secret to keep.”

James cleared his throat, not really wanting to delve too deeply into his powers with Hell’s Ambassador. “It seems that we have gotten off topic. The point is, Lilith, that you don’t need to do anything special or sign any kind of contract. Just live a decent, honest life, and pray to Hel. Then if you die, your energy will come here and reform. That’s it.”

Lilith grimaced as if she had bitten into something sour. “An honest life, is it? Do you have any idea how short that life would be in Hell? Demons are not the sort of beings that can be dealt with kindly.”

The einherjar made a face and glanced over at his patron goddess. “What do you think, my Lady? We are talking about demons here. Could exceptions be made for them?”

Hel tapped her fingers on the arm of her throne as she considered their words. After a minute or so of thought, the Goddess of Death looked Lilith in the eye and made her proclamation. “Thou shalt obey my rules when dealing with mortals or fae. I care not for how thou dost deal with other beings, for they are not my charges.”

“Well, technically the gods wind up in your realm too, but I suppose they are powerful enough to fend for themselves, eh?” James pointed out.

“Precisely.” Hel agreed.

The Queen of Succubi bit her lip and considered her options. It’s not a bad deal, really. she told herself. I’d have to give up on the murderous rampages… but only when it comes to mortals and fae… Ugh! Why does she have to take all of the fun out of life!? the demoness silently cursed. “Fine! Fine! That’s all I have to do, right? Then I get to come here after I die?”

“That is correct.” Hel confirmed.

“And the rules when I get here…?” the demoness prodded.

“Do not harm my subjects.” the Goddess of Death warned her.

“Right. Right.” the succubus nodded rapidly. “And could I leave?”

“My subjects are not allowed to leave… unless they make a deal with me or the Arbiter.” Hel stated.

“A deal, eh? That’s all right. I’m the mother of all demons. Deals are my bread and butter.” the Succubus Queen laughed. Feeling a sense of relief that she had never experienced before, Lilith turned her sultry gaze on Hel’s Champion. “You know… you could have taken me for a ride. Demanded that I help you, and only allowed me to have an afterlife if I delivered your friend on a silver platter. That’s what any demon worth his salt would have done.”

“I’m not a demon.” James said with a shrug.

“Clearly not, even if you look like one.” Lilith said with a smirk. “But I’ll tell you what. In the spirit of the good will you’ve shown me, I’ll return the favour. I’ll get you into Tartarus through a secret entrance that only I know of. I’ll even supply you with a lock of my hair, so that you can convince my troops to take you to your friend. But I have to warn you - you’ll have to find your own way out.”

Hel’s Champion grinned, glad that he finally had a path to saving Clarissa’s father. “That’s acceptable. Thank you for your generosity.”

“I’d say ‘think nothing of it’ but well, I’m not that type of girl.” the succubus replied with a wink. “You can feel indebted to me if you want to.”

The einherjar snorted, then chuckled at the ambassador’s teasing. He still wasn’t a fan, nor did he trust her overmuch, but he would take all of the help that he could get.


CHAPTER 11


“So. When do we leave?” Lilith asked, hands on her hips and tail swaying slowly behind her.

“Tomorrow, at the earliest. I need time to plan for a trip like this.” the einherjar answered.

“All right. Meet here tomorrow at say… noon? I like to get my beauty sleep.” the demoness joked.

“That sounds fine. I’ll see you then.” James replied, without making any move to leave.

“All right. Lady Hel. Champion.” the Succubus Queen flamboyantly curtsied to each of them, then giggled as she vanished into the shadows.

“Thoughts, my Lady?” the ex-soldier asked a few heartbeats after the ambassador had left.

“Be careful, my Champion.” Hel warned. “Though I do believe that she will keep her word in this instance, thou wouldst be well advised not to trust her too implicitly.”

“Agreed.” James said with a tired sigh. “Well, if you have no further need of me, I should go and prepare as much as I can for the journey.”

“Go with my blessing, James.” Hel said softly, her true affection for him reflected in her eyes.

“I’ll be back before you know it.” the ex-soldier promised. Bowing, James placed a gentle kiss on the back of her hand, then gave the goddess a playful wink before turning to leave.
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After heading back to the mansion, James gathered everyone together and explained what had transpired at Hel’s keep. This of course caused a raucous debate over whether or not to trust Hell’s Ambassador, and who should go with him on such a dangerous mission. The argument lasted well into lunch time, and the family wound up discussing the plan while they ate.

“There should be no doubt in thy mind that I should accompany thee, Master.” Hrein argued, not wanting to take no for an answer.

“Sorry, my love, but that’s out of the question. You’ll stand out like a sore thumb there, and since you look so much like an angel, well, we might as well paint a target on each of our backs. I don’t want to have to fight my way through Hell every step of the way.” James countered.

“I can use my magic to remain invisible.” the valkyrie insisted.

“And then how would we keep track of each other?” Shaking his head, the ex-soldier turned her idea down. “Until we have a means to communicate silently, and keep track of each other while invisible, I can’t let us go so deeply into enemy territory with that strategy.”

“At least take me, Master.” Autumn piped up. “I don’t just look like a demon, I am a demon.”

“Yeah, you are. The most beautiful demon since Lucifer, and one who is currently being hunted by powerful demons who want you for themselves. No way am I letting you get anywhere near Hell.” James stated firmly, rejecting her pleas outright.

“I…” Elina began in a hushed voice.

“… will stay here with your sister and help maintain the household. As is your job, little shadow.” the einherjar finished her sentence for her.

The elven maid frowned at his reply, but accepted his decision. No matter how much she wanted to remain at his side, the elf knew that she wasn’t trained as a combatant; at least not when compared to his wives or Autumn.

“Meowster…” Nyakuro whined and rubbed herself against his arm.

“Nope. Not while you’re in heat, kitten. It’s just too much of a distraction. For both of us.” James turned her down flat.

All of the women turned their gazes to the last remaining wife. Swallowing hard, Acrasia opened her mouth to volunteer, but her husband cut her off.

“I’m sorry, my pet, but I want you to sit this one out too. Though I truly appreciate your courage, and you are a force to be reckoned with in battle, it really isn’t your forte.” he said softly.

“But Master!” the fairy argued. “I can help!”

“I’m sure you could.” James conceded. “But of all of us, you have the kindest, gentlest heart, and I can’t imagine how seeing the horrors of Hell would affect you. No, Tartarus is no place for pretty little fairies like you, my pet.”

Acrasia pouted in frustration, but didn’t push too hard against her master’s will. In truth, she was terrified by the prospect of going to such a place, but she had felt pressured to volunteer, since James had rejected everyone else.

“So, that settles it. I know it isn’t the decision that everyone wanted, but I’ll be going alone.” the einherjar stated firmly. Before they could start arguing all over again, he added a few words to placate them. “If you don’t hear from me in a week, I want you to use a Summons spell to bring me back. I’ll use the message pad to let you know when to pull me out, if I complete the mission before then, or if I need an immediate EVAC.”

“Very well, Master.” Hrein acknowledged his decision, even though she was clearly upset by it. Still, there may be something that we can do… she thought to herself as her eyes met Lāmina’s. The elven priestess seemed to be aware of what she was thinking, and gave the valkyrie the most subtle of nods, while maintaining her silence.

“So, before I go and prepare for the journey, I’d like to hear what everyone thinks about my plan to give them the Selective Breeding technique. Or have you even heard about it yet?” the einherjar inquired.

“All of the women in thine harem hath already received it, Master.” the Chooser announced.

“Oh? That was fast.” James remarked, a little surprised that it was already taken care of.

“I saw to it that each of them cultivated enough Spirit to take a copy, right after we parted ways.” the valkyrie explained.

“All right. Thanks for that, my love.” the einherjar said with a nod and a smile.

“Thou art welcome, Master.” Hrein smiled back, though hers was a fair bit more subdued. “Mayhap thou wouldst like to know that thy theory was correct, and that the technique doth control ovulation. Thus thy women shall be free of their monthly pains from this day forward. Unfortunately, gaining said technique did not do anything to interrupt the cycle already in progress.” she added with a sigh. “Also, it doth seem that Nyakuro’s body doth differ, and that ‘heat’, as thou dost call it, is not caused by ovulation. Thankfully, the technique will allow her to control it as well, however.”

“Hm. Interesting. Glad it worked out, then.” James replied with a thoughtful frown.

“Back to the topic of your journey, Master…” Autumn interjected before her owner could leave. “There is something that I would like to try before you go. If you’re all right with it, that is.”

Hel’s Champion turned his attention to his succubus slave and noted that her eyes weren’t glowing red. I guess that means it isn’t something sexual, then. he thought with a tiny bit of disappointment. “I’m always willing to listen to my family’s opinions.” he told her with a reassuring smile. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

“Well, I know that I’m new to this whole cultivation thing, so there is a lot that I don’t know yet, but I have an idea.” Autumn began.

“Go on. I’m all ears.” James replied, encouraging her to continue to speak.

“I get that we can’t work together to give someone a spell, for example. Like me giving 45 Spirit and Hrein adding another 65 to give someone a copy of Panacea.” the succubus stated.

“True.” the einherjar confirmed with a nod.

“But we can influence each other’s bodies and meridians with our own Spirit.” she pointed out.

“Also true, but I believe that is only thanks to my ring and your collars. Because of them, we have a connection; a bond that runs deeper than any other. They essentially create a network that allows us to act as one entity.” the Champion posited.

“Because you own us. We’re just an extension of you, at least as far as your blessing is concerned.” Elora put forward.

“Precisely.” James confirmed again.

“Then, shouldn’t it be possible for us to collectively refine Qi into Spirit, and deposit it all into one person as we go?” Autumn proposed.

The einherjar tilted his head in thought and began to stroke his beard. “That… should work, I suppose. I don’t see why it wouldn’t. Though it might be more difficult if the chosen person doesn’t have a clearly defined Crimson Palace, to act as a receptacle for the Spirit.”

“Which both you and Hrein have, Master.” Acrasia said, clearly following the conversation despite her distaste for cultivation.

James chuckled and patted the fairy on the head with his finger. “You’re not wrong, my pet. Though we’ve only just started to build the foundations of our Crimson Palaces, they are certainly ‘defined’ enough to at least appear on our Status Screens.”

“Which would help us in targeting them with our energy.” Hrein added, enthusiastically jumping into the conversation. “So long as we are careful not to condense the Spirit into bricks once it is within that space.”

“All right. I’m certainly intrigued by your idea, Autumn, but what is your end goal? What do you hope to achieve by pooling our Spirit into one person?” the ex-soldier asked.

“That’s simple, Master.” Autumn replied with a brilliant grin. “There have been many advancements that we’ve had to slowly work towards, or even put off entirely, due to the massive cost in Spirit to achieve them. Hrein’s secret project among them.”

“Ahh. I see.” James said, nodding in understanding. “And let me guess. You want to push some of these projects ahead before I leave tomorrow.”

“Absolutely, Master.” Autumn declared with a firm nod. Hrein was right there with her, very clearly supporting the plan. In fact, all of the women in the family seemed to think it was a great idea, and it was quickly proposed that they should begin right away.

“Okay. I’ll go along with that.” the einherjar agreed. “But to maximize our time and gains, we should probably have a simple supper like sandwiches, so that Elora and Elina can continue with the project as long as possible.” he suggested.

Elora was about to agree with her master, as she truly wished to contribute as much as she could, when she was cut off by a familiar voice.

“Thou hast no need to worry for sustenance, my Champion.” Hel said aloud, projecting her voice into the room. “I shall provide all that thy family doth need, when I visit this coming eve.”

Looking at the ceiling, James thanked his goddess for the offer. “Thank you, Lady Hel. That would be a big help.”

“Thou art most welcome, my Champion.” Hel replied with a noticeable amount of warmth in her voice. “Now, do not tarry any longer. Thou hast much work to accomplish before thy mission. Hel out.”

The einherjar laughed and shook his head. I really couldn’t have asked for a better patron goddess. he thought to himself.

Gathering themselves up, the entire household moved to the lobby, including the two children. The adults hadn’t mentioned Geoffrey’s name in front of the young poltergeist, because they didn’t want to upset her or give her hope, just in case James failed to rescue her father’s soul.

Activating the mirror portal, James held it open while everyone else trooped through, to Hel’s Temple on the other side. The last one to approach, Clarissa hesitated when she reached the mirror.

“Sir? Is it really okay for me to go?” the young ghost asked.

“It is. Just so long as you come back with the rest of us tonight. Or don’t you want to play with the Zahra in the glade?” James replied, prompting the little girl to pass through the mirror. I really don’t want to leave the kids here alone and unsupervised…

“I do! I really miss the sunshine.” Clarissa admitted while looking down at her feet, which were hovering a few inches off the floor.

“I bet. I hope that we’ll be able to fix the weather here in Éljúðnir soon, so that you can have more fun playing outside.” he told her with a gentle smile.

The poltergeist looked up and gave the Champion a genuine smile. “I’d really like that! Playing with Zahra inside is fun, but I miss going out.”

“Then this is the perfect chance to do so.” the einherjar reminded her.

“Yeah!” Clarissa cheered and floated towards the mirror. She stopped just before she touched it however, and turned back to drift up closer to the einherjar’s face. “Thanks, sir. For taking care of me and stuff.” she said a little shyly. James went to respond, to tell her that it was his pleasure, but the little girl surprised him by kissing him on the cheek, then dashing through the portal before he could speak.

Rubbing his cheek, and feeling the cool residue of her ectoplasm on his fingers, the Champion chuckled to himself. “Little rascal.” he muttered, and then stepped through the portal after her.

With everyone gathered in the clearing behind the Temple of Hel in Elphyne, James sent the girls off to play near the trees, figuring that the local dryads would warn him if something bad happened.

“How about here, Master?” Autumn asked, selecting a spot on the mossy ground. “There’s enough room for all of us to sit in a circle around you while we cultivate.”

The einherjar looked over to see where the succubus was standing, and nodded his head. “Looks like a good spot to me.” he agreed. Walking over to his demonic concubine, James stole a kiss before sitting down in the lotus position. Once he was seated, Hrein sat down directly in front of him, and the rest of the women formed a circle around the ex-soldier.

Closing his eyes, the Champion began to slow his breathing in preparation for entering a meditative trance. As his mind settled, he felt seven hands touch him in various places, the women using physical contact to help ensure a steady connection. Soon enough, the einherjar fell deeper into himself, focussing on his Qi as he forced it through his channels and back into his Dantian, in the familiar ritual of cultivation. As usual, when the energy began to condense, he passed it through his Crimson Palace, where it became purified and refined into Spirit. Unlike previous times however, his middle dantian seemed to roil and tremble as the wispy life force liquified. This was clearly due to the massive amount of refined Qi that was flowing into the spiritual reservoir from outside sources, rather than just his own meridians. Taking control of the situation, the Champion clamped down on his Crimson Palace, shoring up its boundaries with his iron will. Thankfully, the quaking stopped, and the einherjar was able to return most of his focus back to the art of cultivation.

The next five hours passed, with the ex-soldier’s Crimson Palace rapidly filling up with an unheard of quantity of Spirit. At first, the Champion had feared that he might not be able to contain it all; but it turned out that, unlike the sea of Qi that was his Dantian, his Crimson Palace was an inner world with nigh unlimited space.

Between him and the women, they managed to refine 4800 points of Qi in that span of time. When he added in the 1025 that he had previously saved, along with the 90 that Hrein slipped in from her reserves, that gave him a total of 5915 Spirit to work with.

“What on Earth do you want me to do with all of this Spirit, Hrein?” James asked as the family walked back to the mirror portal. The plan was to have supper, and then go right back at it, but the einherjar couldn’t figure out what they could possibly need so much Spirit for.

“Hmm. I suppose it is time to reveal the first step of my plan.” Hrein teased with a smirk. “If thou dost recall, I asked thee to gather 2400 Spirit for this part. What I desire, is for thee to use said Spirit to increase the duration of thy Giantism spell, from 2 hours to 2 days.”

Hel’s Champion frowned upon hearing his wife’s request. He really didn’t see the practical need to remain twelve feet tall for two whole days, but the Champion had said that he would trust her, and he would. After passing through the portal, James pulled up his Status Screen. Finding the spell that she had indicated, the ex-soldier did as his First Wife had asked.

“All right. Done. I have 3515 Spirit left. What’s next?” the einherjar asked.

“The second step is to combine the spell with Polyglot.” Hrein advised him.

“Kind of a weird combination, if you ask me…” James replied as he sat down at the dinner table. “But you haven’t steered me wrong yet, so okay.” Rolling the two spells into one gave him the usual small headache, and increased the Qi Cost of the combined spell to 25. “Done.” he informed her.

“Excellent.” the valkyrie commented with a firm nod, as if confirming something with herself. “Thou shouldst have enough for the next step as well, then. My advice is to alter the phrasing of thy Giantism spell, and remove the words ‘grows to the size of a giant (12’ tall)’.”

“Huh.” James thought about what effect that might have on the spell. “So, essentially, the spell would give a bonus to Strength and Endurance, and have no other effects.”

“Precisely, Master.” Hrein confirmed with a nod.

“Okay. I’ll do that, then.” the einherjar agreed. At least I can finally see what her plan was, and to be honest, it’s a really good one. Now I feel stupid for not thinking of it myself. With those thoughts in mind, James made the changes to the spell, and wound up spending 900 Spirit in the process. Doing so also doubled the cost to 50 Qi. “That’s done now, as well. Thanks for the suggestion, Hrein.” he said with an appreciative smile.

“Thou art not yet finished, Master.” the Chooser informed him as she took her seat at the table. “Now thou must halve the Qi cost, as I am certain that it would have doubled.”

“You’re absolutely right.” the einherjar confirmed. “It did, and that is done now, too.”

“Thou hast 2515 Spirit remaining?” Hrein asked.

“Correct.” James confirmed again.

“I see.” the valkyrie hummed. “The next step doth not require Spirit, so thou canst proceed, but the step after that shall require more than thou hast.”

“And what would that be? The next step, that is. I know you are enjoying yourself with keeping everything a secret until the end.” the Champion teased.

“It is pleasant, having thee trust me to such an extent.” the shield maiden admitted. “Next I would have thee combine the spell with Blessing.”

The ex-soldier whistled. “That is going to make for one hell of a powerful blessing.”

“And that is not yet the end of it.” Hrein informed him with a wink.

Taking a deep breath, James tilted his head and prodded the spell on his Status Screen. “All right. Here goes.” Once again, the einherjar was hit with a nasty, if short lived, headache. And yet again, the combined spell’s cost jumped back up to 50 Qi. Can’t reduce the cost anymore. he silently noted. Groaning and giving his head a shake, to try and dispel the brain pain, the Champion leaned back in his seat. “Finished.” he said quietly, so as not to antagonized the headache.

“Then the rest shall have to wait until after we have supped.” Hel announced as she strode into the dining room. With a wave of her hand, the Goddess of Death cast a spell. Suddenly, the table was laden with a veritable feast; hams, turkeys, potatoes, and vegetables of all sorts, covered every available inch of the surface, less the place settings that Elora had put out.

Though the einherjar was well aware of the gift that Hel had taken from Oberon, on his advice no less, he was still astonished by the smorgasbord laid out before him. Looking up to meet the deity’s eyes, James gave the powerful woman an impressed smile. “Thank you for your generosity, my Lady.”

“’Tis nothing, my Champion.” Hel replied, taking her own seat at the opposite end of the table. “It is only fitting that thou shouldst benefit from the guidance that thou hast given me, and also that thou shouldst have a sufficiently grand meal before setting off on thy venture.”

“What venture do you speak of, Lady Hel?” Titania asked, having shown up for dinner unaware that anything unusual was happening.

James and his wives spent the next ten minutes or so outlining his upcoming journey, while being careful not to name Geoffrey as the soul that he was planning to rescue. They still didn’t want to upset Clarissa, and felt it would make for a wonderful surprise if the Champion succeeded in bringing her father home.

“This is insane!” the Fairy Queen protested. “You cannot put yourself in such great danger for… for… this.” she finished hesitantly, her eyes flicking to the unaware poltergeist.

“Are you forbidding me to go, Your Majesty?” James asked, hoping the woman wouldn’t try to pull rank on him.

Queen Titania glared at her recently minted baron. “Would you even listen if I did?” she asked seriously.

Hel’s Champion grimaced, and weighed his words carefully. “I’m afraid that I would have to insist, Your Majesty.”

“That is what I thought.” Titania replied in a huff, crossing her arms over her chest.

“I will come back, Titania.” James said softly. “Please have faith in me.”

Titania glared at the einherjar, but her gaze softened after a few heartbeats. “You had better, James, or I will never forgive you.”

“Heroic deeds must needs be carried out by great champions.” Hel stated, nodding her head to the ex-soldier. “This quest shall do much to further my Champion’s renown.”

“Saving some poor soul from Hell? I suppose so.” Autumn pitched in.

The Queen of the Seelie Court sighed in defeat. “Very well. Go with my blessing, James. I will make a grand speech, telling all and sundry of your heroic deeds, upon your successful return.”

“Thanks, Titania.” James said with a wink, knowing full well that he had broken the fae taboo.

“Hmph.” the Fairy Queen looked away, but then peeked back at him with a coy smile. “Well then. That is enough chatter, I suppose. We should eat this delicious feast that Lady Hel has prepared, before it gets cold.”

After finishing off as much of the meal as humanly possible, and thanking the Goddess of Death profusely for providing it, James and his harem accompanied Queen Titania back to Terra. Much to everyone’s surprise, Hel had volunteered to stay with the children while the adults continued their work; an offer that James was happy to accept.

“I can hardly believe it…” Lāmina muttered. “What child, other than my sister, can say that a goddess has taken a personal hand in her care?”

James chuckled and put an arm around the elf’s shoulder, giving her a squeeze. “We definitely have a different relationship with the divine than most.” he admitted.

“All thanks to you, Master.” the priestess whispered, while looking up at him with eyes full of adoration.

His eyes slipping down to the elf’s plump lips, the einherjar found that he could not resist stealing a kiss before he got back to work.

Lāmina met his kiss with equal fervour, and was loath to part when Hrein cleared her throat from nearby.

“I am quite sure that there will be time for affection tonight, after the training hath been completed.” the valkyrie stated firmly, after the kiss had gone on for several minutes.

James sighed as he pulled back from the elven priestess. “My First Wife is right. Let’s get this done.”

As planned, the group settled into their circle with James in the middle, like the hub on a spoked wheel. Quickly falling into their meditative stances, the small family set about their cultivation with renewed vigour.

This time, the session only lasted for four hours, which was perfect as far as Lāmina was concerned. Her master had called a halt to their training at the exact moment that her Qi reserves had run completely dry. This must be fate. she told herself.

“Good work, everyone. Thanks to all of you, we have 6355 Spirit to work with, counting what we had leftover from before.” James announced.

Despite the impressive number that the einherjar had rattled off, no one cheered. They just didn’t have it in them. Mentally and physically drained, no one said a word as they all trudged back to the temple, and passed through the portals to return home. James was both impressed and grateful that, despite how tired they were, no one complained, not even Acrasia. I’m shocked that the fairy was able to keep up the whole time. he silently admitted to himself. She must be really worried about me going on this trip.

Taking their seats around the dining room table, as was their wont during family meetings, every member of the harem slumped in their chairs and did their best to relax their aching muscles.

“Sitting still for so long really does a number on the body…” Autumn groaned and laid her head on the table.

“True, but thou cannot deny the results.” Hrein argued listlessly.

The succubus didn’t even bother forming a verbal reply, merely grunting her agreement with the valkyrie.

“Before we go any further, I want to thank everyone for all of their hard work.” James said with as much enthusiasm as he could muster. “I’m truly proud of you. All of you. I honestly believe that there is no more amazing family in the world. I am truly blessed.”

Each of the women turned their heads towards the most important man in their life, and gave him earnest smiles.

“I am certain that I speak for everyone when I say that thou art welcome, Master.” Hrein replied, bowing her head slightly. “Now, if thou art ready to continue?”

“Hit me.” James said firmly, bracing himself for more expected headaches.

The Chooser looked at him with a mildly confused expression, but then shrugged. “I assume that thou dost mean to give thee more advice.” James nodded, so she continued. “Next we move on to thy Curse of Furfur spell. The goal is to change it almost entirely. First, change the word ‘beauty’ to ‘blessing’. Second, delete the word ‘female’ from before the word ‘target’. Lastly, thou shalt remove all text after ‘target’ and before ‘+20%’.”

“Okay…” the Champion said slowly. Calling up his Status Screen, the ex-soldier carefully did as he had been instructed. The curse had already been a very powerful spell, so he had been a little hesitant to try and alter it, even though he had been eager to give it a go himself. 3300 Spirit later, the cost of the spell jumped from 25 to 200 Qi. “It worked.” he breathed, almost scared to say it aloud.

“Good. I had faith in thee, Master.” Hrein said proudly. “Now, as I am sure that thou must already know, thou dost need to halve the cost of it.”

James nodded slowly, and followed his wife’s directions.

“Last step for my plan, Master.” the valkyrie said in a near whisper, as if even she were nervous to take things this far. “Thou must bend thy will to combining the new spell with thine blessing.”

Taking a deep breath, the einherjar held it as he mentally prodded the so called curse, until it overlapped with his Blessing spell. After counting down from three in his head, the Champion released his hold on the magic and his breath at the same time. In the next instant, his head felt like someone had taken a baseball bat to both sides of his skull. He was vaguely aware of the separate magics battling for supremacy, and refusing to mix like oil and water. But Hel’s Champion was nothing if not stubborn, and he would not allow his own magic to disobey his will. James cried out as his soul trembled and screamed, as if it were experiencing some metaphysical earthquake. To him, it felt like his very essence was being stretched in some new, unknown direction. And then it was over. Something snapped into place, and even the agony in his head began to recede, becoming a dull throb instead.

“Never one to take the known or safer route, art thou, my Champion?” Hel asked, appearing in the doorway. Striding over to stand next to the einherjar, the Goddess of Death laid her hand upon his head, and stroked his hair away from his face.

“What… happened to me?” James groaned. “That was more than just creating a new spell, wasn’t it?”

“Indeed.” Hel confirmed. “Though thou wert not ready, for thou art far from achieving enlightenment, thou hast touched upon the divine.”

“The divine!?” Lāmina gasped, her eyes wide as saucers.

“I thought as much.” Hrein whispered, her expression showing no hint of surprise.

“You pushed him to do this, even knowing what might happen!?” Autumn glared at the valkyrie with incredulity.

“Our Master doth need as much power as he can acquire. This was the fastest route I could devise.” the Chooser admitted.

“You’re trying to make him into a god…” Elora uttered, staring at the valkyrie with a mix of horror and awe.

“He already is my god.” the shield maiden claimed. “And I am his Chooser.”

“It is dangerous to rush these things, Chooser.” Hel warned the overzealous valkyrie. “But it is good that thou hast faith that he would succeed. In sooth, it was thine faith, along with Lāmina’s, that did bolster his soul enough to prevent its untimely destruction.”

Hrein bowed deeply to the Goddess of Death. “I will take thy words to heart, Lady Hel. Though I will continue to push my Master, I shall do so with greater care in the future.”

“Does… that mean that I’m… a god?” James muttered, utterly stunned by the possibility.

“Nay, my Champion. Thou hast but a spark of the divine. Certainly, thou art more than a mortal, but thou art no god. Thou art not even a demigod… at least, not yet.” Hel corrected him.

“But… I’m on the path… Hrein put me on the path to ascension.” the einherjar stated quietly, blinking rapidly to clear the cobwebs from his mind.

The Goddess of Death laughed at his comment. “Oh James. Thou wert already on the path. What didst thou thinkest cultivation is? Mortals created it so that they too might one day reach the heavens.”

“Which is why the knowledge is forbidden by those very same heavens.” Autumn added.

“Just so.” Hel confirmed with a nod. “Now, before thou dost fill thine own head with delusions of grandeur, I suggest taking a look at thy new spell.”

James swallowed hard, still trying to wrap his mind around all that had happened, but he followed his patron’s advice and opened up his Status Screen. “That’s…” the einherjar was struck speechless by what he saw.
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“Yea, James.” Hel said quietly. “Thou mayest now grant true blessings.”


CHAPTER 12


“I… need to try this out.” James said slowly, still more than a little amazed by what he was seeing. Reaching out to the new blessing with his Qi, the einherjar laid his hand over his heart, and cast the spell on himself. The changes in his body and soul were instant, as his muscles flexed and divine power coursed through him. Unlike when he learned the spell however, the process wasn’t painful in the slightest.

The women in the room watched as the Champion was enveloped in a nimbus of white light, but when the glare faded, they found that he didn’t look any different than he had before.

“Did… anything happen, Master?” Acrasia asked hesitantly.

Calling up his Status Screen, James noticed that almost all of the stats listed in Arbiter’s Blessing had increased permanently, with the notable exception of his Luck. “My Luck dropped.” he muttered aloud.

“What!?” Hrein gasped in alarm. “Why wouldst thy Luck have decreased, Master?”

“Well… from the looks of it, I’ve permanently gained Arbiter’s Blessing, alongside the two that Lady Hel gave me. Now that my bonus to luck is coming from an actual blessing, rather than just a spell called blessing, it seems to interact with Lady Luck’s blessing differently. Where spells seem to have a multiplicative effect on blessings, blessings seem to work additively with each other.”

Hrein frowned upon hearing her owner’s explanation. “How much didst thou lose, Master?”

“Three percent. My new total is 72. Also, it seems like the blessing overrode the stat bonuses that I had gained from temporary spells, as well as Nympholepsy. I didn’t think that they would stack, essentially having come from the same source, but it would have been nice.” the einherjar admitted.

“Art thou able to grant others thy blessing, Master?” the valkyrie asked, with a hopeful tone creeping into her voice.

“I should be able to.” the Champion stated. “It’s in my spell list, even if the font is a bit different. Let me try to cast it on you.” Reaching across the table, James took his wife’s hand in his own, and cast the spell again. This time the nimbus of light enveloped the valkyrie, instead of himself, which was what the einherjar had been expecting. As the glow faded, James checked her Status Screen. “Not bad.” he said in an impressed tone of voice. “You won’t have any trouble lifting your shield now.”

“I thank thee, Master!” the Chooser cried, suddenly dropping to her knees and bowing her head. “Never would I have thought to possess such strength, but by thy grace, I have become the equal of even the most powerful of my peers!”

Ah. Now that makes more sense. James thought to himself. I really should have seen it sooner. Hrein is a valkyrie, and the valkyries serve the Aesir. In other words, gods. Yet here poor Hrein was, bound to serve a mere mortal. To make matters worse, everything I’ve seen of the valkyries tells me that they are a militant bunch, and if I know soldiers at all, I know that they are competitive. Especially within their own ranks. Sensing that he had to be careful not to treat her show of respect flippantly, lest he truly insult her honour, the einherjar decided that a romantic gesture would be his best bet. If I don’t want to come off as an arrogant asshole, that is. Reaching down, James cupped the shield maiden’s cheek in his hand, then lifted her face so that she would meet his eyes.

“I love you, Hrein. There is almost nothing that I wouldn’t do for you, or give you, if I have the power to do so.” the Champion said softly.

“I… I love thee as well, Master.” Hrein replied with a brilliant smile.

“Um… can I get blessed too?” Acrasia asked, totally ruining the moment.

James chuckled and turned to look at his fairy wife. “I’m sorry to say that, while I still have plenty of Spirit to spend, I’m rather low on Qi. I can’t cast any more spells tonight, if I want to start tomorrow’s journey with a full tank.”

“Aww.” the leannán sídhe pouted. “But you’ll bless us all when you get back, right?”

“Absolutely, my pet.” the einherjar promised. “Even you, if you would want my blessing.” the Champion said to his goddess, looking her in the eye. “Or would that be presumptuous of me to even offer?”

Hel’s eyebrows raised and her mouth opened slightly, which might have been the greatest expression of shock James had seen on the Goddess of Death. “Thou wouldst offer thy blessing to… me?” she asked incredulously.

Taking a step towards his patron deity, James held his hand out to her. “Is there anything wrong with wanting to do something for my goddess? As thanks for all that she has done for me? If I have the power to do so as your Champion, should I not make you even more powerful than you already are?”

“I… I…” the Goddess of Death stammered. After a few tries, she finally managed to string together a sentence. “As a goddess, I had never thought to be the recipient of a blessing.” she muttered, her eyes dropping to the floor. “Mortals… our followers, they doth pray to us for strength. They ask us to care for them, not the other way around. And no god would ever share his power with another, lest they try to claim his place in the heavens.” Slowly raising her gaze until she met the einherjar’s eyes, the deity stared at her Champion for a long second before speaking again. “But, if thou wouldst offer such a thing to me… I would accept.”

James realized that his offer, while whimsical to him, was loaded with meaning for his patron goddess. Well, I can’t really tell her to wait until I get back now, can I? he sighed inwardly. So much for having a full Qi pool tomorrow. Giving Hel the warmest smile that he could muster, the Champion reached out and took her hand in his. “My Lady, little could please me more than to give you what gifts I can.” As he spoke the final word, James pushed with his dwindling Qi, and granted his blessing to the goddess.

Hel gasped and let her head fall back, as a brilliant stream of light emitted from her mouth and eyes; one that was far brighter than the nimbi that had surrounded either James or Hrein.

“Oh.” James said quietly as he observed the effect his blessing was having on the Goddess of Death. Yeah… that makes sense. the einherjar realized. I have no idea what her stats are, since she’s not my slave, but being a goddess… yeah. They’re probably all absurd. And I just applied a multiplier to them…

When at last Hel closed her mouth and lowered her gaze, James could still see a light burning in her eyes that hadn’t been there previously. “Are you all right, my Lady?” he asked a little hesitantly.

“Much better than all right, my Champion. So much better.” the Goddess of Death replied with an eerie smile. “In all my days, I have never felt so powerful.” The divine woman flexed her skinny arms as she gazed down on them, as if to admire her non-existent biceps. “So much power…” she breathed.

“Well, I’m glad you’re happy, my Lady.” James said earnestly.

“Happy?” the goddess laughed. “Yea, James. I am indeed happy. And thou shalt be rewarded for this gift, even though thou hast said it was in thanks.”

Still holding her hand, the Champion raised it to his lips, and left a light kiss on its back. “Your smile is all the thanks I need, Hel.”

“Flirt.” Hel accused the ex-soldier, but her grin showed that she wasn’t offended in the least. “But enough of this. There is little time for thee to prepare, and prepare thou must, before thou dost undertake this quest.”

“I suppose you’re right.” James conceded with a tired sigh. “Did you have more plans for me, my love?” he asked the still somewhat overwhelmed valkyrie.

“Hmm? Oh! Yea, Master!” Hrein replied, nodding emphatically. “I wouldst have thee copy the water protection of mine armour, if thou art willing.”

“Not sure how much water there will be in Hell, but it’s better safe than sorry.” the einherjar agreed. Setting one hand against her breastplate, and the other on his own pteruges, Hel’s Champion followed the now familiar process of copying said power. At first, the Water Immunity seemed reluctant to take hold in his armour. That’s strange… I thought dragons had an affinity for the sea? the einherjar pondered. Aren’t sea dragons a thing? Almost as if it were responding to his thoughts, the pteruges suddenly accepted the foreign power, and made it their own. “Huh. Strange…” James muttered as he finished up.

“Is something amiss, my Champion?” Hel asked, looking at him with a curious expression.

“It didn’t seem like it was going to work, but then when I thought of sea dragons, the armour accepted the Water Immunity.” the ex-soldier explained.

“Of course.” the Goddess of Death nodded, as if that were the expected course of events.

“Uh… if I’m missing something, would you mind explaining it to me?” the einherjar asked.

“Dost thou not recall our conversation regarding the importance of ‘intent’ when working magic?” Hel prompted.

“Oh, right! Like when we were choosing which direction the mirror portals should face.” James replied, feeling it all come together in his head. “So, it’s not just an item’s actual affinity for the magic, but the caster’s perception of the item’s synergy that is also important.”

“Thou art indeed correct, James.” the deity confirmed with a proud smile.

Is it just me, or is she more emotive after receiving my blessing? James wondered.

“Hast thou sufficient Spirit to do more, Master?” Hrein asked, clearly hopeful that she could boost his power levels even further.

“I have 1805 Spirit remaining.” the ex-soldier informed her. “If that is enough for your next experiment, we can give it a try.”

The valkyrie nodded firmly. “The thou shouldst attempt to copy mine armour’s immunity to physical harm.”

James whistled softly. “That would be one hell of an ability to have. All right, let’s see if it will work.” Calling upon his Analysis blessing, the Champion attempted to copy the invulnerability enchantment as well. Almost unsurprisingly, it wouldn’t even budge. “Nope. Can’t do it. It’s like there is no chance at all, and I don’t think it’s because I’m short on Spirit.” he reported.

“I see.” Hrein said with a frown. “Then I must admit that I am currently out of ideas, Master.”

“That’s hardly something to feel down about, Hrein. You’ve already made a massive impact on our lives with the experiments that you did think up.” the einherjar consoled her.

“Meowster…” Nyakuro called out to the Champion.

Inhaling sharply through his nose, James was struck by the heavy scent of Nyakuro’s pheromones. Being of similar biology, the einherjar immediately felt a strong desire to take the cat-girl back to his room, and not let her leave for the rest of the night. Or perhaps the week.

“Giantism… you should take it.” the nekomata suggested.

Tilting her head in thought, Hrein hummed and then nodded in agreement. “I concur, Master. Whilst thou wouldst not gain extra strength from the spell, the increase in size might be useful to thee.”

“I suppose it could be. All right. I’ll grab a copy from Nyakuro.” James agreed. Walking over to the cat-girl, the einherjar found that her scent grew thicker the closer that he got, until it was almost overpowering by the time he was standing next to her. Forcing himself to focus, he proceeded with the plan. “Thanks for the suggestion, kitten.” he said with a genuine smile.

“Dou itashimashite, Meowster.” the cat-girl replied with a purr. Taking full advantage of her husband’s proximity, the sneaky nekomata slipped under his arm and began rubbing herself against him.

James chuckled and rubbed her back. “Naughty kitty.” he whispered in her ear, then gave it a little nip.

Nyakuro meowed loudly when he bit her ear, and it wasn’t in protest.

“Master.” Autumn spoke up before her owner could get too distracted by the horny yokai. “If you don’t have any further plans for your Spirit, could I make a selfish request?”

“Sure. What’s on your mind?” the einherjar asked, while absentmindedly stroking the cat-girl’s tails. Every time his fingers touched the base of them, Nyakuro’s purring grew louder, and she would try to press her backside into his hand.

“Like Hrein, I have a theory that I’d like to test.” the succubus began.

“Let’s hear it.” James prompted his demonic concubine.

“I was thinking that maybe we could copy enchantments from artifacts, not just to other items, but also onto individuals.” Autumn proposed.

“That’s… an interesting idea. I suppose it might work.” the ex-soldier replied after giving it some thought. “I doubt it would allow you to learn it as a spell if done that way, though.”

“That was not my intent, Master. I was thinking of it more as a trait, or a perhaps a technique?” the succubus explained.

Even though the gods were hesitant to share the answers to the mysteries of the universe with mortals, Hel interrupted the conversation and gave her own insight. “What thou art proposing could only succeed if the person in question had an affinity for the magic, just as one would expect with a crafted item.”

“Ah. So… do you think that I could get Fire Immunity, for example? As a demon, I’d say I should have a pretty good affinity for anything resembling hellfire.” Autumn pointed out.

“That would make sense.” Hel agreed.

“Shall I try, then?” James offered.

“Yes please, Master.” the succubus requested with a bow of her head.

Reluctantly releasing Nyakuro from his embrace, the ex-soldier made his way over to the sexy succubus and attempted the procedure, just as he would with an artifact. Much to his surprise and delight, the transfer of the copy went smoothly, with the Immunity to Fire appearing in the Natural Traits section of the fallen angel’s Status Screen.

“Looks like it worked.” the Champion commented with raised eyebrows. “We’ll have to see what we can do to further enhance our family members when I get back.”

“You’re all done then, Master?” Acrasia asked hopefully, hovering a little closer with an eager look on her face.

“Almost.” James replied. Not bothering to explain his latest idea to the women, the einherjar dumped 200 Spirit into changing the range of his Diagnosis spell from ‘touch’ to ‘5 feet’, and then another 300 Spirit to change ‘feet’ to ‘yards’. That’ll have to do for now. the Champion told himself once he’d finished. “I only have 40 Spirit left. I was thinking of using it to give Lāmina a small boost.”

“I would be honoured to receive more power from you, Master.” the priestess said reverently, bowing low to her fiancé.

“Let’s do that, then.” the ex-soldier decided. With only few minute’s work, James finished off enhancing the elf’s Aim stat, then put the last 25 Spirit into her Agility.

With that, all of the preparations that James could think of were complete. He knew that he should get a good night’s sleep before venturing into somewhere as dangerous as Tartarus, so the Champion suggested that they call it a night. Everyone was in agreement, especially since they were all bone weary from the day’s training, and so Hel wished them all a good night and left to return to her keep.

While they were all preparing for bed, Autumn brought up a good point. “Master… I just had a thought.” she said with an impish grin.

“And what would that be, ma chérie?” the einherjar asked with narrowed eyes, clearly suspicious of what she was about to say.

Donning an innocent expression, the succubus asked a simple question. “While you’re gone… who is going to feed me?”

The Champion’s jaw went slack. “Shit.” he muttered, eventually realizing that he was between a rock and a hard place.

“I know that you would never share me with another man, which means that I have to stay near you at all times.” the demoness elaborated, her devilish smirk slowly returning as she spoke. “So I guess you’ll have to take me with you after all.”

The ex-soldier groaned, just imagining all of the trouble she was going to cause him in Hell. She’ll go mad with Carnal Thirst if I don’t feed her, and I can’t just lock her up until I get back. She’d probably summon me back or something. Damn it! the einherjar silently cursed.

Seeing the annoyed expression on her master’s face caused the demoness to giggle out loud. “Oh, Master! It won’t be so bad! You could do worse for company than me.”

James scowled at the laughing succubus, but didn’t have a decent retort, so he chose to say nothing.

Hrein slipped behind him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. Kissing him first on the cheek, and then on the neck, the valkyrie whispered in his ear. “Mayhap she hast outplayed thee this time, Master, but thou shouldst teach her who is in control tonight.”

The Chooser’s words soothed the bestial man’s ire, and brought a feral grin to his face. “I think you might be right, my love.” he growled softly. Summoning a pair of steel handcuffs from his Inventory, James crooked a finger at Autumn.

Game for any sort of sexual play, the succubus crawled across the bed on her hands and knees. “Are those for me, Master?” she breathed, leaning down to kiss his knee and work her way up his inner thigh.

“Oh, they definitely are, my naughty succubus.” he chuckled darkly. Slapping one cuff around a dainty wrist, the einherjar grabbed her by the forearm and stood up. With no trouble at all, Hel’s Champion lifted the fallen angel clear off the bed, and moved her a little further up the mattress.

Just to spice things up a little, Autumn tried her best to free herself from his powerful grip, only to find that she didn’t have a snowball’s chance in Hell of succeeding. With seemingly no effort, the einherjar snatched her free wrist and brought it up in line with the cuffed one. Once they were lined up, it was no trouble at all for the beast to hold both of her wrists together in one of his large hands.

“Having fun yet?” James teased as he used his supernaturally strong fingers to part her arms, just enough to slip the other end of the handcuffs over the previously free wrist. The demoness continued her struggles even after he let go, and quickly found out that he had passed the cuffs behind one of the bars in the headboard, and now she was stuck.

Allowing his fingers to trail along her corset as he lowered his hand, the einherjar sent first it, then her skirt to his Inventory, leaving the demoness stark naked. “Now, before we move on, I have another little toy for you.” he said with a devilish grin.

“And what would that be, Master?” Autumn asked in a saucy tone.

“This.” James said simply as he summoned a spreader bar into his hands. “It’s a fun little tool that keeps a naughty girl’s legs spread wide, as they should be.” he explained as he fastened the leather cuffs to each ankle.

“Now what are you going to do, Master?” the succubus moaned, licking her lips in a sensual manner.

“Me? Nothing.” he said with a shrug.

His answer caught Autumn off guard, and the fallen angle briefly had to consider what his play was.

“I’m going to take Elora and Elina back to their room for a little fun. Meanwhile, the rest of my ladies are going to get you… primed.” the einherjar stated in a low growl. Turning to his First Wife, he whispered carefully in her ear. “Kiss her. Touch her. Make sure that you drive her crazy, but don’t let her cum. In fact, I want you to ensure that no one touches her pussy or her nipples, just… tantalizingly close.”

“Yea, Master.” Hrein whispered back, then looked at the succubus with a mix of pity and envy. “Shalt thou have thy way with her when thou dost return, Master?”

“Not until she’s watched me have all of you first.” James replied, stealing a kiss from the valkyrie.

“But Master…” the shield maiden blushed and whispered in his other ear. “Most of us are… not able.” she tried to remind him.

“I haven’t forgotten, my love.” he told her, nipping her lower lip with his teeth. “I’ll just have to avail myself of your mouths.”

Hrein’s blush deepened, but she gave him a subtle nod of her head. “Yea, Master.”

Standing up, the einherjar clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. “All right ladies. See Hrein for your instructions until I get back. Elora, Elina, you’re with me.”

[image: ]


James waited until the elven twins had entered the bedroom before he closed the door behind them. Elora turned around at the sound and looked up at him nervously, while Elina merely raised her chin and stared at him with expectation.

“Elina, I know that you’ll be disappointed, but I won’t be using anything but your mouth tonight.” he told her with a frown.

“I… understand… Master.” the quiet maid whispered.

“And you, sweetheart…” James said softly as he stepped up to the fearful looking elf. “This time will be different for you as well, I’m afraid.” The einherjar gently caressed her cheek with the tips of his fingers. Then, with infinite tenderness, he lifted her chin and leaned in to kiss her.

The elf’s soft, pillowy lips tasted like strawberries as they pressed against his own in the most affectionate kiss they had ever shared. Slowly, he ran his fingers up her arms and then down her back, carefully untying the ribbons there that held her uniform closed. With her body pressed against his as it was, the einherjar could feel the slender elf trembling, and he knew that it wasn’t from the cold. “You’re afraid.” he said softly.

“Yes, Master.” Elora admitted shyly. Swallowing hard, the head maid raised her eyes until she met his. “I know that you won’t hurt me. That’s not it. Besides, you know that I appreciate the pain…”

James already had a pretty good idea what Elora was going to say; what she was really afraid of, but he let her give voice to it anyway. He listened intently as he took his time with her uniform, removing it piece by piece and letting it fall to the floor.

“I… I’m afraid of… of… falling for you.” she finally whispered. “If you treat me lovingly, tenderly, I… I might not…”

When tears began to well in her eyes, the einherjar shut her up with a kiss. “I’ve already fallen for you, Elora.” he told her in a gentle voice. “I’ve loved you for a while now, and I think you already knew that.”

The masochistic maid nodded and swallowed again, confirming his words.

“But still, I’ve treated you the way that you’ve wished, and I will again… after the baby is born.” James assured her. “But for now… I’m sorry, Elora. I just feel so… tender… towards you right now, I can’t…”

This time it was her turn to shut him up, and she did so with the most passionate kiss that she had ever given him. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she tried to pull him back towards the bed.

Elina watched as the couple fell onto the mattress, and she knew from the many times that she had played the part of the voyeur, that this time was different between them. Taking a seat on her own bed, the elf decided to enjoy the show, while she waited patiently for her turn.

Sending away his clothes, James leaned back to get a good look at the elf beneath him. Sprawled out on the bed, the young woman was a vision of beauty. Her milky white skin beckoned his touch, and the way that her twintails were splayed out on either side of her head, was just plain cute. The maid’s black garter belt and white stockings were the only clothes that she still had on, and yet they somehow added to her allure.

Kneeling down between her legs, James began to kiss his way up her thigh, then spent a few minutes teasing her pretty pink slit with his tongue before moving on.

Elora shivered when his lips lightly caressed her pale belly. She still found it shocking that she was carrying his child, and it would be months before there were any visible signs, but the way that he kissed her stomach with such love and tenderness did something to her heart.

The einherjar only spent a moment or two paying homage to her pert but modest breasts, before finishing his journey. Reaching down between them, James lined himself up with her entrance, and locked eyes with her before pushing in.

Something unspoken passed between them, as Elora’s lips parted in a gasp. Of all the times that he had claimed her, the elf’s owner had never done it so gently. It feels so good… she silently admitted to herself, indulging in the feel of his massive manhood stretching her as it pushed ever deeper. “Master…” she breathed, wanting to say something, but fearing that her heart wasn’t ready, the elf settled for inarticulate moans as an expression of her pleasure.

James took his time making love to the beautiful elf, allowing his hands to explore her naked body, as he kept his pace slow but steady. His heart filled with love and affection, the bestial man kissed and nibbled his way down, from the tip of her delicate ear, along her jaw, and down her neck.

With each powerful stroke, the warm pressure inside of her continued to build. Elora knew that it wouldn’t be long until she came, and she had to settle that with her heart. Can I accept it? Be accepted? Even after everything, can I truly love him? Am I even allowed? Deep down inside, the elf knew the answer to all of these questions, but fear is seldom rooted in reason or logic. Eventually, the pleasure became too much to bear, and the distraught woman was pushed over the edge. Elora’s legs wrapped around the einherjar’s waist, holding him inside her as she came… hard.

Hel’s Champion groaned as his slave’s pussy clamped down on his shaft like a vice, pushing his pleasure past the point of no return as well. With a low growl, James pushed, burying himself as deeply inside of her as he could, and painted her womb with his seed.

When the large man collapsed on top of her, his pleasure spent inside her most secret of places, Elora couldn’t deny her feelings any longer. Wrapping her arms around his neck, the elf began to kiss his face, while wet tears streamed down her cheeks. “I love you, Master.” she whispered in his ear. “I’m sorry. I love you.”


CHAPTER 13


In a drastic change from the morning before, James woke up in what had become the standard way for his new life. Soft, moist lips slid up and down his cock, while a nimble tongue teased the tip. Groaning, the einherjar opened his eyes to see exactly what he had expected. Rather than anyone fighting, Lāmina was patiently waiting at the foot of the bed, while Autumn worked for her breakfast.

“Good morning, Master.” Lāmina said with a bright and cheery smile.

Huh. I know that she is still on her period, so what gives? the ex-soldier wondered with suspicion. “Good morning, darling. How are you feeling today?”

“Oh, I’m fine, Master.” the elven priestess replied, batting her eyelashes at him.

Oh yeah. Something is definitely up with that one… the einherjar noted.

“Master…” Acrasia whined as she sat up on his pillow, rubbing her eyes sleepily. “Can we have sex again this morning?”

James chuckled as he turned his head to look at the tiny blonde. “Didn’t get you get enough last night?” As it turned out, the Champion had been a little late getting back from the twins’ room. He had spent over an hour cuddling with Elora after their lovemaking session, and then had to placate Elina by letting her clean up, which had led to her giving him a blowjob of her own. By the time that he had returned to his bedroom, Autumn had been savage with desire. The women had been working her over, without giving her any release, for the entire time that he had been gone. Still, he had kept his word and made the sexy succubus wait and watch, while he enjoyed the rest of his women in whatever manner that he pleased. Of course, those of whom that he wasn’t currently busy with had all continued to tease the demoness, driving her even further into a frenzy. When the time finally came for James to claim the fallen angel, her eyes were glowing like red suns, and she had screamed in orgasm the moment that he had entered her. Now, the einherjar would admit to being a little sadistic, but even he wasn’t evil enough to leave it at that. Uncuffing her from the headboard, he had then proceeded to pound Autumn into the bed for an hour straight, pushing the frantic demoness to orgasm after orgasm, until she was too exhausted to move.

Now that I think about it, that had to be my newly enhanced Endurance at play… there’s no way that I could have gone on so long, and with such vigour, with just my Lion’s Refractory trait. the einherjar realized.

Acrasia giggled as if he’d said something ridiculous. “I can never get enough of your cock, Master.”

Autumn hummed in agreement with the fairy, as she flicked the tip of his cock with her tongue.

He couldn’t be sure how long she had been sucking him off while he was asleep, but the humming, combined with her tongue action, flicked his switch and drove James over the edge.

Autumn smiled with her eyes and hummed happily as her master filled her mouth with his cum. Feeding from him in this way had become more than just a necessary meal for her; the way that her owner smiled and treated her affectionately after she was finished, always made the fallen angel feel loved, and perhaps more importantly, like a person and not just a monster. The fact that he wasn’t harmed by sex with her, no matter how much they had, combined with the fact that he refused to share her with any other man, meant that, thanks to being his slave, she was utterly unable to harm anyone who didn’t deserve it. In being collared by this man, enslaved by his power, I have found more freedom than I would have thought possible. Autumn told herself, honestly believing her own words. He’s saved me from the monstrous fate to which I was damned… and I can never thank him enough for it.

James watched as the succubus slowly drew his cock from her mouth, stopping to suckle at the tip for a few seconds, before finally letting go. Eyes locked on his, the demoness grinned and made a show of swallowing his load.

“Thank you, Master.” she said in a sultry voice, before licking her lips for any stray drops of his seed. Not wanting to try the patience of the next woman in line, Autumn moved aside and made way for Lāmina. The succubus watched as the elven priestess began her morning worship, and wondered how she herself felt about the Champion seeking a path to divinity. As she took a seat on the edge of the bed, the fallen angel let her gaze drift to the einherjar’s face, and realized that she didn’t have a problem with it. There are so many gods in the universe; some good, so many evil… I think Master would be a worthy leader for his followers. With that thought in mind, the succubus closed her eyes and laid back on the bed. It was going to be a long day, and a few more seconds of sleep couldn’t hurt.
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James straightened his pteruges as he walked out the bedroom door. He was late getting up, but the einherjar felt that it had been more than worth it. Checking his Status Screen, he saw that he was currently sitting at 1475 Qi, which was only 25 Qi from his max capacity. “I’m supposed to be meeting Lilith at noon, right?” the einherjar muttered to himself as he walked towards the dining room. It’s nine o’clock now, so I’ll recover another 360 Qi before the meeting. he quickly calculated, once again thankful that he’d kept his father’s old wind up watch. “No point in wasting it.” he grumbled as he decided what to do.

“Ah. There he is.” a familiar voice announced as James stepped into the room. “I was beginning to think that you were never going to leave your bedroom.” Titania teased from her customary seat at his table.

Rolling his eyes, James chose not to dignify the Fairy Queen’s joke with a response. “Good morning, everyone.” the einherjar said to the room at large. “And sorry I’m late, Elora. Elina.”

“It’s fine, Master.” the head maid said a little sheepishly. “The eggs will be done momentarily, if you’ll have a seat.”

“Thank you, as always.” the Champion replied, taking his seat at the head of the table. As usual, Hel had joined them for breakfast, and was sitting directly across from him. “Good morning to thee as well, my Champion. Art thou prepared for thy meeting with Lilith?”

“Yeah, I think so.” James said with a small sigh. He really didn’t enjoy dealing with the demonic ambassador, and didn’t trust her as far as he could spit. Still, he had no other way of locating Geoffrey’s shade, so the Champion had to take the risk.

Queen Titania frowned as she looked down the table at him. Her seat was near the other end, on Hel’s right hand side. “Are you sure that you have to go through with this, James?” she asked with a hint of worry in her voice.

“I’m sure.” the ex-soldier confirmed. “I’m glad that you’re here though. I want to give you something before I go.”

The Fairy Queen’s brow furrowed, and she looked at her baron with curiosity. “A gift for me?”

James smiled warmly at the auburn haired fae. “Yes, and if you don’t mind, I’ll give it to you now, before breakfast is ready.”

“All right…” the fae monarch said with narrowed eyes and a suspicious smile. “Let us see what manner of surprise you have for me today.”

“Oh, I do think that thou wilt be indeed surprised…” Hel remarked cryptically.

“Oh?” Titania asked, turning her head to face the Goddess of Death. If it is something that a deity thinks I will find surprising, just what could he have done this time? the fae woman wondered. The Fairy Queen turned back to her baron just in time for him to place his hand upon her head. “Wha..?” the powerful woman began to ask, when she felt divine power flood her body.

“Please accept my blessing, my Queen.” the Champion intoned softly.

Though receiving the blessing didn’t have the visually obvious effects that it had on Hel, the Fairy Queen gained far more power than the einherjar might have imagined. One of the oldest and most powerful fae left alive, Titania was practically a demigod herself, lacking only the worshippers that would be necessary to complete her ascension.

Titania gasped and shook her head in an attempt to adjust to her new reality. “What… what have you done, James?” she eventually asked as the power settled in her core.

“It’s all the same benefits of my usual blessing, along with those of my Curse of Furfur, a Polyglot spell, and a quadrupling of your Strength and Endurance. All made permanent.” the einherjar explained.

“Permanent!?” the Fairy Queen squeaked.

“James hath acquired the ability to grant true blessings.” Hel informed her.

Titania’s jaw dropped as she looked up at James in shock. “Has… has he…”

“Nay. He hath only acquired a spark of the divine, he hath not ascended.” the Goddess of Death stated, answering the fae woman’s unasked question.

“Even a spark, though! How!?” Queen Titania inquired insistently.

The einherjar and his wives spent the next few minutes explaining what had happened the night before, while James returned to his seat and the meal was served.

“You continue to amaze and astonish, James. And once again, I find myself in your debt.” the queen remarked with a slight frown.

“Think nothing of it, Your Majesty.” the Champion replied, briefly returning to polite speech. “It is a baron’s duty to serve his queen, is it not?”

The Queen of the Seelie Court sighed and closed her eyes. “There is a difference between service and the giving of extravagant, no, divine gifts, Lord Fir. You perform your service admirably, in the continued reconstruction and protection of our realm. It is my job to grant you rewards for such service, not the other way around.”

James chuckled softly and didn’t bother arguing with the woman any further. Ah well. It doesn’t hurt to have the Fairy Queen feel like she owes you one. the ex-soldier silently admitted. “Now, I have enough Qi to grant this blessing to one more person before I go, and still have a full tank when I leave for the mission.” the einherjar announced. Looking around from woman to woman, he saw hope in the eyes of each of them, but one among them truly stood out.

Lāmina swallowed hard and silently prayed that he would choose her. Though she wasn’t the combatant that many of her sister slaves were, the elf truly believed that she was the most devoted to him. Please, Master. Pick me. she slowly closed her eyes in prayer.

The einherjar couldn’t miss the look that the priestess had given him. He knew that, of all his followers, she alone would view his blessing as much more than a boost to her power. For her, it would be a truly religious experience. the ex-soldier understood. If I do this, it will only reinforce her devotion. So should I not? Do I really want someone worshipping me as a god? Hel’s Champion thought it over for a few seconds, and realized that the decision had already been made for him. No matter what I do, she will never falter in her faith, will she? She’s already chosen me as her god, alongside Hel, and that will never change. My only real choice is to reward her faith.

Hearing his footsteps draw near, Lāmina feared to open her eyes. What if he doesn’t choose me? What if he feels that someone else is more deserving of his blessing? the elf fretted, on the edge of panic. No! Calm yourself. He is the Master, and he will choose who is… Her thoughts were cut short when she felt a warm hand cup her cheek. “Open your eyes and look upon me.” a deep but gentle voice commanded the elven priestess. Obeying her master, Lāmina opened her eyes and looked up to see James smiling down at her.

The einherjar spoke in a powerful, yet gentle voice. “Lāmina. You alone among my harem do not just love, but worship me. Though I doubt my own worthiness of such reverence, I have no such doubts regarding the strength and purity of your faith. As such, if anyone deserves my blessing, it is you.” Sending his Qi through the tiny and dim spark of divinity that hovered in his core, James triggered his magic and granted Lāmina his blessing.
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Hel had left before James, and was thus already sitting on her throne when Lilith arrived. “Good day to you, Lady Hel.” the Succubus Queen greeted the Goddess of Death.

“Good day to thee as well, Lilith.” the deity replied with a slight nod of her head.

The Queen of Succubi considered herself the consummate ‘people person’, and prided herself on reading most others like a book. She was intelligent, manipulative, and most importantly, observant. Thus, it took the ancient being less than three paces into the room to notice that something was different about the goddess. “You’ve changed…” Lilith breathed, slowing her stride and staring at the other woman.

A subtle smirk slowly creased Hel’s lips as she gazed down on the ambassador from her seat upon the throne. “Thou art wise to have noticed.” the goddess said simply.

Coming to a stop at what she hoped was a safe distance away, Lilith briefly considered fleeing the keep. The gods are eternal. Unchanging. Stagnant. And yet, there she sits as living proof that isn’t true. the demoness thought to herself. Perhaps the smart thing to do is to run… put as much distance between this place and myself as possible, but… Biting her lip, the Succubus Queen chose to gamble. But too much is happening here that has never happened before. Gods growing in power. A mortal who can resurrect the dead. An afterlife for the fae. Hell, there is even a new sun in the underworld! I can’t back away now… not when there is so much to gain. Taking a deep breath, Hell’s Ambassador put on a smile and curtsied politely. “Thank you for the compliment, my Lady. It means a great deal coming from one as ancient and powerful as yourself.”

Hel laughed darkly, but didn’t say anything further. She wasn’t about to expose her Champion’s secrets, and she didn’t particularly want other powerful beings vying for his attention and blessing either.

Luckily, James showed up before the silence between the two women could grow too awkward. “Lady Hel. Ambassador Lilith.” the Champion said as he entered, bowing deeply to his goddess and much less so to the succubus.

Lilith continued to force herself to smile, which wasn’t difficult for her. I’ve had millennia of practice, after all. she joked to herself. “You’re right on time, Champion. Good. I like that in a man.” she said with a flirtatious wink. Her false smile faltered a second later however, when someone unexpected followed the einherjar into the room. A young succubus of unsurpassed beauty sauntered along behind the Champion, her every movement filled with sensual grace. She’s… she’s as beautiful as Lucifer. The demoness couldn’t stop herself from gasping at the sight of her.

“Hello.” the succubus said with an earnest smile and a small wave. She then stepped forward to stand next to Hel’s Champion… and slowly slipped to her knees. Lilith couldn’t believe what she was seeing when the other demoness rested her head against the einherjar’s hip, and gazed up at him lovingly. When the Champion smiled back at her and affectionately stroked the hair between her ivory horns, the Succubus Queen thought her heart would stop. Despite being the two most beautiful succubi to have ever existed, the two demonesses couldn’t have been more different. Where Lilith was proud and domineering, the other woman was humble and submissive. Where the slave loved and was loved in return, the queen spurned all such emotions, seeing them only as a weakness and a tool to control others. But perhaps most importantly, the young woman was happy, where all the old knew was hate and fear.

James glanced at the Succubus Queen out of the corner of his eye, and saw that her mask had slipped. The Mother of Demons wore a twisted expression that spoke of rage and envy, and it was all directed at Autumn. Deciding to confront the woman, rather than risk her backstabbing them later, the einherjar called out to the ambassador. “Is everything all right, Lilith?”

Lilith twitched upon suddenly hearing her name, and instinctively replaced her false smile. One look at the einherjar’s eyes told her that he’s seen through her though, and that further falsehoods might only worsen the situation. It was in her nature to be deceptive however; millennia of dealing with the worst monsters in the universe taught a woman to play her cards close to her chest, and so the Succubus Queen struggled to face the man with honesty. Damn it! How could you let him see that!? she silently cursed herself. Now what do I do? I literally just decided that I didn’t want to flee this place, that it was worth the risk to stay… and now this? Lilith took a deep breath and fought to control her emotions. Do I try to just brush it off? No. He wouldn’t accept that. The Champion might be brash, but he is no fool. What are you doing anyway, Lilith! You’re the Queen of Succubi and what? You’re jealous of some child!? I doubt she’s even a century old. So what if she’s in love? So what if he loves her? They’ll both learn in time. Love is nothing but an illusion, and they’ll be all the more bitter for it having failed. she tried to assure herself. Deep in her ancient black heart, however, a small kernel of wisdom knew that she was lying to herself. That she didn’t truly believe that, because the truth was right there in front of her to see, and if nothing else, the ancient Mother of Demons was no fool.

“Oh. Sorry. It’s just that seeing you with your… companion… brought back some painful memories.” she half lied.

“I see. Are we going to have a problem?” James asked, not really buying her story, and watching for any further signs of duplicity.

“No.” Lilith said firmly, forcing herself to believe it. As much as she wanted to destroy the woman in front of her, she wouldn’t let petty jealousy ruin her chance for something so much bigger, whatever that turned out to be. It’s a complete gamble, but there’s something going on around here, and I need to get to the bottom of it. the demoness silently reaffirmed her goals. Luckily for the einherjar and his companion, they were dealing with a truly ancient demoness; and what separated those like her from the rest of the Legion wasn’t always power, but was the ability to forego immediate pleasures and to focus on the long game. That level of discipline was what allowed a demon to live long enough to grow old in a place like Hell.

With his gut telling him that the Queen of Succubi was telling him the truth, or at least as close to it as she ever got, James decided to let the incident go. “Shall we proceed with your plan, then?” he asked. “I’m ready to go whenever you are.”

“Of course.” Lilith said with a firm nod. “But before we go, I have something for you.” Pulling a small pouch from inside her cleavage, the older succubus tossed it to the einherjar. “My lock of hair, as promised. Make sure you only show it to my troops, don’t give it to them. I need you to promise to keep it safe, and return it to me when you get back.”

“I promise.” James stated, palming it as if he were going to slip it into his pocket, but sending it to his Inventory instead.

A master of deception, Lilith wasn’t fooled by the trick. She clearly saw that he hadn’t put it in his pocket, but she had no idea where it went. Yet more mysteries surrounding these people. she silently noted. “In that case, let’s get going. Follow me outside, then let me know when you are ready.”

“Ready for what?” the einherjar asked in a low growl, clearly suspicious of the succubus.

“It’s a surprise.” the Succubus Queen giggled.

Hel’s Champion followed the demonic ambassador out of the keep and down the stairs to the courtyard. Though he didn’t give any outward indication that he was aware, the einherjar’s powerful sense of smell had immediately picked up on the familiar scent that was tailing them. Sighing inwardly, the ex-soldier decided to ignore her for now.

“All right, gather ‘round kiddies.” Lilith joked playfully.

“Mind telling me what you’re going to do?” James prodded, hoping to get some answers out of her before she did anything.

“It’s fine, it’s fine!” the Queen of Succubi insisted, waving them forward. “I’m just going to weave a little shadow magic, that’s all. A spell to take us to the entrance.”

“Just to the entrance?” the einherjar asked, quirking a brow.

“I’ll have to cast it a second time to get us into Tartarus. But as I said before, you’re on your own after that.” the demoness reminded him.

Deciding that he had to trust her at least this much, James stepped forward while pulling Autumn along with him.

“Okay. Here we go!” Lilith sang cheerily, while waving her arms in the air. Within seconds, deep nebulous shadows began to form around her hands, trailing darkness behind them like a growing cloud of fog. As she wove the spell, the succubus danced around the party, encircling them with the inky strands of darkness like a cocoon.

The next thing the einherjar knew, the shadows seemed to liquify and form a bubble, encompassing the group entirely. Then there was a strange sense of motion, almost like accelerating too quickly in a car, before it all came to a sudden stop. The shadows quickly dispersed, revealing a new location that James wasn’t familiar with.

“Where are we?” Hel’s Champion asked, looking around in the inky gloom. There was so little light that, even with his incredible night-vision, he could hardly see a thing. James could tell that they were standing next to a rock face, and that the ground beneath them was wet stone, but the einherjar couldn’t really determine any more than that.

“We’re at the bottom of the Fallandaforað; the impossibly deep crevice that surrounds Éljúðnir.” Lilith informed him. “There is a tiny crack in the stone here, that runs for hundreds of miles and eventually connects to an equally tiny hole in the walls of Tartarus.”

“Your super secret entrance.” the ex-soldier grumbled.

“You got it in one!” the demoness laughed darkly. “Less than an inch wide at either end, and only half again as long, it would take centuries of determined searching to locate…”

“And would be far too small to be of use to anyone without your particular style of magic, or at least something similar.” the einherjar pointed out.

“Precisely.” Lilith confirmed with a devilish grin. “Now, prepare yourself. Things might get a little… tight.”

“Just be sure that they don’t get too tight.” the bestial man warned her with a growl.

“No need to glare at me, Champion. I know, the big bad not-demon will try to tear my head off and shit down my throat if I cross him.” Lilith laughed.

“What a lovely picture you paint.” James said flatly.

The Queen of Succubi didn’t bother replying, already deeply focussed on her magic. Though she hadn’t admitted as much to Hel’s Champion, what she was about to attempt was extremely dangerous. Not just because of the tight confines they would have to squeeze through in the form of shadows, but also due to the extreme distances involved. It was one thing for Lilith to maintain her shadow form for the length of time that it took to traverse the crack, but it was another thing entirely to take several other people with her.

James sensed more than saw the shadow cocoon forming around them this time, and it was only after it had collapsed into a bubble that he realized that the familiar scent was still with them. Shit. he thought, just before he felt himself stretch into an impossibly thin thread of darkness.

Even travelling at the incredible speeds that the spell allowed, the journey still took well over an hour to complete. To say it was uncomfortable was the understatement of the decade. Somehow sensing that he had been compressed and unravelled like a tossed ball of yarn, James and his companions wound their way through endless miles of lightless cracks, with millions of tons of stone pressing in from all around them. Twisting this way and that, ever working their way downwards, the shadowy party descended towards the depths of Hell. But as difficult as it was for them physically, it was even harder on them mentally. Each of the travellers were locked in his or her own mind for the entire duration of the journey. There was no light to see by, and the utter silence was slowly eating away at their sanity. Certainly, if solitary confinement was considered a punishment, then never mind their destination, this existence was true Hell.

James couldn’t remember ever being more relieved, than he was the moment that the spell released him, and deposited him in Tartarus. Even though he’d had no need to breathe during the magical transport, the first thing that the einherjar did was gasp for a lung full of air. He was so unnerved from the trip, that even though the atmosphere was damp and acrid, the Champion was entirely grateful for the life-giving vapour.

“I’ve done my part.” the einherjar heard Lilith whisper from somewhere nearby. “Good luck.”

“Wait!” James called out, not wanting to be left alone after such a harrowing journey.

“Nope. I’ll see you when you return, Champion.” the Queen of Succubi said with an evil laugh. Having remained in her shadow form, Lilith disappeared into the gloom of Tartarus, planning to hide until she’d regained the energy needed to escape once more.


CHAPTER 14


James tried to look around, but the fog was as thick as soup. Haven’t been in thick fog like this since that night at Stonehenge… he remarked to himself, thinking back to his life on Earth. Worse, there doesn’t seem to be any sort of natural light source, at least in this part of Tartarus. Which means the second that we create one, it will act like a beacon to anything else out there.

“Master?” Autumn gasped from somewhere nearby. Her voice sounded pained and more than a little worried.

“I’m right here.” James announced quietly, conscious of how far their voices might carry in the subterranean realm. The air was still and stale, despite the dampness clinging to his body from the heavy fog. No breeze at all. the einherjar noted. And I can’t tell how large a space we are in. The only point of reference I have is the stone wall that we just came through.

Following the sound of her master’s voice, Autumn crawled forward on her hands and knees. The rocky ground was sharp and uneven, leaving cuts and scrapes on her bare legs as she went, but the succubus was still reeling from the Shadow Shift spell that they had used to travel, and hadn’t yet regained her balance.

Hel’s Champion heard a shuffling noise approaching, and assumed that it was Autumn seeking him out. A heartbeat later, he was startled by the sound of someone retching off to his left. It was then that the ex-soldier was reminded of the familiar scent that he had detected back in Éljúðnir, and sniffed the air to see if it was still present. The pungent stench of vomit assaulted his highly sensitive nose, but it was accompanied by a soft, vanilla-like scent that was much more pleasant, as well as Autumn’s, which reminded him of cinnamon.

Releasing a sigh, James shook his head and called out the name of the person who had been tailing them. “Lāmina. What do you think you are doing here?”

“Master!?” the elven priestess squeaked, surprised that he knew that it was her, despite being invisible.

“Follow my voice and come to me as well. Then you can explain to me why I shouldn’t send you back this instant.” the einherjar commanded.

“Yes, Master.” Lāmina replied in a dejected tone of voice. As carefully as she could, the elf picked her way along the jagged, slippery rocks, until her outstretched hand touched a firm and well defined stomach. “Master?” she asked a little hesitantly.

“Yes, it’s me, darling.” the einherjar confirmed. “Now explain yourself.”

“Well, I know that you told the others not to accompany you, but you never expressly forbade me from joining you, Master.” the young priestess pointed out.

“I was wondering why you were so quiet during the discussion. I guess now I have my answer.” the Champion grumbled. Sighing again, the ex-soldier pulled the young woman into a hug. “It’s not safe for you here, Lāmina. No offence, but we’ve hardly even had the chance to train you for battle.”

“I know, Master. But we all agreed that someone should come to keep an eye on you. The plan was to stay invisible and not get involved in any combat, which I will still do, if that is what you want, Master.” the delicate elf explained.

“But I am not alone.” the ex-soldier argued. “Autumn is here with me.”

“That is true, Master… but the plan was formed before Autumn forced you to bring her along, and… to be honest… I didn’t want to give up a chance to spend some time with you.” she said with an audible pout.

“Why not let her stay, Master?” Autumn suggested, pulling herself up from the ground once she reached her owner’s side. “I will do what I can to watch out for her.”

James grumbled briefly, muttering about how this wasn’t a vacation, but eventually decided to give their plan a shot. “But if I feel like it is too dangerous at any point, I will have Hrein summon you back.” the einherjar warned.

“As you wish, Master.” Lāmina stated with a deep bow.

With that decided, the ex-soldier turned his attention to their more immediate problems. “We’re supposed to meet up with Lilith’s troops somewhere nearby, but there’s no way for us to see anything in this gloom.”

“Even with our night-vision, we need some sort of light…” Autumn remarked.

“Should we use a Glamour spell to create a glowing sphere of some sort?” Lāmina asked.

“I considered that, but given that it costs 160 Qi to cast Glamour, and the illusion only lasts for 20 minutes, I’m afraid we’ll drain our energy reserves too quickly.” the einherjar pointed out. “I have a simple flashlight from Earth that I can summon, but I doubt that the batteries would last for days, if we’re stuck here for that long. Probably only a few hours at best.”

“If we find or summon something flammable, we could make a torch.” Autumn offered.

“I suppose…” James hummed in thought. “We’ll save that idea for later.” he finally decided. “For now I’ll just summon my flashlight, and hope that we find an area with more natural light fairly quickly.”

Following through with his plan, the Champion summoned his small black Maglite, and twisted the head to turn it on. Unfortunately for him, the results were less than stellar. The fog surrounding them was so thick that the beam was reflected and refracted by the heavy vapour, making it impossible to see anything beyond a few feet ahead of them. “I’m not sure this is any help at all.” the einherjar grunted.

“Well, at least we can see our footing and each other, Master.” Lāmina pointed out.

“It also makes us a target for anything hiding out there.” Autumn argued, echoing the einherjar’s earlier thoughts.

“We don’t really have a lot of choice.” James said. “It’s better than wandering around totally blind and potentially breaking a leg, or worse, falling into a crevice or something.”

With little else to go on, the Champion picked a random direction and set off, keeping the stone wall to his right. As far as he knew, they could be in narrow tunnel or a huge cavern, and he wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. I don’t hear any echoes or winds that might indicate that it’s a large, open area… but that doesn’t really mean anything. he thought to himself. I’m far from an expert on spelunking.

Leaning on his keen hearing and sense of smell to warn him of any potential enemies hidden in the gloom, the einherjar pressed on. The rocky floor couldn’t be called a path, not even generously. Having to constantly pick their way over and around stalagmites and jagged boulders, meant that the going was very slow to say the least.

A little over an hour into their trek, the gradient of the floor began to rise, slowly at first, but becoming steeper as they went. “Master?” Autumn whispered, fearful that something in the darkness might hear her. “Shouldn’t we be going downhill if we want to reach the Lake of Fire at the bottom?”

The ex-soldier nodded silently, then whispered back. “In general, yes. But I’m hoping that if we get somewhere a little higher, we might be able to climb out of this fog and find some way to get our bearings.”

“That makes sense, Master.” Lāmina whispered from behind Autumn, showing her support for their master.

The trio travelled in silence for another few minutes, until the floor became too steep to walk. Shining his flashlight up to try and see what was above them, the einherjar was disappointed to see nothing but grey fog, even though they’d climbed quite a bit.

“I don’t fancy the idea of trying to climb that, Master.” Lāmina stated, nodding towards the wall ahead. “And it’s far too dangerous to try and fly in these fumes.”

Hel’s Champion grimaced. He was now faced with a decision: try to follow along this new wall, essentially turning left from the direction that they were going in, or turn around and double back. After a couple of minutes’ thought, the einherjar chose to follow Autumn’s advice and try going back downhill.

The party walked for what seemed like a long time, but given the tenebrosity of the realm, they had no way of knowing if they had already passed their starting point or not. Eventually however, they came to another rock face, which seemed to run perpendicular to the one that they had been following.

“Another change in direction.” the einherjar grumbled.

“That is bound to happen, Master.” Autumn said softly, trying to soothe the man’s slowly growing irritation. “Tartarus is known to be as labyrinthine as it is massive. I would have been shocked if Lilith had deposited us near our destination.”

“True.” James conceded. “But she did tell us that we’d meet with her troops soon after we arrived.” Maybe this is what I get for trusting a demon. he silently thought to himself.

“Let’s keep going this way for a while, Master.” Lāmina suggested. “It may be my imagination, but I feel like the footing is getting a little better.”

“No, I think you’re right.” the Champion confirmed her suspicions. “ I’m not tripping half as much as I was, near the end of the wall in the other direction.”

“Shall we, then?” Autumn asked, giving her lover a bright smile.

After retuning the fallen angel’s smile with a halfhearted version of his own, James led the way deeper into the cave. It was almost two hours later when the einherjar was about to call for a break, when he picked up a subtle hint of sulphur on the air. Raising a fist in the air, the ex-soldier silently called for a halt, then dimmed the flashlight.

“I smell something up ahead.” he whispered to the two women who had crept a little closer to him. “It smelled like sulphur. Now, whether that is just because we’re in Hell, or because there are demons nearby, I can’t say for sure.”

“I will reactivate my Druid Covering then, Master. Just in case.” Lāmina offered, then cast the spell once her master gave her the go ahead with a silent nod.

Once everyone was ready, the ex-soldier crept forward, keeping a low profile, and trying to be as silent as possible. He had thought about going invisible himself, but that just increased the risk of them becoming separated, and would mean that their supposed allies might not spot them.

Reaching another sharp turn in the tunnel, James slowly peered around the corner, only to find himself staring at the tip of a blade.

“You must be the Champion that Lady Lilith spoke of.” a succubus in black armour sneered.

“That would make you one of her troops then, I take it?” the einherjar replied, slowly standing up.

The well built woman kept her blade trained on the bestial man, but her expression became more appreciative and less hostile, the more she saw of his sculpted frame. “That I am. You can call me Luxuria. Or at least you can after you douse that damn light.” she said with a bit of an edge to her voice.

“I’m afraid my companion and I won’t be able to see very well without it.” the Champion argued.

“Companion?” Luxuria asked with an arched eyebrow.

“That would be me.” Autumn said as she stepped past the einherjar, announcing her presence.

The look of surprise on the female warrior’s face would have been comical if not for the seriousness of the situation. That expression quickly changed to one of hostile suspicion, however. Levelling her sword at the beautiful succubus accompanying the Champion, Luxuria hissed between her sharp fangs. “I don’t know you… and I know every succubus serving Lady Lilith.”

“That would be because she doesn’t serve Lady Lilith.” James informed her with a bit of a growl. “She doesn’t serve any demon, and she isn’t a denizen of Hell. She serves me.” He emphasized the point by tugging on the D-Ring of Autumn’s collar.

Though the soft leather accessory didn’t share much resemblance to the devices used in Hell, Luxuria recognized an enchanted slave collar when she saw one. “I see…” the warrior succubus said hesitantly. “Would you mind telling me where you acquired a slave of such… quality?”

“On Terra.” the einherjar said with a shrug, not seeing any reason to lie about it.

“Terra?” Luxuria repeated his words back to him with a frown. Turning her gaze to Autumn, she spoke in a hopeful voice. “Did you find some way to escape?”

The fallen angel shook her head with a slightly sad expression. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. In truth, this is my first visit to Hell.”

“And… that’s about all we have to say about that topic for now, I think.” James interjected, cutting the conversation short.

Luxuria frowned again, clearly wanting to hear more about the mysterious succubus, but nodded her head in concession. “The rest of my section is up ahead.” she stated, pointing her thumb over her shoulder. “And you won’t need that light for much further, since the glow of the lava flows will be enough to see by.”

“Very well. Please lead the way.” Hel’s Champion requested, holding his hand out politely.

Lilith’s succubus turned and walked away from the einherjar, heading deeper into the darkness. As he watched her tail sway lazily behind her, James realized that the fog was considerably thinner than before, and that the temperature had been slowly rising. After following her for a few feet, the demoness called back over her shoulder.

“You know, I gave you mine, but I didn’t catch your name, Champion.” she said with a teasing grin.

Succubi. the einherjar sighed inwardly. “Fir. James Fir. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Luxuria.” the ex-soldier introduced himself cordially.

“I’m sure that the pleasure is yet to come.” she joked, tossing him a wink.

Ignoring the mesmerizing sway of her hips as she walked ahead of him, the ex-soldier noted that she had been telling the truth. A dull orange glow could be seen coming from around a corner, a bit further down the tunnel. Turning off his Maglite, James sent it back to his Inventory for safe keeping. It’s a wonder the batteries lasted this long. he thought to himself. Probably won’t get much more use out of it without changing them.

Rounding the corner, the Champion found himself exiting onto a broad ledge. Far below on his right was a massive lava flow, and he was suddenly very grateful for his recently acquired immunity to fire. I bet Lāmina’s going to have a hard time with this heat. he silently noted. Ahead of him, Luxuria rejoined her unit, which consisted of seven other incubi and succubi.

“Oh? You didn’t tell me that you were bringing us a present, Sergeant.” one of the men remarked, leering at Autumn as she stepped up next to James.

“If you so much as touch a hair on my slave’s head, I’ll shove my foot so far up your arse, you’ll taste it.” James warned the incubus with a growl.

The incubus laughed and held his hands out to his sides. “Is that any way to treat your guides? I’d hate to think what would happen if we accidentally got separated. I think it’s best that you learn to share, friend.”

Hel’s Champion moved so fast that the incubus didn’t even have time to blink. Screaming in at a hundred and fifty miles per hour, and with a literal ton of force behind it, the einherjar’s fist experienced no more resistance from the demon’s face, than a wet paper bag would have provided. An explosion of gore splattered Luxuria and her comrades, a split second before the soldier’s headless corpse collapsed to the floor.

“Any questions?” the einherjar growled, towering over the beautiful fiends with his bloody fist raised before him.

Luxuria swallowed hard and then shook her head. “No sir.” she said smartly. He may not be a demon, but he’s learning the ways of Hell fast enough. the succubus noted to herself.
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James and his women trudged in silence, following the section of demonic troops at a distance. The Champion had provided an effective demonstration of what would happen to anyone who to tried to cross him, but that didn’t mean that he could now trust Lilith’s soldiers. I doubt that any of them will want revenge or anything like that. I don’t get the sense that these demons are overly attached to their comrades, any more than one would miss a useful tool if it was lost. the einherjar surmised.

A sudden quiet cough pulled the ex-soldier out of his wary contemplations. “Are you all right, Lāmina?” James whispered to the elf behind him. Since she was travelling invisibly, in order to hide her presence from the demons, the einherjar had positioned her between himself and Autumn, and had the priestess maintain a hold on his tail, so that he’d know where she was at all times.

“It hurts to breathe, Master.” the elven priestess whispered back, coughing again.

Glancing off to his right, James saw that, as they descended, the party had gotten much closer to the lava flow. Now that I think about it, the inside of my nose is tingling a little, and my eyes are starting to burn. the einherjar realized. “Must be sulphur dioxide from the lava.” James quietly informed his companions. “When it gets bad, try casting Panacea on yourself, utilizing the healing and neutralization functions on your face, throat, and lungs. Let me know if you start getting low on Qi.” Following his own advice, the einherjar cast the spell on himself as well, granting him a few minutes of relief.

“The effect doesn’t seem to last long.” Autumn said with a slight cough. “Also, I’ve noticed that the demons don’t seem to be bothered by it, so why am I?”

“They live here, so they must have acclimated.” James guessed aloud. “I doubt it’s doing them any favours though… they probably just don’t feel the damage that it’s doing to their bodies.”

“What is… sulphur dockside, Master?” Lāmina asked in a whisper.

“Sulphur dioxide.” the ex-soldier corrected her. “It’s a gas. Think of it like invisible, acidic smoke. The lava gives it off.”

“How do you know about that, Master?” Autumn inquired. “Were such things common knowledge on Earth?”

“I wouldn’t say it was uncommon knowledge, but perhaps not well known. I learned about it when I was preparing for a backpacking trip to Iceland. I was reading up on volcanoes and the dangers of lava, when I found out about it and a few other nasty gasses.”

Seeing their escort come to a sudden halt up ahead, James motioned for the others to cut the chatter. When his party eventually caught up with the demonic troops, the ex-soldier quietly asked Luxuria for a report.

“Hell hounds.” she whispered back. “A good sized pack, too. Close to a dozen of them, anyway.”

“I take it they aren’t friendly to you and your troops, then? Hence your caution.” the einherjar inquired.

“Correct.” the succubus sergeant confirmed. “Hell hounds are vicious creatures that only recognize you as their master if you dominate the pack, or more commonly, control their Alpha with a slave collar.”

“So, what’s the plan? Are we going to fight? Wait for them to wander off? What?” James asked, hoping that their plan wouldn’t take too long.

“There is no we, Champion.” Luxuria replied with a sneer. “We were ordered by Lady Lilith to act as guides, not bodyguards. If you want to fight the pack, go ahead. If not, we’ll wait for a day or two at most for the pack to move on, and give up on the mission if they don’t.”

“If you weren’t going to protect us, why bring so many troops?” Autumn asked, a little put out that the other demoness seemed to have no desire to help them.

“For our protection.” Luxuria snapped. “Hell is a dangerous place, in case you’ve failed to notice.”

The einherjar frowned, but he wasn’t too surprised by the woman’s attitude. He could probably bribe them to help, but the ex-soldier didn’t trust them to have his back in battle anyway. “Would you care to give me any advice on fighting them?” he asked the demonic woman.

Luxuria smirked and tilted her head while cocking one hip to the side. “And what are you willing to pay for such information, Champion?”

James sighed through his nose and lightly shook his head. “I don’t have anything that you’d want.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” the succubus purred, slowly running a claw down his chest. “Maybe a little energy from you would suffice.”

“Sorry. I can’t cheat on my wives. Official harem members only. Everyone else is off limits.” the einherjar declined.

“Marriage.” the succubus warrior scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Such a mortal thing to say. I would have thought you were above such concerns.”

“Even the gods get married!” Autumn protested a bit too loudly, drawing glares from all of the other demons.

“I’m not going to argue with you, fallen one.” Luxuria sneered, clearly indicating that she knew that Autumn wasn’t born a demon. “But I’ve heard all about the supposed ‘marriages’ of the gods, and how little effort the deities put into remaining faithful to them.”

Autumn grimaced slightly, for she too had heard of the fidelity, or lack thereof, of most of the divine. Whether it was Zeus, Odin, or even the Goddess of Love herself, none of them seemed overly committed to their partners. Only her own God, Yahweh, had never cheated on a partner… But then, he’s never had one to begin with. she silently admitted to herself.

“What about you, ma chérie? Any advice on fighting the hell hounds? I’m not willing to wait days for them to move away on their own.” James asked, pulling his concubine from her thoughts.

The young succubus thought about it for a moment, and then whispered in his ear. “Why not go invisible, sneak around the corner, then take them out with a Holy Smite or two? So long as I stay back here, it should be safe.”

James made a thoughtful expression and stroked his beard. “Hmm. All right. Let’s go with that. Just make sure that you stay clear. I don’t want you getting hurt.”
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Luxuria’s hearing wasn’t keen enough to pick out what the two had been whispering about, but she could tell that they’d reached some sort of agreement. As she watched, the Champion stepped away from his beautiful companion, and began to walk silently towards the chamber’s exit. Swiftly moving to stand beside the one called Autumn, the demonic sergeant whispered harshly in her ear. “He’d better not draw them all to us, or there’ll be Hell to pay!”

“He won’t.” the fallen angel said confidently. “Just watch.”

Luxuria turned her gaze back to the einherjar, just in time to see his outline shimmer for a split second, before he vanished from sight completely. “He can cast Illusion.” the muscular succubus hissed.

Autumn just smiled in response, not bothering to correct the other woman. Less than 30 seconds later, a flash of brilliant white light filled the chamber’s exit.

“Holy!” Luxuria shrieked, and covered her eyes with her arm. It was only after a tense few seconds that the demoness realized that she hadn’t been burned, and that she had been a sufficient distance from the light. Lowering her arm, the elder succubus slowly turned to Autumn with an icy glare.
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James crept around the corner and summoned his bow from his Inventory, along with one of Acrasia’s arrows. I don’t want to waste my good arrows on this. he silently admitted. Scanning the area ahead, it was only thanks to his powerful night-vision that he was able to see anything at all. In the dim glow of the lava flow, he spotted several good sized creatures wandering around the area; their pitch black coats of fur helping them to blend in with the surrounding gloom. The smallest among them would put a great dane to shame, while the biggest was easily the size of a dire wolf.

The moment that the einherjar entered the chamber, the pack leader raised its head and growled; its lips pulled back to reveal a mouth full of sharp fangs. Even though the ex-soldier was invisible, it was clear that the canny canine knew that something was nearby, and it glared in the Champion’s direction with glowing red eyes. Better hurry up. James told himself, raising the bow and drawing back the string.

Next to the Alpha, another hound sniffed the air, and then barked twice. The pack leader responded to this with an even louder growl, which drew in his wandering pack mates, and began to move closer to the ex-soldier’s location. The tiny wisps of flame that licked the spaces between his teeth seemed to grow in number and intensity as he advanced, as if warning the einherjar that he was preparing to use his fiery breath.

Hel’s Champion held his shot, waiting for the rest of the hell hounds to draw in a little closer. It’d be best if I could get them all with a single attack. the ex-soldier reasoned. Aiming at the pack leader, James watched as the growling beast slowly stalked towards him with raised hackles and flattened ears. When he figured that the creature was no more than sixty feet away, the einherjar closed his eyes and took his shot. The shining arrow streaked across the chamber, standing out in the gloom like a shooting star, before thudding into the pack leader’s chest.

The Alpha hell hound barely had time to howl in agony, before he was silenced for eternity. The holy magic imbued in the arrow exploded on impact, filling the subterranean room with hallowed light in an instant, and searing the flesh of every unholy creature that it touched. Not for the first time, Hel’s Champion was very glad that he wasn’t a demon.

Opening his eyes once the flash of light had passed, James scanned the chamber for any additional threats. Thankfully, all that he saw were the steaming skeletons of the former pack of hell hounds, their flesh reduced to dust by the holy power of his spell.


CHAPTER 15


Flying over the dark and choppy sea, Ocypete thought back to three days prior, when she had delivered Queen Titania’s reply to Hermes.

“Lord Hermes.” the harpy mail carrier had addressed the God of Travel and Trade while bowing deeply.

The Olympian god quirked a brow as he regarded the attractive female, simultaneously noting her strange behaviour and the way that she trembled, as if in fear. Well, it’s only right that the mortals fear us. the arrogant being dismissed the thought for the time being. “It is good that you have returned so quickly, Ocypete. I take it that my reply to the Fairy Queen was well received?” he asked with a smirk. Though she is lovely, I’m sure that proud bitch is beside herself with worry right about now. Oh… I can’t wait to have her on her knees before me and…

“Queen Titania has prepared a reply, my Lord.” the harpy spoke quickly, derailing the deity’s train of thought. Reaching into her mailbag, Ocypete produced a letter and held it out to the handsome god, all without straightening or looking up at him.

“I see. Very well.” Hermes hummed with a slight frown. Taking the letter from the frightened harpy, the youthful god leaned back against the marble altar and broke the wax seal. His striking blue eyes slowly scanned the page, and the furrow on his brow deepened with each line.
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Shaking with rage, Hermes crumpled the letter in his fist. “How dare she treat me with such… such… contempt!?” the god thundered, his voice echoing off the walls of the small temple. Turning his glare upon the messenger, the deity’s fuzzy lip curled in a sneer. “And what does that false goddess, that… that… jötunn pretender, have to do with anything!?”

Taking a deep breath to steel her nerves, Ocypete straightened her back and looked directly upon the blond Olympian. “I also have a verbal message, my Lord. This one is directly from Lady Hel.”

“A verbal message? From Hel?” Hermes’ expression rapidly changed from fury to confusion. “You mean to tell me that twit Titania actually has ties to Hel? That wasn’t a bluff?”

“It was no bluff, my Lord.” the messenger harpy confirmed. “May I have your permission to recite the message, my Lord?”

“Hmm? Yes, yes. Get on with it.” the Herald of the Gods urged her to speak.

“Woe to those who threaten the Mirrored Cities! As life and death are paired eternal, so too are Elphyne and Éljúðnir!” Ocypete intoned, doing her best to speak loudly and clearly, in an attempt to convey Hel’s mood when she had spoken.

“What!?” Hermes squeaked, being so shocked that his voice broke. After a few seconds of thought, the God of Trade slammed his fist into the altar, cracking the white stone. “Damn it! If that’s true, I can’t make a move on Elphyne without dragging that half dead bitch into it! And if that happened, it might just lead to a war between the pantheons! Gods damn you, Hel!” he shouted at the sky.

Ocypete waited as calmly as she could, trying to smother her terror in the presence of the angry god. After several minutes of ranting and raving, Hermes came to a stop in front of her and took a deep breath. Smoothing his hair back with his fingers, the deity put on a calm expression, attempting to hide his simmering rage beneath peaceful veneer.

“No matter. I’m sure whatever games Titania thinks she is playing, she has no way of defeating a true god.” Hermes scoffed. “Now… I think it’s time that you proved yourself useful and entertained me for a bit.” the Olympian stated as his leering gaze settled on the pretty harpy.

Ocypete clenched her teeth as the handsome deity shifted his golden trimmed toga, revealing an impressive specimen of manhood hanging below an unruly patch of blond fuzz.

“No, my Lord.” the messenger harpy said firmly, despite the terror that she felt.

“No?” Hermes gasped, utterly taken aback by her refusal. “No!?” he shouted once he came back to his senses. “You dare tell me, your god, no!?”

The brown haired harpy opened her mouth to reply, but Hermes cut her off. In the blink of an eye, the Messenger of the Gods moved from leaning against the altar, to standing directly in front of her and grabbing her by the neck.

“First you fail to prostrate yourself before your god, and now you think that you can tell me no?” Hermes hissed, his handsome face twisted in ugly rage. “I think I had better punish you, just to remind you who your worthless hide belongs to.”

“It’s forbidden!” Ocypete screamed at the top of her lungs, trying to pull away from the mad god.

“What!?” the Olympian paused for the briefest of moments, which the harpy put to good use.

“It is forbidden for a god to directly harm the follower of another! You can’t touch me!” the winged woman yelled.

“What are you blathering about, bitch!?” Hermes shouted, shoving the pretty brunette away. “You’re mine! You work for my temple! You…” the god’s words faded into silence as his gaze dropped to the mailbag that the harpy was carrying. Reminded of the suspicious itch that had formed in his mind upon first seeing her, he began to put the clues together. The leather satchel was subtly different from the ones that his messengers bore, and lacked the distinct emblem of his temple. She didn’t kneel as she had waited for him to arrive, and now that he searched his memory, she had not prayed to him for some time. “Who…?” the god snarled.

“Lady Hel is my patron goddess.” Ocypete informed him as she picked herself up off the floor.

Hermes’ eyes flashed with rage as he screamed at the mortal woman. “You traitorous bitch! Go! And never set foot in my temples again, or I will smite you for blasphemy!”

Not waiting around to see if the furious deity had anything else to say, Ocypete spun on her clawed foot and sprinted for the door.
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The sound of shouting pulled Ocypete from her recollections, and drew her attention to the ocean’s surface. There, far below her, the harpy spotted a fleet of ships. Each one was flying the red and white flag of the Holy Empire of Castile, and was armed to the teeth with ballistae. There were no fewer than six of the massive galleons, and they were less than an hour away from reaching the shores of the Seelie Court.

“I have to warn the queen!” the harpy gasped, and struggled to fly even faster.
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Titania flared her wings and came to a stop, hovering in the air just above the trees. She was currently invisible, so she wasn’t overly concerned that the sailors might spot her. “Hmm. How should I play this?” the Fairy Queen hummed and tapped her lip in thought. “James would be most distressed to return and find that his new town had been destroyed a second time.”

“Your Majesty?” Ocypete called up from beneath the canopy. “Are you still there?” The harpy worried that something bad might happen to the fae monarch, and worse, that she would be blamed for it. The moment that she had landed in Elphyne, the swift messenger had rushed to the palace to warn the Fairy Queen of the imminent invasion. She had been shocked to find out that the city’s most prominent defender, Lord Fir, was away on some mysterious mission, and then to make matters worse, Queen Titania had declared that she would look into it personally. Of course, this had led to a brief but heated argument with the queen’s herald, Effie, but the sylph had no way of holding the powerful monarch back.

“I am here.” Queen Titania replied quietly. “You have served the queendom well by leading me here. I can find my own way back, so you may leave now, if you wish.”

“No, that’s…” Ocypete wanted to say that she didn’t want to leave, but the hundreds of soldiers forming up on the beach put the lie to that. Hundreds more were in the small boats that were ferrying the troops from the galleons to the shore, while another thousand or more likely waited for their turn on the ships.

“I am going. Be sure to stay back here where it is safe.” the queen instructed her newest subject.

Ocypete peered nervously through the foliage, and was startled when Titania suddenly appeared in the air above the foreign army.

“I am Titania, Queen of the Seelie Court, and you are not welcome in these lands! Out of fairness, I shall give you this warning but once! Turn back now, or face my wrath!” the Fairy Queen declared, her magic enhancing her voice so that all could hear her clearly.

The soldiers on the beach began shouting and quickly changed their formations. Under the guidance of seemingly competent commanders, the Castile infantry formed two separate groups: ranks of heavily armoured soldiers bearing halberds took to the front, while units of crossbowmen lined up in the rear.

“Fools.” Titania muttered with a shake of her head. “Very well. They have chosen their own fate, and I shall show them no mercy.” Closing the distance between them by the smallest of margins, yet remaining well out of range for the enemy’s crossbows, the Fairy Queen shouted once more. “The good baron does not have time to play with you, so I shall deal with you in his stead!” Reaching out in front of herself, the powerful fae made a gripping motion with her hands. She then pulled them back to her chest, only to push forward again slowly; performing a rolling motion reminiscent of kneading bread. As she danced, the very earth beneath her responded to her magic. With a horrible noise, the ground trembled, knocking the enemy soldiers from their feet, before splitting asunder beneath them.

Horrified screams filled the air as bodies tumbled into the steaming fissures, but the Fairy Queen was far from finished. Lifting a single hand high above her head, the beautiful fae began to spin and twirl about in the air, as if gravity had no hold over her whatsoever.

“Foul Fae!” a unit commander screamed while urging his men to regain their feet. The vast majority of the infantry had been wiped out by the sudden earthquake, but a fair number of the crossbowmen yet remained. “Load and fire at will!” the commander yelled. “Kill that pagan bitch!” A great many Castile soldiers cursed Titania loudly, and shouted words of inspiration to their comrades. “For our Lord and Saviour!” “Kill the heathens!” “Die fiend!”

The Fairy Queen smirked as she continued to dance. She was equally unaffected by their words as she was their weapons, whose bolts fell far short of hitting their mark. With a final pirouette, the fae monarch completed her spell and glanced at the sky above. Dark clouds had gathered over the beach, and the wind began to howl. Lightning flashed within the growing storm, and hail the size of golf balls began raining down on the earthbound troops.

Covering their heads with their arms, the enemy soldiers scrambled to find cover, but they soon learned that the welts and bruises caused by the falling ice were the least of their worries. Those that dared to look skyward cried out in horror, as a massive cyclone began to form and descend. In a matter of seconds, the twister reached the earth, touching down amidst the panicked warriors, and drawing them up into its raging winds.

With a flick of her wrist, the Fairy Queen sent the tornado out to sea, aiming it towards the fleet of ships anchored in the bay. As the whirlwind passed over the waves, it drew the water up into itself, transforming into a massive waterspout as it smashed into the hull of the first galleon. In less than a minute, splinters were all that remained of the once mighty ship, but even now Titania’s wrath was not spent.

Drifting lower as she flew out to hover over the water, the ancient fae called out to the sea and the waves with her magic. Once more, the elegant woman began to dance; her hips swaying in time with the surf crashing against the shore, and her arms making wave-like motions to one side, then the other. The seas grew rougher with each repetition of the forms, until the ships were being tossed about like leaves on the wind. With a sudden stop, Titania finished the dance with her hands high above her head… only to slam them down to waist height a heartbeat later, before pushing her palms out towards the fleet.

The beautiful fairy’s dance wasn’t just for show; the seas mirrored her movements to terrifying effect. When she had raised her hands, the dark waters had crested, rising into a tidal wave of legendary proportions. Following the movement of her palms, the massive wall of water surged towards the fleet of ships, before crashing against them and splintering their wooden hulls into so much kindling.

Titania frowned when she saw that two of the vessels had survived her attacks, including the one that she believed to be the flagship. “Oh well, I still have the waterspout to play with.” she muttered to herself. Reaching out with her mind, the Fairy Queen sought to reconnect with column of raging wind and water, and was shocked to see it suddenly collapse into the sea. Her frown only deepened when the clouds in the sky parted, and a beam of golden sunlight began to shine down on the water, instantly calming the seas around the galleons. They must have a powerful priest of Yahweh aboard. the beautiful fae realized, instantly recognizing the miracle once performed by the Son of God.

The Holy Empire’s flagship wasted no time taking advantage of the calm, and quickly turned south, before pulling away at full sail. Though the smaller vessel was a bit slower to get underway, Titania let it go as well. No need to kill them if they will tuck tail between their legs and run away. the fairy remarked to herself.

Ocypete watched the scene play out with a mix of wonder and horror. When Queen Titania had declared that she would see to the trouble personally, the harpy had feared for her safety. Never in a million years would the messenger have thought to see such a display of god-like power from the fae woman. “She isn’t just a force of nature…” the harpy muttered under her breath. “She’s all of them.”
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Hrein wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. Ever since her master had left the day before, the valkyrie had spent every waking moment training with Chimalma and her unit. Ostensibly she was doing this to prepare the troops for war, and there was certainly value in the exercises, but the truth was that the Chooser was mainly doing it to keep her mind off her husband. It didn’t sit well with the shield maiden that her lover had gone off to battle and left her behind, and so she worked out her frustrations by drilling the soldiers to within an inch of their lives.

“Mistress, might I suggest a break?” Chimalma asked after giving the valkyrie a smart salute.

“Of course.” Hrein nodded, returning the werejaguar’s salute with a fist over her own heart. This is good. the valkyrie told herself. With the new strength that Master hath granted me, I can bear my shield with much greater ease.

Looking over at the assembled troops, a quarter of which had been granted wings by her in the days since Oberon’s invasion, the shield maiden honestly felt that they were coming together as a unit. Things had been a little rough at first, with the haughty elves resistant to taking commands from a ‘beast’, at least until Chimalma had trounced several of their best in single combat. Of course, the elves weren’t the only ones to cause trouble. The werejaguars and yokai that had made up Chimalma’s previous unit, before the addition of the elves, were slow to trust their new comrades as well.

Hrein watched as Chimalma called the winged troops to attention, and led them through a series of exercises focussed on flying in formation. James had called those soldiers his ‘Airborne Company’, and declared that they would be trained as an elite fighting force. This had caused the winged soldiers to gather a certain amount of prestige among the other units, as well as a level of pride that drove them to train harder than anyone else. As things were now, rather than looking upon Chimalma’s battalion with scorn, the soldiers in the rest of the regiment competed for the honour of joining them. Of course, this also meant that competition within her own ranks was even more fierce, leading to the third battalion becoming a true force to be reckoned with.

I wonder how many shall join the Disciples? the Chooser pondered as she watched the elites fly overhead. The valkyrie was certain that many of the women would actively seek the honour, once the order’s existence became public knowledge. Sighing loudly, the valkyrie shook her head. There is yet much work to be done before such thoughts need be entertained. she silently reprimanded herself. Turning to the as yet earthbound soldiers, the shield maiden raised her spear, signalling that break time was over.
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Nyakuro knocked on the door of her uncle’s small cottage. The door had been painted since her last visit, and was now a sort of deep green colour, reminiscent of the stripes in her master’s fur.

“Enter.” a weak voice called out from inside.

Opening the door, the nekomata stepped into the entryway and quickly closed the door behind her. A quick glance at the floor allowed the cat-girl locate the soft cotton tabi that had been left out for her, and so she slipped them onto her feet before walking on the tatami flooring that covered the rest of the house.

“Oji-san!” Nyakuro called out softly as she hurried to her uncle’s side. The old nekomata was in his human form, but his cat-like whiskers and ears were showing, which told the girl just how tired the elderly man really was. Kneeling down next to him, the cat-girl placed the back of her hand against the older yokai’s forehead. “You burning up!” she hissed in Japanese.

“I am fine, Nyakuro-sama.” Tatsuki wheezed, trying to sit up from the simple grass futon that he’d laid out on the floor.

“Nya!” Nyakuro protested loudly, quickly putting her hands on his shoulders and pushing him back into bed. “Why you so sick!? You said tea would help!”

“The tea is helping…” the old man argued, scowling up at his niece. “The body only grows strong by…” Tatsuki’s lecture was cut off by a sudden coughing fit, which really didn’t help his case any.

“Nyakuro heal you.” Nyakuro stated firmly, not taking no for an answer. She began by casting Panacea, and selecting the function to remove infections. The spell was complete in little more than a few seconds, having successfully purged the older nekomata of any diseases that might have been affecting him.

The cat-girl wasn’t satisfied with this, however. She knew that it would take time for his body to naturally purge the congestion and phlegm that was hindering his breathing. Preparing to cast the spell again, to rid him of the annoying symptoms, Nyakuro’s mind flashed back to a day not so long ago. It was the day that she had accompanied her husband to escort a number of immigrants from Guayabo. The townsfolk had essentially unloaded all of their undesirables onto the Champion, or at least the female ones. Children without parents, the infirm, and of course, a number of elderly women with poor health. Much to everyone’s surprise, Hel’s Champion had merely smiled and accepted the folk as new citizens of Elphyne. In fact, he had even paid them, or those previously responsible for them, for their trouble. What was even more surprising however, was when he healed them. James hadn’t just healed the infirm, but also the elderly. He literally cured them of old age.

Now, looking down at her aging uncle, Nyakuro wanted to repeat her master’s miracle. He’s given me the power to do so… I just need the courage to try. the nekomata told herself. “This will hurt, Oji-san.” she warned her uncle.

“What…?” Tatsuki rasped, before suddenly gasping in pain.

In an effort to make the agony last as short a time as possible, Nyakuro had used her Dual Casting technique to cast Panacea twice, so that she could work on his whole body simultaneously. Selecting the function that broke down imperfect cells, as well as the one for regeneration, the nekomata had pushed her Qi through the necessary pattern and triggered the spells. Luckily for her, the spell had been designed in such a way that it completed the first step before beginning the next. Unluckily for Tatsuki, the vast majority of his cells were considered ‘defective’ by the magic, and thus for the span of a heartbeat, the poor old man had literally been on the verge of death, as his ‘elderly’ cells were dissolved to make way for new ones.

“Whew.” Nyakuro sighed in relief as she wiped the sweat from her own brow with the back of her hand. “Nyakuro glad it work.”

When his body finally relaxed, and the pain faded into nothing more than a terrible memory, Tatsuki looked up at his smiling niece with horror. “What did you do to me?” he groaned, and was suddenly shocked to hear the strength and clarity in his own voice.

“Nyakuro fix you.” the cat-girl said with a shrug, before licking the back of her hand to clean it.

“What do you mean, fixed? You didn’t just take away the cold that was bothering me…” the older nekomata said hesitantly, slowly sitting up to face her. As he did, the old shinobi made another discovery. My back… it doesn’t hurt! Springing to his feet, the wise cat-man instantly recognized that, not only had his speed and reflexes returned to what they were in his prime, but his whole body hummed with a youthful energy that he had lacked for decades. Racing into the back room that he used as a family shrine, Tatsuki opened a small trunk and dug around until he found a handheld mirror.

Nyakuro casually padded into the room, only to find her uncle staring at himself in the mirror, his amber eyes wide in disbelief at what he was seeing. “Oji-san?” the cat-girl asked quietly.

“W-what?” Tatsuki stammered quietly, before slowly turning to face his niece. “H-how?”

The younger yokai shrugged again, as if it wasn’t a big deal. “Master gave Nyakuro power to heal.”

“Heal, yes. I knew about that, but… to make me younger?” the male nekomata asked incredulously.

“Same spell.” Nyakuro stated simply, with yet another shrug.

Tatsuki ran his fingers through his much thicker, and now tabby coloured, hair. Gone were the thin grey locks that he’d grown used to over the years, and in their place was the two-toned mop of his youth. “This… this is incredible… but so dangerous!” Rushing across the room, the now much younger man grabbed Nyakuro by the arms. “Nyakuro-sama! You mustn’t tell anyone that it was you who did this! If word got out that you could reverse a person’s age…”

The cat-girl rolled her eyes and meowed. “It not big deal, Oji-san. Master did same for human women he brought to Elphyne.”

“Yes… I’d heard rumours of that particular miracle… but that doesn’t matter! Your master is Hel’s Champion! He already has a reputation for performing outlandish miracles, and he has the power to protect himself from any who might try to make demands of him.” Tatsuki argued. “No. We must claim that it was your master who did this for me, and I will make a show of serving him better in return.”

“You should serve him better anyway, Oji-san.” Nyakuro scolded her only remaining family member. “Besides, Nyakuro plenty strong enough.”

Tatsuki opened his mouth to argue, but then stopped himself short. “Wait… when did your Japanese improve?” he asked, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

Shrugging, the cat-girl gave him another simple reply. “Nyakuro practice, and Master make Nyakuro smarter.”

“Smarter?” the male nekomata prodded with raised eyebrows. “What do you mean, smarter?”

“Smarter means smarter.” Nyakuro shrugged again.

“Stop shrugging like that! It is unladylike, and thus unbefitting of you, Nyakuro-sama.” Tatsuki scolded the clan princess.

Nyakuro wanted to sigh and roll her eyes, but denied the impulse to do so. I am Master’s wife, so maybe I should act with more elegance. she thought to herself, even though it irritated her to listen to the old man’s lecturing. Straightening her back, the female nekomata looked her elder in the eye. “Master taught Nyakuro all of mind and body can be… enhanced? Enhanced by cultivation. So Nyakuro do. Only Charisma still low, because Nyakuro wait until Dantian same size as Master.”

Tatsuki clenched his jaw in frustration at the reminder that Lord Fir had been holding his niece back in her training. “There is no need for you to expand your Dantian any further. You should solidify your foundation as soon as possible!” he argued for the umpteenth time.

“You wrong, Oji-san.” Nyakuro said calmly while maintaining eye contact.

“You think I’m wrong? Me? The old man who has spent decades devoting his life to cultivation?” the old shinobi scoffed.

“Master… style… different. More efficient. He has… reasons.” Nyakuro countered.

“Oh? And what would they be, if not to purposely hamper you?” Tatsuki snapped.

Nyakuro’s eyes flashed with anger, and she threw her hand out to the side. A split second later there was a brilliant flash of lightning, followed by a crash of thunder, and the room suddenly filled with the smell of ozone.

Tatsuki slowly turned his head, and was shocked to see a scorched crater in the stone wall of his cottage. He blinked as small pieces of rock separated from the wall and fell to the floor, creating a bit of a mess.

“Master not hamper training!” Nyakuro hissed through grit teeth.

Taking a deep breath, Tatsuki attempted to calm his frayed nerves, and turned to face his princess once more. “I understand, Nyakuro-sama.” he said with a bow. “But would you please explain your master’s reasoning to this old man?”

Nyakuro winced, a little sorry that she had lashed out at him like that. “Hai. Please sit, Oji-san.” Once they were both comfortable on the tatami floor, the cat-girl poured them some tea. “Cultivation limited by Qi Dantian can hold, yes? Take long time to refine Qi into Spirit because Dantian refill slowly, yes?”

“Yes. That is normally the case.” Tatsuki confirmed.

“Master discover big Dantian, more Qi it pull in. Master reach… equilibrium? Hai. Equilibrium.” Nyakuro explained.

“Equilibrium? As in balance?” the male nekomata asked, a little confused as to what she was saying.

“Hai. Master Dantian fill as fast as Master cultivate.” the nekomata princess stated.

“Wait. Then… his Dantian never runs dry? He never runs out of Qi?” Tatsuki inquired, unable to believe what he was hearing.

“If cultivating, no.” Nyakuro confirmed. “Cast powerful spells, burn Qi faster than Master refill Dantian.”

Tatsuki was quiet for a moment, but then shook his head. “All right. I can see the value in pushing your Dantian as far as you can then, but if he can do that for himself and his other wives, why has he not done so for you?”

“Master has… theory. ‘Evolution’.” the younger nekomata began. “Nekomata born from cats, yes?”

“Yes, of course.” Tatsuki nodded.

“That Master theory ‘evolution’. Become more powerful than before. Did Oji-san know fairy do same thing?” Nyakuro asked.

“No. I did not.” the older shinobi said with a small shake of his head. “What do they evolve from? Insects?”

Nyakuro giggled and shook her head. “No, Oji-san. Start as pixie. Pixie who gain power evolve into other fairy, like leannán sídhe. Fairy gain all powers, become Fairy Queen.”

“I see. But what does that have to do with your Dantian?” Tatsuki pressed.

“Master direct growth, so we might evolve. If nekomata evolve from cats, then maybe Nyakuro evolve into something… more.” she replied, looking up at the ceiling with a sense of wonder.

“More? I have never heard of a nekomata becoming something else.” her uncle said with a frown.

“Maybe not nekomata, no.” Nyakuro agreed with a shake of her head. “But other yokai…”

“Other yokai?” Tatsuki stroked his goatee as he thought back to all of the legends that he had heard. Suddenly, his eyes widened in realization. “Surely you don’t mean…”

“Kami.” Nyakuro confirmed with a nod. “Yokai like kappa and kitsune sometimes worship as Kami. Master believe if not possible for nekomata, maybe something Nyakuro can be.”

“I see.” Tatsuki muttered, continuing to stroke his goatee. “Would you explain to me how he is guiding your growth?”

“Master grant spells and powers to wives and concubines that match nature and training. For Nyakuro, it mean learning nekomata magic, or training as shinobi. Granting these spells make our Dantian bigger.” Nyakuro explained.

“So the reason you are taking longer than the others is… a lack of appropriate spells?” her uncle guessed.

“Hai. But you wrong. Nyakuro not take longer than others. Only Hrein complete foundation, but she did before Dantian grew enough. She had reasons, but… she hurt potential for growth.” she replied.

“Is that so?” the older nekomata hummed. “And you are confident that your master will provide the spells that you need soon?”

“Hai. Nyakuro be patient.” the cat-girl said confidently.

“Then I will apologize for my earlier remarks, and will trust in your words, Nyakuro-sama.” Tatsuki said with a soft smile. But I will withhold final judgement until after you have completed your foundation. he silently promised himself.


CHAPTER 16


James leaned his back against the stalagmite and focussed on his hearing. He knew that more of the hooved bastards were out there, just waiting to spring another ambush. Damn it all! the einherjar silently cursed. Did Xezbeth somehow learn that we are down here? Or are these straggele unrelated to his forces?

“Master? Do you want me to go out there and scout for the enemy?” Lāmina whispered, her invisible body pressed up against his own.

“Absolutely not.” Hel’s Champion growled. “I don’t want you taking any unnecessary risks. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master.” the elven priestess said with a sigh. I just want to help, but Master is so overprotective of me! Though she was irritated that he was treating her like she was made of glass, Lāmina had to admit that she at least felt precious to him.

Spotting Autumn slinking around a nearby boulder, James silently waved the succubus over. Her keen eyes caught the movement of his hand, so she nodded in his direction before looking for a stealthy path that would lead her to him. About five minutes later, the fallen angel popped out from behind a massive stalactite that reached all the way to the cavern floor.

“I’m here, Master.” the succubus reported.

“Good. Have you seen any sign of Luxuria or her section?” the ex-soldier asked.

“Not since half of them were wiped out in the first attack.” Autumn said with a shake of her head.

“Damn it!” James cursed again. “If I don’t know where our allies are, I run the risk of killing them if I use Holy Smite to wipe out the enemy troops.”

“Would it really be such a terrible loss, Master?” Lāmina asked. Since he couldn’t see her face, the einherjar couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not.

“They’re our guides, Lāmina. We’ve already been down here for three days, and I have no idea how close we are to our destination.” the einherjar grumbled. “Trust me, if we didn’t need them, then I’d have parted ways with the horny bastards ages ago.”

“As if you are any better.” Luxuria sneered, suddenly appearing from the shadows.

“Oh please. You lot fall into an orgy every time we stop for a meal.” Autumn scoffed at the other succubus.

“Those are our meals.” the well muscled demoness pointed out. “Besides, you don’t seem too shy about feeding from your master every night.”

“We keep it respectable!” the fallen angel snapped.

“Oh yes. Of course. Respectable. I can see the respect in your eyes every time you kneel between his legs.” Luxuria snickered.

“I do respect him. A great deal, in fact.” Autumn argued, though there wasn’t much force in her words.

“Enough!” James hissed. “We don’t have time for silly arguments. Tell me, Luxuria. Where are your troops?”

“Don’t know.” the succubus sergeant said with a shrug. “We scattered when the straggele attacked, and haven’t been able to link back up since.”

“So they could be anywhere out there.” the einherjar stated with a sigh.

“Unless they’re dead.” Luxuria agreed with a shrug.

“You don’t seem overly concerned about that.” Autumn said accusingly.

“That’s because I’m not.” the demonic soldier admitted. “So what’s your plan, Champion? Because I’m not sticking around if you don’t have a good one.”

James sucked his teeth in thought. “There are too many openings in this cavern. It’s how we got ambushed in the first place. I think we need to alter the terrain to keep us from being swarmed from all sides.”

“All right. And how do you propose we do that?” Luxuria asked, crossing her arms over her armoured chest. James knew from her daily ‘feasts’ that the woman was hiding an impressive bust under all of that metal, but her breastplate was well designed and properly functional.

“That’s actually not a problem. I’m going to begin walling this section off, starting from that cavern wall over there. Then I’ll keep building as we proceed to that tunnel down and to the right, so that the enemy can only approach us from the front. Autumn, I want you to keep an eye on our six, just in case any enemies are hiding in our immediate area.” the ex-soldier explained.

The succubus sergeant quirked a brow but didn’t say anything about his plan. Instead, she merely nodded and waited for him to begin. She was more than a little surprised when the Champion crouched down to touch the cavern floor, and a second later the chamber filled with a loud rumbling noise. The tremors stopped before she could lose her footing however, as the stone walls were already finished growing up around them. “Okay. I’m impressed.” the demoness muttered.

“I’m heading out.” James stated, just loudly enough for his companions to hear him. He barely made it ten feet before half a dozen goat demons sprang out of their hiding places and rushed him. The einherjar instantly fell into a defensive stance, and easily batted away the first halberd that came stabbing in at him. He just barely managed to dodge the second, tilting his head as the blade whistled past his ear. Good thing I made the passage narrow enough that only two of them could fight me at a time. the ex-soldier silently noted.

Autumn desperately wanted to run up and fight alongside her master, but she knew how disastrous it could be to leave their rear uncovered.

The goat demons bleated in frustration as the Champion continued to dodge and weave, parrying and avoiding their attacks; never allowing them to score a solid hit. Their infuriated glares briefly changed to ones of confusion however, when the einherjar gave them an absolutely diabolical grin. Without warning, the Champion’s eyes flashed with a sickly yellow light, and the straggele felt a curse take hold. Their bleating cries soon turned to screams of terror, as their extremities slowly petrified into heavy stone. The magic didn’t stop with their limbs either, and over the span of a minute, the creeping curse spread throughout their entire bodies, until at the very last, even their heads had succumbed to the evil spell.

James took a second to admire the two new statues in front of him, and then lunged forward with a thrust kick to the midsection of the nearest one. The powerful impact hurled the petrified demon down his constructed hallway at an incredible speed.

The first two straggele barely managed to dive out of the way, allowing the impromptu missile fly over them harmlessly. Unfortunately for one of the furthest goat demons, he didn’t see his stony comrade hurtling towards him until it was too late.

Thanks to the ever present gloom, the einherjar was spared having to see the grisly details of the impact’s aftermath. He did however, hear the wet crunch and the loud shattering of bones that accompanied it. “Next.” he growled, raising his fists in front of him.
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Autumn was convinced that if there were any enemies hiding nearby, they surely would have attacked by now. Deciding that it was time for her to join her master on the frontlines of the battle, the succubus started to turn. When she did however, she caught sight of a strange light out of the corner of her eye. Spinning back to focus on the unexpected glow, she was utterly shocked by what she saw.

An incredibly focussed point of heat had appeared on the wall that James had constructed. Worse, the glowing circle was expanding, and rapidly melting the stone itself. In seconds, the thick stone wall had a one foot diameter hole punched all the way through it, and by the time Autumn’s heart beat thrice, that hole had expanded to five feet.

Summoning her whip into her right hand, the succubus prepared to face off with whatever threat was going to come through that hole. When the first hooved foot stepped through the ever expanding gap, an intense sense of dread settled into Autumn’s gut. The bronze hoof was attached to a massive leg, with skin as black as soot. “Oh please, Hel. Don’t let this be what I think it is.” the fallen angel prayed quietly.

Unfortunately, Autumn’s fears proved true. A huge clawed hand gripped the melting stone, and pulled the wall apart with a mighty tug; but even with the breach as large as it was, the twelve foot tall demon had to duck, lest the massive bull-like horns that rose up from its head catch on the broken wall.

“Ifrit.” the fallen angel breathed. I couldn’t have met with a worse match… the succubus realized. He’ll be completely immune to my fire, and I doubt his mind is weak enough to fall prey to my Nympholepsy. What do I do?

“Ah. It is good that you recognize my kind, little succubus.” the ifrit chuckled in a deep, rumbling voice. The flames in his eyes seemed to dance maliciously, as his mouth split into an ugly grin around his huge tusks. Finally through the hole that he’d made with his fire magic, the vile fiend stood up straight and spread his massive bat-like wings.

Thinking fast, Autumn imbued her whip with a Paralysis spell, and lashed out at the giant demon. Though it moved much faster than one would expect of something its size, the ifrit’s arrogance worked against it. In the blink of an eye, the massive demon blocked her blow, believing the whip to be a feeble weapon, that would be unable to scratch its obsidian skin. But that was exactly what the succubus had hoped he would do.

Autumn grinned as she watched the ifrit catch her whip in its hand, and allowed the thong to wrap around his wrist. When the evil fiend froze where it stood, she knew that her Paralysis spell had done its job, but she didn’t have a moment to waste. Sprinting forward, the fallen angel prayed that her claws were sharp enough to tear her enemy’s throat out.

Just as she slashed for his jugular, the ifrit burst into a whirlwind of flames, dispensing with his corporeal body, and dispelling the paralyzing curse. Autumn was blown back by the sheer force of the transformation, and landed heavily against a pile of rocks. Momentarily dazed by the impact, her vision swam for a few heartbeats, and only cleared in time to find the monster looming over her, back in its humanoid form.

“What a naughty little thing you are.” the diabolical creature laughed. “I will have to punish you severely for that.” it sneered, suddenly slapping a metal collar around her neck.

“No!” Autumn screamed, as the spiked slave collar made a terrifying click.

The ifrit grinned in devilish glee as the fallen angel’s head drooped; her body going limp on the pile of rocks. “Mwahahaha!” he laughed, picking her up in one massive hand. Bringing her closer to his face, so that he could get a better look at his new toy, the fiery demon muttered to himself. “Yes… you are a pretty little thing, aren’t you? I’m sure my customers will pay a fortune for you… after I’ve had my fun.” Using his free hand to toy with the thick golden hoop in his ear, he pondered the best way to enjoy the beautiful succubus for the first time.

Thanks to his contemplations, he didn’t notice the adamantine sword appear in Autumn’s hand, until it was far too late. Before he could blink, the succubus drove the blade through his throat, causing a spray of fiery gore to splash out through the exit wound in the back of his neck. Sending the Sword of Freyr back to the Inventory they all shared, the demoness silently promised to thank Acrasia for the loan when she got back home.

Mortally wounded, but not yet dead, the ifrit hurled Autumn like a rag doll and smashed her against the rocks. In his rage, the demon began throwing powerful fire magic everywhere, with most of it smashing into the ceiling above them. This had the unexpected result of melting and weakening the already tenuous hold several stalactites had on the cavern roof.

Groaning in pain, Autumn focussed her healing magic on mending her broken spine. She was certain that her wings were tattered and torn, and her left arm felt broken in at least a couple of places. Not to mention the throbbing pain in my head… the succubus thought to herself. As the pain began to fade, the fallen angel’s eyes fluttered… just in time for it all to go black.
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Busy as he was battling the straggele, the einherjar couldn’t miss the roars of anger that the giant demon behind him was belting out. “What the Hell is that!?” James shouted as he looked over his shoulder. A quick glance told the ex-soldier that Luxuria was nowhere to be found, and that Autumn was lying in a crumpled heap, a few feet away from the black skinned fiend.

Taking a cut along the ribs from a goat demon’s slash forced the Champion to focus on his own fight. After seeing Autumn broken like that though, he was no longer in the mood for fun. With a roar of rage, James leapt past the straggele’s next stab, and grabbed the demon by the throat. His sharp claws easily found purchase in the fiend’s furry flesh, which only made what came next all the easier. Quick as a striking serpent, the einherjar lashed out with his free hand, and wrapped his fingers around the enemy’s heavily fanged muzzle. And then he pulled. With a sickening tearing noise, the demon’s head was torn from its neck, and discarded like so much refuse.

Unwilling to waste another moment battling the two remaining fiends, James threw his hands forward, unleashing twin lightning bolts into their chests, and killing them instantly. His foes down for the count, the einherjar spun around in a rush to help his concubine… only to see a huge stalactite break free from the ceiling, and plummet towards her. James didn’t even have time to shout a warning before the stony spear crashed into the prone succubus, crushing her body beneath its weight.

The death of his lover stunned the ex-soldier, his mind only restarting again when the woman suddenly burst into flames. Oh! Right! Rebirth! She’ll be okay! the einherjar’s heart sang. That is, until the flames died down and, instead of having been reduced to ash like normal, the fallen angel’s broken corpse yet remained.

“No!” Hel’s Champion screamed, running to his fallen companion. He didn’t make it all the way to her though, because something huge intercepted him with a football-like tackle. Mad with pain, the ifrit was attacking anything and everything in sight, as its lifeblood flowed freely from the twin wounds in its neck.

Desperate to reach his lover’s body, James nearly lost his mind as his bestial instincts surged to the fore. Subconsciously triggering his Giantism spell, the einherjar grew to a size that matched his enemy. With a great heave, James threw the fiery fiend off of him, then jumped upon its back and gripped it by the wings.
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Lāmina watched in awe as the two raging titans grappled with each other, and gasped aloud when her master first tore one wing, then the other, from the back of his foe. I… I need to do something! the elven priestess silently protested. Her master had ordered her to stay out of any battles that occurred, as a means of ensuring her safety. But that doesn’t mean that I can’t help! Lāmina told herself.

Sudden movement to her left caught the elf’s attention. Quickly turning around, Lāmina spotted Luxuria leaning over Autumn’s corpse. How did she get over there!? the elf silently squealed. No! It doesn’t matter. I can’t let her touch Autumn! Just like her master, Lāmina had witnessed the failure of the fallen angel’s Rebirth spell. Thinking quickly, Hel’s priestess dashed over to her fallen comrade and touched her foot.

Luxuria’s fingertips had only been an inch away from Autumn’s collar, when Lāmina sent the dead succubus to their Inventory. The sudden disappearance of the corpse startled the demonic sergeant, who then scanned the area with a suspicious look on her face. Doing her best to remain as silent as possible, the elf slowly crept away from the other woman, and set up in a position that, she hoped, as a safe distance from the battling giants.

As the battle raged on, Lāmina began to ponder Autumn’s failure to be reborn. Why would the spell fail? she wondered. Now that I think about it, that weird demon put a strange collar on her, didn’t he? It was black metal, like Hrein’s collar, but it had nasty looking spikes all around it. Using her keen eyesight, the elf watched her master’s fight, and tried to spy a specific detail. Aha! she thought, and brought her hands together happily. I knew it! That big bastard is wearing a black ring that looks a lot like Master’s. It must be a master ring! But would that really have prevented Autumn from being reborn? And didn’t she stab him after he had already collared her? So many questions…

Looking around, the young priestess failed to spot Luxuria, and figured that the succubus had either left, or was once again in hiding. It’s a risk, but it must be taken! the elf told herself firmly. We can’t let that master ring fall into the wrong hands! Cupping her mouth with her hands, Lāmina screamed at the top of her lungs. “Master! You have to cut off his left hand! Quickly! Cut it off!”
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Though his mind was hazy with rage, the einherjar could swear that he heard Lāmina’s voice cutting through the fog. No. he thought. She wouldn’t reveal herself with enemies around. Yet, despite his instant dismissal of the possibility, the elf’s voice persisted in calling out to him. The fear that she might be hurt and calling for help crept into his heart, and forced him to focus on her words.

“Cut his left hand off, Master! You must do it to save Autumn!” Lāmina was screaming.

What? James was momentarily confused by the elf’s strange statement. Autumn is dead. How can I save her?

Hel’s voice rang out in her Champion’s head, cutting through the confusion like a hot knife through butter. Thou art the Arbiter, my Champion. Death is thine to command or deny.

A sudden surge of hope filled the einherjar’s heart, and he remembered his purpose. Letting go of the ifrit’s horns, which he had been holding onto to keep himself from being gored, James grabbed the demon’s wrist in his left hand, and summoned the Sword of Freyr into his right. With a might chop, Hel’s Champion smashed the adamantine blade through bone and sinew, severing the ifrit’s left arm at the elbow.

Releasing the arm from his grip and letting it tumble to the floor, the ex-soldier grabbed back onto the demon’s black horn. Realizing that he wouldn’t be able to hold on with only one hand, he quickly returned Acrasia’s sword to his Inventory, and began to grapple with the monster once more.
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Lāmina watched as the giant hand tumbled through the air and landed with a plop on the rocky cavern floor. Quick as thought, the elf dashed into the fray and laid her hand upon the severed appendage, sending it too to their shared Inventory. Unfortunately for her, someone aside from her master had been listening to her screams, and had wisely used the hand as bait for a trap.

The instant the ifrit’s hand disappeared, Luxuria lashed out with her sword, making a wide sweep. This attack dispelled the invisibility spell that she had been using to hide, but it allowed her to locate the hidden elf.

Lāmina cried out in pain as the demonic blade bit into her flesh, the strength of the attack launching her light body across the floor. When she finally tumbled and skidded to a stop, the young priestess found herself dangling over the ledge of a small crevice. It wasn’t very deep, but that wasn’t what frightened her. “She’s turned on us!” the elf screamed as Luxuria ran towards her.
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The einherjar’s mind raced as he peered over the ifrit’s shoulder. For some reason, Lāmina was visible and half way to falling into a jagged crevice, while Luxuria was charging towards the elf with her sword held high. James very briefly entertained the notion of blasting the succubus with a Thunderbolt, but he feared that he might miss and hit his fiancé. He didn’t even consider using Holy Smite, because he didn’t know that Autumn’s body was already safe. Left with no other choice, at least as far as he knew, Hel’s Champion launched himself off the ifrit’s back and spread his wings, while dismissing his Giantism spell at the same time. Like a falcon going for the kill, James dove at the succubus with his claws extended.

Luxuria felt terrible pain explode in her back, as something sharp tore the flesh from her bones. A split second later, she was bowled over, and found herself tumbling along the ground with something much bigger and heavier than her. The two of them collided with the elf, and the lot fell into the crevice in a heap, with the succubus somehow ending up on top.

Shaking her head in the hopes of clearing away the dizziness caused by the unexpected tumble, Luxuria opened her eyes to a confusing sight. She was clearly looking up from the bottom of a hole, and magical fire was flying everywhere. More concerning than that though, was the red hot stalactite on the cavern ceiling, directly above her. Just as she opened her mouth to scream, another fireball burst against the hanging rock, and reduced it to a molten mess. Of course, the newly formed lava couldn’t retain its cohesion in the face of gravity, and so the melted stone dropped like, well, a rock.

James had ended up on his hands and knees, looking down at Lāmina, who was lying beneath him. In any other circumstance, he would have been tempted to lean in and kiss the pretty elf, but this just wasn’t the time. He could hear moaning, and could feel someone’s weight on his back. Glancing over his shoulder to see who it was, the einherjar was instead greeted by the sight of a great molten blob hurtling towards him.

Thinking quickly, the ex-soldier raised his arms and spread his wings as best he could, in an attempt to shield his fiancé from the falling lava. He then heard Luxuria’s scream split the air, and felt the demonic woman try to cover herself with her wings as well. Unfortunately for her, she was no more fireproof than your average mortal, and soon found herself being slowly melted by the viscous molten stone.

When Lāmina came out of the stupor caused by their fall, she too saw the deadly magma fallings towards them. Instinctively, the elf curled up into the smallest ball that she could, and tried to hide under her master’s bulky frame.

Hel’s Champion was nearing panic when he saw the thick lava slowly begin to run down the walls of the crevice. The succubus had unintentionally slowed the magma’s advance for a few seconds, and now all he had to shield Lāmina from its deadly touch, was his own body. Think, damn it, think! he screamed internally. When the the lava was mere inches from reaching the floor, the einherjar was finally struck by inspiration. “Running Water!” the Champion shouted, dual casting the spell as quickly as he could, over and over. He focussed on summoning the water into existence around the edges of his body, anywhere that the stone could slip past him. I don’t need to harden all of it! I just need to create plugs! he told himself, silently begging his plan to work.


CHAPTER 17


By the time that James managed to stop the flow of magma, there was a good two inches of water at the bottom of the crevice. Lāmina was soaked, not only from being doused by her fiancé’s continuous casting of Running Water, but also from the sweat that her body produced in response to the sweltering heat.

“Is… is it over, Master?” Lāmina whispered, slowly uncurling for the foetal position. There was no light with which to see, but she no longer heard the incessant hissing of the molten stone as it had inched ever closer.

“I think so…” the einherjar groaned. “We’ll need to find a way out of here, though. I need to recover Autumn’s… Autumn’s…” The ex-soldier had trouble finishing the sentence without getting choked up.

“It’s all right, Master.” the elven priestess consoled her lover, gently placing her hand against his cheek. “She’s safe. I sent her body to the Inventory, along with that big monster’s hand.”

“Why did I have to cut off his hand, by the way? And why did you give away your presence to tell me?” James asked, his heart and mind slowly beginning to recover. If her body’s safe, then I can take my time and figure out what’s wrong. I might be able to save her yet… no, I WILL save her. the Champion swore to himself.

“Because he put some sort of slave collar on her, Master. He had the ring on his left hand, so I thought it might be easier for you to simply cut the hand off, rather than try to steal the ring itself. Regardless, we couldn’t risk him escaping with it.” the pretty elf explained.

The einherjar’s heart swelled with pride for his fiancé. He desperately wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her, but quickly found that his arms, like the rest of his limbs, were trapped in re-solidified stone. “Need to get out…” the einherjar grunted, pulling against the solid rock.

“Wait, Master!” Lāmina warned her owner when she heard him straining. “Don’t try to move. We don’t know how stable the stone above you is.”

“Good point.” the ex-soldier conceded. “I guess we could use some light, so that you can take a better look.” With a thought, James summoned an illusory globe of light with his Glamour spell. “That will only last twenty minutes, but hopefully we’ll figure something out by then.”

Now that she had a viable light source, the young elf carefully examined her surroundings. As she had thought, they were at the bottom of a small crevice, with little room to manoeuvre. In fact, she couldn’t even sit up, because there was only a foot or so of space between their chests. Maybe I should be glad that my breasts aren’t as big as Nyakuro’s for once. she silently joked in an attempt to relieve a little of the tension that she felt.

Looking up, the priestess took in the sight of her fiancé. The bestial Champion was largely encased in stone, with only his head, torso, upper legs, and fingertips exposed. “Thank you for saving me, Master.” Lāmina blushed as she leaned up to kiss him lightly on the lips. “I definitely would have died if you hadn’t covered me with your body.”

“I won’t ever let anything happen to you, Lāmina.” the einherjar promised solemnly, clearly still upset by the loss of his concubine.

“Okay. I really don’t think you should try to break free, Master. For now, let’s just focus on punching a hole to the surface, so that we don’t suffocate.” the elf suggested.

“Not sure how I’d do that, and even if I did, I don’t think that would be good enough.” James replied sombrely.

“Hmm. Your Castle Construction spell manipulates earth and stone, correct? I think you could manage it with that magic. But why would making an air passage not work, Master?” Lāmina inquired.

“Oh. You’re right. I should be able to do that. To answer your question though, it isn’t that the idea of an air passage is bad, it just can’t be straight up. You see, Carbon Dioxide, that is the air that we breathe out, is heavier than the Oxygen that we breathe in. So eventually our little hole here would fill with CO2, and push out the air that we need.” the ex-soldier explained.

“Air is heavy, Master?” Lāmina asked, regarding him with a puzzled expression.

“Er… not noticeably, just comparatively. Just… trust me on this one.” he said with a sigh.

“Of course, Master. I will always trust you.” the priestess assured him with a warm smile. “If you say it is so, then it must be true. And in that case, would it help to make the hole go straight ahead of us? I believe I recall seeing another crevice about ten feet beyond the one I nearly fell into.”

“That should help, yes. Especially if we are lucky and the other crevice is deeper.” James confirmed.

“Well, Master. Lady Luck usually sides with you.” she replied with a wink.

Closing his eyes, Hel’s Champion envisioned a small tunnel leading from the pit that he was in, and running straight ahead as far as he could reach. His inquisitive mind found it interesting that his magic had an even easier time than usual connecting to the earth, and the air pipe was constructed in no time. Maybe it’s because so much of my body is in contact with the stone? James thought to himself.

“Ah. Excellent, Master.” Lāmina commented, clapping happily. “I can already feel the fresh air… well, as fresh as it gets down here in Tartarus, that is.”

“It’ll buy us a little time, but we still need to get out of here.” The einherjar tried turning his head to look around, but found that the hair on the back of his head was completely enmeshed in the stone.

“Actually, Master…” the priestess said in a thoughtful tone while tapping on her lips. “I don’t think we should be in too much of a rush.”

“Oh? Why is that?” James asked, pushing down the anger he felt at her suggestion that they not hurry to save Autumn.

“Well, I am far from an expert, but from what you have told me, I cannot imagine a better situation for you to be in for cultivating Earth Qi.” Lāmina pointed out.

“You’re… right about that, but we have far more pressing matters to…” James began to argue her point, but was silenced by her pressing her finger against his lips.

“Autumn is safe, and you will save her when we get back, Master. As for the mission, well, our guide has betrayed us and may well be dead for all I know.” the elf said with a frown.

“She is.” the einherjar confirmed. “She was on my back when the molten rock hit. I heard her… melt.”

Lāmina winced at hearing even his brief description of what had happened to the succubus. Such a fate wasn’t something that she would have wished on even her worst enemy. “Then we are well and truly lost, Master. Which means that we can afford to take advantage of the situation and make you stronger. I do believe that the others would agree, were they here with us.”

James grimaced but he couldn’t argue her logic. They seemed relatively safe for the moment, or at least as safe as one could be in Hell. And he might never get another chance to cultivate such pure Earth Qi. Sighing, the einherjar nodded and agreed to go along with her plan.

Hel’s priestess watched her lover close his eyes and enter a meditative state. With nothing else to do, she closed hers as well and began to cultivate. The elf wouldn’t make particularly good use of the rich Earth Qi, but it she could use it as normal Qi just fine.

Both people were deep in their meditative trances when the light from the Glamour spell faded away, but neither paid it any mind. Light was not needed for what they were doing, and it would be a waste of Qi to keep recasting it.

Lāmina managed to maintain her concentration for an impressive eight straight hours. By the end of that time though, she was exhausted both mentally and physically, as well as starving. And my energy reserves are nearly depleted. she noted, secretly despairing that she might never have the kind of power that the other women in James’ harem possessed. But I will do what I can. she silently promised herself. Bringing up her Status Screen, which she didn’t need light to see, the elf considered her options. Her master had already given her permission to take copies of a number of spells that she had requested, as well as one trait that she knew would be immediately useful. Reaching out to touch the Champion who was imprisoned in the stone above her, Lāmina called up his Status Screen as well. This is going to hurt, but there’s no point in delaying it. she told herself firmly, and clenched her jaw in preparation for the pain.

When she was finished with the impromptu training session, the elven priestess felt much better about her prospects. Not only had she gained the Night-Vision trait, which anyone could see would be extremely useful in a realm of eternal darkness like Tartarus, but she had also improved the total capacity of her Dantian to 800 Qi, by learning the magic for Hel’s Gate, Faustian Pact, and Zombie Potion.

“Now… what to do with the leftover Spirit?” she wondered aloud. I have more than enough to finish enhancing all of my ‘stats’, as Master calls them. But should I? Master wants us to wait until our Dantian has reached a large capacity before we solidify our foundations… but will I ever be in such a position? After quietly contemplating her path forward, the elf decided to hold off on completing all of her enhancements, stopping just short of triggering a Heavenly Tribulation.

Next on her list of things to address were her biological needs. Choosing to ignore the shame that threatened to turn her face permanently crimson, the elf had little choice but to lift her skirt and relieve herself, while her fiancé was mere inches away. Thank Hel his eyes are closed! she cried inwardly. With that terrible experience taken care of, she knew that she needed to do something about her growling stomach. And so, the trapped elf silently summoned some bread and a canteen of water from the Inventory, and ate while she waited for her future husband to come out of his trance.

James opened his eyes a full four hours later than his lover. He immediately noticed that there was no light, and that he could hear the elven woman breathing softly beneath him. Judging by the depth and tempo of her breathing, I’d say she’s asleep. the einherjar surmised. I should probably get some sleep myself, but I’ll take care of my gains first. he decided. Opening his Status Screen, he saw that he had managed to gather 1440 Earth Spirit over the course of his training. Not bad. But what should I prioritize? he wondered. After a little thought, he chose to put 500 into his Strength, gaining 10 base points to the stat per 100 Earth Spirit spent. This pushed his total Strength score to 5000, after his blessing was applied. With 940 Earth Spirit left to play with, James considered his remaining two options. I feel like I have enough Endurance, at least for now, so let’s see how much durability I can get.

Concentrating on his Durability stat, the Champion began to feed the gathered life energy into it. The effect was immediate and obvious, at least to him. At first, the Spirit seemed focussed solely on his skin, making his hide thicker and tougher, until it became harder than his claws, yet somehow didn’t lose its flexibility or texture. Next, he felt the magic seep into his muscles, hardening them as well, before finally sinking into his very bones. When at last the process was complete, he saw that his Durability score was 90.

“What does that mean, though?” he wondered aloud. Mentally tapping on the stat, he brought up the ability’s definition.

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 27 HK, while granite is 650 HK, and diamond is 7000 HK.

“Hmm.” the einherjar hummed. After testing his claws against his fingertips, he found that it didn’t really provide a useful metric, since his claws had hardened along with his flesh. All right, then. Just going off the information I have, I’m thinking that my skin might be somewhere between gold and copper in hardness. he guessed. Not enough to stop a steel blade perhaps, but at least I shouldn’t have to worry about mosquitoes anymore. With that thought in mind, the ex-soldier closed his eyes and tried to get some sleep.
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When the einherjar next opened his eyes, he cast Glamour for light, and found Lāmina staring up at him.

“Good morning, Master.” the pretty elf grinned as she gently caressed his face. “Was your training fruitful last night?”

“It was but…” the Champion’s face twisted in discomfort. “I have a problem.”

“Oh?” the priestess asked, tilting her head in curiosity. “Something that I can help you with, Master?”

“Yes…” he said hesitantly. “Something that you will have to help me with, I’m afraid. Unless you want to get… wetter.”

Understanding slowly dawned on the elf’s face, as her cheeks turned crimson. “I… I would rather that not… not happen, Master.”

“Then you’re going to have to… aim me.” James said slowly, hoping that she would take the hint.

A few awkward minutes later, the ex-soldier’s bladder was relieved, if not his ego. In order to get over their embarrassment, the pair discussed the gains that they had made the night before.

“I wish that you could continue to cultivate here, Master, but I’m afraid that I can’t… can’t stand to remain in here much longer.” the elf shyly admitted. “I need to get out of here and get… get clean.”

“I understand, darling. Trust me.” he said with a wan smile.

“I think the rock above us should have stabilized by now, don’t you, Master?” the priestess surmised.

“It’s likely settled as much as it’s going to, at least.” James agreed. “So, I was thinking. I believe the best way for me to get out of this mess, would be for me to create a set of stairs for you to climb out, then have you summon me.”

Lāmina nodded in agreement. “I think that sounds good, Master.”

After following through with that plan, the einherjar and his fiancé soon found themselves standing in the cavern where they had fought their most recent battle. The ifrit lay dead a few feet away, and the corpses of the defeated straggele were scattered around the chamber. Searching the corpses for anything of value, the pair didn’t really come up with much.

“I sent the six halberds to our Inventory, Master.” Lāmina reported.

“Yeah. I did the same with the two gold earrings that I looted off the big guy.” James informed his partner. “So the question becomes, where do we go from here? I’m not ready to abandon the mission just yet.”

“I hate to ask this, but… could we please have one more day of rest, Master?” the elf looked at him with pleading eyes.

The einherjar really hated the thought of delaying his return to Terra, and making Autumn wait even one more day to be resurrected, but he could easily see that the elven priestess was worn out. He briefly entertained the idea of simply sending Lāmina back alone and continuing on by himself, but he knew how well that would fly with his wives. “Very well.” he said with a sigh. “But if we’re going to be spending another day here, I am going to make us a small cabin to stay in, just for safety.”

“That would be wonderful, Master.” Lāmina agreed with a sigh of relief.

It didn’t take the einherjar long to set up a cabin similar to the one that he had built in the Wobonuch lands, and a short while later, he found himself sitting at a stone table with a large stone bowl full of Irish Stew in front of him.

“Thank you for the meal, Master.” Lāmina said with a warm smile, scooping up a bit of the stew with a stone spoon.

“No problem, darling.” he replied with a soft chuckle.

Hearing his laughter, the elf began to giggle as well. “You know, with just the two of us here, it’s almost like a honeymoon.”

James coughed on the stew that he had been in the process of swallowing, then quickly apologized for his lack of manners. “Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that. It’s just that, well, I’d hope I’d take you somewhere nicer than Hell.”

“Oh, I’m sure that you will take me to a great many wonderful places, Master.” the elf replied with a coy smile. Biting her lip, the priestess seemed lost in thought for a moment, then nodded her head as if she’d made some sort of decision.

The two finished their meal in relative silence, with the einherjar wondering what was on his fiancé’s mind, but choosing to leave the elf to her thoughts. When they’d eaten their fill of the stew and drank some water to wash it down, they set the remainder aside, and cleaned the dishes with an Inventory Trick.

“Master…” Lāmina began quietly, her gaze lowered to the floor. “Would you mind crafting us a tub, as well as a pot to heat water in, please? I know that I can clean myself using an Inventory Trick, but I would dearly love a bath.”

“Of course. That’s no problem.” the einherjar agreed easily. Stepping outside their cabin, James used his Castle Construction spell to shape some nearby boulders into the items that she had requested, then used his Inventory to carry them back inside.

Silence reigned inside the cabin as they waited for the water to heat up, but James had to admit that he was looking forward to the bath as well. As it turned out, the elven priestess insisted that he bathe first, and that she could wait for the second round. Thankfully, the einherjar’s Running Water spell meant that there was no shortage of the precious liquid, which meant that they didn’t have to share the bathwater.

James sat at the table and watched Lāmina with a certain level of awe. Her pale, smooth skin seemed to glow in the dim firelight, as she knelt in the bath and sponged her shoulders. The lovely elf had her back turned to the ex-soldier, probably for modesty’s sake, but that didn’t mean that he found the view any less enchanting. If anything, the way that the shadows cast by the flickering flames played across her skin, and mingled with the glistening drops of water that slowly trailed down her back, was truly mesmerizing.

“Master…” Lāmina called out to him in a near whisper, gracefully rising from the bath and turning towards him. The expression on her face was one of hope, mixed with a good dose of apprehension, but also desire.

“Yes, my darling?” James asked in a breathless voice, his eyes wandering the beautiful woman’s body as she approached.

Hel’s priestess continued her slow march towards him, but didn’t speak. Instead, she raised her hands out to her sides, and summoned a dress from the Inventory.

The einherjar blinked, momentarily confused by her suddenly being clothed, but quickly came to understand that, not only had he never seen this dress before, but that it was very significant. Where the young elf was naked a moment before, she was now draped in a graceful gown of black and white, the shades split down the middle, reminiscent of Hel’s flesh. Only the delicate veil that covered her face was all black, likely representing the goddess’ dominion over death.

When the lovely elf reached the spot where her fiancé sat, she gracefully dropped to her knees and bowed her head, while clasping her hands as if in prayer. “Master.” she breathed, her voice trembling slightly. “Will you take me as your wife before Hel’s eyes, forever to keep as yours?”

Overcoming the shock that had paralyzed him, James slowly rose to his feet and looked down at his beautiful bride. “I do.” he said firmly in a deep, rumbling voice.

“Then I swear before Hel to serve and worship you, as both your wife and your priestess, for as long as my soul shall last.” Lāmina replied, before slowly lowering her head to kiss the tops of his feet, and remaining prostrate before him.

The Champion’s mouth ran dry as he gazed down on the devoted beauty, utterly astonished by her oath, even if he should have expected something like this from her.

Sensing that her newly proclaimed god was a bit overwhelmed by her actions, the elf gently prodded him with her words. “Master, would you please sanctify my body with your seed?” she begged softly without raising her head.

“Of course.” the Champion replied, his voice thick with emotion. Reaching down, he carefully scooped the young elf into his arms and carried her over towards the fire. Summoning a pile of soft blankets from his Inventory, he let them drop before the fireplace and gently laid her down upon them. Lifting her veil, James leaned in and placed a light kiss on the maiden’s forehead, before slowly removing her wedding dress; kissing every inch of her fair skin as it became exposed to the air.

“Master.” she gasped as his large hand found her breast. Her pulse quickened as he began to knead it slowly, gently pinching her nipple between his fingers; but before she could say anything further, his lips found hers in a tender kiss that she wished would never end.

Unable to resist having one last taste of her virgin sex, the einherjar reluctantly broke the kiss. Leaving a trail of wet licks and kisses that cooled in the air, he made his way down the elf’s body, until his mouth reached its sweet destination. Closing his eyes, the bestial man inhaled deeply, taking in her flowery scent and committing it to memory.

Lāmina moaned softly as she felt her owner extend his tongue and gently part her lower lips. Trembling under his touch, the young elf arched her back in pleasure; clenching her fists and gripping the blankets beneath her, as she felt him probing and tasting her vestal depths. It took all of the discipline that she could muster, just to keep her legs spread and give her master the access that he desired.

Minutes passed as the einherjar relentlessly savoured the virgin pussy before him, alternating between lapping at her salty nectar, and teasing her clit with his lips and tongue. At last, when he had her pearl clasped between his lips, sucking and licking it at the same time, he felt his priestess lose control.

“Master!” she screamed, shuddering uncontrollably before collapsing onto the soft pile of blankets.

With one final kiss to her unsullied sex, the Champion raised himself up on his arms and looked down at the beautiful woman. Her modest chest heaved in the firelight, and her skin glistened with tiny beads of sweat. Listening to her panting breaths, the einherjar slowly moved to cover the delicate woman with his body, and lined himself up at her entrance.

“Take me, Master.” she begged, her eyes lidded with desire.

Never taking his eyes off hers, the ex-soldier slowly pushed forward, parting her slick folds and pressing into her tight passage. He desperately wanted to kiss her, but James was determined to watch the play of emotion in her eyes. They say that the eyes are the window to the soul… he thought as he peered into her gorgeous brown gems, and I want to see hers… to touch it… to make it mine.

Lāmina’s soft, inviting lips parted in a gasp, as her husband slowly pushed into her. Gradually stretching and forcing her tiny sex to accommodate his girth, the Champion’s manhood pressed inexorably deeper. It was only when she whimpered, feeling like she could take no more, that he paused his advance.

Glancing down between them, James saw that she had only been able to accept half of his length, but that didn’t really surprise him. At barely five feet tall, and well under ninety pounds, Lāmina was a mere slip of a girl. A delicate elven beauty whose charm had only just begun to blossom.

“I love you, Master.” the young woman whispered, her eyes wet with unshed tears. This… this feeling. He’s finally inside me. We’re finally connected in the most intimate way possible. It hurts, but I never want it to end! Lāmina’s mind raced as her heart filled with joy.

“I love you too, my darling Lāmina.” James groaned, his heart swelling with love and affection for the woman below him. Unable to hold back any longer, the einherjar’s lips crashed into the elven girl’s, claiming her mouth, and kissing her deeply. His tongue danced and tangled with hers as he explored her mouth, and she surrendered everything to him. Feeling the elf’s hands gently caressing his back, James began to move his hips slightly, slowly withdrawing his member from her silken grip, before pushing back into her. This caused the young priestess to moan beneath him, which only encouraged him to continue.

Gradually, the einherjar adjusted his pace, lengthening the strokes and rolling his hips a little bit faster. Lāmina moaned into his mouth with each thrust, revelling in the mixture of pleasure and pain that was proof of his use of her body. The thought of healing herself, so that only the pleasure remained, had briefly flitted across her mind, but the priestess had dismissed it just as quickly. Everything of me is his, to take as he will. My pleasure, my pain, my very heart and soul are his to command. I shall not blunt any of it, nor remove any mark that he makes upon me. she swore to herself.

James groaned as Lāmina’s tight pussy clenched around him. The feel of her small, nubile body pressed against his was amazing. Of his lovers, only Acrasia was smaller, but their attitudes differed greatly. His fairy wife loved sex, and constantly sought to maximize the pleasure for both of them, while his elven wife sought only to please him. She gave of herself freely, with no regard for herself; so complete was her devotion to the Champion.

The combined power of the physical pleasure and the stroking of his ego were too much for the einherjar. Clutching his young wife to his chest, James buried his cock as deeply into Lāmina’s pussy as it could go, and sprayed her womb with his seed.

Lāmina cried out as jet after jet of her owner’s semen flooded her insides. The knowledge that he had claimed her, so completely and irrevocably, pushed the elf past her pain and over the edge, into a mind blowing orgasm of her own.

Several minutes passed with the two just holding each other tight, revelling in the closeness that they felt. Throughout the end and the aftermath, the pair hadn’t stopped kissing, though the intensity had diminished, shifting from passion and desire to pure affection and tenderness. Eventually though, the einherjar broke the kiss and laid his forehead against his wife’s.

“Thank you, Master.” Lāmina whispered with tears of happiness in her eyes.

“Thank you, Lāmina. I love you so much…” James said softly. His admission only led to another round of kissing and cuddling, which would have ended in more sex, if the einherjar hadn’t been so wary of how sore his new bride must be. He was a little surprised when she refused any sort of healing, stating that the ache was a beautiful reminder of his love, but he let the issue drop. She’s more than capable of healing herself if she wants to. the ex-soldier reminded himself.


CHAPTER 18


Lāmina sighed in contentment and stole another kiss from her husband. Husband… she thought, giggling to herself. What a wonderful word.

“Something on your mind, darling?” James asked softly, kissing the corner of her mouth, and then her neck.

“I think, Master, that if you keep doing that, we won’t ever leave this… love nest?” the elf said, kissing her lover’s brow.

“I thought you wanted to take another day of rest?” the einherjar pointed out.

“I do… but there are many things that we must accomplish, and I feel like taking a whole day to make love would be a sin.” the priestess replied with a sigh.

“Mmm. But you’re worth it.” James growled softly, lightly caressing her back with this fingertips.

Lāmina shivered under his touch, but then shook her head. “There will be time for that, husband.” she said with extra emphasis on the final word, and causing herself to smile giddily. “But right now I want to focus on Autumn.”

James instantly felt a pang of regret and shame, for having let the fallen angel slip from his mind. “Yeah… you’re right.” he muttered.

“Master… may I ask you a question?” the elf hesitantly inquired.

“Of course.” the einherjar answered right away.

“Why did you grapple with the demon? Couldn’t you have slain him much more easily with your magic?” the priestess asked with a worried look in her eyes. She knew that her master was an intelligent man, so his behaviour in the previous battle baffled her somewhat.

“You’re right, of course. I could have… I should have blasted him with lightning. Or maybe turned his head to stone, if I couldn’t manage his whole body.” the Champion admitted, shaking his head. “But, I didn’t think. I couldn’t think. When I saw Autumn lying there, dead… well, I lost it.”

“What do you mean, Master? I know that you were a warrior of some sort in your previous life. Were you some sort of berserker?” his wife pressed.

“Not at all.” James sighed, rolling over onto his back and staring at the ceiling. “If anything, I was always calm and collected. I’m known for my discipline. That’s why this change has been so worrisome.”

“Change, Master?” Lāmina prodded softly.

“This isn’t the first time that my… inner beast… has taken over.” the Champion said with a frown. “I never felt this way before I had this monstrous body, so I have to wonder if my mind has been affected in some way as well.”

“That is possible, I suppose.” the priestess stated, chewing her lip thoughtfully. “What other times did it happen?”

“Plenty of times. Probably even more than I realize.” the ex-soldier said, thinking back over the past few months. “I definitely felt it when we were talking to Fenrir. It was like I wanted to challenge him for dominance, which is stupid. It happened when I ate that fairy, too. And when I smelled Nyakuro’s heat.”

“Hmm.” Lāmina hummed. “So, in situations where you are faced with a truly mighty opponent or a potential mate, for the most part?”

The einherjar tilted his hand back and forth. “Sort of? It’s always there, in the back of my mind, but especially during battle or sex.”

“But you don’t always lose control in those situations.” the young elf pointed out.

“No. Only when things are the most intense. But as troubling as that is, and it’s a really big problem to be honest, I think I’m more worried about how it’s affecting my personality overall. Like, my behaviour in general. I don’t think I would have eaten that fairy back when I was human, for example.” the einherjar informed her.

“But you aren’t human, Master.” Lāmina said softly, cupping his cheek in her hand. “You are so much more. I don’t think it’s a bad thing for you to grow, and it only makes sense that your body would affect how you perceive yourself.”

“Maybe that’s it.” James conceded. “I look like a monster, so my subconscious is allowing me to behave like one.”

“I don’t think you are monstrous, Master.” the pretty elf corrected him. “Bestial is perhaps the harshest word that I would use. And while I do agree that you have to learn to control you inner beast, as you put it, I don’t think it would be wise to cage it entirely.”

“What do you mean?” James asked, rolling over on his side again so that he could see her expression.

“I mean… I think it’s a part of you now. An important part. A strength, really.” she tried to explain. “I… I think that you would be best served harnessing its power and ferocity, while learning to keep a keen mind at the same time.”

“So, a cunning but fierce beast.” the einherjar chuckled, shaking his head slightly.

“Precisely.” the elf confirmed. “I would imagine that your fearsome appearance strikes fear into the hearts of your enemies, and the rage lends strength to your arms. You just need to keep that brilliant, tactical mind of yours working at the same time. Then nothing will be able to stand in your way.”

James couldn’t help but laugh at the conviction in her voice. This caused his new wife to frown, but he made it up to her with a kiss. “Thank you, Lāmina, for believing in me so much.”

“But of course, Master. I worship you. You are my god.” the elven priestess told him with a straight face.

Hel’s Champion shivered at the look in his wife’s eyes. He’d swear that the woman was a tad on the fanatical side, but he certainly wouldn’t naysay her devotion to him. Instead, he took her words seriously and gave her a nod of acceptance. “And you are my priestess.” he stated firmly.

The moment that he uttered the words, something passed between them. Both gasped at the sudden, unexpected sensation, but neither understood what it meant. All they knew was that, on some metaphysical level, their bond had deepened even further.

Taking a deep breath, Lāmina forced herself to contain the excitement that had her heart racing, and fought to stop the trembling of her hands. “Now, Master. I believe it is time for you to perform another miracle, and bring your fallen concubine back to life.” With a wave of her hand, the Avatar’s priestess summoned both Autumn’s corpse, and the ifrit’s severed hand from their Inventory.

James grimaced when he saw his lover’s broken body appear on the floor next to them. Swallowing the bile that threatened to force its way up, the Champion stood and summoned his clothing back from the Inventory.

Following her master’s lead, Lāmina likewise got dressed, and sent her wedding raiment back to their Inventory for safe keeping. “Do you see the collar that I spoke of, Master?” she asked, pointing to the black metal accessory.

The einherjar took a knee next to Autumn’s head and examined the fiendish collar. “It looks a lot like Hrein’s, except that it also has silver spikes on it.” After searching for a seam or clasp and not finding any, the Champion carefully gripped it with his fingers, and tried to pull the artifact apart. Even with his great strength however, the bestial warrior was unable to alter it in the least.

“Hrein’s couldn’t be removed either, could it?” Lāmina asked.

“No, but this one isn’t exactly the same, so perhaps I can remove it with the ring.” James suggested. Walking over to the severed hand, the ex-soldier leaned over and picked it up. Not sure if this will be useful at any point, but I might was well keep it. the einherjar thought after he removed the ring. After slipping the ring onto his right ring finger, James sent the ifrit’s hand back to his Inventory. “All right. Let’s see what we have here.” he muttered, leaning on his Analysis blessing to tell him about the ring.

Fiendish Master Ring: Adamantine. Cursed: Can only be removed upon death of the wearer. Wearer can command the spikes on matching slave collars to extend, retract, or invert. Wearer can possess the bearer of a matching slave collar at will. Wearer can transfer ownership of a matched slave collar to another Fiendish Master Ring.

James frowned slightly upon reading the artifact’s description. “What a nasty piece of work.” the einherjar grumbled. Curious whether his blessing had protected him from the curse imbedded in the ring, the ex-soldier attempted to slide the ring off his finger. When it came off without any trouble, he slipped it back on.

“Master?” Lāmina called out to him with a questioning gaze.

Figuring that she was curious about the nature of the ring, the einherjar showed her the description. “I’m going to try and remove the collar now. Fingers crossed, eh?”

The elven priestess nodded and literally crossed the fingers of both hands, holding them up for him to see.

James chuckled and moved back to stand next to Autumn. This time, when he touched the collar, he willed it to open. There was a soft click that came in response to his desire, and the einherjar was able to remove the collar from his concubine’s neck. Curious what the collar’s description would say, he called it up for the two of them to view.

Fiendish Slave Collar: Adamantine. Cursed: Can only be removed upon death of the wearer. Spikes: Alchemically hardened silver.

“Huh. Unlike the ones that the angels use, these fiendish collars aren’t soul bound. I guess they’re made to be reusable.” the Champion surmised.

“Most likely, Master.” Lāmina agreed. “While the Heavenly Host probably uses their collars to capture what they would consider monsters, which they would only keep long enough to question and then destroy, the demons would create tools to torture and enslave as many beings as possible.”

“Wonderful.” James grunted sarcastically. “Well, at least we got it off her. That said, I don’t see anything in its description that would prevent her Rebirth spell from working.”

“I agree, Master. There must be some other reason.” the elf concurred.

Sending the Fiendish Slave Collar to his Inventory, the einherjar stared at the fallen angel’s beautiful face. “Why didn’t it work?” he muttered. Shaking his head, the ex-soldier began to pace around the room as he thought. “The spell triggered, so it wasn’t a lack of Qi or something to that effect.”

“Correct, Master.” Lāmina confirmed with a nod. “The flames rose up around her, but when they died down, she hadn’t been reduced to ash.”

“Then… the problem must be that she didn’t burn… ah!” James shouted, slapping his palm to his forehead. “Immunity to Fire!”

“Ah!” the elf squeaked, echoing her master.

“Well shit… can I alter her being even though she’s dead?” the einherjar wondered aloud.

“I don’t see why not, Master. You still own her.” the priestess replied, encouraging her husband to try.

Crouching down next to Autumn’s corpse, James called up her Status Screen. “It looks like I can still work on her… but I need to gather the Spirit to do so.”

“Well then. I guess we should get to cultivating, right Master?” Lāmina said with a brilliant grin.

“I guess so, darling. Also, let me thank you for keeping Autumn safe during the battle. That was quick thinking on your part. We might’ve never been able to save her, if it wasn’t for you.” James told her sincerely.

“I merely served my Master’s house as I should.” the elf replied with a formal bow, trying to hide the proud smile on her face.

Sitting down next to his deceased concubine, the Champion briefly thought about how much Spirit he would need to alter the phrasing of a trait. It costs 100 Spirit per word for a spell, but it also doubles the Qi cost. Traits don’t have a Qi cost, so assuming that it will work at all… I had best be prepared to pay at least double the cost in Spirit. he silently surmised.

“Shall we cultivate together again, Master? That should save you some time.” Lāmina suggested.

“That would be great.” the einherjar agreed. “Thanks.”

“It is my pleasure, Master.” the elf told him with a smile.
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Four hours later, James called a halt to their cultivating. “That should be enough, hopefully.” he said with a tired sigh. These long days in Hell are taking a toll on me. he realized. Not wanting to delay any further, the Champion set about altering Autumn’s Fire Immunity. “Let’s add ‘except Flames of Rebirth’ to the description.” he muttered aloud as he worked. To his pleasant surprise, the text didn’t resist his changes at all, absorbing the offered Spirit greedily. Though it cost him 800 out of the 960 Spirit that they had cultivated, he couldn’t have been more pleased with the result.

A glance at his own Status Screen told him that the remaining 160 Spirit was of the Earth element, and had combined with the 40 that he’d had left over. Might as well put all 200 into my Durability, then. he thought. This brought his score to 110, which he figured was still just shy of copper in hardness.

“Now, without further ado, let’s bring you back to us, Autumn.” James uttered quietly.

Seeing that her master was about to cast Rebirth without thinking of his surroundings, Lāmina quickly dashed forward and sent their pile of blankets back to the Inventory, before getting out of the way herself.

“Oh. Sorry.” James apologized with a guilty smile. “I didn’t think of that.”

“It is fine, Master. I know that you would be as single minded and eager to bring me back as well.” the priestess told him with an understanding smile.

“Damn right I would.” the einherjar growled. Turning his attention back to the fallen succubus, James focussed on his magic and cast Rebirth. As expected, Autumn’s body was consumed by the intense flames and subsequently reduced to ash. In truth, Hel’s Champion had been standing far too close to the demoness when he cast the spell, and so the flames licked at his legs and chest, but thanks to his armour, he wasn’t harmed by them.

Autumn suddenly sat up from beneath the pile of ash, gasping loudly as she did so. Her eyes were wild as she spun her head around, looking for the enemy she had been battling when she died. Spotting James standing there with a gentle smile on his face, the succubus called out to him.

“Master! What happened!?” the succubus cried, quickly climbing to her feet.

Hel’s Champion spent the next half hour calming the fallen angel down, then bringing her up to speed on recent events. The succubus had screamed happily when she heard that he and Lāmina had been wed, and then James had to wait another quarter of an hour while the girls laughed, cried, and squealed as they gushed about the happy turn of events.

“Before we go any further, I want to grant you my blessing, Autumn.” James stated once everyone had calmed down.

“I would greatly appreciate that, Master.” Autumn said with a bit of a shy smile.
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After granting the succubus his blessing and having a quick bite to eat, the party decided that it was time to leave their lovely little stone cabin, and figure out what their next moves would be.

Immediately after exiting the building, they came across the bodies of the demons that they had fought. Raising his eyes to the cavern ceiling, James called out to his goddess. “Lady Hel, would these demons be a danger to send back to your domain? I have a feeling that the big guy’s body might be useful for something, but I don’t want to put anyone at risk.”

Rather than answer him out loud, where the ladies could hear her reply, the Goddess of Death sent her voice directly to his mind. I appreciate thy caution, my Champion, but it is unneeded in this case. The fiends are well and truly dead. If thou dost desire, I can reanimate the straggele and add them to the ranks of thy guards. I do not recommend giving any semblance of life to the ifrit, however.

Thank you, my Lady. I would appreciate that. he thought back at her. So, should I collect the ifrit’s body for components, then?

I can tell thee that it is valuable… Hel replied after a moment’s hesitation, but I fear that is all that I might say.

Thank you again, my Lady. I’ll send them all over. James out. he thought with a smirk. “Okay ladies. Let’s send these corpses over to the Inventory. Apparently we might get some use out of them.”

Once James and his women had looted the corpses, the Champion considered his options. “I get the feeling that the straggele were working for the ifrit.” the ex-soldier proposed his theory. “Their timing was just too perfect to be otherwise.”

“I agree, Master.” Autumn concurred. “And I think Luxuria betrayed us to them.”

“She most likely sold us out, and her own troops along with us.” Lāmina added.

“That would explain why she seemed disinterested in finding them after the initial attack. Even a cold hearted commander should know that our chances of survival would be better with numbers.” James stated, receiving nods of agreement from the women.

“In that case, perhaps we should try to head in the direction that the ifrit came from.” Autumn suggested.

“That’s probably our best bet.” the ex-soldier agreed. Stepping out the hole in the wall that the demonic djinn had created, the einherjar looked around for any signs of his passing. “The rocky ground isn’t soft enough to leave tracks in, even for something as big as he was.” James whispered, wanting to keep the noise down just in case there were hostiles in the area. Sniffing the air, the bestial warrior was surprised to find that his nose was more than up to the task, however. “Oh.”

“Master?” Lāmina whispered, stepping up beside him.

“He mostly smells like sulphur and brimstone, but… but his scent is distinct enough from our surroundings that I can pick it out. Glad I upgraded my sense of smell to match a polar bear’s.” the ex-soldier whispered back with a grin.

Following the ifrit’s scent, while staying on guard for any surprise attacks, the Champion and his women made their way across the chamber to a large tunnel. “Shit. It’s too dark in there to see, even with our night-vision.” the einherjar grumbled.

“I don’t suppose you can use your ‘flashlight’ again, can you, Master?” Autumn asked.

“I doubt it would last very long. I’m pretty sure the light was already getting dimmer by the time we shut it off last time.” James replied with a disappointed sigh. Deciding that he had no better options, the einherjar created a small glowing orb with his Glamour spell. “Remind me to invest a crap ton of Spirit into making the duration of Glamour longer when we get home.” he grumbled. “I hate having to spend 480 Qi an hour just for a light source.”

“”Yes, Master.”” the women replied in concert.

With a reliable light source, it was much safer for the party to fly. Not only did they make much better time, but they also avoided the risk of injuring themselves due to poor footing. Thinking ahead, James had programmed the illusion to start blinking roughly 30 seconds before it expired each time, so that they had time to land safely before renewing the spell.

When the party landed for the third time, James waited for his illusion to expire before he cast it again. Just as he was about to work the magic, he noticed a very faint glow up ahead. “Hey. Do you two see that?” he whispered to his lovers.

Both nodded silently in response, which confirmed that he wasn’t just seeing things. “All right. Let’s make our way over there, but be careful and stay quiet.” As it turned out, the ‘staying quiet’ part was easier said than done. There was a lot of loose stone on the ground, despite it being as jagged and uneven as everywhere else they had been thus far. Still, nothing seemed to come looking, even when Lāmina hissed in pain after scraping her ankle against a rock.

Leading the way, James was the first to reach the bend in the tunnel that the glow was coming from. After patting the air, which was his hand signal telling the girls to ‘get down’, the ex-soldier cast Druid Covering on himself before peering around the corner.

What he saw was much more of a surprise than he would have expected. Beyond the bend a small encampment of tents had been set up, complete with goat demon guards walking around on patrol. In the centre of the camp, James spotted what could only have been the ifrit’s tent, though ‘Tent’ was hardly a fitting word for the structure. It was more like a grand pavilion, constructed of red silk panels, stitched together with golden thread. Each panel was embroidered with large mystical symbols, the most prevalent among them being a crescent moon.

I definitely want to see what’s in that tent… the ex-soldier thought to himself. Have to be careful of those, though. Two large, bare-chested men stood guard outside the entrance; their arms folded across their oiled chests, and their golden bracers shone in the torch light. Each wore a white turban on their head, with a single large ruby in the centre.

James quickly noted the swords hanging from their sashes - large scimitars, obviously designed to be held in two hands, and studded with gems the size of almonds. Though it was clear to him that someone had chosen the men and their attire to impress, he had no doubts that they were also effective guards.

Counting on his invisibility to protect him, James snuck between the guards and into the pavilion. The interior was brightly lit by hanging oil lamps, and the air smelled of burning incense. Scantily clad slave girls either stood as still as statues, holding bowls of ripe fruit, or knelt on cushions while awaiting orders. One such slave girl stood behind a massive golden throne, which was centred along the back wall, massaging scented oils into the heavily muscled chest of the creature sitting in it. Its skin was bright red in colour and if it stood, it would have easily been as tall as any two men. Though it wore naught but a single blue loincloth for clothing, its body was adorned with golden jewellery in every conceivable place.

“Oh? What have we here?” the being asked in a deep, rumbling voice. “I do hope that you are not some sneak thief here to -.”

Hel’s Champion didn’t let the ifrit finish its sentence, instead hurling twin bolts of lightning into its chest. Just to make sure the job was done correctly, he locked eyes with the dying genie and turned its head to stone. Not fucking around with another one of those. the einherjar thought to himself. Also, need to remember that they can see people while they are invisible, apparently.

Whether they were frozen in fear, or simply disciplined enough to know better, none of the women showed any reaction other than their eyes going wide. The same was not true of the buff men from outside. As soon as they heard the clap of thunder caused by the einherjar’s spell, both guards rushed into the tent.

James didn’t spare the warriors any mercy either. With a flick of is wrist, he struck the two men down with a Thunderbolt each. That’ll probably draw the demons here, but that’s fine. I can kill them if they come in. the ex-soldier told himself.

A quick glance around the tent told the Champion plenty about the power and status of the dead ifrit. Everything present was crafted from the highest quality materials and in the most aesthetically pleasing way possible, while still being functional. Even the clothes on the slaves served more to attract attention and enhance their beauty than to conceal anything; and even they were adorned with precious gems and metals enough to be the envy of any princess.

Dismissing his invisibility, James clapped his hands loudly to draw their attention. “Now then. I’m the new boss. Any questions?” When none of them answered, the einherjar focussed his gaze on the woman standing behind the throne. “You there. What’s your name?”

“Dunyazad, Master.” the beautiful woman replied, keeping her eyes downcast in submission.

“I noticed that each of the women here are wearing golden collars. Are they magical, like these?” the einherjar questioned her, pulling a Fiendish Slave Collar from his Inventory.

The young woman flinched when she saw the adamantine collar, but shook her head and answered obediently. “No, Master. Our collars bear no enchantments. There is no need.”

“No?” James prodded, quirking a brow.

“None at all, Master. We are in Hell. As living mortals, we would die… or worse, if not for the Master’s protection.” the slave girl explained.

“I see. That makes sense. Do you know what the other tents in the encampment contain?” he inquired.

“Slaves and supplies, Master.” Dunyazad answered quickly. Anticipating his desire for more information, she continued on. “Master Arghan kept his mortal slaves here in his pavilion, so that we might serve his every desire. The other tents are where you will find his brother’s chattel. The Black King is a slave trader, who mostly deals in demons that he captures here in Hell.”

James opened his mouth to ask another question, but the slave girl moved to stand beside the throne and fell prostrate before him. “I know it is not a slave’s place to speak unbidden, but please Master, heed my warning! The Black King is even more powerful than his brother, and he will certainly return soon! I beg of you, please protect yourself and your loyal slaves from his wrath!”

Hel’s Champion sighed then moved to stand in front of the grovelling slave girl. Crouching down, he gently lifted her chin, so that he could look her in the eye. When she insisted on keeping her gaze on the floor, the einherjar spoke in a gentle tone. “Look at me, pretty one.”

Dunyazad swallowed hard, then did as she had been bid. Slowly looking up, she saw that the strange, bestial man had a warm and gentle smile on his face. No! she scolded herself harshly. Do not be fooled! A slave who does not show perfect submission does not live long!

“The Black King, as you call him, is already dead. He made the mistake of attacking me, and trying to steal what is mine.” James gently explained. No sooner were the words out of his mouth, than his explanation was interrupted by the sound of screams coming from outside the tent. Listening carefully, the einherjar determined that they were not the screams of his women, so he dismissed the noise for the moment.

“If you say it is so, then it must be, Master.” Dunyazad said submissively, returning her gaze to the floor. I doubt anyone could defeat the Black King… but he did dispatch his brother in an instant. Oh gods above, what manner of monster have we fallen into the hands of now!? she silently prayed.

“Listen carefully, Dunyazad. I have little use for mortal slaves, so -.” James began, only to be cut off by the woman grabbing his ankle and kissing his foot.

“Please, Master!” she begged. “Please do not dispose of us! I promise that we will please you!”

Hel’s Champion cleared his throat and looked down at the grovelling woman. “As I was about to say, I -.”

“Master? Are you in there?” Lāmina’s voice called from just outside the tent. Rather than wait for a reply, the elven priestess strode through the door. Her smile slowly vanished as she took in the scene before her, and James could hear the icy tone in her voice when she spoke. “More slaves, Master?” she asked with the fakest business smile the einherjar had ever seen.

Figuring that preamble would only lead to more trouble, the ex-soldier opened his mouth to immediately explain, only to be cut off for a third time.

“Master got more slaves?” Autumn asked, pushing aside the tent flap and stepping in.

“Elphyne!” James shouted, startling all of the women present. Then, in a much quieter voice, he continued. “I plan to give them all the same offer I made to the women from Guayabo. Move to Elphyne and find an elven husband, and I will release them from slavery.”

“Oh…” both of his women nodded approvingly.

“So, as you can see, you won’t be harmed, Dunyazad.” the einherjar finished.

Daring to look up and gaze into the bestial man’s eyes, the woman’s lips trembled as hope blossomed in her heart. “Swear it, Master. Swear it, and I will believe you.”

“If you agree to move to Elphyne, choose an elf to marry, and give him children, then I will free you from slavery. This I swear.” James told her in a steady voice.

“”I swear!”” came a chorus of voices from around the tent.

“Good. Good.” The einherjar clapped and breathed a sigh of relief. “Then if you would all be so kind, I ask that you collect everything in this pavilion, and pile it in the middle. Especially any extras of those outfits that you are wearing. Those will look great on my wives.”

Both Lāmina and Autumn blushed as they looked at what the slave girls had on. Though they were certainly colourful, the silk veils and harem pants did nothing to protect a woman’s modesty.


CHAPTER 19


“M-master.” Dunyazad stammered nervously. “Forgive me, Master, but there is one item that none of us dare touch.”

“Oh? And what would that be?” James asked, brows raised in surprise. What could be so dangerous that they would refuse to handle it? he wondered.

“The golden lamp over there, Master.” the slave girl said in a near whisper. “None but the Master may touch it.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me…” the einherjar muttered, letting his gaze fall where the pretty young woman had pointed. There, sitting on a pedestal next to the golden throne, sat an oil lamp fashioned from solid gold. “Don’t tell me there’s a genie trapped in that thing.”

“Master?” Dunyazad stared at him with wide eyes.

“Yes?” James, turned to face the human woman. “What is it?”

“I… do not know what to say.” she murmured, bowing her head.

“What do you mean?” the ex-soldier asked with a confused expression.

“Forgive me, Master. You have forbidden me from speaking of the djinn.” the slave girl replied quietly, trembling in fear.

“Oh for…” James groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose, hoping to forestall the headache that he knew was coming. After several deep breaths, the einherjar forced himself to smile and addressed the woman again. “It’s all right. I didn’t mean it literally. Please tell me about the djinn.”

“As you wish, Master.” Dunyazad answered submissively, with her head still lowered. “The djinn’s name is Paribanou, and she is bound to the lamp. She was Master Arghan’s most prized possession, and he loved nothing more than to torment her.”

“I see.” Hel’s Champion said flatly. “Well, I suppose I’d better be careful with that. As thanks for the warning, you may keep all of the jewellery that you are currently wearing when you go to Elphyne.”

“Master!” the slave girl exclaimed in shock. Not only has he sworn to set me free, but he is going to let me keep the riches my previous master adorned me with!? Can this really be true? she wondered, fearing that it was all somehow a trick. Dunyazad watched as her new master turned away from her, and walked over to the solid gold throne. She expected him to sit upon it and watch as his new servants did his bidding, and piled the room’s treasures in the middle of the floor. Instead, he he simply slapped it with one of his big hands, and caused it to disappear.

James looked down at the magical oil lamp. If the genie inside has been tormented for the gods know how long, then she’s likely in an even worse state of mind than simple imprisonment would make her. I’m going to have to be extra cautious when dealing with her… he thought to himself. “Well, I don’t have time to deal with it right now anyway.” the ex-soldier muttered. Summoning a cardboard box from his Inventory, James plopped it on the floor. Next, he summoned his rapier and slid the blade through the looped handle of the lamp, using the sword to pick the artifact up without touching it. He then placed the lamp in the box with the utmost care, before folding the top flaps shut and sending the whole kit and kaboodle to his Inventory.

“Now, are there any other dangerous or obviously magical items in this tent?” the Champion asked the slave girls.

“The carpet, Master!” one of the women cried, raising her hand in the air.

The ex-soldier glanced at the woman and noted the hopeful expression on her face. Ah. She wants to be helpful, so that I might give her the same reward as Dunyazad. “What does it do?”

“It flies! And the tent is magical too, Master!” another yelled. “Master Arghan used it to carry his possessions!” yet another added.

James sighed and looked over the women in the room, other than those that he was already bound to. Many looked hopeful, while others seemed eager to find some way to please him. That’s… a lot of treasure to give away… but I guess I’m making out like a bandit by claiming everything else. Well, actually, I may be a literal bandit. I did kill the owner and take his stuff. the einherjar silently admitted. “All right. How about this? You ladies be as honest and helpful as you can, and all of you can keep what you are currently wearing.”

“”Yes, Master!”” all of the slave girls sang out in response.

Rather than delve into further questions at the moment, he turned his attention to the apparently magical carpet. In all honesty, James wouldn’t have guessed that it was enchanted if he hadn’t been told. To him, it looked like an ordinary, if well made, rug. It was mostly red in colour, with a lot of gold thread used in the stitching and making up the tassels on each corner. The centre was embroidered with numerous designs, all representing aspects of the sky, be they suns, moons, or twinkling stars.

Walking over to the carpet, James bent down and laid his hand upon it, then used his Analysis blessing to examine its properties.

Hussain’s Tapestry: Artifact. 6’ x 6’ Persian rug. Teleports itself and everything placed on it to the desired location. Can fly at speeds of up to 55 mph.

James whistled softly, and quickly sent the magic carpet to his Inventory. That’s going to be a game changer for us. I’m already thinking of so many possibilities! he thought excitedly. Ignoring the growing pile of treasure that the ladies were working on, the ex-soldier moved over to consider the former master of the tent. Hel did say that an ifrit’s body would be valuable… and I don’t want to lose out on all of the jewellery that he’s wearing, so I’ll just send it all to my Inventory for now. Then I’ll get the swords, bracers, and gems off the two guards. Turn his head to look at Autumn, he asked her a question which he probably already knew the answer to. “I take it that you’ve already eliminated the demonic troops outside, ma chérie?”

“Yes, Master.” the succubus confirmed. “All that remains alive out there are the three succubus slaves that we found in one of the tents.”

“Succubi, eh?” the Champion frowned. “They’re wearing Fiendish Slave Collars?”

“They are, which is the only reason they haven’t tried to escape, I imagine.” the beautiful demoness answered, nodding to the ring on his right hand.

“Right. Any recommendations as to what we should do with them?” James asked, looking to his two women for advice.

“I know they’re demons but…” Autumn began, but didn’t seem able to finish her sentence.

“You sympathize with them.” the ex-soldier said softly.

The fallen angel nodded. “Perhaps they are irredeemable, but I know for a fact that, with the right… guidance… even a succubus can lead a good life.”

James sighed softly but nodded his head in acceptance. “I suppose you’re right.”

“And…” Autumn started to say something but stopped again.

“And?” the einherjar prompted.

Taking a deep breath, the succubus looked her master in the eye. “And I feel responsible for them, Master. At least partially.”

The Champion’s brow furrowed in confusion at her statement. “Why is that?”

“Because they are former members of Luxuria’s section, Master. They were our guides, and well… I failed to protect them.”

James grunted softly, but didn’t argue her point. He didn’t agree that they should be responsible to protect their guides, especially since Luxuria had told him explicitly that the guides would not be fighting to defend him. Still, she no doubt sees them as part of our ‘team’, and it will weigh on her if we don’t at least give them options.

“All right. I’ll see what we can do to help them. In the mean time, can I ask you two to go out there and collect up all of the bodies and materials, while I organize things in here?” the ex-soldier suggested.

“Of course, Master.” Lāmina replied with a slight bow of her head.
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Once all of the treasures and personal possessions of the fallen ifrit had been safely tucked away in his Inventory, James escorted the human slave girls out of the pavilion. He remembered one of the women shouting that the tent itself was also an artifact of some kind, so he placed his hand against one of the bright red panels, and triggered his Analysis blessing.

Pavilion of Paribanou: Artifact. Silk tent that can fold up to fit in a man’s palm, or extend to house an army of any size.

“Hmm. I’ll definitely take it with me, but I’m not sure how often it will come in handy.” the einherjar muttered to himself. Pushing his will into the pavilion, he commanded the artifact to collapse itself. As advertised, the entire silk structure folded in on itself, and shrank until it was a square of no more than a couple of inches on a side. Bending down to pick it up, the Champion sent it to his Inventory as well.

With that taken care of, James was finally free to address the captives that he’d inadvertently picked up. Turning around, the einherjar spotted his two lovers standing behind a gaggle of women. On the left was a group of five human slave girls, all dressed in classic harem attire. On the right was the smaller group of naked succubi, all wearing Fiendish Slave Collars that matched the one he’d taken off Autumn.

“Ladies.” the Champion addressed the crowd. “The mortal women have already agreed to my terms, and know what their destination shall be. That only leaves you three.” he stated, looking directly at the trio of succubi.

“We… we’re your comrades, aren’t we, Champion?” the one in the middle asked, plastering a wide smile on her face. “Surely you’ve come to save us, being the big handsome hero that you are.”

James snorted and then laughed at the fiendish woman’s attempt to seduce him, which only served to anger the proud demoness. Luckily for her, she was smart enough not to antagonize the one holding her proverbial leash.

“Nice try, I’ll give you that.” he said with a chuckle. “But no, that isn’t quite what happened. That said, we might be able to come to an agreement that would see you free… more or less.”

The eyes of all three sex fiends narrowed in suspicion. They were well aware of the beautiful succubus that he kept in thrall, as well as the fact that he had completely ignored all of their flirting while they travelled. “What do you have in mind?” the first inquired.

“Well, I have a number of conditions that need to be met. The first of which is for you to finish your job as guides. After that, you might have some options as to where we go from there.” the einherjar answered.

The three women looked at each other, then looked back at him. “We can agree to that, at least. Though we’d prefer if you would return our equipment in that case.”

“Very well. Autumn, did you happen to find their gear when you were looting the encampment?” James asked his concubine.

“I did, Master. I’ll return it to them as soon as you finish your negotiations.” the fallen angel confirmed.

“Good. Thanks.” The Champion smiled at his lover, then turned his attention back to the captured demons. “Next, I need to know what you would prefer: remaining under my control while living on Terra, or to be free in Hell.”

The eyes of every woman present went as wide as saucers when they heard his question. “Master! You mustn’t let them free in the Realm of the Living!” Dunyazad protested.

“Not free per se. They would have to agree to continue wearing those collars, and follow my rules. Rules that would prohibit them from harming any of my citizens, except in self defence. That includes having sex with a man who can’t endure their Carnal Cultivation.” the einherjar laid it all out for them. “They would also have to serve in my army, and live wherever I station them. They wouldn’t be free to wander the globe at will.”

“But, we need to feed! We’ll die if we can’t have sex with men!” the third demoness argued.

“There are plenty of horny and hearty men residing in my lands, that would be able to endure at least a single round with you each day. I plan to have an army of werewolves soon, and if nothing else, I’m sure the satyrs could keep you entertained for a while.” the Champion chuckled.

None of the succubi wanted to remain slaves if they could avoid it, but the chance to escape Hell was simply too much to pass up. After discussing it amongst themselves for a few minutes, they seemed to reach a consensus. “If… if we are to remain your slaves, you have to take an oath with us, Champion. We will swear fealty to you if, and only if, you swear to provide for our needs. You needn’t see to them personally, but you must ensure that we are fed at least once, no, twice! Twice per day.” the succubus smirked, thinking herself clever by adding the extra ‘meal’.

James couldn’t help but laugh, and shook his head. “Again, nice try. I couldn’t possibly guarantee you excess resources that might be scarce in a time of war or other emergency.” The demonic women puffed their cheeks and frowned when he rejected their demands, but he made a counter offer that he figured might appease them. “Tell you what I will do, though. As your liege, I will value your lives and well being. That means not putting you in unnecessary danger, or torturing you for pleasure. It also means that I will equip you to the best of my ability, and pay you properly for your services.”

Hel’s Champion was certain that no resident of Hell would ever make such an offer, so he felt comfortable in his belief that they would take him up on it. Still, the ex-soldier was a firm believer in employing both the carrot and the stick, so he added a little advice. “But be warned, however! Anger me by harming my people or betray me in any way, and it your punishment won’t start with your death. I’ll make sure that the only place you can ‘feed’ is in the kennels!”

All of the women blanched at that threat, mortal and immortal alike. Now, James didn’t even have a single dog, let alone kennels, so he knew that it was an empty threat, but the succubi didn’t.

Unexpectedly, Lāmina cleared her throat and stepped forward. “Master. Speaking of your kennels, we found something in one of the tents that you might be interested in.”

“Huh?” the einherjar replied brilliantly, blinking in confusion.

“Come and look, Master.” the priestess encouraged him.

“All right.” James said a little skeptically. What could they have kept aside? I thought they had sent everything to the Inventory already. he silently wondered. Reaching the elf’s side, he looked down where she was pointing. A wrought iron cage sat on the ground, and sleeping within were six adorable little puppies. One and all had pitch black fur, and the biggest among them had claimed the spot in the middle of the cage, while the others snuggled up against him. As the einherjar watched, and futilely tried to keep his heart from melting, the runt of the litter sneezed and blew a puff of smoke in the alpha’s face. Though it didn’t wake the larger dog up, it did cause him to snore and bury his head under his paw.

“Aww.” James whispered, already charmed by the little fur balls. “Do you think we should try to raise them on our own, or see if Fenrir wants them for his pack?”

Lāmina noticed that he didn’t even consider leaving them behind, and that made her smile. “I think either idea works, Master.”

Forcing himself to tear his gaze away from the pile of cuteness, the einherjar turned his attention back to the sex demons. “Well, there you have it.” he stated flatly.

The three succubi looked at each other, and then shrugged. “All right, Champion. You have a deal.”

“Excellent.” the baron said with a devilish grin. They should make good additions to my army. And they should keep the boys entertained… so long as the guys don’t fight over them. Deciding that such issues would be problems for future James, should they even arise, the Champion shrugged them off for the time being.

“So what do we do next, Master?” Autumn asked, looking around at their expanded party.

“This is the part that Lāmina isn’t going to like.” he stated firmly, turning to look at his newest wife.

Lāmina frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re sending me back, aren’t you?” James nodded, confirming her guess, and causing her sigh in irritation. “Summons?”

“Please. I’ll use the message pad to send a note to Hrein.” the ex-soldier informed her.

“Fine. Just the humans and the hounds?” the elf inquired, just to be sure.

“Yes. I’ll keep Autumn with me, along with the succubi as guides.” James replied.

Lāmina looked around at all of the demonic women. “You’re going to feed them all?” she asked in a slightly accusing voice.

“I shouldn’t need to. I plan to be back tomorrow at the latest, and I’m sure that ifrit must have already sampled each of them. Am I right?” he asked, looking to the succubi for confirmation.

The three succubi didn’t even look embarrassed by the implication, but simply nodded in answer to his question.

Lāmina sighed again, then stepped forward and stole a kiss from her husband. “I love you, Master. Please be careful.”

“I will, darling. Thank you for trusting me.” he replied kissing her again.

The elven priestess scoffed at his words. “I don’t just trust you, Master. My faith in you is complete.” Stepping back, Lāmina intoned the words they had chosen to trigger the Summons spell, and marked the souls of everyone present. As she did so, James summoned the message pad from his Inventory, wrote a quick note to his First Wife (which included a reminder of his love for her), and sent it back to his Inventory. Just to increase the chances that it was seen right away, he chose for it to appear five feet above the dining room table, hoping that it would make enough noise to catch the attention of one of the maids.

All of the captured women looked around curiously, as the Champion and his lovers stood there waiting. While the situation was a bit baffling to them, as they wondered what was supposed to happen, it turned out that they didn’t have to wait long for the answer. Less than five minutes after James had written the note, Hrein called Lāmina to the other side. Thirty seconds later, the human women and pups disappeared, as summoning circles grew beneath them.

Leaning over, James tapped the iron cage and sent it to his Inventory, so that the ladies on the other side would have it for the pups.

“Ah. I was wondering how you planned to escape Tartarus. Now I understand.” the leader of the succubi grinned. “Summoning magic is one of the few ways to bypass the wards of the divine prison, but it does leave the called being at the mercy of the summoner.”

Hel’s Champion shrugged, knowing that the magic that he and his women employed didn’t create such restrictions, but he felt no need to share this information with the sex fiends.

“Hey. Now that the elf’s gone, can we get fed now?” the shortest of the succubi asked, licking her lips.

“Nope. I don’t cheat on my wives, and I know that you’ll be fine for a little while, at least.” the ex-soldier declined her offer.

The demonic woman frowned and shook her head. “You’re going to have to feed us tomorrow anyway, so I don’t see what the difference is to you.”

“Yeah.” her teammate agreed. “This cavern may be on the main path to the lake shore, but it’s still a three day hike.”

James gave the fiendish women a feral grin. “So long as you know the way, it won’t take nearly that long.” Raising his hand in the air, which was completely unnecessary, the einherjar intoned the slightly embarrassing 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 succubi all gasped as palm sized circles of golden light appeared in the air before them, then sank into their bosoms to mark their souls. Ignoring their reactions, Hel’s Champion pulled his newly acquired magic carpet from his Inventory, and placed it on the ground.

“Autumn, you’re coming with me. As well as the one among you ladies who knows the way best.” the ex-soldier said in a no-nonsense tone of voice.

“That would be me.” said the leader of the group. “Are you going to leave the others behind?”

“No. I’ll call them to us momentarily. Autumn, if you would be so kind as to give them back their gear? Then we can go.” the Champion requested.

“Of course, Master.” his succubus concubine complied.

While she was handing out the equipment, James explained what he expected of the succubus leader. “This carpet will teleport us wherever we want to go. I want you to take us as close to our destination as possible, while still being in an unpopulated area. If you betray us in any way, I will kill you on the spot, then return here and use one of your companions to guide us. Do I make myself clear?” he growled.

“Yes, Sir!” the succubus warrior shouted, even going so far as to salute him with a hand in the air.

Slightly surprised by her response, the Champion returned her salute, but in his usual fashion of a fist over the heart.

The demoness smirked slightly and met her commander’s gaze. “It’s wise of you to be wary, sir, but it is unnecessary. None of us are going to screw this up. As I’m sure you know, your offer is far too good for us to miss out on.” Leaning in close, the succubus performed a conspiratorial stage whisper. “And just between you and me, sir, I’m certain that you could get as many succubi to agree as you have slave collars.”

“Oh?” Hel’s Champion was intrigued by her idea, even despite himself. Not counting the one that I took off Autumn, I recovered another nine in the ifrit’s tent. So I have ten free right now…

“And, if I may be so bold as to make a suggestion, sir? I doubt that you’ll be returning to Hell any time soon, so you should collect whatever demons you might want while you are here. And do a bit of shopping while you are at it. I’m sure that ifrit had a fair bit of wealth, and Tartarus is known to be the greatest mine in the universe. If there are any metals or ores that you need, you’ve come to the right place.” she added slyly.

James shivered slightly as he regarded the demonic woman. Between the Nazi salute and the used car salesman pitch, the einherjar was certain that the woman was pure evil. What am I getting myself into? he wondered.


CHAPTER 20


James and his two companions suddenly appeared in a small chamber, once again plunged into total darkness. Quickly remedying the situation by creating an illusory light with his Glamour spell, the einherjar scanned the area for threats. When nothing jumped out at him, he turned to the evil succubus and nodded. “Good work. Now please step off the carpet.”

The demoness raised her hands as if in surrender and did as she had been asked. “Okay, sir. Not a problem.”

As soon as she had stepped off the rug, the Champion reclaimed it as his own and sent it to his Inventory with a thought. With what he had considered the riskiest part of his plan over with, the ex-soldier breathed a small sigh of relief. “All right. Now I’ll summon your companions to us.” the einherjar announced.

With a thought, James triggered the summoning function of his Summons spell, and selected the other two succubi that he had recently bound. A second later, twin summoning circles appeared on the floor, the pentagrams in their middles shining with an eerie red light. Then, the two demonic women appeared in a puff of smoke, and the magic circles faded away into nothingness.

“Welcome back.” the einherjar teased. “Now, before we go any further, is there anything that we need to know about Geoffrey’s location in the Lake of Fire?”

The leader of the succubi thought for a moment, then shook her head. “Not much. One of Lady Lilith’s succubi should have him trapped near the shore. We can’t really take the shades out of the lake, at least not without incurring the wrath of God.”

“Any dangers in the lake or surrounding it?” James prompted her for more information.

“Besides the fire itself? There is a dragon that resides somewhere in the lake, but you never know where he’s going to pop up.” the demoness replied with a shrug. “As for the shore, there is a small city that we demons have built up, and that is where we will meet your next contact.”

“That is where you suggested that I do my ‘shopping’, I take it?” the einherjar inquired.

“Precisely, sir.” the succubus confirmed with a nod.

“Hmm.” James hummed, stroking his beard. “Actually, we are in the market for an excessively large diamond or crystal. Think something like that might be for sale there?”

“Almost certainly.” the shorter succubus piped up. “And I know just the place! I can take you there! Though I think we should go before we collect that soul that you are looking for.”

“That’s probably the smart thing to do.” Autumn agreed.

“All right. Let’s see what this shop of yours has to offer.” the einherjar concurred.

Though they were still in Hell, the succubi guides seemed a little more at ease as they left the chamber. Following behind them, James soon found himself on a road of sorts, that passed through an enormous tunnel. While it certainly wasn’t paved or anything, the rocky ground had been worn smooth, and made travel much easier than it had been in the wilderness of Tartarus.

As they rounded a bend, descending ever downwards, the party passed into the largest cavern imaginable. The chamber was so vast that James couldn’t make out the far walls, even with his keen eyesight, and the plentiful light provided by the Lake of Fire.

“Welcome to Pandæmonium.” the leader of the succubi whispered in the einherjar’s ear, calling him back to the present.

James glanced at the sultry demoness, before letting his gaze fall on the demonic settlement once more. Nestled in what he assumed to be the centre of the cavern, was a sprawling city with high walls of iron. The Lake of Fire washed up against the defensive works, causing the walls on that side of the city to glow red with heat. Marching back and forth atop the other walls, was an army of fallen angels; beautiful men and women with blackened, tattered wings, whose feathers were clumped and falling out.

“That’s the palace, I take it?” James asked, pointing to the solid gold building in the middle of the city.

“It is.” the succubus confirmed. “That is where Lucifer resides and holds court over his council of Demon Princes and Dukes.”

“We’ll steer well clear of there.” the Champion insisted, and was surprised by how easily the demoness agreed.

“Yes, sir. We really don’t want to catch the attention of anyone powerful. That’s why I suggest having your concubine go invisible. If we run across an ifrit, then she will be spotted, but most other denizens of Hell won’t be able to see her.” the succubus leader proposed.

James glanced over his shoulder and nodded to Autumn, letting her know that he agreed with the plan. His lover nodded back in response and disappeared from sight. “Anything else I should know before we enter?”

“There will be a 1 drachma entry tax, per person, and inside is… wild, sir. There are no laws, other than the law of strength. So be on your guard, sir.” the succubus advised.

“You use drachma here?” the einherjar asked, a little surprised. “And is there any reason we shouldn’t all go invisible to pass through the gates?”

All three succubi laughed, and the one closest to him slapped him on the shoulder. “Now you’re thinking like a demon, sir! We should definitely save you the coin, since none of us have any. Though the buildings are all packed in there tight, there is a small alley on the right, about nine houses up the street. That’s where I suggest we meet up.”

“Yeah. That’s where most of us go after sneaking through the gates. Sometimes there’s a guard at the alley watching for people like us, but they’re always easy enough to kill. It’s kind of a known death sentence to get handed that patrol by your sergeant.” the tallest of the succubi snickered.

“I see…” James muttered, a little unsurprised at the casual way the demonic women discussed murder. Still, a full day’s pay just as an entry tax? Now that’s evil!

“And to answer your earlier question, yes, sir. Even we demons have used Hermes’ standard coins, ever since he introduced them. It’s one more way of protecting ourselves, and makes dealing with mortals easier.” the leader informed him.

“I’m sure there are a ton of counterfeit coins floating around here, though.” the einherjar guessed.

“You bet!” the short demoness confirmed with a grin.

“Okay. Let’s go.” the Champion said with a shake of his head. Using their magic, James and the three guides all went invisible, then made their way towards the city. Though it was less than a mile away as the crow flies, the party would have had to travel much further if they were on foot. In order to descend into The Pit, the road had to switchback over a dozen times, otherwise the path would have been far too steep to climb.

Landing a good distance from the gates, in order to reduce the chances of being heard by the guards, James looked around one more time before entering the city. Far off to his right, he could see large waves of flame washing against the shore, making him think that it was more a sea of fire than a lake. Shaking off his idle thoughts, the Champion carefully crept up on the gate.

The two guards standing outside the raised portcullis were bog standard straggele. The ex-soldier briefly thought that it would make sense to have more powerful guards, or at least someone who could detect invisible intruders, like an ifrit. I doubt they could press anything truly powerful into such boring service though. he countered his own thought with logic.

Passing between the two goat demons, who hardly even seemed to be paying attention, Hel’s Champion entered the city of Pandæmonium. Careful not to get too lost in thought, and accidentally slow his pace, the einherjar did make a point of taking it all in. Despite what he had expected, the buildings all seemed well constructed if rather soulless, being made of iron. It almost has a beauty to it… James thought. No. It does have a beauty to it. he corrected himself. A beauty that is lifeless. Joyless. A mockery of Heaven. It was only upon this realization that the Champion truly understood the insidious nature of demons. Even their architecture can lead you astray… he silently noted with a shiver.

A few minutes later, the ex-soldier found the alley that he’d been watching for, and immediately spotted the three succubi, hiding in the shadows within. After travelling a few feet into the tight space, the einherjar dismissed his own invisibility.

“Oh good. I thought you might have gotten lost.” the lead succubus teased.

“You’re not so lucky.” the Champion joked back with an equal grin.

The shortest of the succubi, which the einherjar had dubbed as ‘Shorty’ in his mind, rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Nope. What will be lucky is getting out of Hell. All those juicy living men lined up to ‘feed’ me? Oh Hell yeah! Talk about paradise! So yeah, no. We don’t want you to get lost. Not at all. We want to get the Hell out of… Hell.”

“All right. I’ll take your word for it, then.” the ex-soldier conceded. “Lead on, Shorty.”

“Shorty?” the vertically challenged succubus quirked a brow.

“Ah. Sorry.” James apologized, only now realizing that he’d said it aloud.

“Nah. It works.” the succubus shrugged it off, clearly not offended. “Okay, Sir. Follow your Shorty to the next stop.”

As planned, James followed his demonic guides through the twisting and convoluted streets of Pandæmonium. He felt certain that they were taking back alleys and less travelled routes as often as possible, absolutely avoiding the main thoroughfares. It’s probably so that we draw less attention, and have less of a chance to run into something really troublesome. the Champion figured. In fact, it probably works the reverse of cities on Earth. Back home, criminals would stick to less visible spots because they wanted to avoid the law. Here, there is no need to worry about such things, so more populated areas would only provide more chances to claim victims. he reasoned.

Despite the paths they took being ‘less travelled’, they were still quite crowded. James had to squeeze past countless straggele, incubi and succubi, with the majority of the populous being the goat demons. That is, if you didn’t count the tiny red skinned imps. Thankfully the ugly little fellows seemed to have little interest in life on the ground, and flitted about above the streets and alleys, travelling from one balcony or rooftop to another.

In order to project an aggressive demeanour, and thus discourage trouble, the bestial Champion growled or snarled every time he brushed against someone, but he found that he had been doing it so much, that his throat was starting to get sore. Though a quick Panacea solved the problem for a while, James was truly glad that he didn’t have plans to stay in the city for any length of time.

“Finally.” James muttered under his breath when Shorty led them into a building that was clearly marked as a shop. After stepping through the door, he heard Autumn squeak in surprise as she entered behind him. A quick glance over his shoulder told him that the fallen angel’s invisibility had been dispelled. Thinking it might be a trap, the einherjar snarled and dropped into a defensive stance.

“Easy, pal.” a thick, smokey voice whispered from deeper within the shop. “The door dispels temporary enchantments. Makes it harder for thieves to get in unseen.”

Peering into the gloomy interior, James tried to spot the speaker, but with no success. “We’re not thieves.” the Champion called out. “We came here to shop.”

“I know.” the vaguely feminine voice replied with a chuckle. “Come in closer, so that I can get a better look at you.”

Stepping forward carefully, the ex-soldier took in his surroundings. Shelves stuffed with knickknacks, jars of questionable contents, and all manner of books, scrolls and crystals, took up the vast majority of the floor space. If he wanted to go down any of the aisles, he would have to do so carefully, lest he start knocking items off the shelves.

Moving slowly, the einherjar eventually made his way to the very back of the shop, where he finally found what was probably the service counter. Behind the gnarled wooden table stood a short woman with a hunched back, and one foot that was bigger than the other. If she could stand up straight, I bet she’d be about as tall as Elora. the bestial man silently noted. Her face was withered and wrinkled, and had a long hooked nose, but beneath it all, James could see that she had once been a profound beauty. Despite the ravages of time and disease, there was a symmetry to her features that was obvious to those who cared to look.

“Like what you see, handsome?” the old hag cackled, revealing blackened and rotting teeth.

“In truth, I do see the beauty in you.” James said calmly.

The old woman recoiled as if he had struck her, and her greasy, wiry hair floated in the air, as if it was alive and had a will of its own. Even the three succubi seemed taken aback by his comment.

“Y-you shouldn’t tease old Perchta, sir.” the succubus leader warned. “She can always smell a lie, and she’s known as the Belly-Slitter for a reason.”

“Good. Then she knows that I speak the truth.” the einherjar said, boldly striding forward. When he reached the counter, he raised his hand towards her. “Do you want me to heal your hurts?”

Once again, Perchta was stricken by his words, jerking her head back and to the side. After a long moment of silence, and peering at him with an oddly bright and lively eye, the hag sneered and spit something foul on the floor. “What are you, stranger? And why are you in Hell?”

James gave her an earnest smile, then bowed deeply to the old woman. “Forgive me for my rudeness. I am James. Baron of the Seelie Court, and Champion of Lady Hel.” he introduced himself.

“Champion!?” the Belly-Slitter hacked and coughed. “You should leave, before you bring trouble down on all of our heads!”

“Do you really want me to leave before making a purchase?” James asked with a playful grin.

Perchta shook her head and tried not to laugh, but couldn’t hold out against the odd man’s charm. In the blink of an eye, the weathered old crone transformed into beautiful young woman. Gone were the stained black robes that she had been wearing, and in their place was the most pristine white gown James had ever seen.

“What are you looking for, James?” she asked with a teasing grin. Her sudden transformation had clearly taken the succubi surprise, if their shocked expressions were anything to go by.

“A crystal, or a diamond.” the einherjar answered truthfully, leaning on the counter. “About yay big, or bigger if you have it.” he added, holding his hands a good foot apart.

“Hmm. That’s pretty big for a diamond.” Perchta hummed, tugging at her earlobe in thought. “But I might have something. Come with me.”

James did as he was bid and followed the seemingly young woman back into the store. she led him to a shelf that ran along one of the side walls, and one that didn’t see much use by the looks of it. Bent over to search the very bottom of the shelf, the mysterious woman began rooting around and brushing away cobwebs.

“Ah! Here it is.” she giggled, pulling out a wooden chest. Lifting it up, she held it out in front of her and blew the dust off it. Without another word, the Belly-Slitter turned and strode back to the counter, carrying the chest with her.

The uncanny merchant plopped the chest onto her table, dislodging even more dirt that had been clinging to it, just as James stepped up on the other side. “Now, take a look at this and tell me if it will suit your purposes.” she said in a quiet voice. Waving her fingers over the lock, her magic forced the iron device to pop open with a soft click.

Receiving a nod from the woman, the ex-soldier turned the chest around and removed the now open lock, before lifting the lid. Inside was what looked like a giant teardrop shaped diamond. Stranger than its incredible size however, was the rose gold coloured metal that encased it like a spiderweb.

“Is that… orichalcum?” James asked in a near whisper.

“Why yes, it is.” Perchta confirmed with a sly giggle. “This is said to be one of Gaia’s tears.” she informed him. “No idea if that’s true or not, though. It could just be a natural, if strange, formation.”

“Right.” The Champion nodded slowly. “And what would you ask for such a treasure?”

Perchta gave him an absolutely predatory smile, and cradled her chin in her hands as she leaned on the table. “I don’t deal in souls, if that’s what you’re asking, Champion. Magic, or a lot of gold would be my price.”

“Define a lot.” the einherjar prodded.

The merchant frowned, clearly displeased that he didn’t offer up any magic. “More than even a strong man like you can carry, James.”

“Hmm.” James hummed softly. “How about this, then?” Waving his hand to the side, he summoned the ifrit’s solid gold throne from his Inventory. “I seriously doubt I could lift that.”

The merchant’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head when the golden seat appeared before her. “The Black King’s throne!” she exclaimed in a high pitched voice. Spinning on her customer, she put her face right in his. “Where did you get that!? How!?”

Hel’s Champion simply smiled softly and placed a gentle hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Be at ease, Lady Perchta. He won’t be coming to reclaim it. The Black King is no more.”

“You… you…” the ancient, yet young looking woman stammered.

“I slew him. He made a terrible mistake, you see.” the einherjar told her.

“Mistake?” she asked, trying to swallow but finding that her mouth had gone dry.

“He tried to take something of mine. Something very precious.” the Champion answered, letting his gaze drift over to Autumn. The succubus blushed, but didn’t say anything.

“I see…” Perchta hissed. Slowly walking over to the throne, she lightly ran her fingers over its surface. “In truth, I have little use for so much gold… but perhaps I will be able to trade it for something useful.” the mysterious woman admitted. Turning back to face her bestial customer, she finally nodded in agreement. “The tear is yours, Champion. So long as you greet me with good will, the next time that we meet.”

“I will always greet you with such, Perchta, so long as you do not harm those dear to me.” the Seelie baron replied honestly.

Perchta laughed and then gave the ex-soldier an earnest smile. “Wisely said, Champion. Wisely said.”
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“We should collect your shade and leave quickly.” the leader of the succubi advised in hushed tones as they left the shop.

“Agreed.” James replied with a low growl.

“We need to get down to the docks, but I’d advise against flying. That might attract the attention of the fallen angels.” the demoness continued.

James glanced over his shoulder and saw Autumn cast Druid Covering again, the moment that she stepped outside. Glad that she was being cautious, the ex-soldier turned his attention back to the streets around them. “Lead on.” he whispered back to his guide.

Once again the einherjar found himself being led through a maze of streets and alleyways, always making their way further downhill. Nearly two hours later, they finally reached what Shorty called the Lake Gate. In truth, it wasn’t really so much a gate as it was an entire section of missing wall. The gap appeared to span at least half a mile in either direction, and opened up onto what the demonic women affectionately called The Docks. When they had told the ex-soldier that they were heading for the docks, he had envisioned piers jutting out into the Lake of Fire, replete with fireproof ships somehow floating on the flames. That wasn’t what he found there at all, however.

“What in the Hell?” James gasped at the horrific sight before him.

“Precisely.” Shorty chuckled darkly.

The only resemblance to the word ‘docks’ that the einherjar could see, was that the demons had built a flat area that protruded a short way into the Lake of Fire, and that was where the similarity ended. Rather than cleats to tie ships, or stacks of provisions to be loaded, all of the available space on the ‘docks’ was filled with every torture device imaginable, and quite a few that no mortal mind had ever conceived. Bound to these devices were the screaming shades of damned men and women, their fiery torment intensified for the entertainment of the laughing fiends.

James nearly lost his lunch, and was sure that he heard Autumn quietly weeping behind him. This is why I didn’t want to bring Acrasia along. the ex-soldier reminded himself. Serving in the army, the einherjar knew well the horrors of war, but even they paled in comparison to the evil that he saw before him now. Cackling demons circled their victims like vultures searching for carrion, lashing out with barbed whips or other cruel instruments, whenever an opportunity presented itself. It’s like torture is their national sport. he thought, forcing back the bile that was rising in his throat.

Spinning on his succubus guides, he glared at them with barely concealed rage. “If you ever try something like this in my lands, I -.”

The malicious smiles on the women’s faces disappeared in an instant, and all three raised their hands in surrender. “We know better, sir. We wouldn’t risk it for… for anything.” the leader cut him off, wisely stopping herself from saying the words ‘a bit of fun’.

“Where is Geoffrey.” the Champion demanded.

“He should be at the far right side of the docks. That’s where Lady Lilith instructed our contact to keep him.” the succubus answered.

“Let’s go.” James said quietly, not trusting himself to maintain his cool much longer.

The group walked quickly, forcing their way through throngs of spectators. Unfortunately for the fiends, and perhaps fortunately for the shades, only those demons who were immune to fire, or could fly, seemed able to participate in the ‘games’.

Less than fifteen minutes later, the party encountered a lone succubus squatting at the very edge of the pier, poking at the shade of a man who was chained to a post. Though she looked terribly bored, she was only doing so with her claw, and not something truly terrible, which was very lucky for her indeed.

“Sis!” Shorty ran up to the bored looking succubus and quickly began to whisper something in her ear. The new demoness lowered her gaze to her sister’s neck, and then very obviously checked out the other two guides. She seemed deep in thought when James finally caught up.

“Geoffrey!” the einherjar hissed, wanting to call out to his friend but being careful not to draw too much attention to them. The tortured soul continued to wail, as if he wasn’t aware of the einherjar’s presence at all. “What’s wrong with him?” James asked, glaring at the unknown succubus.

“Nothing?” she said hesitantly, looking at the Champion as if he had grown a second head. “I mean, nothing out of the ordinary.”

“What does that mean?” the ex-soldier snarled, demanding an explanation.

“I mean, he’s gone mad, but all of the shades do.” Now she was definitely looking at the bestial man as if he were either a fool, or had gone insane himself.

“What…?” James gasped, suddenly realizing a certain truth about Hell.

“Uh. Hate to break it to you, Champion, but well, what did you think happens to the souls of mortals that fall into the Lake of Fire? I mean, they’re tortured endlessly, without rest. Of course they’d go crazy.” the demoness laid it all out for him.

The einherjar had never felt so defeated. He’d literally gone through Hell to save his friend, only to find a man with a broken mind. “I… I have no magic to fix madness.” the Champion quietly admitted to himself.

“Master. We will figure that out later. One step at a time, all right?” Autumn whispered in his ear and placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.

James blinked and grappled with the despair that threatened to overwhelm him, gradually overcoming it with the support of his lover. “You’re right.” he said at last, his voice thick with emotion. “We’ll fix this. We can’t stop now. Autumn, mark Geoffrey and our guides with your Summons spell, while I send a message to Hrein.”

“Wait!” Shorty nearly shouted. “Can my sister come with us? Please? She promises to be a good little sex toy! I mean, soldier! Yeah, soldier! That’s what I meant.”

“Were the rules explained to you?” James asked, trying to tamp down his impatience.

“Yes, sir.” the succubus replied, snapping to attention and giving a Nazi salute.

“Yeah, we’re going to teach you a new salute as soon as we get back.” the ex-soldier said dryly.

“Does it involve your flag pole?” the succubus asked, licking her lips.

“No.” the Champion said flatly while offering her a Fiendish Slave Collar. To his surprise, though the demonic woman seemed disappointed with his answer, she didn’t hesitate to put the collar around her neck and click it shut. Crazy bitches… James thought to himself.

“All set, Master.” Autumn reported.

James nodded, then quickly jotted a message down on the pad and sent it back to his Inventory. He was surprised when, less than ten seconds later, a summoning circle appeared beneath Autumn and she disappeared. That was quick. he noted to himself.

A loud crash drew the einherjar’s attention back towards the main section of the city, and he saw one of the iron towers suddenly begin to melt.

“Champiooon!” a loud and terrible voice roared as a massive dragon rose from the tower’s wreckage.

“Oh, shit. That’s not good.” the ex-soldier muttered. The words had barely passed his lips when the huge reptilian head swivelled and locked its eyes on him.

Spreading its great leathery wings, the dragon leapt into the sky and came barrelling towards the docks with incredible speed.

James stood frozen, his eyes glued to the monster’s rapid approach, until he felt the familiar tingle of magic spread through his body. Just as The Beast’s head passed the edge of the iron wall surrounding Pandæmonium, the city faded from the Champion’s view.


CHAPTER 21


James slowly exhaled as, from his perspective, his courtyard started to materialize around him. The moment that he was released from the spell, the einherjar spun around and grabbed ahold of Geoffrey’s shade. The dead man was still screaming, and struggled to escape the Champion’s grip, but James wouldn’t let go. “Come on, my friend. Let’s take a little walk.” he said quietly.

“Where are we?” Shorty asked, looking around with confusion.

“Thou art in Hel’s demesne, succubus. Lāmina hath explained thy service to mine husband, though she spoke only of three, not four, of your kind.” Hrein explained.

“A valkyrie!?” Shorty’s sister squeaked, taking a step back from the celestial warrior and raising her hands in defence.

“Please be at ease, everyone.” Autumn said in a kind and gentle tone. “Our Master hasn’t fully explained his plans as of yet, but I doubt that you will be staying here in our home. This is likely just a temporary stop for you.”

“Home?” the leader of the succubi inquired with a curious expression. Looking around at the barren yard, and then the gloomy face of the mansion, the demoness didn’t seem impressed. “I was under the impression that you all lived on Terra.”

“We spend a great deal of time in both realms.” Autumn answered, not wanting to give away any details that she didn’t need to.

Ignoring the succubi for the moment, Hrein jogged after her husband. “Welcome home, Master.” she said with an earnest smile as she reached his side.

“Thanks, my love. It’s good to be back.” the ex-soldier replied with a slightly pained smile.

The valkyrie glanced at the screaming man in her owner’s grip and grimaced with pity. “What art thy plans, Master? Surely thou art not planning to release him as he is.”

James shook his head. “No. I’m taking him to see Hel. If she can’t help him, I’m going to ask her to keep him tucked away somewhere safe, at least until we can find a cure. Also, thanks for summoning me in the yard instead of the house. I wouldn’t want Clarissa to see him like this.”

“Thou hast Autumn to thank for that, Master. As soon as she arrived, she flew outside, before summoning thee and thy comrades.” the shield maiden informed him.

The einherjar nodded. “I’ll be sure to thank her later, then. That’s the kind of foresight that I truly appreciate. Also, I did notice that she was summoned within seconds of my message to you. So thank you for that. You must have been watching very carefully.”

Hrein smiled brightly at the praise. “Thou art welcome, Master. And thou art correct. I chose to heed Lāmina’s warning, that thou wert planning to return anon.”

James spent the rest of the walk to Hel’s keep catching Hrein up on events, or at least the details that he’d picked up on from his perspective. As usual, the guards on the gate and walls paid him no mind, and the Champion was free to enter as he pleased.

“Welcome home, my Champion.” Hel greeted him as he entered her throne room. “I see that thou hast brought a guest with thee.”

“Thanks you, my Lady.” James said with a formal bow. “I’m hoping that he’ll become a citizen of yours but… well, as you can guess from the screaming, he needs help first.”

The Goddess of Death frowned slightly as she peered at the merchant’s shade. “Truly, it doth disgust me that, in some realms, the dead are damned to suffer so. ‘Twould be more merciful to consign them to oblivion, would it not?”

“I agree, but I don’t make the rules for other realms.” the Champion grumbled.

Hel sighed and shook her head. “Nor do I, sadly.” After a momentary pause, the deity shook her head. “I am sorry, James. There is naught that I can do to cure his malady. To my knowledge there is no remedy for madness.”

“I understand, Lady Hel.” the ex-soldier said in a soft voice. “Could I at least ask you to keep him safe and hidden until I have a chance to explore my options?”

“Of course, my Champion. There is a room on the floor below where he can rest. I shall see to it that he hath what comforts can be provided, whilst ensuring that the door is barred.” Hel replied with a sympathetic look in her eyes.

“Might I make a suggestion, Master?” Hrein interjected.

James turned to his First Wife with a hopeful look on his face. “Of course. I’m always happy to hear your thoughts, my love.”

“When Lady Hel spoke of oblivion, a thought did occur to me. What if, rather than his entire soul being consigned to oblivion, only the memories of his torture were?” the valkyrie proposed.

“Ah! Thou dost speak of the River Lethe!” Hel commented, sitting up a bit straighter on her throne.

“Yea, my Lady.” Hrein confirmed with a bow of her head. “Though the waters would wipe all memories from his mind, it should at least bring him peace.”

“Hmm.” James hummed in thought. “Isn’t the River Lethe in Hades, though? Do you think the Olympian God of the Dead would allow use to gather some?”

“As fellow rulers of the Underworld, Hades and I are on good terms.” Hel assured her Champion. “I am certain that thou wilt be able to strike some deal with him, though his assistance shall cost thee.”

“All right. That’s the plan then, I guess. I want to talk to Clarissa first, though. Even though she’s only a child, she should have some say in this as his daughter.” the einherjar decided.

“I agree.” Hel concurred with a nod.
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Once Geoffrey was secure in the chamber that Hel had provided for him, James and his First Wife returned to the mansion. There, they found the three succubi waiting for them, along with the rest of his family.

“I take it the human women were already sent to Elphyne?” the einherjar inquired.

“Yes, Master.” Lāmina replied. “I took them to see Lady Síofra right after I finished briefing Hrein.”

“Thanks for that, darling.” James told her after stealing a kiss.

“So, what happens to us?” the leader of the succubi asked.

“Though I’d personally feel safer with you living here in Éljúðnir, it would be far less convenient having to bring men to visit you every day. So, until I can get the werewolves situated in Guayabo, I’ll have you stay at Hel’s temple in Elphyne.” the einherjar answered.

“Thou art releasing them in Elphyne, Master?” Hrein asked, silently questioning whether that was a good idea.

“Not quite.” the Champion corrected her. Looking directly at the succubi, he told them of their fate for the immediate future. “You are to be confined to the temple grounds while you are in Elphyne. That’s probably the only way that I can convince the queen to let you stay. You’ll have free roam of the town and surroundings once I can move you to Guayabo.”

“Why can’t we go to this ‘Guayabo’ now, then?” Shorty asked with a frown.

“Because all of the inhabitants are regular mortals right now. You’d kill any of the men that you slept with there.” the ex-soldier explained. “Whereas, in Elphyne, I’m sure I can convince the satyrs and possibly a few other male fae to visit you… perhaps even multiple times per day.”

Shorty’s sister hummed and made a face. “I didn’t want to leave Hell only to be imprisoned in a temple, but at least it sounds like a fun prison.”

“And it shouldn’t be for long. A couple of weeks at most, I would think.” James assured her.

“All right. We can handle getting railed by a bunch of fae for a couple of weeks, if we really have to.” The demonic leader smirked and threw James a wink. The rest of the succubi giggled at her antics, and didn’t seem to be the least bit upset with the arrangement. “We’ll even throw you a bone and recommend that our ‘customers’ leave a tithe for the temple.” she added.

“Thanks.” James said dryly. I hope Hel doesn’t think I’m turning her temple into a brothel…

The sound of Hel’s laughter rang out in the einherjar’s mind. It is fine, my Champion. I must admit, I find it amusing that the act of creating life will be performed so… vigorously… in a temple dedicated to the Goddess of Death. Besides, it may make Aphrodite jealous.

Hel’s Champion released a small sigh of relief. Thanks for understanding, my Lady.

“Shall I escort them there now then, Master? After which, I can visit Queen Titania and explain the situation to her.” Lāmina offered.

“I’d really appreciate that, darling. Don’t take too long though. It’s getting late, and I’d like to get reacquainted with all of my wives tonight.” he said with a teasing grin.

The elven priestess blushed slightly, then curtsied before turning towards the mirror portals. “Okay ladies. Follow me to your new, if temporary, home.”

“I’ll go shopping in the morning and see if I can get them the furniture that they will need, Master.” Elora volunteered.

“Thank you. I hadn’t thought of that.” James admitted.

“Of course, Master.” the elven maid said with a smirk.
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The next day dawned with the typical cold, heavy rains that were the norm for Éljúðnir. Seeing the gloomy weather immediately reminded James of the huge diamond that he had acquired in Hell. I need to tell Titania about that! he thought excitedly. Hopefully she’ll be able to make use of it, and craft a veil for us like Elphyne has.

Even though there were a lot of different things on his plate, the einherjar decided to start his day the same as he had most others. After visiting Elphyne and adding another 2500 feet to the wall, James returned home for breakfast.

“Good morning, James.” Titania greeted him as he entered the dining room.

“Good morning, Your Majesty.” the baron replied with a courtly bow.

“Oh please. This is your home, James. There is no need to stand on ceremony here.” the Fairy Queen scoffed. “Though… now that I think about it, I do have a request, if I may?”

“What would that be?” James asked, taking his seat at the head of the table.

“Well, it seems that I take most of my private meals here, with your family. Would you mind terribly if it became official?” the beautiful fae proposed.

The ex-soldier choked on the water that he had been drinking, and almost dropped the glass. “Er… ah…” he stammered.

“Is… that a problem?” the Fairy Queen inquired with a quirked brow.

“Official as in… officially joining our family?” the einherjar asked hesitantly.

Titania’s eyes widened and her cheeks turned red with embarrassment. “No! No, that is not what I meant!”

“Oh…” James said slowly, calming down a little.

Clearing her throat, the fae monarch clarified her request. “I merely meant that I would like to make having meals here my regular custom, as part of my daily routine. Doing so would allow my staff to better plan their work schedules. In return, I would offer my maids’ assistance in preparing the meals and providing ingredients.”

“Ah.” The Champion nodded in understanding. “That makes sense. Yeah, that sounds good to me. Consider yourself my permanent meal guest.” James said with a chuckle.

“It is my pleasure to be such.” Titania giggled in return. “Though there will be times when I have to dine at the palace, such as when I am entertaining guests or throwing a feast. On those occasions, I will send word to Elora, so that she knows not to prepare a portion for me.”

“I would appreciate that, Your Majesty.” the head maid said primly, as she placed a plate of freshly baked muffins in front of the fae monarch.

Placing a napkin on her lap, the regal fairy picked up a muffin and began to pull it apart into bite sized pieces. “Now, I would love to hear all about your odyssey into Hell, and in return I shall tell you of events that transpired here in the Seelie Court while you were gone.”

“Okay. Now you’ve piqued my curiosity.” James commented, then proceeded to swap tales with the queen. By the time breakfast was finished, the einherjar had a rather concerned expression on his face.

“Do not worry so much, James.” Titania told him with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I took care of the fleet. It will be some time before they trouble us again, I expect.”

“You’re probably right, but I still feel guilty that I wasn’t here in the empire’s time of need.” The einherjar grimaced.

“The empire?” Titania laughed, but then thought about it a little more seriously. “Well, I suppose it does fit. Though far apart, both Elphyne and Elphen are members of the Seelie Court now, as is your own barony of Guayabo.” Looking at her baron with a smirk, the fae woman teased. “Should we announce ourselves as the Seelie Empire now?”

James shook his head with a serious expression. “I don’t recommend it. At least not yet. We don’t want to draw additional attention to ourselves until our defences are in place, at the very least.”

Titania frowned slightly, mainly because he didn’t really respond to her teasing. “I suppose you are right.”

“Honestly, before we declare ourselves as such, I at least want to have complete control over our immediate surroundings. At a minimum, I think we should have fortresses to the north and south, covering the highway that the Legionnaires built, as well as regular patrols of our territory.” The ex-soldier laid out his plans. “Ideally, we’ll also have aerial patrols covering the wilderness, and even a navy. It’s truly a sin that we can’t recover any of the galleons that the Holy Empire brought over. I’d love to have at least one of them.”

The Fairy Queen’s frown slowly morphed into a mirthful smile. He truly has grand plans for our home. Well, I am glad. The more invested he is in our little ‘empire’, the safer we will be, I should think. she mused. “I see. In that case, I suppose I should let you get on with your day. Such grand goals cannot be achieved by delaying your work.”
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After seeing both Hel and Titania out, James turned his thoughts to his youngest ward. Heading to the kitchen, the Champion called out to his head maid. “Elora, have you seen Clarissa?”

“She should be upstairs, dusting. Unless she’s been distracted by the new puppies, that is.” the pretty elf replied.

“Thanks, beautiful.” James said softly. After collecting a kiss from the lovely maid, the ex-soldier headed upstairs. Smiling to himself, he couldn’t help but remember the night before, as he passed the Master Bedroom. After Lāmina had returned from Hell, she and Acrasia had gone through all of the materials that James had taken from the ifrit’s encampment. Once everything was thoroughly cleaned using Inventory Tricks, all of silk cushions, rugs, and other harem decor were put to good use in the Master Bedroom. The cherry on top was the addition of the harem girl outfits to everyone’s wardrobes.

Coming to a stop at the games room door, the einherjar listened for any sounds coming from within. Sure enough, he heard the sound of a certain starship’s engines engaging. I don’t know how many times I’ve found her playing with that model. the ex-soldier chuckled to himself. Opening the door, James wasn’t surprised to see that famous starship flying through the air with its engines all lit up. Ever since he had explained what it was to the young poltergeist, she had loved making it fly around the room with her telekinesis.

“Good morning, Clarissa.” the Champion said cheerily.

“Eep!” the ghostly girl squeaked and nearly dropped the toy. “Uh, hi Sir! I’m um… I was dusting in here, just like I’m supposed to.”

James couldn’t help but chuckle. It wasn’t the first time that she had used that excuse to come in here and play, but he certainly wasn’t going to hold it against the five year old. Hell, I would be doing the same thing at her age. he silently admitted. “That’s good. You do a great job of helping Elora and Elina, so I’m really thankful for that.”

The poltergeist hung her head slightly, and he’d swear she would be blushing if she had flesh and blood. “Did you need something, Sir?” the spirit asked in a quiet voice.

“Please remember to speak up, Clarissa.” the einherjar gently reminded the little girl. Her ghostly voice was echoey and indistinct at the best of times, which made it difficult to understand what she was saying, and whispering only exacerbated the problem.

“Yes, Sir.” she said a little louder.

“That’s better.” James said with a warm smile. Pulling a seat out from under the gaming table, the einherjar turned it around and sat on it backwards, so that the back wouldn’t interfere with his wings. “I actually came up here to talk to you. There’s something important that you need to know.”

“What’s that, Sir?” the spirit asked, floating closer to him.

Hel’s Champion was quiet for a moment. He remembered the little girl when she was alive but sickly, and then how vibrant and full of life she had been after she’d recovered. Clarissa had been so bright and cheerful in life that it almost pained him to see her as a black and white image of herself. I have to tell her, even though it is going to hurt her… James thought, trying to prepare himself to deliver the bad news.

“Actually…” Standing up, James turned the chair back around and sat on it properly, if a little forward to make room for his wings. “Would you mind coming over here and sitting in my lap?”

The little girl smiled and nodded, floating towards him until he could take her in his arms. Though she liked everyone that lived at the mansion, as they were all very kind to her, she especially liked the ones who could hold her and give her hugs. Above all though, she was most fond of Lāmina and James, since they seemed to have more time for her. And Zarah, she added mentally, she’s really fun to play with.

Holding her close in an attempt to give the ghostly girl what emotional support he could, the einherjar broke the news. “Clarissa, I’ve found your father.”

“What!? Where is he!?” the poltergeist shouted excitedly.

“He’s safe, but resting. He’s been… hurt. We’re going to help him though. I promise.” the ex-soldier explained slowly.

“He’s hurt?” Clarissa looked up at him with huge, worried eyes.

“Yes, sweetie. Some… very bad demons had him and… well, he’s very upset and scared. He’s safe now, though.” the ex-soldier reiterated, wanting to drive that last point home.

“I want to see him!” the poltergeist demanded, trying to get up out of the einherjar’s lap.

James hugged her tight and rubbed her back. “You will. You will. I promise. Please just be patient for a little bit more.”

“Why!? Why can’t I see him now!?” she shouted.

Even though he wasn’t looking, James could feel the static in the air. He knew that objects all around the room were rising into the air, and were likely to be hurled around at any second. “I need you to help me make a decision first, on how to help him. I need you to help me make him better.”

Clarissa calmed slightly, coming back to her senses. “What?” As she did, all of the items she had lifted tumbled back to the floor and shelves beneath them. “Oh no, I’m sorry!” she apologized as the figures, books, and models clattered against the various surfaces beneath them. The young ghost knew that the items in this room were precious to the Champion, and she had always been very careful not to break them.

“It’s all right. It’s okay, Clarissa.” James reassured her. “I’m a lot more worried about you than I am anything else right now.” The anxious look on the ghost’s face only seemed to be deepening, so he pushed forward with the conversation. “Clarissa, look at me, please.”

“O-okay.” the poltergeist stammered quietly.

“Lady Hel and I believe that the only way to help your dad is to remove all of his bad memories. That way he won’t be hurt or scared anymore.” the einherjar explained.

“Okay.” Clarissa nodded in agreement.

“There is a problem, though. If we do that, then he will lose all of his memories. He won’t remember you or anything else. Not even his name.” James continued.

“He’ll forget me?” the little girl squeaked with a horrified expression.

“That’s why I’ll need you to work really, really hard to make all kinds of new memories with him. So many great memories that he’ll be able to keep forever.” the ex-soldier added.

“He won’t just forget me again?” Clarissa asked, her lower lip trembling.

“No, sweetie.” James said softly, hugging her to his chest. “We’re going to keep him safe from now on. I promise.”
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It was some time later when James finally left the games room, giving the little girl some space and time to be on her own. She had cried a lot, but she hadn’t lashed out, and the einherjar had stayed with her until she had calmed down. He didn’t make it far before he saw Zahra coming down the hall with a worried look on her face.

“Hey Zahra.” the Champion greeted the eight year old softly. “Clarissa’s in the games room, but I think she needs a little time to herself. But when she’s ready, can you be there for her? I’m sure she’s going to need a friend.”

“Of course, Sir.” the dark elven girl nodded with a sad look on her face. “Miss Autumn told me what happened, so I came running to help.”

“Thank you, Zahra.” James said with a pained smile. Patting the little girl on the head, he tried to speak with more cheer in his voice than he felt. “You’re a great friend to Clarissa, and you are both precious members of this family. I’m really glad that we all look out for each other.”

“Will… will Clarissa still be a part of this family now that her dad is back?” Zahra asked hesitantly.

“Yes, sweetie. Definitely. You two will always be part of this family, no matter where you go or what you do.” the Champion assured her.

“Thanks, Sir.” the little temple maiden whispered, hugging him about the waist.
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James was feeling a little better about the situation by the time he parted ways with Zahra. He had spent close to half an hour hanging out with the young dark elf, and she was always a joy to be around, even under such gloomy circumstances. They talked a bit about Clarissa and her dad, and then the Champion had led her through her prayers. He wasn’t sure what to think though, when he learned that her sister had been teaching her to worship him in addition to Hel.

“Speak of the devil.” the einherjar muttered as he saw Lāmina coming up the cobblestone walkway.

“Now, Master. Is that any way to greet your wife?” the elven priestess asked with a teasing grin.

“Hmm. I suppose not.” James smirked and ‘made up’ for his comment with a kiss.

“Mmm. Much better.” Lāmina hummed happily as she slipped under his arm. “It is good timing that I found you here though, Master.”

“You were looking for me?” he asked, curious what was on her mind.

“Yes. Lady Hel has requested our presence at the keep.” the elf informed him.

“I see. I wonder what it’s about?” James stroked his beard in thought.

“She didn’t say.” Looking up at the sky, the priestess grimaced. “I have to admit, I’m really looking forward to the veil that Queen Titania will put up. It’s a sin that we have to wait another few days for it.”

The einherjar shrugged. “It can’t be helped. She’s conserving all of her power for the contest tomorrow.”

“I still can’t believe that you aren’t going to intervene.” Lāmina said with a doubtful look on her face.

“I trust her. I have to.” the Champion grumbled.

Lāmina patted his arm as she looked up at him. “She’ll be all right. Titania is a very capable woman, and she did agree to take Hrein with her, at least.”

“I know.” James replied with a sour look.

The elven woman giggled. “Our big bad Champion, so soft on the ladies.” she teased.

Hel’s Champion gave his wife a mock glare, which she responded to by patting his junk.

“Except where it counts, of course.” she said with a devilish grin.

The two soon arrived at Hel’s Keep, and showed themselves to the throne room.

“Ah. Welcome. I am glad that thou wert able to come so quickly.” the Goddess of Death greeted the pair.

“”My Lady.”” James and his wife bowed respectfully.

Hel gave them one of her rare smiles, and invited them to stand before her. “It doth seem that felicitations are in order. Congratulations on thy marriage, my Champion. My priestess.”

“Thank you, my Lady.” the einherjar replied, speaking for both of them.

The ancient deity turned her gaze upon the young woman specifically, and addressed her with a serious countenance. “Lāmina. As thou hast married my Champion, it is no longer acceptable for thee to continue as my priestess.”

“What!?” the elven woman gasped in shock.

“Nay. It is simply too unbecoming.” the goddess shook her head in mock sadness.

Failing to notice the Goddess of Death’s poor acting, the stunned young lady began to panic. “But my Lady! I have been faithful to you! You said that worshipping both of you was fine!”

“And it is.” Hel said simply. “But not for my priestess.”

“I… I don’t understand.” Lāmina said, confusion writ large upon her face.

“Thou hast already received the Arbiter’s blessing, hast thou not?” the Goddess of Death inquired.

“Yes, my Lady.” the elf admitted hesitantly.

“Then it doth only stand to reason that thou must be granted my blessing as well, doth it not? Then, thou shouldst be named High Priestess of our pantheon.” Turning her gaze to her Champion, the deity couldn’t help but smirk. “If thou art in agreement, my Champion?”

James gave his goddess a feral grin. “Absolutely, my Lady.”

“Excellent!” Hel exclaimed, clapping her hands loudly. “Then let it be known that, from this day forward, Lāmina Fir is named High Priestess of Shadowheim.”

“Shadowheim, my Lady?” James inquired. “I’ve never heard that term before.”

“I made it up.” the Goddess of Death said with a shrug. “I did consider naming us the Dark Pantheon, but where thou art the Arbiter of Life and Death, it doth not make sense to exclude the light. Thou art bringing light and life to Éljúðnir, after all. Thus ‘Home of the Shadows’ doth seem more appropriate.”

“High Priestess of Shadowheim…” Lāmina murmured, finally recovering a bit from her stunned state.

“Unless thou dost wish to forego thy position as my priestess, and dedicate thyself entirely to thy master.” Hel added softly.

Lāmina gave the deity’s words serious consideration for several minutes before finally shaking her head. “No, my Lady. Though I devote all of myself to my Master, I do still owe you a great debt of gratitude. My husband wouldn’t be here at all if not for you.” Looking the ancient woman in the eyes, the elf straightened her back, then bowed deeply. “I would like to remain your priestess, if you will have me.”

“Of course, my child.” Hel said warmly. “And fear not, for I do understand thy dilemma. Know that it causeth me no consternation whatsoever.”

“Thank you, my Lady.” Lāmina said with a brilliant smile.


CHAPTER 22


“Now, then. We must discuss what manner of blessing thou dost wish for.” Hel stated, her eyes alight with clear excitement.

“I… I have no idea.” Lāmina admitted. “Maybe we should ask my husband?”

“I was hoping thou wouldst say that.” Hel said, actually grinning.

“What?” James blinked as both women turned to stare at him intently.

“Thou dost possess a… unique sense for these things.” the Goddess of Death told him. “Though thy requests doth seem unremarkable at first, they have proven to have far more potential than classic blessings, such as strength or speed. And whatever blessing thou dost come up with, shall be shared amongst thy harem via Lāmina’s collar, of course.”

Hel’s Champion frowned. “But, wouldn’t that just make it another blessing for me?”

“Not at all, my Champion.” the deity disagreed. “The blessing wilt most certainly be Lāmina’s, but as before, she shall be able to share it as my wedding gift to thee.”

“I see.” James hummed. “To be honest, I didn’t come up with these designs myself. I’ve just been basing them on common video game elements.”

After spending a few minutes explaining what a ‘video game’ was to the ladies, the conversation returned to the matter at hand.

“Then what other features doth these ‘video games’ have, James?” Hel inquired.

“Hmm. I’d say the next most important element in games is the HUD.” the ex-soldier claimed. “HUD stands for Heads Up Display, by the way. Think of it as an illusory seiðr, like the one that allows us to see our Status Screens, but always in our field of vision unless we close the ‘windows’.”

“Interesting.” Hel muttered, tapping her cheek in thought. “Then it is more knowledge that thou dost seek?”

“Always.” James replied with a grin.

“But what knowledge dost thou see this time, my Champion?” the deity asked.

“Should I be as greedy as before?” the einherjar pried.

“Definitely.” Hel confirmed with a huge grin. “The greater thy power grows, the better thou dost serve my purposes. Thou shouldst embrace thy greed fully in this case, my Champion.”

“All right, then we’ll go with potential again, rather than flat out power.” James stated.

“I like the sound of that, given what you’ve shown us before.” Lāmina interjected. “But how will that work this time?”

“Well, if I’m going to be completely honest, any one of a HUD’s features would be game breaking in real life. Pun intended.” the einherjar joked. “But I want all of them. That means, I have to form my request in such a way that we can gain more features for the HUD through hard work or sacrifice.”

“So a seiðr which hath the potential to grow.” Hel stated, looking to her Champion for confirmation.

“Right.” James nodded. “If possible, I would like it to replicate Earth technologies that I sacrifice to it.”

Hel’s eyes narrowed as she regarded the ex-soldier. “It would, as a seiðr, be restricted to only those technologies which provide visual information.” she said carefully.

“That’s fine!” James said immediately, holding his hands up as if in surrender.

“Whilst I am very familiar with the adage that knowledge is power, and do truly believe it to be so… I fail to see how though couldst have much to gain by this.” Hel said hesitantly. “Surely it will not prove as useful as thy Analysis blessing or thine Inventory.”

“It will be every bit as useful, my Lady.” the ex-soldier assured her. “I promise you, it will be absolutely broken.”

“Why wouldst thou desirest a broken seiðr?” The Goddess of Death frowned in confusion.

“It’s just a saying.” James explained, shaking his head. “It basically means that it will be such a powerful blessing, that it will give our pantheon an unbelievable advantage in the game.”

“Ah. Its power will upset the balance, thus ‘breaking’ the game.” Hel nodded in understanding. “Very well. I will create a modified version of thy Analysis blessing and grant it to Lāmina. If thou dost accept, that is?”

“Yes, my Lady!” Lāmina stated without the slightest hesitation. “I trust my Master implicitly, so if he says that this is the best path forward, then I will follow.”

The Goddess of Death nodded firmly, then stood up from her throne. “Follow me.” she instructed, striding purposefully from the room. Leaving by a door opposite the one James and his wife had entered by, Hel escorted her followers to a section of the keep that the einherjar had never seen before. After climbing several flights of stairs, they eventually arrived in what could only be called a lab, or perhaps a study.

“This is my atelier.” Hel explained. “It is where I perform my research and practice my magic.”

“Impressive.” James commented in a respectful tone. Every inch of wall space was covered in bookshelves, which were in turn stuffed with tomes and scrolls too innumerable to count. Open door cabinets held a vast array of jars and other containers, each containing some manner of magical or alchemical reagent.

Perhaps most interesting however, were what the einherjar equated to blackboards. Designed so that the surfaces could tilt to be vertical or horizontal and then locked into place, most were already covered with huge, complex magic circles.

Walking up to one such blackboard, Hel held her hand above the arcane diagram and began to hum a strange tune. After a few seconds, the magic circle began to glow, and then an illusory copy of it rose up to hover in the air. Wasting no time, the Goddess of Death walked over to a blank table, pulling the illusion with her. When she placed her hand upon the unmarked surface, the glowing circle descended and sank into the blackboard, creating an exact copy of the original design.

“This next bit shall take a while. Stay and watch if thou wilt.” Moving to a much smaller blackboard, Hel picked up a piece of chalk and began to draw. After an hour of drawing and redrawing the most intricate designs imaginable, Hel sighed in frustration and slapped the chalk down on the table, shattering it into several pieces.

“Is something wrong?” James asked softly, taking the goddess’ hand in his.

“My apologies, James.” Hel said with a disappointed frown. “Thou might well have asked for too much this time.”

“I understand.” the einherjar replied. “If it can’t be done, that’s fine. I’ll come up with something else.”

“It is not a matter of ability.” the Goddess of Death scowled. “The design is flawless, as one would expect of my work. It is simply not… efficient.”

“What do you mean?” Lāmina inquired.

Hel pointed to one of the geometric designs near the outer edge of the circle. “Copying mundane information is simple.” She then pointed at a much more complex design near the centre. “But interpreting the design and function of a foreign technology is not. That information is not easily gleaned. Thus this circle requires an immense amount of power. More than I can spare.”

“So it’s just the power source that’s the problem?” James asked, stroking his beard.

“In a manner of speaking. Think more of amplification than the source itself. The magic circle shall run on Qi, as all magic doth, but it must be carved with a powerful reagent, such as divine blood. Unfortunately, giving that much of mine own blood would weaken me considerably.” the deity explained.

“I see.” Lāmina said softly, clearly a little disappointed.

Glancing at his youngest wife, James felt a need to turn her frown upside down. After quickly contemplating the problem, the einherjar came up with a possible solution. “What about divine ash? Would that work?”

“Ash?” Hel repeated the word back to him.

“The remnants of a god’s body that had been reduced to ash, to be more specific.” James proposed.

Hel’s brows rose and her mouth opened slightly. “Thou hast kept my father’s ashes…”

James grinned mischievously. “Of course I did.”

The Goddess of Death let her head fall back and laughed openly. “Of course thou didst!” After several minutes of laughter, James began to wonder if the deity had lost it, but she did calm down eventually. “Oh James. Thou art simply wonderful. Yea, the ash will do nicely.”

“Right. Good.” The einherjar nodded. “Where would you like me to put it?”

“Place it in that urn over there. It hath nothing in it.” the goddess instructed.

“Got it.” Walking over to the large ceramic vessel, the Champion placed his hand inside and summoned Loki’s ash from his Inventory. With that finished, he picked the urn up and carried it over to the deity’s workstation.

“I thank thee, James.” Hel said with a certain liveliness in her eyes. Turning her attention back to her project, the goddess got back to work. She spent yet another hour, skipping lunch entirely, carving the design into the table, and then filling the engraved lines with her father’s ash. Then, to complete the process, she nicked her palm with a silver athame and added some of her own blood to the mixture. “This is so that I may retain control of the blessing, despite using Loki’s ashes.” she explained.

“Is it done?” Lāmina asked, trying to keep a lid on her excitement.

“Not quite.” Hel informed the High Priestess. “I must still make adjustments to the other seiðr, and then connect the two. I should be finished in another hour or so.”

So as not to be rude, and also because James had an insatiable curiosity when it came to magic, the two stayed with their goddess throughout the entire process. By the time it was finished, the goddess was literally sweating from the effort.

“Now all that remains are thy sacrifices. I presume that thou hast some prepared, my Champion?” Hel prompted.

“I do indeed, my Lady.” James confirmed with a huge grin. Look at me. I feel like a kid on Christmas morning. he joked to himself.

“What’s the first one?” Lāmina asked, looking at her husband expectantly.

“One of the classic, and most important, features of any HUD is the mini-map.” James stated proudly. Before they could ask any questions, he went on to explain. “Basically, it’s a map that you can read at any time. You can focus on a small area, or pull your view away to view the whole world. Traditionally, the map only shows places that you have already been, or spots that you purchase maps for.”

“Ah. That would be useful. I take it from what thou just spoke, the map doth draw itself as thou dost travel?” the Goddess of Death guessed.

“Exactly.” the einherjar confirmed. “Now, in games the maps have all kinds of features added to them. Little dots to show the location of enemies, other coloured dots to show your friends and allies, or even notes that you make for yourself.”

“Hmm. Let us see what technologies you sacrifice, so that we may see what ‘functions’ thou wilt gain.” Hel suggested.

“To start with, I have this.” James stated, pulling a large world map out of his Inventory. “It’s a map of Earth, so it may not be useful here or on Terra, but it can’t hurt to have the data stored in the blessing.”

“Thou might be surprised…” Hel muttered.

“Why are there pins poked into the map, Master?” his wife inquired.

“Oh. Those aren’t important. They were just places that I visited in my last life.” the einherjar told her with a shrug.

“Thou wert well travelled.” Hel commented, accepting the map from him. Turning around, she placed the map on the smaller of the two tables, and everyone watched as it disappeared. Nodding the ancient being turned back to her Champion. “Dost thou have aught else to sacrifice?”

“Definitely.” the ex-soldier chuckled. He next summoned a small, palm sized device.

“Ah. Even I have no difficulty recognizing a compass.” Hel stated. “This shall work well with thy map.” Accepting the compass, she placed it on the table as well, only for it to dissolve into motes of light a moment later.

“Then there’s this. It’s more complicated, but I assure you that it worked on Earth.” he said, handing the goddess a GPS.

“What function doth it perform?” Hel inquired, flipping the device over and looking at it from all angles.

“It’s called a GPS. Stands for Global Positioning System. It constantly tracks your location. I’m hoping it will allow us to keep track everyone who shares the blessing.” the ex-soldier explained.

“If it doth work as thou hast said, then it should be accepted by the seiðr.” his patron assured him. Sure enough, a few seconds after being placed in the middle of the magic circle, the GPS vanished without a trace.

“Is that all?” Lāmina asked.

“Nah. I’ve been saving the best for last.” the einherjar said with a chuckle. Pulling his smartphone from the Inventory, James handed it over. “This thing has more functions than I can even list. The main ones that I expect to work with the seiðr are the calendar, timekeeping, texting, photos, and video.”

“I imagine you are going to explain all of those words, because none of them except calendar and timekeeping made sense to me.” Lāmina complained.

“Texting works like the message pad we’ve been using, except it’s instantaneous. I write something in what’s call the ‘text box’, and the person I send it to sees it immediately. Alternatively, we can send messages to everyone at the same time, or just groups of individuals. Photos are instant super realistic drawings of what you are looking at, while videos are like viewing something through a scrying pool or crystal ball, but are recorded so that they can be viewed again later.” James explained in detail. “Other functions of a smart phone are really useful, like reading any book in the world’s libraries, and being able to hear people speaking to you from anywhere in the world, but I don’t expect those functions to work, since Lady Hel said that only visual information would be accepted, and well, this world doesn’t have the right kinds of libraries to support the blessing.”

“Instant communication, regardless of distance. Combined with precise timekeeping, accurate maps and troop locations… Ares would be most jealous of this blessing.” Hel muttered in awe.

“I have lots of other tech that I could sacrifice, but we’ll have to see how well the smartphone works out. No point in destroying my stuff if the blessing won’t support it.” the ex-soldier told the two women.

Holding the small device as if it were either really precious or about to bite her, and she didn’t know which, Hel slowly placed it on the table. In seconds it began to glow and then dissolve into tiny fragments of golden light, before disappearing entirely. When the magic had completed its cycle, the goddess moved to closely examine the main blessing. After a moment, the deity sighed and turned to look at her Champion. “I am afraid that thou wilt be disappointed, James. Whilst all other ‘functions’ were accepted as expected, the ‘photo’ and ‘video’ that thou didst speak of were not compatible. I apologize.”

“No, no! It’s really all right!” James assured her. “This is definitely going to be incredible as it is. The photo and video elements weren’t critical to my plans anyway. It was the very list of functions that you mentioned Ares would be jealous of that were my goal, and for the precise reason that you suspected.”

“But… the blessing will only be shared with your harem, not all of your soldiers.” Lāmina pointed out.

“It need not be.” Hel responded. “So long as his commanders hath access to the blessing, then command and control shall be elementary. He shall possess an instant advantage over any opposing army on any battlefield.”

“My thoughts exactly.” the ex-soldier agreed.

“Once again I am impressed with thy foresight, my Champion. If thou shouldst come upon any other technologies that might be incorporated into the blessing, be sure to bring them to me.” the Goddess of Death instructed him. “Now, High Priestess. Art thou ready to receive my blessing?”

“Yes, my Lady.” Lāmina said solemnly, bowing her head to the deity.

Touching the back of her head, Hel granted the elf her blessing. Out of respect, Lāmina waited a few heartbeats after the goddess had removed her hand before calling up her Status Screen.
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“That’s incredible.” James breathed, possibly more excited than the other two. “Quick, call it up! Let’s see what it looks like.”

Lāmina did as her husband had asked and triggered the blessing. In an instant, several small illusions appeared in her field of view. In the top right corner was a small circular map, with the top being oriented to North. At the moment, all it showed was the shape of the room they were in, as well as two green dots. She instinctively knew that the dot in the centre represented her. So the other must be Master. she realized. Below the map were the numbers 14:26, 13 ♓️ 861 TY. That would be the time and date. the elf noted. In the opposite corner of her field fo view, was the text box. At the moment it didn’t have anything written in it, but she quickly found that she could collapse it, enlarge it, or make it disappear entirely with a thought. Of course, she could also dismiss the other functions just as easily.

“Thou shouldst be able to employ it now as well, my Champion.” Hel advised the einherjar.

“Oh! Would you look at that.” James laughed.

Lāmina frowned as a small, blinking blue dot appeared in the bottom left corner of her vision. Focussing on the annoying light caused her text box to pop open, whereupon she saw the words (James: Hey darling!). The elf quirked a brow at this, and bent her mind to replying. (Lāmina: Hello Master.) appeared in the box below her master’s message. “Ah. I see how it works now.” she said aloud.

“It’s great, isn’t it!?” James exclaimed.

“I’m sure it will be useful, Master.” the High Priestess replied with considerably less enthusiasm.

“I can’t wait to show the rest of the girls!” the einherjar said, seemingly oblivious to her lack of excitement.

Turning to their shared goddess, Lāmina bowed to Hel once more. “Thank you again for your blessing, my Lady.”

“Thou art welcome, High Priestess. Now, there is one more matter which must be seen to before thou dost leave.” Hel told the elf. “As thou hast grown to become a High Priestess, it is only right that I provide thee with another spell for thy repertoire.”

“Oh no! I couldn’t ask for more, my Lady!” Lāmina protested.

“Nonsense. High Priestesses are always granted an extra spell by their patrons, as well as a blessing. It is what sets them apart from the rest of the clergy.” the Goddess of Death explained. “There are a couple of options, but I believe this one will prove most useful to thee.” With a wave of her hand, the divine being sent the knowledge of another spell to Lāmina’s mind.
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“Oh. That’s a nice one too.” James commented, having pulled up his wife’s Status Screen.

“I will make sure that you get a copy, Master.” Lāmina stated with knowing smile.
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“Oh good! You’re both here.” a sultry voice called out to the group as they walked back into the throne room.

“Lady Lilith.” Hel intoned dryly. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“It’s not a pleasure, I’m afraid, Lady Hel.” the Queen of Succubi replied with a sour look on her face. “Unfortunately, I’m here in my official capacity as the Ambassador of Hell.”

“I see. What business doth the Legions of Hell have with me on this day?” the Goddess of Death inquired.

“Not so much you, my Lady, but your Champion.” Turning her gaze on the einherjar, the demoness somehow pulled an entire scroll from between her breasts. After waggling her eyebrows and shooting him a smirk, the Succubus Queen read from the official document.

“The Legions of Hell hereby lodge formal complaint against one James Fir, Champion of Lady Hel. He stands accused of the following. One: Tax evasion. Two: Murder most foul of two infernal nobles. Three: Theft of numerous priceless treasures and artifacts. Four: Theft of the bodies of the aforementioned nobles. Five: Entering Hell’s domain without permission nor announcement. As these are serious crimes against the Legions of Hell, Champion Fir is hereby ordered to present himself to the council in Pandæmonium for judgement. Upon being found guilty, he will return the stolen treasure and bodies, pay a fine of 1000 Gold Talents, and be sentenced to serve one millennium of hard labour.”

Somehow, the ex-soldier wasn’t surprised that the demons’ first priority was the tax evasion. Pandæmonium or Ottawa, no difference between them. he noted sourly. He was mildly surprised that there were no complaints about him rescuing Geoffrey, or taking the succubi with him.

“And how is it that thy rulers hath come to the conclusion that my Champion was involved in any of this?” Hel asked in a menacing tone.

Totally unaffected by the deity’s glare, Lilith shrugged. “James was spotted by countless members of the public in Pandæmonium, and there is no record of him entering or paying the entry tax, so they have him red handed on the most important charge. As for the rest…” the demoness shrugged again. “It’s an educated guess on their part, but it’s Hell. They don’t need proof. Guilty until proven innocent is the standard there.”

James looked to his patron goddess, wondering what she was going to say. He wasn’t worried that she’d just hand him over, but he also didn’t want to make trouble for her. “What say you, my Lady?” the Champion asked respectfully.

“I care not one whit what the fools in Pandæmonium think. If they doth desire the company of my Champion, they can come and face my armies.” the Goddess of Death said flatly.

Lilith sighed and made a show of tossing the scroll over her shoulder. “Well, that’s done with, at least.”

“Really? That’s it?” James blinked, surprised that she let it go that easily.

“Pretty much.” Lilith said with a single shoulder shrug. “I mean, if you’re ever caught in Hell, then they’ll drag you before the court for your trial, but they won’t do anything beyond that. Trust me, demons won’t let silly things like murder or laws get in the way of politics.”

“I see.” the einherjar said with a look of mild disgust. “If that’s the case then, would you mind satisfying a bit of my curiosity?”

“I could satisfy something.” she teased. When he clearly didn’t bite, the Succubus Queen sighed and waved for him to go ahead.

“I noticed that they didn’t mention my rescue of Geoffrey, nor the capture of those succubi.” the Champion pointed out.

“Ah. Actually, I wanted to thank you for that. Not the rescue. I’m sure Heaven will send a messenger to launch a formal complaint about that, seeing as his soul belongs to Yahweh. But for rescuing my girls.” Lilith told him.

“You… do realize that I enslaved them, right?” James said hesitantly.

The Queen of Succubi laughed. “Oh darling. You’re so cute! As if you would actually harm them unless they did something royally stupid. No sweetie, you didn’t enslave them, you freed them. Even if you wind up killing one or two, it’s a better outcome for them than spending an eternity in Hell.”

Hel’s Champion sighed softly. “I figured it was something like that. They seemed all too quick to volunteer for the collar.”

“Speaking of which.” Lilith interrupted with a serious expression and no hint of flirting. “I was wondering if we could strike a deal.”

The einherjar’s eyes narrowed as he regarded the Succubus Queen. Though he had made deals with demons in the past, it was always something to be very wary of. “I’ll hear you out, but I make no guarantees other than that.”

“That is all I can ask for.” the ancient woman replied, bowing her head slightly. “Honestly, it’s a very straightforward deal, especially for me.”

“Oh?” James raised an eyebrow, his curiosity piqued.

“I give you the names of collared succubi and incubi, and you summon them with your magic. Once they arrive, I transfer their ownership to you, free of charge.” Lilith offered.

“First off, no to the incubi. While we may wind up with a few cambions running around if the succubi allow themselves to get pregnant, it will still only be one per demoness. A single incubus could impregnate an unlimited number of mortal women.” the ex-soldier stated firmly.

The Queen of Succubi clicked her tongue, as if he’d foiled at least part of her plan. Still, it didn’t seem to ruin her schemes entirely. “Very well. Is that a yes to the succubi, then?”

“I’m still not convinced.” James countered. “I’d need you to sign a Faustian Pact stating that the collars are in no way faulty, and that the succubi have no way of escaping them short of death.”

Lilith nodded as if she had expected that. “We have a deal, then?”

“Perhaps.” Hel’s Champion said cautiously. “I see what I get out of it. Troops. But the question remains, oh Queen of Succubi, what do you get out of it?”

History’s premier demoness shrugged again, as if the answer to that was obvious. “Pay. The collars are expensive, and my girls will have to work extra hard to pay me for their collars, as well as for my efforts on their behalf.”

“I doubt it is something so simple as that.” Hel interjected.

“Do you think I should avoid this deal, my Lady?” James asked his patron with an earnest expression.

A long moment of silence passed between them, while Hel and Lilith stared at each other. The Succubus Queen showed only mild displeasure at the deity’s intervention, which James took to mean that she was likely furious.

“What is your real play, Lilith?” James asked softly, hoping to win the dangerous woman over with honesty.

Lilith grit her teeth in frustration. It went against every fibre of her being to truly reveal her hand, but she knew that Hel was a wily old goddess, and as the daughter of the Trickster himself, she wouldn’t be fooled easily.

“I really do want to help you, Lilith, but you need to be straight with me.” the einherjar pushed a little harder.

“Urgh! Fine! Fine!” the Succubus Queen shouted, waving her arms in the air like she suddenly thought the world had gone crazy. Spinning on the ex-soldier, she spat a single word. “Divinity!”

“Divinity?” James asked, baffled how such a plan could lead to her ascension.

“Yes.” she hissed. “I’m no fool, Champion. I see what you and your patron goddess are doing here. She is the Goddess of Death, yet holds no ties to the Æsir. According to prophecy, she doesn’t even take part in Ragnarök, despite sending her armies. Among all of her kin, she alone abstains. And then there’s you. Every time we meet, you have grown stronger, Champion. There is no mistaking the divine spark that now rests within you. It’s as clear as day that Hel has set you on the path to godhood.”

“I think you’re overestimating a few things here…” James countered carefully.

Lilith scoffed. “Am I, Arbiter? No, I don’t think so. It’s very obvious that your goddess wishes to form a new pantheon, and has already carved out a place for you by her side. And that’s not even counting her brother.”

“Fenrir?” Hel asked, suddenly rejoining the conversation.

“Yes, Fenrir. You,” the Succubus Queen pointed a finger at James. “freed the Fenris Wolf, and somehow sated his fury. Against all that was foretold, the big bastard has sworn off Ragnarök! So don’t tell me that you aren’t planning to include him in your new pantheon, James Fir. I know what you are up to, and I want in!”

James stood there stunned for several long seconds. A lot of what the ancient woman had said made a lot of sense, even if it hadn’t been part of his plans. Slowly turning his head, he let his gaze fall on Hel, only to behold the strangest sight of his second life.

Hel purposely looked away from her Champion, pursing her lips and blowing, as if she were trying to whistle but didn’t know how. The scene was so comical that James couldn’t help but laugh.

“You… you didn’t know?” Lilith gasped, utterly shocked that the einherjar could have been so blind.

“Well, there was a sneaking suspicion, but nothing concrete…” the ex-soldier admitted.

Hel folded her arms across her chest and made a grumpy frown. “For the record, my Champion, I had not thought to include my brother.”

Lilith facepalmed, as she could hardly believe what she was hearing. “No. Now I’m more convinced than ever. This half assed plan of yours… you need my help to make it work. What were you thinking, Hel? You and James against the world?”

“It hath always been me against ‘the world’, as thou dost put it.” the Goddess of Death argued. Then turning her head, she gazed at James with soft eyes. “But at long last, I have a companion who doth wish to stand by my side, and for my sake alone.”

Lilith groaned and shook her head. “You know what the sad thing is? I actually believe that. That both of you actually feel that way. But I hate to break it to you, Hel. If the two of you become too powerful, and don’t have some serious support, the other pantheons will band together to crush you. You know that, more than anything, the gods can’t stand an upset to the status quo. You need allies.”

“How would it work?” James asked when Hel hadn’t replied to Lilith’s statement.

“Initially? My plan was beautiful in its simplicity, truth be told.” the Succubus Queen bragged. “You plan to build a temple to Hel in Guayabo, right?”

“Er… sure. That’s a good idea.” the einherjar agreed, somewhat ashamed that he hadn’t thought of it first.

Lilith rolled her eyes, but kept going. “So after you build her temple, you’re going to have to build homes for my girls. They’re your slaves, so you have to provide for them right?” the succubus stated with a devious grin.

“This is true.” the ex-soldier concurred with a slight nod.

“Except, what you would build would be large, fortified buildings that can house many succubi at once, all while keeping them safe from the werewolves on nights of the full moon.” Lilith continued.

I see that she’s been hearing from the succubi that I took in. James noted silently.

“Now, there’s no point in having such grand structures only serve as residences, right? Not when they can be businesses and turn a profit.” she added with a wink.

“Brothels.” James said flatly.

“Ding, ding, ding! We have a winner!” Lilith laughed and clapped her hands happily. “You’re damn right they’d be brothels, Champion. My girls are succubi. It’s what they do best. And as thanks for your support, I’ve even directed my girls to forward 25% of the profits to you. Not only that, but they would highly suggest that their patrons visit and tithe to Hel’s temple too, just to ensure a happy afterlife.”

“But sex isn’t the only thing they’d be peddling, is it?” the ex-soldier asked pointedly, having already figured out Lilith’s scheme.

“Right on the money, as expected. I knew you’d understand once I gave you a few more hints.” Lilith teased with a wink. “But yes. The brothels would also serves as temples. To me.”

“Lilith, Goddess of Lust.” Hel said finally, steepling her fingers and touching her lips in thought. “The demon’s faith cannot help thee ascend, but the faith of mortals…”

“Precisely.” the Succubus Queen confirmed. “And since we’d already be thick as thieves by that point, there’s no reason not to join forces and be part of the same pantheon. We both gain powerful allies, which makes us both safer from the other gods.”

James looked to his patron goddess before pressing the demoness for more details. “What assurances do we have that you won’t stab us in the back or harm our followers?”

“Besides logic?” Lilith tilted her head as she looked at him. “Look, I know that you are well aware of demonic nature by now. I can’t bullshit you about that. Yes, lies and betrayal are an integral part of who and what we are, but we are not generally self destructive. My followers would be made up of the same crowd as your followers. Destroying my own resources would be beyond foolish. Moreover, I know beyond a doubt that, if I were able to ascend, I would immediately have a lot of targets on my back. I need allies just as much as you do.”

“That doth make sense…” Hel agreed.

“Are we going to do this, then?” James asked, wanting to confirm Hel’s feelings on the issue.

The Goddess of Death nodded. “I grant my assent to thy plan, Lilith.”

“Yes!” the Queen of Succubi hissed with an emphatic fist pump.


CHAPTER 23


Though he was a bit peckish, James decided that he could wait until supper to eat. Missing a single meal wasn’t exactly a new thing to the ex-soldier, so skipping lunch wouldn’t make him too grumpy.

“What are your plans for the rest of the day, Master?” Lāmina asked as she walked beside him.

“The usual for when I have free time, I think.” The einherjar chuckled. The elven woman laughed as well, a sound which was downright musical to the bestial man’s ears.

“Well, I do have a new spell to share with you.” the High Priestess conceded. “And I’m sure you have dozens of ideas rattling around in that big brain of yours.”

“More than I’ll likely ever accomplish.” the Champion admitted. “But some are better than others, and not all of them are as urgent.”

“Speaking of urgent, do you have enough Qi to add another section of wall today, Master?” Lāmina inquired. “I know we have a lot of building to do, and very little time to do it. Especially since Lilith seems to have added to your workload.”

James grunted but pulled up his Status Screen to check his current Qi levels. “Yeah. It won’t leave me a lot to play with, but I can put up another 2500 feet.”

“I’m sure Queen Titania will be thrilled with the speed of your work, Master.” the elf said encouragingly.

“All right. Let’s head over to the building site before cultivating at the temple.” the einherjar agreed.
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James looked around at his gathered family. Unfortunately, Hrein couldn’t join them for the cultivation, as she was busy training with the soldiers and granting them wings. Elora and Elina were likewise busy preparing supper and taking care of the household. All three would be there for the meal though, so they’d have a chance to receive spells from the accumulated Spirit, if they wanted any. That left Acrasia, Nyakuro, Autumn and Lāmina who could join him. Once again, the einherjar was surprised that his fairy wife was behaving in such a diligent manner.

“All right, ladies. We have three hours until Elora calls us for supper. If no one objects, I’d like to use the same technique as we did before, where everyone pools their refined Qi in my Crimson Palace.” the ex-soldier suggested.

His proposition was met with a series of nods and spoken words of assent, and so the small group passed the time as planned. After supper was finished and before they resumed their training, James spent what he could of the Spirit they gathered, by giving out spells that people requested.

To start with, both he and Autumn gained copies of Binding from Lāmina. He also granted the succubus knowledge of how to craft a Love Potion. This pushed the capacity of her Dantian all the way up to 1250 Qi.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Hrein wanted a copy of Diagnosis, which James asked her to wait for, because he was still working on improving the spell.

Both Elora and Elina wanted significant upgrades. The maids felt that Night-Vision was a potentially critical defensive ability, while Dancing Flames would help them in regulating the temperature of the stoves and ovens, thus making their jobs as cooks even easier. Elora also wanted the Pain and Paralysis spells, while Elina opted for upgrading her Flaming Sword to Flaming Fists. Both of the spells that Elora received changed slightly upon being added to her spell list, their descriptions altering themselves to work with her Ghostly Chains, rather that with regular weapons. Since it wasn’t the first time that the einherjar had seen a spell become more personalized upon being learned, he wasn’t overly concerned. He was also happy to note that Elora’s capacity had gone up to 780 Qi.

Since he had time and the Spirit to play with, James decided to make his planned alterations to the Diagnosis spell. He started by doubling the range to 10 yards. He then removed the word ‘Negative’ and changed the word ‘effects’ to ‘Screen’. Next, he removed the phrases ‘and locations’ and ‘all current’ from the description. Sadly, he didn’t have enough Spirit for the final step. Worse, for some reason all of the text was in red, which the einherjar took to mean that the spell was broken.

“Well shit. That’s the first time I’ve had something like that happen.” the Champion cursed. When the women asked him what was wrong, he explained that he had been trying to create a spell that would tell him the strengths and weaknesses of an enemy. While they all agreed that such a spell would be useful, they were disappointed in the loss of so much Spirit. “I’ll be more careful in the future.” the einherjar promised.

Despite the disappointing failure, the ex-soldier didn’t give up. The same group of five returned to the temple grounds in Elphyne, and cultivated for another three hours before calling it quits. Since none of the ladies had spells that they were particularly itching for, they all wondered what the einherjar’s plans were this time.

Once the adults of the family were gathered around the dining room table, and the kids were tucked away in their beds, James laid his plans out for the others.

“That should work, I suppose.” Hrein hummed, tapping her finger against the table as she thought. “It is a more careful approach, at least.” When the others agreed, the einherjar set about his work.

The first thing that he did was get a copy of Diagnosis back from Lāmina, which thankfully overwrote the broken Scanning spell that he’d been trying to create. He also gave Hrein a copy, since she had been waiting so patiently to get one.

With his previous blunder corrected, the Champion began working on his true project for the night. It began with summoning both his newly acquired magic carpet, and one of the gold rings that he’d taken from the Black King. Proceeding with the utmost care, James attempted to copy the Teleportation ability from Hussain’s Tapestry onto the ring. He hoped that since the ring itself was quite valuable, and there were stories of rings that could whisk their wearers away to distant places, that it would work. Luckily for him, it did.

Now that the ring had been successfully enchanted, James double checked that nothing was amiss with the carpet before continuing on. Satisfied that the enchanted Persian Rug was fine, he tucked it away in his Inventory for safe keeping.

“Okay.” the einherjar exhaled slowly. “Now let’s try to learn how to Teleport from the ring.” As it turned out, the spell was more powerful than he had anticipated, and so it took him longer into the night than he had planned, but he still managed to wrap it up just before midnight.

Acrasia groaned softly as she watched the precious golden ring disintegrate into magically inert dust, but she was glad that her master had finally acquired a spell that she knew he coveted far more than gold.

“Take a look at this, ladies.” James said with an ecstatic grin.
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“Meow!” Nyakuro exclaimed, her tails whipping excitedly behind her.

“Don’t worry, kitten. I plan to give it to you and our little assassin maid over there right away.” the Champion assured her. “Moreover, I won’t halve the cost until after you both have it, thus netting you a bigger boost to your capacities.”

After doing as he’d promised, but before he halved the price of the spell for himself, James checked his Spirit reserves. He had a lot of big plans that required a lot of Spirit, but he felt like he should help his women with what he had left. Thinking it over, he decided that both fairies and succubi seemed able to vanish without a trace in various stories, so he figured it would probably be safe to grant them the Teleportation spell as well. Besides, I’m not sure I could deny any of my women the sheer utility of that magic. It’s right up there with invisibility.

All of the women who received the spell were very happy to get it, and the rest were mollified when the Champion promised to give it to everyone eventually.

“Hmm. That’s strange.” the einherjar muttered after checking everyone’s Status Screens.

“What’s the matter, Master?” Acrasia asked, since it was her screen that he was currently looking at.

“For some reason, rather than going up by 200 Qi, the capacity of your Dantian only increased by 190. It seems capped at 1500 Qi, which is the same as mine.” the bestial man told her.

Congratulations, my Champion. Hel’s voice rang in all of their heads. Thou hast discovered another of the many secrets of cultivation.

“What do you mean, my Lady?” James asked, looking at the ceiling.

The truth is, the mortal soul can only withstand so much. Thou hast reached the outer limit of what those who are not divine can achieve; at least insofar as the amount of magical energy thy soul can contain. the Goddess of Death explained.

“Then, is it a coincidence that my Dantian refills at exactly the rate at which I can refine the Qi into Spirit?” the einherjar inquired.

Not at all, my Champion. The gods hath designed mortal souls in such a way, so that the balance may be maintained in the realms of the living. Imagine, if thou wouldst, what might happen if thou wert able to draw in unlimited life energy. Hel proposed.

“Leeched of that which sustains them, the worlds would slowly die.” Autumn answered with a gasp.

Precisely, fallen one. Which is why the divine, tucked away in their greater realms of power, are the only ones who possess greater potential. With very few exceptions, that is. the deity added the last after a few seconds thought.

“Like Titania?” James guessed.

Yea. The Fairy King and Queen are on the verge of ascension, and doth hail from the realm of Álfheimr, which itself is a godly plane. There are also great and terrible beasts whose bodies and souls far exceed what mortal men can achieve, such as the kraken and various dragons. Hel explained.

“Truly epic creatures, in other words. I understand, my Lady. Thank you for telling us.” the Champion said with a bow of his head.

When they felt Hel’s presence fade from their minds, each member of the family looked around at the others. There was a small sense of accomplishment for all of their efforts that day, but each and every one of them were ready for bed. Placing his palms against the table, the einherjar rose from his seat. “All right, ladies. It’s been a long day. Let’s go have some fun, and then get some sleep.” His statement was met with smirks and giggles, but there were none among them who were slow to leave their seats and make their way to the bedroom.
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James alone took his time walking to the master bedroom, giving the women time to prepare. It wouldn’t take them long, but it would still take a few minutes, so he spent the time admiring his house and checking on the kids. Cracking open the door, the einherjar peeked into Clarissa’s room. Technically, according to the rules he’d set, she was supposed to be in bed. Whether a ghost needed sleep or not was up for debate, but it gave him peace of mind to know that she was somewhere safe while everyone else slept.

A small frown creased the ex-soldier’s lips when he noticed that the room was empty. Rather than be too upset though, he decided to check on Zahra and see if Clarissa was visiting her. Moving to the next room over, James opened the door as quietly as he could and peered inside. Sure enough, the poltergeist was snuggled up with the tiny dark elf, who didn’t seem to mind the slight sheen of ectoplasm her undead friend was leaving on her and the bed.

Shaking his head, the Champion couldn’t help but smile at the sight. Though they weren’t his, he doubted that he could care more for any other child. Stepping into the room, the einherjar quietly padded up to the bed. Zahra’s light bedclothes were all scrunched up under her armpits, and she had tossed her blanket aside.

Not wanting the small girl to catch a cold, James sighed and gently lifted her, so that he could sort out her clothing before picking up the blanket and tucking them in properly. It always amazed him how deep a sleeper she was. Any small noise, let alone a touch, would always wake the ex-soldier. Though, I suppose that’s less the case now, since my women don’t usually wake me in the middle of the night… unless it’s on purpose. he realized. Leaving a small kiss on each of their foreheads, the einherjar whispered “Goodnight” before leaving the room and closing the door behind him.

Less than a minute later, after a short walk down the hall, James entered his own bedroom. Doing so instantly reminded him of all the changes that the girls had made over the last day or so. Where before there had been little more than a massive bed, two night stands, and a linen chest, the room now felt fully furnished. Decorative oil lamps hung from the ceiling, and silk cushions had been spread all over. Long colourful panels of silk now draped over the window and walls, giving the room a much warmer feel. But best of all were the women, all lined up on their knees and awaiting his command.

Gone were their armour and normal accoutrements, with the obvious exception of the twins. The elven sisters continued to wear their maid uniforms, which James found incredibly sexy anyway. Everyone else however, was dressed in the harem girl garb that the einherjar had acquired from the ifrit. There were only five outfits, on spare for each of the women we rescued, so I’m glad that they distributed them in this way. It shows that they really know my tastes. James grinned to himself.

Each harem outfit was essentially the same in design, being made up of a veil, a chest wrap, a hip wrap, and the harem pants that James believed were properly called shalwar. All items of clothing were crafted from the thinnest, most transparent silk possible, so they did nothing to actually hide a woman’s charms. The chest and hip wraps were adorned with tiny thin coins that dangled from their hems, and jingled whenever a girl moved.

Other than the hip wraps, which were all white, the primary colours of each woman’s outfit differed. Hrein, who had let her hair down from her usual ponytail, was wearing a beautiful shade of blue, which was accented with silver coins. Acrasia, the golden blonde fairy, was adorned in the einherjar’s favourite colour, green, and also had silver coins. The last of the silver coin crowd was Nyakuro, whose dark skin was complemented by the golden silk that she was wearing. The final two dressed as harem girls, Autumn and Lāmina, bore golden coins on their hems. Where the lusty succubus wore garments of deep red, the more innocent elf was attired in a sexy pink.

With a snap of is fingers, which was completely unnecessary, James swapped out his normal clothing for a black silk robe. Specially designed to accommodate his wings, the piece had been expensive, costing four gold talents, but the einherjar had felt that it was worth the cost.

Eyeing the women spread out before him like the most decadent form of buffet imaginable, the Champion smirked arrogantly. “How beautiful. But as lovely as those pants are, they are only going to get in the way. We’ll have to see about replacing them with a skirt of some kind. In the mean time, you may all rise and remove them.”

As the five girls stood, Elora gracefully fell prostrate before speaking in hushed tones. “Master. If I may be so bold as to offer my services, I believe that my skill with a needle and thread is now sufficient to do what you desire. With your permission, I will work their hip wraps into skirts that you should find most pleasing.”

“Excellent. See that it is done.” the einherjar commanded, stepping forward to stand in front of the elven maid.

Lifting her head slightly, Elora inched forward so that she could place a light kiss on the top of his foot. “Thank you, Master.” she whispered.

Once the women had removed their pants in as graceful a manner as they could accomplish, they fell back to their knees and carefully folded the clothing before placing it behind them.

Careful not to kick Elora in the face, as she was still prostrate before him, James slowly walked to the other end of the line. Being First Wife, the head of the line was Hrein’s position. She looked positively radiant in the Champion’s eyes, as she knelt there with her legs properly spread, her hands on her knees, and her gaze cast to the floor.

“So beautiful.” James muttered, the woman’s perfection nearly taking his breath away.

Hrein blushed slightly at his compliment, and spoke in a deferential tone of voice. “How might I serve thee, Master?” she asked.

“You can serve me,” he growled as he swept aside his robe and revealed his erect manhood, “by welcoming me properly.”

“Of course, Master.” the valkyrie breathed. Leaning forward slightly, she tilted her head such that her light, silky veil played across his sensitive skin. Pursing her soft red lips, the shield maiden placed a delicate kiss on the very tip of his cock. After slowly sliding it into her mouth, she began to suck on the head as her tongue lightly danced over it.

“Very good.” the einherjar purred, pulling his shaft free from her lips with an audible pop. “Now let us see if your sisters can follow your example.” Hel’s Champion slowly moved down the line, brushing their veils aside with his cock, and having each one kiss and suckle the tip for a moment, before moving on to the next. By the time that he reached Elina at the end, James was already close to cumming, so he allowed the taciturn maid to continue servicing him until he exploded in her mouth, filling it with his bitter seed. The dutiful elf swallowed his load without complaint, and even gave the tip of his cock an extra kiss when he pulled away. “Thank you… Master.” she whispered in her typical halting manner of speech.

“Wonderful.” the Champion praised his girls earnestly. “Your greetings were superb, but let us see if your cleanliness is equally up to par. Stepping around the end of the line, James clapped his hands, and his well trained slaves responded immediately. The entire line of women shifted onto their elbows and knees with their asses raised in the air, ready for whipping or use, as their master’s pleasure dictated. Since none of them had done anything to warrant punishment of late, the girls were relatively sure it would be the latter.

Starting with Elina, the einherjar crouched down behind each of the girls and began playing with their pussies one at a time. As he tugged on and spread their delicate folds, ostensibly for the purposes of inspection, their owner loudly commented on and compared their private parts with those of the other girls, causing most of them to turn red with embarrassment. After giving a girl a passing grade on cleanliness, he proceeded to test her ‘readiness to receive her master’ by plunging his thick finger as deeply into her pussy as he could reach, slowly fucking her with the digit until he was satisfied that she was wet enough for his liking. In keeping with his personal kinks, James ended each inspection with a taste test, lapping at their pussies and teasing their tiny clits with the tip of his tongue, until each woman came for him.

“Such naughty girls.” James admonished his slaves with a laugh. “Always so quick to show your pleasure at a man’s touch. I think such slutty behaviour deserves to be punished, don’t you?” A chorus of “Yes, Master.” reached his ears and sent a shiver down the einherjar’s spine. Unable to hide the sadistic grin that crept onto his face, the Champion summoned a leather crop to his hand.

Acrasia snuck a glance over her shoulder as she watched her master raise his crop over Hrein’s backside. The fairy wasn’t a masochist by any stretch of the imagination, but she understood that, as his slave, it was her duty to accept pleasure or pain as he saw fit to dole out. At least it doesn’t hurt as much now that my Endurance is enhanced. she silently reminded herself.

Hrein was stoic as she accepted ‘six of the best’ on her backside, three per cheek. After she had punished Acrasia with the cane over three weeks prior, the valkyrie had asked her master to cane her as well. As First Wife, she had felt that she had failed in her duty to protect her master, even though the fairy only had his best interests at heart, and she had also wished to experience the same pain that she had inflicted on the leannán sídhe. Now, in comparison to that, the shield maiden felt that the crop hardly hurt at all. Oh, sure, it stung and would leave a red mark on her bottom for some time, but it wasn’t the hellish bite of the cane. It is a far more appropriate tool for Master to use when beating us solely for his pleasure. the Chooser decided.

Unlike Hrein, Acrasia cried out with each slap of the leather on her bare bottom. Her moans were music to the einherjar’s ears, and he knew that the sound that the crop made was much scarier than the actual strike. This was due to the folded leather on the tip, which smacked together and made a loud clap every time it was used to spank a slave girl. Working his way down the line, James found that Acrasia, Nyakuro, and Autumn made the most satisfying cries when he spanked them. Which really isn’t surprising. he silently noted. They’re the most vocal of my lovers by far, and no doubt the two sex fiends have the most sensitive bottoms. As for the three elves and the valkyrie, they tended to be more quiet, silently enduring his attacks until he sadistic streak was sated.

Rubbing his rough hand over Elina’s freshly spanked bottom, the Champion commented loudly enough for everyone to hear. “My, what rosy red cheeks you all have. Such a delightful sight. So tempting, in fact, that I think it’s high time that I indulged myself.” Parting his robes again, the einherjar lined himself up with the elf’s delicate slit, and slowly pushed into her warm, wet pussy.

Hel’s Champion only allowed himself a few good strokes before pulling out of the slender elf. The point of this exercise wasn’t to cum, at least not yet. Instead, he moved to kneel behind her sister and plunged into her next. Again and again he repeated the process, sampling each woman’s pussy with his cock, while comparing and proclaiming their virtues for everyone to hear. This further embarrassed the women, heightening their sensitivity as well as his pleasure. He didn’t stop when he reached Hrein either, extending his enjoyment instead, by working his way back down the line.

Finally, he was ready for the final lap. Sliding into his quiet maid, the einherjar made a contented groan. I wish I could spend an eternity in these women. the einherjar silently joked.

A subtle gasp escaped Elina’s lips as she felt her master’s cock enter her from behind. Keeping her eyes on the floor in front of her like a good little slave, the elf rolled her hips and pushed back against her owner’s every thrust, increasing the pleasure for both of them. Her gasps gradually became louder and morphed into whimpers and moans as her master rode her, gripping her by the hips and ploughing into her as he used her body for his own pleasure. The feeling of being so thoroughly used despite her sore arse, drove home the fact that she was his possession and nothing more. I’m his tool to be used as he sees fit. the mad elf giggled in her head. This truth combined with the physical pleasure of his pounding into her pussy to drive the maid into inescapable ecstasy.

Elina’s tight passage squeezed even tighter as she came on his cock, pushing the Champion over the edge and into his own orgasm. Unable to hold back, James roared as jet after jet of his thick seed coated the elf’s inner walls, once again marking her as his in the most intimate way possible.

After having held back for so long, the einherjar nearly collapsed on the much smaller woman’s back upon finding release. But there’s still more work to be done. More pleasure to be had. James reminded himself. They don’t call me a Champion for nothing.

“Make sure you stay as you are.” Elina heard her master command. The elf’s only response was a silent nod as she felt her owner’s cock slowly pull out of her pussy. A cooling wetness and pleasant ache were all that remained, gentle reminders of how she had been stretched and used by the bestial man.

Embracing Hel’s gift of a Lion’s Refractory, the Champion fucked the rest of the girls one after the other, leaving a sticky mess inside each of them. Only after he finished inside Hrein at the other end of the line, did he allow the women to break position and clean each other up.

“Master.” the valkyrie pleaded, still panting after being ridden so hard. “Please allow me to clean thy cock with my mouth.”

“Of course, my love.” the einherjar consented, sitting down on the floor in front of her. While his First Wife licked and sucked the sticky mess that was the combined juices of the entire harem from his cock, the Champion looked around at his conquests. The girls were stiff and sore from remaining on their elbows and knees for so long, but they obediently embraced each other and used their lips and tongues to clean each other’s pussies.

What surprised him though, was how each of the women used the opportunity to arouse him, despite clearly being tired. Without exception, the slave girls stole glances at their master, angling their bodies to provide him with the best possible view, all while carefully selecting their partners to make their performance as exciting as possible.

Even when she was certain that she had cleaned every last trace of stickiness from her husband’s shaft and balls, the valkyrie didn’t stop sucking. I know better than to cease my efforts before he doth command me to. Hrein thought to herself. Glancing up at her master’s face, she saw the look of arousal in his eyes as he watched the girls cleaning one another. Mayhap this is a good opportunity to put our new blessing to use. The Choosers lips curved into a mischievous grin around her lover’s cock as she secretly sent each of the women a text message.

Looking up from between Autumn’s legs, Acrasia giggled and called out to her husband. “Master. Don’t you think you’d be more comfortable on the bed, while you let Hrein finish her work?”

James chuckled softly at the fairy’s suggestion. The valkyrie was pretty much finished, he knew, but he was enjoying the feel of her lips and tongue on his cock too much to call an end to the fun just yet. Oh well. They all know to expect giving a full blowjob when they clean me. he told himself. “You’re absolutely right, my pet.” the einherjar replied. Turning his gaze to the lovely valkyrie he added “Come, my love. Let us do as she suggests.”

Hrein hid her grin as best she could, knowing that her plan was working. “Of course, Master.” she replied submissively. After the einherjar had made himself comfortable in the middle of the bed, the valkyrie crawled right back between his legs and took him into her mouth again.

Hel’s Champion smiled down at his Chooser, greatly appreciating her dedication to his pleasure. Figuring that her goal was simply to make him cum in her mouth, the einherjar relaxed and just enjoyed the show. As it turned out however, the cunning valkyrie’s plans ran much deeper than that. After he had filled her mouth with his seed, she made a show of swallowing, before cleaning her mouth and face with an Inventory trick before crawling up the bed to start kissing at his neck.

As soon as she moved, Autumn took her place sucking the Champion’s cock, while Acrasia set to cleaning the slimy mess out of Hrein’s pussy with her tongue. Meanwhile, even though the three elves and the cat-girl must have long since finished cleaning their respective partners, the four slave girls continued to perform for their master, even changing partners after achieving orgasm on each other’s tongues.

If James thought he’d reached the end of his fun as he filled Autumn’s eager mouth with cum, he was sorely mistaken. Like Hrein, the succubus made a show of swallowing and licking up any remaining traces of his seed that she could find, before cleaning her mouth and face with an Inventory Trick. He then watched as she crawled up the bed, tail lashing in the air behind her, and laid down on his other side. When she began kissing the other side of his neck, Acrasia took her place between his legs.

“Oh.” the Champion gasped as the fairy’s silky lips slid over his engorged head. With the white winged Hrein on one side and the bat winged Autumn on the other, James couldn’t help but compare it to being squeezed between Heaven and Hell, but in the sexiest way possible.

As Acrasia slowly sucked and licked at his cock, clearly hoping to tease another round of cum out for herself, Hrein and Autumn continued to kiss his neck and face, only occasionally stealing a kiss from his lips, so as not to disturb his view of the girls at play. He soon caught on to their delightful game however, when giving the fairy her prize didn’t end the fun. The women continued to follow the same pattern as Hrein and Autumn, with a new girl moving between his legs as the previous one found a new part of his body to kiss.

This continued until Elina finally received her second mouthful of cum from him that night, and she laid her head down to sleep on his thigh, with his spent cock resting against her cheek.


CHAPTER 24


The noonday sun blazed in the sky as Aristotle made his way up the hill on his daily pilgrimage to the Temple of Hermes. Even for one such as he, who had always thought the gods to be beyond worldly affairs, had to admit that they had more concrete forms when they literally appeared before him.

Hermes, of all the Olympians, certainly had a lot of direct influence on Terra, which the old philosopher couldn’t deny. As the Messenger of the Gods, he was permitted to visit the mortal realms without the other pantheons protesting too much. Aside from that, the stability that his temples and coinage system provided was appreciated by all factions, regardless of their affiliation.

As he rounded the final bend in the road before the hill’s crest, Aristotle was startled by the sudden appearance of a thousand soldiers in shining bronze armour. To his keen mind, most appeared as elves, though fully half of the battalion bore feathered wings. Among those, he quickly discerned that most were white and angelic in appearance, though a small group had wings that bore a resemblance to those of a hawk, with striated patterns of browns and white.

Not wanting anything to do with the obvious trouble ahead, the old man turned tail and quickly ran back down the hill. I have to alert the city guard! he told himself, which was the perfect excuse to put as much distance between himself and the invaders as possible. After all, Aristotle was an intelligent man, if nothing else.
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Hermes descended from Olympus on his winged sandals, and was instantly filled with rage. His grand temple in Athens disappeared before his very eyes, sinking beneath the earth in a matter of seconds. A heartbeat later, a battalion of armed and armoured elves appeared in the space the that temple once occupied, led by the beautiful Fairy Queen herself. The soldiers were clearly well disciplined, forming neat ranks and standing at attention, as they awaited further orders.

Landing several feet away, the God of Trade faced off with his opponent. Titania, proud and regal in her flowing green gown and auburn tresses, spread her butterfly wings and lifted off the ground while raising her hands in welcome.

“Hermes. So good of you to join us.” the fae monarch somehow called across the divide without raising her voice.

“What have you done to my temple!” the arrogant god snapped, taking an aggressive step forward.

“Temples.” Queen Titania corrected him, with extra emphasis on the ’s’. “We have sunk not one, but four of your temples, oh God of Trade. The temples of Elphyne, Guayabo, Elphen, and Athens we have taken, as our response to your challenge.”

“You dare!?” Hermes snarled. Though he was not known as a combative god like Ares or Heracles, he was still a deity and would not suffer such insolence from a mere mortal.

“We dare.” the beautiful fae said firmly, raising her chin in defiance. Her aura of confidence and power was almost palpable as the sunlight glinted off her platinum crown. “We are, however, also generous. We shall give you a chance to regain your temples in the game we have prepared.”

“Game?” the Trickster God scowled.

“Rather than resort to such a… brutish contest, as having our soldiers slaughter each other, let us settle our dispute with another form of competition, like the civilized beings that we are.” Titania proposed.

“I see.” Hermes gave the lovely fairy a lascivious grin, as his eyes roamed over her elegant body. “Well, at least you didn’t run away.” he mocked her.

The Fairy Queen returned his grin with a frosty, businesslike smile. “We would never retreat from such a challenge. Not when there is so much for us to gain. Why, just the treasure in any one of those temples would make it worth playing, would it not?”

Hermes’ playful attitude disappeared again at the mention of his temples, and he glared at his opponent. “What game are you suggesting, fae? Surely not one that you can cheat at with your fairy tricks?”

Titania’s laugh was rich and musical, and would feel like velvet on the god’s ears, if he wasn’t so furious with her at the moment. “Not at all my dear Hermes.” she said in a mocking tone. “In this instance, I believe the classic game of chess would be the most appropriate.”

“With what rules?” the God of Thieves asked, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“The standard ones.” Titania stated firmly. “As the Fairy Queen, we must be wary of notorious tricksters like yourself when playing games.” she added with the slightest bow of her head, as if recognizing his talent for mischief.

“Hmph. That’s rich coming from the leader of the fae.” Hermes huffed. “But I can agree to that. I accept that our contest will be determined via a standard game of chess.”

“Excellent.” Titania clapped as if overjoyed by his acceptance. “Now, as we both possess something the other wants, we suggest some rules for the claiming of trophies. Consider them wagers, if you will.”

“Such as?” the Trickster God inquired, crossing his arms over his chest.

“For each piece you take of ours, we shall return one of your temples. In return, you shall offer us one treasure of our choosing for each piece that we take of yours, which will be delivered to our palace in Elphyne no later than sunset tomorrow.” Titania proposed.

“Ha!” Hermes scoffed. “How predictably unbalanced and unfair of you, Titania. Those are already my temples that you are holding hostage. With such rules, only you would stand to gain, while I can only recover what is rightfully mine!”

“Very well.” the fae woman conceded. “Let us add an addendum. You may request a treasure from us for every piece you take beyond the fourth, and the first four pieces we claim will be represented by the temples that we currently hold. Is that not fair enough?”

“Fine.” the God of Trade spat, unable to deny that her offer was fair and equitable.

“Next, it is clear from your letter that you desire that we serve you. If you want us to be your slave, you must accomplish three things. The first is win this game of chess. The second is more personal for us. You see, we have ever been faithful to our loves, and so, if you desire us in a carnal fashion, you must first get permission from our husband. Third, preparation and ritual are very important to us. You must say our name at the exact moment that the sun sets on our customary supper table.” Titania laid out her demands.

“Ha!” Hermes laughed again. “Always with your tricks! I see through you, vile woman! You think that I haven’t heard of your spat with Oberon? I am certain that you no longer consider him your husband.”

The Fairy Queen seemed completely unfazed by his comment. “With all of your knowledge, you must know that faerie do not believe in divorce. Our marriages are ‘till death do us part’, and our oaths are inviolable. Clearly, both we and Oberon are very much among the living.”

“Clearly.” Hermes said in a mocking tone. “You’ll not catch me with this trick, fae. You probably have some inviolable oath from him that states that he cannot share or give you away. No. I reject this requirement categorically.”

Titania allowed her face to form a sour expression, as if she had been found out. While it is true that the requirement was a trap, it is far from the only one in the rules, and letting him have this one will increase his confidence. the fae monarch thought to herself. “Very well. We retract our second condition.”

The God of Thieves snorted. “I knew it.” The chessboard hadn’t even made an appearance, yet the game was well under way, and both players knew it. The first condition is already a foregone conclusion. Hermes told himself. She may be a crafty wench, but I am a god. There’s no way that I will lose to a mere mortal. It’s the third that bears deeper consideration. I’m sure there is a trap in there somewhere. Pacing back and forth, the Olympian chewed his lip as he thought. The ‘our name’ part is obvious. It could either mean her actual name, or the words ‘our name’. Either way, I will have her on the first or second night, so I won’t call her on that one, and let her think I’ve fallen for her trap. She’s less likely to try and add more tricks if she thinks she’s pulled one over on me. The god glanced at the fae with an arrogant grin. Then there’s the supper table bit. Depending on what part of the world it is in, sunset could be at almost any time. If she’s smart, she’ll keep the table moving, to keep it ahead of the setting sun. That’s just what a wily fae would do. She probably added the term ‘customary’ so that I can’t cheat by gifting her a new table, and letting the sun set on it. No matter, I can use the viewing pool in Zeus’ palace to find her table, wherever it is on Terra. Then I’ll just send my harpies to delay her if she tries to move it. Satisfied that he’d countered all of her traps, the Trickster God agreed to her conditions. “All right. I accept.” he stated with a confident grin.

Playing the role that she knew was expected of her, Titania let her mask ‘slip’ and displayed a half hidden grin of victory. It wasn’t all that hard, really, since she truly did believe that she got at least one over on him. Striding forward with a confident swagger, Titania moved to the spot half way between where she had been standing, and where Hermes currently stood. With a flick of her wrist, a chess table of finely wrought marble and obsidian appeared, along with two comfortable looking chairs. “Since we were the party which proposed that we settle this with chess, you may select white.”

Hermes couldn’t help but laugh at the Fairy Queen’s arrogance. It was well known among chess players that the first one to move had a distinct advantage over their opponent. This game is as good as won. the Messenger of the Gods told himself. “I accept.” he said again, taking the appropriate seat.

Despite Hermes’ apparent advantage, it was Titania that took the early lead. The Fairy Queen claimed one of her opponent’s pawns in both her fourth and sixth moves, using her bishop and a pawn respectively.

Irritated by the losses, the God of Trade finally countered on his twelfth and sixteenth turns, taking two of her pawns with his queen and bishop.

They traded blows again in the seventeenth and eighteenth turns, with Titania capturing a knight with her pawn, only to lose it to one of his pawns immediately after. Still, it was a worthy trade. the Fairy Queen assured herself.

Hermes tried hard not to grit his teeth at the destruction of his knight. It had been the first loss of a piece that wasn’t a pawn, meaning a second small victory for his opponent after drawing first blood. I will not lose! the deity screamed internally.

The Fairy Queen continued to poke at the wound, by killing his second knight with her queen in the next move. Unfortunately for her, that was when things started taking a turn for the worse.

On the twentieth turn Hermes finally took one of Titania’s more valuable pieces, slaying her knight with his rook. Though she punished the rook by crushing it with her other knight, the writing was on the wall for the fae woman, and she knew it. With a sigh of defeat, Titania minimized her losses and surrendered. “You win in four moves. We conceded the game to you, Hermes.”

“Yes!” Hermes shouted, pumping his fist in the air victoriously.

“As you have claimed four of our pieces, and we have claimed five of yours, we shall return your temples, but you still owe us a treasure of our choosing.” the fae woman pointed out.

“What use does a slave have of treasure?” Hermes asked with a disgusted sneer.

Titania didn’t answer, but merely stared at him impassively instead.

“Fine.” Hermes spat. “Name your precious treasure.”

“A gallon of water from the River Lethe, contained in a golden jug that will neither leak, nor be a challenge to open.” the Fairy Queen stated without hesitation.

Hermes was more baffled by her request than upset. With all of the wealth at his disposal as the God of Trade, a golden jug was but a trifle. It was the water itself that was the more curious aspect of the demand. As the psychopomp of the Olympian pantheon, he visited Hades regularly, and would have no trouble acquiring the water. Still, what could she possibly want it for? No matter. It will be in her palace and she will be on her knees, chained to my bed, long before then. The deity smirked to himself. “Very well. It shall be done.” the arrogant being declared. “Now, I shall leave you to make what preparations you may, and will see you very soon, Queen Titania.” he said with a mocking sneer.

“Then you are declaring our contest complete?” the Fairy Queen asked emotionlessly.

“Yes, of course. I have won, and I will claim all that is mine.” Hermes snapped impatiently.

An earnest smirk finally creased the fae woman’s lips. “Very well, oh great and wise Hermes. I shall immediately return your temples, as we agreed.”

“Why are you smiling?” the god asked hesitantly, an ill feeling slowly creeping into his gut.

“Because we are most pleased with today’s outcome, of course.” the fairy replied sweetly.

What did I miss? the God of Trade wondered as his mouth went dry. Temples? The way she said ‘temples’… there must be… “Damn you!” the Olympian cursed.

Laughter danced in the Fairy Queen’s eyes as she joyfully skipped back, putting a little distance between her and the furious god. “Oh? Have you finally caught on, little Hermes?” she teased the youngest of the gods.

“My people.” he hissed through gritted teeth.

“And the treasure.” Titania pointed out. “We only agreed to return your temples. We never said anything about their contents. And you never thought to include them.”

Hermes clenched his fists as he glared at her. He wanted to yell and scream but his desire to save face in front of the mortals forced him to keep his cool. “If you don’t hand my people and the treasure over to me this instant, I swear to you, your five hundred years of slavery will be the most hellish torment that I can imagine.” he hissed.

“My, my. What terrible threats you make…” Titania said with an expression of mock horror. “If we were actually going to be your slave, that is.” she added with a giggle.

Unable to help himself in his arrogance, Hermes rolled his eyes. “You really think that your little tricks will keep you safe, fae? That I, a god, didn’t figure out your silly riddles and word play?”

The Fairy Queen shrugged nonchalantly, as if it were no concern of hers. “They probably would have, if we were ever offered up as a prize to claim.”

“What?” Hermes snapped, her statement stopping him in his tracks.

“You fell for the oldest trick in the book, little Hermes.” Titania said mockingly, rolling her own eyes. Then, squaring her shoulders, the ancient fae gazed into the young god’s eyes. “We never said that we would become your slave if you won our little game. We only said that your desire would be made clear.”

The God of Trade had nothing if not a good memory. Thinking back on the exact wording of her initial offer, Hermes realized that he had been duped. Before he could erupt in a fit of cursing however, the devious fae continued on.

“Now, let it not be said that we are a blood thirsty or merciless queen. We will grant you the chance to offer up something worthy of Trade for the immediate return of your people and treasure.” Titania fluttered her eyelashes and folded her hands in front of her while she waited for his response.

Hermes knew that by invoking Trade, she was putting his reputation as the God of Trade on the line. Damn that vicious little snake! he wanted to scream. Over and over she mocks me and takes from me! She steals from ME, the God of Thieves! The irony of it all almost made the deity want to break out in mad laughter. Steals from the God of Thieves, tricks the Trickster God, and now wants to outwit me on a deal as the God of Trade…! he suddenly realized what the fairy’s true goal was. She… she’s out to punish me. To crush me for daring to play a game with her, the Queen of the Fae. The fearsome god swallowed hard as he regarded the woman before him. There was no denying that it was all on him. The only reason they were in this situation in the first place, was because he had tried to play a nasty little trick on her, and it had all backfired horribly.

“Ah. There it is.” Titania said softly, seeing the light of recognition in his eyes. The Fairy Queen smiled as the powerful god’s ego deflated under her gaze. She knew that, overall, Hermes wasn’t a bad god, he was just arrogant and loved to play tricks. In many ways, he wasn’t all that different from her own people. But still, lessons must be taught and examples must be made. she told herself.

Licking his lips, Hermes considered his options. There’s no way I walk away from this with her in my bed now… the deity finally admitted to himself. In fact, I’m sure she has even more cards up her sleeve. Damn. What a woman…

Titania quirked a brow, recognizing the sudden admiration in his gaze, rather than the simple lust that had been there previously. Should I show him mercy? Or would that be a mistake? Allowing him to save face might not be a bad option… she contemplated.

Deciding that he had nothing to lose by taking his shot, the Trickster God tried to play it all off as a joke. “Whew.” he laughed. “You really got me, Titania. What a marvellously played game.”

The Fairy Queen’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t call him out just yet. I could crush him. Make an example of him, so that any other foolish gods will hesitate to challenge me next time. Or… I could let it all go. Let him keep his pride and build a lasting relationship with the God of Trade. Yes… let us do that. she decided. Putting on her warmest smile, Titania curtsied elegantly. “We are glad that you enjoyed our little game as much as we did, great Hermes.”

“I did, I did!” he proclaimed emphatically, clapping his hands. Oh thank Zeus! It looks like she may play along. he silently cheered.

“That is wonderful to hear, Lord Hermes. We look forward to the Seelie Court and the God of Trade having a long and mutually beneficial relationship. Perhaps we can even come to some agreement on increasing the number of merchant caravans that visit Elphen and Guayabo. As you may have heard, our population is growing rapidly, and we would welcome more trade with the outside world. Especially if it is insured by someone that we can trust.”

Hermes couldn’t miss the hints she was dropping, since they had all of the subtly of a falling anvil. Temple backed merchants were the cream of the crop. Every kingdom wanted to deal with them, as their goods were always guaranteed to be of the highest quality. Furthermore, their caravans were well guarded against bandits and monsters, so just by travelling in a region, they made the area a safer place. Last but not least, they only travelled the most profitable routes, so they drew other merchants like flies to honey, and any stop they made was guaranteed to draw far more business than they would otherwise. A true woman after my own heart. Hermes sighed inwardly. The game is never truly over with you is it, my beautiful Fairy Queen? Giving her a courtly bow, the God of Trade made a promise. “I give you my word that our finest caravans will soon be on your doorstep, Your Majesty.”

“Splendid!” Titania exclaimed happily, clasping her hands together. “Oh my. Our apologies, Lord Hermes. It will not do to make your clergy wait any longer to see the light of day. One moment please.” With a wave of her hand, the Fairy Queen sent all of her troops back to Elphyne, except for the lone valkyrie who had stood at their head. Moving out of the way, the fae monarch clapped her hands twice, and called out to the gnomes hidden in the earth below.

Seconds later, Hermes watched as his temple rose from the ground, completely unscathed. As soon as it stopped moving, the priests inside came rushing out, then fell to their knees in prayer upon seeing their god.

“I assure you that your other three temples are equally safe, Lord Hermes.” Titania said with a smile.

The God of Trade almost thanked the Fairy Queen, but remembered the fae taboo against it at the last second. “I am pleased to hear so, Your Majesty.”

“Well then. It has been fun, but we have many duties to attend. Unless there was anything else, Lord Hermes?” the fae monarch inquired with a quirked brow.

Stepping closer so that only she could hear his words, Hermes whispered a question that had been bugging him. “Forgive me for asking, but… what would you really have done if I had chosen violence instead of chess? Surely a single battalion couldn’t expect to stand against the army of Athens, no matter how well trained or equipped.”

A vicious grin split the lips of the pretty fae, as she lifted a hand towards the valkyrie. “Assuming you would be keeping me in check, I would have called upon a friend.”

Hermes eyed the tall warrior woman curiously. Certainly he sensed a significant amount of power from her, but not enough to rival a god. Maybe Titania thinks she could handle me herself? he wondered. His thoughts were derailed in the next instant however, when a sudden chill ran down his spine. Though she hadn’t moved a muscle, the Trickster God knew without a doubt that the valkyrie had just cast a powerful spell. With wooden movements, the God of Trade slowly turned to look behind him, only to find an open portal and a giant baleful eye peering at him through it. The low growl that rumbled in the air like thunder instantly informed the young deity just who or what was looking at him. “F-F-F-Fenrir!?” he squeaked.

“My, don’t you look like a tasty little morsel, godling.” the Fenris Wolf laughed menacingly.

Titania lightly patted the Trickster God on the arm and spoke in a soothing voice. “I am glad that you did not choose violence, Hermes. Our game was much more enjoyable this way.”

Hermes swallowed hard as the portal blinked out of existence and Fenrir’s eye disappeared from view. “Y-yeah. Me too, Titania. Me too.”


CHAPTER 25


“One more day, and I will finally be finished with this project.” James muttered to himself as he dusted the dirt from his hands. With another 2500 feet added to Elphyne’s new wall, he had less than half of that left to go. I suppose I could finish it off today… but with so many enemies out there, I don’t think I want to leave myself running on fumes. the einherjar told himself.

Heading back to the temple, Hel’s Champion was surprised to run into Titania along the way. “Good morning, Your Majesty.” he called out in greeting.

“Lord Fir.” the Fairy Queen replied with a stately nod.

“Are you joining us for breakfast this morning? I thought you had other plans.” James asked. He knew that the fae monarch was due to face off against the God of Trade at some point that morning, and he remembered his First Wife getting up really early to escort her.

“My only plans are to enjoy your company for a little while, James.” The beautiful woman beamed at him with a bright, if somewhat tired, smile. Linking her arm in his, Titania allowed him to escort her to the Temple of Hel.

“I take it your plan was a success, then? I wasn’t expecting you back so early.” the Champion whispered, not wanting to go into any details since he never knew who was listening.

“It was. It seems that the God of Trade and I have come to an agreement. In fact, we should be expecting trade caravans to start arriving in Elphen and Guayabo very soon.” she informed him.

“That’s great!” he said with a look of pleased surprise. “We could definitely use the business. Just buying beds for the succubi staying at the temple cost me a fortune. Supply for virtually everything has to increase drastically if we don’t want to crush our economy with inflation.”

Titania glanced up at her escort out of the corner of her eye, then shook her head with a small smirk. “You always use the strangest of terms when speaking of such things, but I do understand your meaning. And you are correct, of course. Thus my efforts to guide things in this direction.”

James grinned back at the auburn haired beauty. “That’s why you’re the best queen around.” he teased, patting her hand with his own.

“Hmph.” the Fairy Queen huffed in mock annoyance. “Flattery will get you everywhere.” she said with a knowing grin.

The two arrived at the Temple of Hel, and soon made their way to the Champion’s mansion.

“Welcome back, my love.” James called out to Hrein, who was already seated at the breakfast table.

“I thank thee for thy greeting, Master.” she replied with a tired smile. The poor valkyrie hadn’t gotten a single minute of sleep the night before, thanks to the time difference between Athens and Elphyne, as well as the previous night’s extracurricular activities.

“Maybe you should take a nap after breakfast, my love.” the einherjar suggested. “If anything happens and I need your spear, I can always summon you to my side.”

Hrein thought about his offer for a moment, and was about to turn it down, when James gave her a look. “I… would fight better if I were well rested.” she finally admitted.

“That’s right.” Hel’s Champion gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s a warrior’s duty to ensure they are always fit for battle, and that means getting enough food, rest, and time to heal.”

“Yea, Master. Thou art correct. I shall take this day to rest, if it pleases thee.” the valkyrie conceded.

“It does. And if I’m not too terribly busy, I might even sneak into bed with you for some cuddles.” he added with a playful wink.

Hrein smiled at his teasing and sipped from her cup of warm apple cider.

“Ugh.” Titania groaned in a surprisingly unladylike way. “I wish I could take a day off. Getting up in the middle of the night, just to be in Athens for noon, is interfering with my beauty sleep.”

“I thought you didn’t have any plans?” James pointed out.

“Nothing out of the ordinary, at least. I still need to be available for court, even if the session has been cancelled for today.” the Fairy Queen explained.

“Speaking of Athens…” James muttered, having been reminded of something that he wanted to check. Activating his new HUD, the ex-soldier focussed on the Mini-Map and mentally commanded it to expand. After zooming out all the way, his suspicions were confirmed. “I thought so!” he declared, drawing everyone’s attention.

“What did you discover?” Titania inquired, unable to see the illusory display and thus having no idea what he was talking about.

“Terra has the exact same landmasses as Earth!” the einherjar said with a small bit of excitement.

“Yes… was this not something that you already knew?” the Fairy Queen asked. “I believe that I told you that the gods prepared this world for our migration, and that they even went so far as to rebuild various locations and monuments.”

“You did,” James confirmed “but they could have placed those fortresses and temples somewhere that merely approximated their locations on Earth. I couldn’t be sure that they had physically reformed this world’s continents and oceans to match.”

Titania giggle softly. “Well, congratulations on your discovery, James.” she teased.

The Champion gave the cheeky fae a fake glower, and then went back to playing with his map. “I would love to explore some of the places in this world, just to see how different they are from what I remember.”

This time the Fairy Queen’s laugh was more sympathetic than teasing. “I would also enjoy such a journey, but I fear that we are both going to be far too busy for such adventures for some time to come.”

James sighed but nodded along with her words. “Yeah. I know. Today I plan to teleport over to the werewolves’ tribe and see if they’re ready to make the move.”

“Teleport?” Titania said with a small grimace. “I am sorry, James, but could I ask you to use the fairy ring to Elphen, and then fly the rest of the way instead? I normally would not mind sending you, but my magical reserves are rather depleted after moving our army this morning.”

Hel’s Champion smiled softly as he reached over to give the fae woman’s hand a squeeze. “It’s all right, Titania. I can teleport myself now, so no worries.”

The Fairy Queen blinked and stared at him with raised eyebrows. “I am sorry, what? Did you just say that you can teleport now?”

“Yeah. I learned yesterday.” he answered, smiling up at Elora as he accepted a plate of pancakes from her. “Thanks sweetheart.”

The elven maid scrunched her nose at his chosen nickname for her, and turned to walk back to the kitchen. “You’re welcome, Sir.”

James tried to hide his grin when she used that form of address. He recognized her little signal for what it was, and knew that he would have to spend some time ‘punishing’ her again soon.

More than wise enough to pick up on their little byplay, Titania struggled not to roll her eyes. It is truly a wonder that this man can entertain so many women, and still constantly be eager for more.

“I must say, James. I am most envious of how quickly you and your wives are able to learn the most powerful of spells. You do realize how rare such an ability is, do you not? There are only a handful of beings on Terra that can use teleportation magics.” Titania pointed out.

“I didn’t know that, actually, but I did suspect that it wasn’t common. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been such a big deal for you to take Oberon’s gift for it.” the einherjar told her.

The Fairy Queen sighed wistfully. “I should not complain, I suppose. Not only do you use your powers to benefit me and my queendom, but you are also directly responsible for my own recent growth.”

“I would empower you even more, if I could.” James said softly.

Titania glanced at him and then blushed a little as a shy smile creased her lips. “Perhaps one day, James.” she whispered to herself.
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Rather than startle the Wobonuch villagers with his sudden appearance, Hel’s Champion chose to teleport to a spot on the trail, roughly half a mile away from their settlement. For a moment, the ex-soldier merely stood there, breathing in the cool, clean mountain air, and revelling in the quiet solitude, while admiring the view of the valley below. You know, I can’t really remember the last time that I was truly alone. Not that I’d ever give up my life with the girls, but… I used to be a rather solitary creature in my past life. Now I hardly get a moment’s peace. The einherjar chuckled quietly to himself and took another couple of minutes to enjoy the silence, before pressing on to his destination.

As he had expected, the Champion’s arrival at the village caused something of a stir. Though most of the menfolk were out hunting or gathering, the women were tending the daily tasks that were necessary for survival in such an unforgiving environment. It was many of these women that dropped what they were doing as soon as they spotted him, and ran off towards the middle of the village.

Keeping a slow and steady pace to give them time to prepare or otherwise deal with their concerns, James gradually made his way to the chieftain’s hut. Standing around outside the hut were several of the native women, along with some elderly and infirm men. “Good day.” the Champion said politely with a warm smile on his face. “I’ve come to speak with your chief. Is he available?”

“I am here, Champion.” came a brusk reply from within the hut. A moment after the man’s voice had spoken, a woman that James recognized as the shaman that he’d spoken to before pulled back the woven mat that covered the door.

“Please enter, Champion.” she said stiffly.

Bowing his head slightly to the shaman, the einherjar did as was requested of him, and passed through the open doorway. Once inside, it took a moment for the ex-soldier’s eyes to adjust to the dim lighting, but once they did, he was surprised to see several people waiting within.

Farkas, the Alpha, sat at the far side of the central fire pit, with his daughter Tu’apa Hyy sitting on his right. As one might expect, the Szgany fortune teller named Anna was seated to his left. After letting the woven mat drop closed behind him, the shaman moved past the einherjar and took a spot to Tu’apa Hyy’s right. Beyond that, there were two more people present; an elderly man and woman that James didn’t recognize were seated on the seer’s left.

“Please sit, Champion.” Farkas invited the ex-soldier to join them, indicating the empty spot across from him with an upturned hand.

“Thank you, Alpha.” James replied, trying to speak as politely as he could without knowing more about their culture. Taking a seat on the bearskin rug and crossing his legs like he saw the others doing, the Seelie Baron waited for the chieftain to speak again. To his surprise, it wasn’t the Alpha that kicked off the conversation, however.

“Greetings, Champion.” the female shaman said formally. “Please know that, during these talks, I will be representing the Wobonuch tribe, aside from those members who are werewolves.”

“And I will speak for the pack.” Farkas added stiffly.

“All right. My apologies, but I wasn’t aware that there was a distinction between the two when it came to governance.” James said, curious to find out more about the situation.

“Ordinarily there isn’t,” the shaman admitted “but there may have to be in the future, depending on what your demands are.”

Hel’s Champion was silent for a moment, as he considered his next words carefully. Do I tell them that I’m not here to make demands? Only requests? Or would that only embolden them to turn me down? I’m no politician, so I’m not sure what the right play here is… As the silence stretched on and the tribes folk stared at him, waiting for some sort of reply, James decided that he couldn’t delay any longer. “I do have some demands…” the einherjar began slowly, carefully watching the reactions of the other people present.

The Alpha frowned at his words, but the shaman nodded knowingly. “We expected as much.” she said firmly. “Would you mind sharing them with us at this meeting?”

“Not at all.” James replied, giving the woman a respectful nod. “The first is simple. Peace.”

“Peace?” the unfamiliar elderly woman frowned in confusion.

“Yes, peace.” the Champion reiterated. “When I bargained for the release of Tu’apa Hyy and the other four prisoners, it was on the promise that I would demand certain concessions from the Wobonuch people.”

Of all the tribes folk present, only Tu’apa Hyy and Anna didn’t grimace at his statement. Seeing their reactions, James chose to clarify further. “I am afraid that I must insist that those of this tribe, neither the humans nor the lycanthropes, pursue any further violence towards the people of Elphen, except in self defence.”

The grimaces on most of the listener’s faces morphed into frowns of confusion. “That… is a surprisingly reasonable demand.” the shaman stated. “Surely there is more to it?”

“Yes, there is.” the einherjar confirmed. Now would be a good time to press for trade. the ex-soldier thought to himself. “I must also insist that, should you have excess acorn flour or other viable trade goods, you grant the city of Elphen the right of first refusal.”

“What does that mean?” the old man asked with a suspicious scowl.

“It means that if we are going to trade with someone, we have to give the elves the option to buy it first, but at a reasonable price. We aren’t allowed to cut them out of our deals or treat them unfairly.” the werewolf Alpha explained to the others.

“Just… fair trade?” the old man asked in disbelief.

“Just fair trade.” James confirmed. “Extra emphasis on ‘fair’. This demand is meant to be recompense for the attacks your people made on the elven city.”

The female shaman sighed loudly and shook her head. “This only raises more questions and confusion.” she complained. “How are we supposed to trade with the elves, if you drag us off to some far off land?”

“Ah.” The Champion nodded slowly, all of their apprehension finally making sense to him. “Please let me clarify a few more things. It was never my intent to force any humans to relocate to Guayabo. They would certainly be welcome of course, but I would actually be just as pleased if at least some of your people remained here to continue trading with the elves.”

“Then… you won’t force us from our ancestral lands?” the old man asked.

“Not at all.” The ex-soldier shook his head. “That was never my desire or intent.”

“It was the wolves who attacked Elphen anyway, so we would welcome peace with the elves!” the old woman blurted.

The tribal shaman glared at the elderly woman, who was trembling slightly with anxiety.

“And so you see the division in our tribe.” Farkas muttered bitterly.

“You are to blame for this mess.” the old man snapped at the Alpha accusingly. “It was you who drew the Inquisition here, and your wolves who attacked the elves. We were doing just fine before you came along.”

Not ardent supporters of the Alpha, I see. the ex-soldier silently noted. Definitely don’t want them in Guayabo. They’d only be troublemakers.

“My father won the right to lead this tribe by your own traditions! You have no right to complain about it now.” Tu’apa Hyy hissed angrily. “And we can’t be blamed for the evils of the Inquisition, either!”

“If you weren’t monsters, then -.” the old man retorted.

“Excuse me.” James cut him off. “I have to admit, I’m not really interested in tribal politics, so please discuss such things at another time.” The slight growl in his voice caused both arguers to sit up straight and give him their undivided attention.

After a moment of awkward silence, the shaman spoke up. “It seems that some of our tribe will be staying in these lands after all, Champion.”

“That’s fine. It’s to be expected anyway.” he replied. “You and your people should know that any humans who do go with us will be infected with lycanthropy. So only those who wish to become werewolves should volunteer for the move to Guayabo.”

This statement did more to shock the humans in the crowd than anything that he had said previously. Eventually however, the female shaman recovered her voice and spoke again. “Thank you for the warning, Champion.” she said, bowing her head to the einherjar. “Though I regret to inform you that such a decision will limit the number of volunteers even more.”

“Again, that’s fine. The more people that stay behind, the more robust the trade will be with Elphen. My people will gain either way.” the einherjar assured her.

“Your people?” Tu’apa Hyy asked, eyeing him curiously. “I thought you were only visiting Elphen.”

James chuckled and gave the young woman a roguish grin. “Your memory serves you well, my lovely Tu’apa Hyy.” he teased, causing the maiden to blush. “But things change, and Elphen has joined the Seelie Court. The city is now part of our empire.” Oops. the einherjar thought as soon as the words left his mouth. Wasn’t supposed to use that word yet. Oh well, too late now.

“I see.” the female werewolf said with raised eyebrows. An empire? No wonder he needs a powerful army…

“In any case, we need to figure out who is going and who is staying.” the Champion stated, looking to the Alpha this time.

“The pack will move.” Farkas grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest.

“There may be some among us humans who wish to go as well.” the shaman added quickly. “Close friends and family of the pack mostly, but there are sure to be a few.”

“Good riddance.” the old man muttered under his breath, either unaware or uncaring that the werewolves had much keener hearing than that of a human.

“Then it’s settled.” James stated, clapping his hands against his thighs. “How much time do your people need to prepare?” he asked the Alpha, purposely ignoring the old fool.

Farkas frowned but nodded towards the larger man. “I would say tomorrow night would be best. We can run freely through the mountain paths, without upsetting the other tribes.”

“You can have that time to prepare, but I’m afraid there won’t be any running. I’ll use magic to carry us there in an instant.” the einherjar informed them.

Anna smirked at his words, as if she had been proven right in some way and wished to gloat about it, but was restraining herself for the moment at least.

The werewolf Alpha quirked a brow, but didn’t question the einherjar’s claims. “Very well. We will be ready by sunset tomorrow.”

“That’s great.” James commented with a friendly smile. “Was there anything else? If not, I’ll get out of your hair.”

Farkas glanced at his daughter briefly, who nodded subtly. “There is the matter of you taking my daughter as your bride.” the older werewolf said with a less than pleased expression.

“That’s true.” the einherjar agreed, meeting the lycanthrope’s steady gaze. “Would you mind explaining the -.”

“Champion! I challenge you!” an annoying voice called from outside the hut.

Tu’apa Hyy slowly buried her face in her hands, in an effort to hide her shame. At the same time, most of the tribe members grimaced uncomfortably, while Farkas closed his eyes and sighed deeply.

“I have to answer that, don’t I?” James grumbled, making it clear that he was less than pleased with the interruption.

“It would be for the best, Champion.” the werewolf Alpha concurred. “Teach him his place and -.”

“Tu’apa Hyy is mine! She will be my mate!” the voice shouted again.

The woman in question groaned as her ears turned red from embarrassment.

“Most who challenge a Champion die…” the einherjar said slowly. “Should I kill him, or…?”

“Please don’t.” Tu’apa Hyy requested, though her voice was muffled by her hands.

“He isn’t a bad kid.” Anna added. “Just young and misguided. If you could defeat him without taking his life, it would be appreciated, Champion.”

“Very well.” James growled softly, standing up from his spot on the bearskin rug.

“Don’t be a coward! Come out and face… me.” Walking Moon started off shouting, but quieted at the end when the einherjar stepped out of the hut, and he saw the pissed off expression on the Champion’s face. Swallowing hard, the young werewolf tried to hide his fear by standing up straight.

Hel’s Champion stepped aside, clearing the way for the rest of the hut’s occupants to exit the building. Glancing to his right and left, he saw that a sizeable crowd was gathering, though most looked at Walking Moon with pity or scorn.

The young man opened his mouth as if to say something more, but Tu’apa Hyy stepped forward and cut him off. “You fool!” she shouted at him with clenched fists. “A challenge has been issued and so it must be answered, but know this, Foolish Moon. You would have gained nothing by it, even if you could win. I am not fated to be yours, and I never will be!”

James honestly felt sorry for the young man as he watched the poor kid’s heart break. He clearly has feelings for the girl, whether it’s just puppy love or the real thing doesn’t really matter. It still sucks. the older man thought with a slight grimace.

Walking Moon’s eyes were wet with unshed tears, and his lip trembled, but he still tried to put on a brave front. “You don’t know that.” he argued, his voice cracking as he spoke. “Fate isn’t something that can’t be overcome.”

Ugh. This really does suck. Why’d I have to get dragged into the middle of some teenage drama? If I weren’t in my current position, I’d be rooting for the guy. I mean come on! He’s the underdog, fighting against fate! And now I have to be the big bad bully who crushes all of his hopes and dreams. The einherjar let out a soft sigh and shook his head. Glancing over at Tu’apa Hyy, he saw a real mix of emotions play out on her face. Anger was certainly there, along with embarrassment, but there was also sadness, like she’d lost something.

“Walking Moon, is it?” the Champion finally interrupted.

The young werewolf glared at the Champion, apparently finding his spine again. “Yes.” he snarled.

Hel’s Champion nodded firmly. “Good. My name is James, and I will accept your challenge. I do have a request before that, however.”

Walking Moon’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What kind of request?”

“I ask that you allow me to speak to Tu’apa Hyy in private before the contest. I give you my word as Hel’s Champion that I will not touch or harm her in any way.” the ex-soldier told him.

The einherjar’s request sent ripples through the crowd, the men and women whispering to each other and wondering what it was all about.

“For how long?” Walking Moon asked, trying to be stubborn.

“It should only take a few minutes.” the Champion assured him.

“All right. I’ll wait.” the young werewolf reluctantly agreed, folding his arms over his chest.

“May we use your hut for a moment, Chief?” James asked the werewolf Alpha.

“Go ahead.” Farkas said with a grunt, also looking less than pleased with the situation.

Pulling the woven mat aside, the ex-soldier held the door clear for Tu’apa Hyy to enter. Once they were alone, James got right to the point. “Do you love him?”

“What!?” Tu’apa Hyy gasped. “N-no. Of… of course not.” she denied the accusation with burning cheeks.

“Are you sure?” James growled, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

Taking a deep breath, the female werewolf looked the Champion in the eye. “I do not love Walking Moon. At least, not in the way that he wants me to.”

“I see.” the einherjar sighed. Not sure if I’m relieved or just feel worse for the boy. he grumbled to himself.

“I like him, of course. He is… attractive to me. At least when he is not being stupid.” Tu’apa Hyy said with a glower at the door. “I have known him since we were children. He is like a brother to me and…”

“And?” James prompted her to get it all off her chest. Maybe she just hasn’t realized her feelings for him or something? That does happen to young folk occasionally. he thought.

“… and he is the only one who would want me.” she muttered quietly, her gaze falling to the floor. If it weren’t for the bestial man’s keen ears, he never would have heard the words, let alone made them out. “I am not beautiful like the other women in the tribe.” she said a little louder. “I have no tattoos or -.”

“You are very beautiful, Tu’apa Hyy.” James cut her off in a gentle tone of voice. Instinctively, he reached out towards her face, but then stopped himself at the last second.

“See?” she said with a sniff as he started to pull his hand away. “Though you speak sweet words, even you recoil from me.”

The einherjar’s hand clenched into a fist. “I wanted to touch you, Tu’apa Hyy. Only the oath I made to Walking Moon prevents me from doing so.”

Tu’apa Hyy slowly raised her eyes until they met the einherjar’s. “Is that true? Do you really want me as your wife?”

“Yes.” the Champion admitted. “If fate really is involved, you were likely prevented from getting tattoos on your face because of my preferences.”

The young woman frowned in confusion. “Then, do you not find the rest of the women in the tribe to be pretty?”

“I find them… fearsome. Handsome, perhaps. But they are not my ideal for women. You are.” the ex-soldier answered honestly.

Tu’apa Hyy’s blush deepened and she looked away, breaking eye contact with him.

“I guess the next question is, what do you think of me? Even if you don’t love him, would you prefer to be with Walking Moon over me?” the einherjar pressed.

Tu’apa Hyy’s gaze snapped back to the einherjar’s face and she looked up at him with a scowl. “I will not betray my pack. They are counting on me to save them. I -.”

James cut her off with a raised hand. “Stop. I’ll take your pack with me, even if we don’t marry. Furthermore, if you don’t want to get married, then I will work something else out with your father. Maybe hire the pack as mercenaries or something. Anyway, the point is, I don’t want to marry a woman who would prefer to be with another man.”

The female werewolf grimaced but didn’t look away this time. “I do not wish to be with Walking Moon. He is not… strong enough.”

This time it was the einherjar’s turn to be surprised. “Strong enough?” he asked with raised eyebrows.

“Yes. My… desire… is to be with the strongest mate possible. To be the Alpha’s mate, and bear him strong pups.” she explained, though her entire face was burning red by the end of it.

“Oh.” the Champion said quietly. Should I point out that I’m not going to become the Alpha? the ex-soldier wondered. Nah. She already knows that. Probably sees me as the Alpha’s Alpha or some such, since I’ll technically be his boss.

“D-do you have any more questions?” Tu’apa Hyy forced herself to ask, just to break the uncomfortable silence.

“No. That’s fine. I’ll go deal with this challenge and try to hurt your friend as little as possible.” the einherjar assured her.

“Thank you, Champion.” Tu’apa Hyy said with a deep bow.


CHAPTER 26


Stepping outside the hut for the second time that day, James surveyed the crowd and saw that Walking Moon hadn’t moved. The young werewolf looked nervous and was leaning to the side, as if trying to peer around the einherjar’s large frame to get a look at the young woman coming out behind him.

“Tu’apa Hyy!” the young man called out. “Are you all right?”

“I am fine!” the female werewolf hissed, looking totally scandalized. “And do not insult the Champion by asking again! He saved your life and mine, if you remember!”

Walking Moon cringed at the reminder, as if he’d been forced to swallow something bitter. “I… I apologize for the insult.” he finally said aloud.

James just nodded to accept the young man’s apology, not wanting to embarrass the werewolf any further. “So, what are the rules for the challenge?” he asked, cutting to the chase.

The young lycanthrope made a strange face, as if he hadn’t considered that the Champion might not know about their customs. “We fight.” he said simply.

“No other rules? What about weapons? Magic?” the einherjar prompted.

“No weapons. Only tooth and claw, as it should be for… wolves.” Walking Moon replied, frowning at the end.

“Something wrong?” James asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I have never seen you shift.” Walking Moon admitted. Though he had heard of tigers before, when Farkas was telling them bedtime stories as children, he really wasn’t sure what to expect, and that made him more than a little nervous.

“So you want to meet my inner wolf, do you?” Hel’s Champion chuckled.

“Wolf?” the young man blinked.

“You said we should fight as proper wolves, didn’t you?” the ex-soldier asked.

“Yes…” Walking Moon replied hesitantly.

“Then wolves it shall be. Let me know when you are ready.” James said with a feral grin.

Though he wasn’t sure what to think, the touchy teenager reacted like most people his age would. He’ll regret mocking me. he thought, mistaking the einherjar’s enthusiasm for condescension. Throwing his head back, Walking Moon unleashed a terrible howl and released his inner beast from its cage. The agony of the change filled his mind with rage and his belly with hunger, as the young man shifted all the way to a full wolf form.

Glad that the youth had chosen his animal form rather than the hybrid, Hel’s Champion dual cast two spells simultaneously. Unlike the slow, painful, and frankly grotesque change of a natural shifter, the einherjar’s magic was simple and instantaneous. One moment he was standing there in his regular form, and the next he was stepping out of a puff of smoke as a giant wolf. Giantism plus Shapeshifter for the win. the ex-soldier thought with a grin.

Tu’apa Hyy’s jaw dropped as she stared at Hel’s Champion in awe. Though he looked like a wolf, the animal before her was easily the size of a grizzly bear. “My, what big teeth he has.” she heard a woman comment from nearby.

James stared down at the growling wolf, whose tail was tucked well and truly between his legs. Hmm. Not even close to Fenrir’s size, which is what I was hoping for. the einherjar noted about his own form. Ah well. It will have to do.

Watching his opponent carefully, the Champion generously waited for him to make the first move. Luckily, he didn’t have to wait long. The brash young wolf immediately went for the jugular, mistakenly thinking that a beast as large as the einherjar couldn’t be very fast. James was quick to prove him wrong, however. Smacking the pup down with a single paw, Hel’s Champion pinned his challenger to the ground.

Huh. Now what? the ex-soldier wondered. I want to end this with as little harm to the kid as possible, so how do I make him throw in the towel? Bite him? Crush him a little?

“Enough!” Farkas barked, suddenly calling an end to the challenge. The older werewolf had seen more than enough, and it hurt his pride a little to see one of his tribesmen struggle futilely beneath the giant’s paw.

Walking Moon whined pathetically, desperately wanting to protest the decision, but even he had to admit that he was completely outmatched. There… there never was any hope, was there? he silently asked himself.

He is a Champion, you fool. a strange voice whispered softly in his head. You will need much more power that your pathetic little curse to face a god’s Champion. Lucky for you, I am looking for someone with whom to share my power.

The young werewolf’s eyes widened in shock. He’d never heard a voice like this before, so powerful and mysterious. H-how? Who are you? he asked as he felt the weight of his opponent’s paw lifting from his body.

Not now. Later. In time I will give you what you need to defeat Hel’s wretched Champion, and then… then you can claim the woman you desire, along with the rest of his harem, and any other woman that meets your fancy. the voice added with a dark chuckle.

Hel’s Champion stepped back and dismissed both spells, returning to his normal form. “It’s over, then?” he asked, just to confirm that the young lycanthrope wasn’t going to try and jump him the moment that his back was turned.

“Yes.” Farkas growled. “You are the victor, Champion.”

“Good.” James said with a grunt. He noticed that the old werewolf then turned to look at his daughter, who gave him another subtle nod.

After breaking eye contact with her father, Tu’apa Hyy took a step towards the einherjar and began to shed her clothes.

Woah… James thought, admiring her shapely form. He’d seen the werewolf nude plenty of times, especially during the trip from Elphen to the Wobonuch tribe when she was buck naked the whole time, but he still appreciated her gentle curves. I think she’s almost a match for Nyakuro in the bust department too.

It didn’t take the young woman long to undress, since she typically wore very little in the first place. A simple buckskin chest wrap and skirt were her usual attire, with her only accessories being two stripes of blue face paint on each cheek, and an eagle feather in her hair. Once she was naked, the young woman gave the Champion one long, meaningful glance, then took off running.

James blinked as the men around him began to whoop and holler, as if cheering him on.

“Chase her. Catch her. Make her your own.” Farkas whispered after stepping up next to him.

The einherjar only wasted a split second glancing at the woman’s father, before running after the young maiden. As he passed the chieftain’s hut, James saw the female werewolf begin to shift. By the time that she reached the tree line at the edge of the village, she was already in her wolf form. Maybe I shouldn’t close the gap right away… The einherjar sensed that the chase was an important part of the ritual, and didn’t want to make the same kind of mistake that he’d made with Nyakuro, during her mating challenge.

As a wolf, Tu’apa Hyy easily dodged and ducked under the low hanging branches of the pine trees. His size will not help him here. She grinned as she loped through the forest. Just then, she heard a crashing noise behind her, which caused the werewolf to stop in her tracks and look over her shoulder. Her beautiful brown eyes widened in surprise when she saw James, back in his giant wolf form, crashing through the forest like a boulder speeding down the mountainside. All power and no grace. she thought, then quickly turned tail and ran like the wind.

James’ heart sang as he chased after the young woman. This… this feeling of freedom. The thrill of the hunt. The exhilaration of pushing my body to the limit… Now this is living! The joy filling his heart made the Champion burst into a weird, barking laughter.

The race continued on like that for several long minutes, with the ex-soldier thoroughly enjoying every second of it. Leaping over a boulder, the einherjar realized that he had fallen behind again, and that he had to be smart about this. I don’t want to end this too quickly, but I can’t let her get away either. But damn is she fast! I mean, I’m faster, but only for short bursts it seems. Just when I think I’ve caught her, I need to slow down and catch my breath every time.

Up ahead, Tu’apa Hyy suddenly dove to the left, following another trail that led further down the mountain. Wondering if he could take a shortcut, James ploughed through the trees and bushes, making his own path. As he burst through the foliage, the einherjar quickly learned why the trail hadn’t turned left until it did. Shit. he thought as he suddenly found that there was no longer any earth beneath his feet.

Tu’apa Hyy’s head jerked up when she heard the Champion’s roar echoing through the mountains. Putting on a little extra speed, the werewolf rounded another bend and exited the trees, entering a wide open area where the mountainside was barren of vegetation. Now that she had a clear view, the teen wolf couldn’t believe what she was seeing.
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“Scree Run!” the ex-soldier shouted as he plummeted off the cliff. Once again, it was only luck that saved the foolhardy einherjar, because it was only a fifteen foot drop before the area below the ledge turned into scree. Doing his best to balance on his hind legs, the giant wolf plunged his feet into the loose rock, essentially running down the side of the mountain by pumping his legs and using the rocks to slow his descent.

“Oh no!” Tu’apa Hyy tried to say, but it came out more like a strangled growl. He does not know! she screamed in her head as she began racing down the trail. “Shift!” she screamed “Shift!” But it was too late. The female werewolf had been briefly shocked to see the Champion attempting a scree run on the short section of scree that littered that part of the mountainside, and thus hadn’t thought to warn him in time. In truth, the poor woman couldn’t really be blamed. Seeing a giant wolf trying to perform such a manoeuvre on its hind legs would have been outright comical, if it weren’t for the tragic ending that it was headed for.

James thought he heard a wolf howling, or perhaps screaming, so he turned his head and looked in the direction it was coming from. He quickly spotted Tu’apa Hyy standing on the edge of a cliff, a good distance up and to the right of him. Thanks to his keen, eagle-like eyes, he was able to make out the panicked expression on her canine face. Huh. was all that he had time to think, before he plunged over the edge of another cliff.

A whimper escaped the young woman’s lips as she watched the man, or rather the wolf that she had thought would be her mate, sail off into the air and disappear from view.

“Well. That was a close one.” a deep voice suddenly growled from right behind her.

Tu’apa Hyy yelped as she jumped straight up into the air; startled into nearly having a heart attack.

“Thanks for calling out to me, by the way. It was a big help.” the huge wolf continued.

“Y-y-y-you!” she finally got out, despite the intense trembling of her entire body. There, sitting only a few feet away and smiling as if there was nothing at all wrong in the world, was James. “How!?”

“I teleported.” he said with a wolfish shrug. “Wouldn’t have known were to go if it weren’t for your shouts though, so good job.”

The young werewolf just stared at the Champion for a long moment before a low growl escaped her lips. In the blink of an eye, she was on him, batting him in the head with her paws and biting at his ears.

“Ow! Ow! Why are you biting me!? That hurts!” the einherjar complained as the young woman vented her frustrations on him.

“You scared me!” she shouted back accusingly. “Do! Not! Do! That! Again!” she growled, punctuating each word with another swat of her paws.

“Okay! Okay!” James promised, trying hard not to laugh at the situation. I don’t even know what I’m not supposed to do. Is it because I startled her, or because I scared her when I fell off the cliff? Even if he didn’t know the reason, at least the einherjar wasn’t dumb enough to ask for clarification.

The einherjar allowed the young woman to continue to work her anger out on him for a few more seconds, then growled softly and nudged her with his nose, knocking her over. Surprised, Tu’apa Hyy fell onto her side. James took advantage of her momentary pause to shift, so that he was standing over her, ready to pounce if she tried to make an escape. It was then that the lycanthrope remembered why they were in the forest in the first place, and realized that the game was back on.

So attempt escape she did, quickly rolling onto her belly and darting forward from between his legs. The werewolf only made it a few bounds this time though, before the Champion was on top of her. In a flash, she felt his much greater weight settle onto her back, and his sharp teeth clamp down on the back of her neck.

James briefly thought that he had done something wrong when he heard the female werewolf whimper beneath him. It was only when her scent reached his nostrils, that he understood that it was a sound of arousal, not pain. Releasing his grip slightly, he allowed the much smaller wolf to roll over and bare her belly to him in surrender. When the female canine tilted her head and exposed her neck to his teeth, the Champion knew that the first stage of the game was over.

“To the victor go the spoils.” Tu’apa Hyy whispered shyly, after shifting back to her human form.

“And they will be a pleasure to claim.” James growled in response, following her lead and shifting back to his normal, if still rather bestial, form. With a thought, he sent his armour and sash to his Inventory, leaving him just as naked as she was.

The young woman’s beautiful brown eyes stared up at the man who was about to claim her; her lips parting slightly as her heart truly began to race. It is finally happening… was all she had time to think before his lips captured hers in a tender kiss.

While they kissed, James allowed his hands to explore her nubile young body, and secretly cast a spell that would remove all of her unwanted body hair. She didn’t resist his touch at all, submissively opening herself up to it instead. I think… Tu’apa Hyy may be the most naturally submissive woman that I own. the einherjar thought to himself.

Tu’apa Hyy gasped as her new husband’s lips claimed one part of her after another. At first, she had been slightly concerned that he seemed to be moving so slowly and hadn’t mounted her immediately. Perhaps he does not find me attractive after all? she had worried. But, as an intelligent young woman, she soon figured out that the Champion was simply savouring his reward, taking his time to kiss and taste every inch of her virgin flesh.

Her gasps changed from ones of pleasure to one of shock however, when the einherjar’s head dipped between her legs. Growing up around wolves, she was well accustomed to an individual sniffing another’s behind, as there was a lot of information to be gleaned about a person that way. That said, she had never heard of a man licking a woman’s sex, and the sensation was completely unexpected to her. “What! What are you doing!?” she cried softly, instinctively reaching down to grab his hair.

“Tasting you.” he replied simply, his voice muffled by her thighs.

“I… I can tell! But why!?” she asked with a bit of panic in her voice. The growing tingle between her legs were completely alien to her, and she had no idea how to react to them.

“Because I like it.” the einherjar teased. Wait… does she not know about sex? he suddenly wondered. Pausing in his fun, the ex-soldier looked up and met the young woman’s eyes, who were huge and round with apprehension. “Tu’apa Hyy…” he said softly. “Did no one teach you about… mating?”

“W-what is there to teach?” she said haltingly, clearly embarrassed by the topic. “I have seen wolves mount each other before. I know where pups come from.”

Extending his tongue, James took an experimental lick of her clit, while carefully watching her reaction.

“Yeee!” the werewolf shivered and shrieked while instinctively trying to clamp her legs shut.

“Don’t you ever touch yourself down there?” the einherjar asked, curious just how she could be so inexperienced.

“Of course I do! I clean myself every day, but it does not feel like that!” the female werewolf snapped.

“You don’t… play with yourself?” he inquired, hiding his grin by lightly kissing the folds of her sex.

“N-no! Of course not! Ever since I was a child, Anna made it very clear that I had to be as pure as possible for my future mate. Completely untouched.” Tu’apa Hyy informed him.

Oh boy… James thought to himself. I mean, I know I like virgins, but even I’m not that sticky about it. This must be that old seer’s proclivities showing through. Somehow, the einherjar could almost hear the old woman’s cackling laughter. “Oh Tu’apa Hyy… there is so much for you to learn. There is so much more to sex than just mating. And I am going to have a Hell of a good time showing you all of it.”

For the next hour, James loved her. He took his time gently showing the young woman every pleasurable way to be touched, kissed and nipped at, driving her to her very first orgasm within the first ten minutes, and savouring the taste of it as she came on his tongue. He didn’t let her rest after coming down, however, and continued to ‘teach her’ until she could take no more.

“Please!” she begged, whimpering loudly. “Please, Champion! Mount me! I cannot take anymore!”

“Do you agree to be my lover?” he suddenly asked with a very serious expression.

Tu’apa Hyy thought it was a very odd thing for him to ask at this point, but nodded her head eagerly. “Yes. Yes, please. Mate with me.” she pleaded. Two things happened simultaneously then: she felt the thick head of his manhood part her lower folds, and a supple leather collar appeared around her throat.

James groaned in satisfaction as he finally entered her. The woman’s soft whimpers as he tore her hymen were music to his ears, but he didn’t want her to suffer. No, she’s a good girl. Very submissive. There’s no need for her to feel pain as a reminder of becoming mine. he decided, silently casting a spell to heal the small tears inside her.

The young werewolf was surprised when the pain down below suddenly vanished, leaving only the strange sensation of being full and stretched around his manhood. “Oh!” she gasped when he slowly started to withdraw from her pussy, only to suddenly thrust back into her.

Hel’s Champion listened to his newest slave grunt and moan beneath him each time he drove his cock into her tight pussy, and he couldn’t help but smile. Luckiest man alive. he silently reminded himself. Knowing that he wasn’t hurting her, the einherjar picked up the pace and slid a hand down between them. Rubbing her clit in time with his thrusts, he quickly re-energized his already exhausted partner, prompting her to instinctively lift her hips and push back against him.

“You’re mine.” James growled as he built towards his own climax.

“Yes, Alpha.” Tu’apa Hyy squeaked as he impaled her over and over.

The einherjar grinned at her response, but shook his head. “Cute, but I am more than just your Alpha. An Alpha only claims you for life. You will never escape me. I am your Master.”

“Yes, Master!” she gasped, her eyes nearly rolling back in her head as she was overcome with an earth shaking orgasm.

Feeling her pussy clamp down on his cock like a vice, the Champion’s own pleasure peaked. With a roar that shook the trees around them, the bestial man came hard, emptying his balls deep inside her.

Exhausted, the einherjar collapsed atop her, and the two quickly fell asleep on a bed of pine needles; snuggled together on the forest floor, without a care in the world.

[image: ]


Walking Moon thought he was going to be sick when he saw Hel’s Champion reenter the village, with Tu’apa Hyy on a leash and walking a step behind him. Unable to help himself, the broken hearted young man allowed his gaze to dip south, where he instantly spotted the telltale smears of blood on her thighs, along with the long white trails left by the einherjar’s seed as it leaked from her sex.

Forcing his eyes to shift their focus back to her face, he realized that, though her head hung as if she were filled with shame, a happy smile secretly creased her lips. That tender smile was the only thing that held the werewolf back from flying into a rage, and trying to kill the einherjar on the spot.

You see what he has done to her? the dark voice hissed in his head.

“Shut up.” Walking Moon muttered.

The voice laughed mockingly. It was not enough to merely make her his bitch. He had to parade her through the village like a used slave, naked and shivering while wearing the proof of her own violation.

“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” the young man yelled, clutching his head. His shouting started to draw the attention of the villagers, who came out of their huts to see what the ruckus was all about, only to see the werewolf acting crazy and their chieftain’s daughter being led home like a dog on a steel link leash.

Poor innocent Tu’apa Hyy… though I suppose not so innocent anymore. Whose name do you think she screamed as he defiled her? Yours? His? Perhaps you will never know… the evil voice continued.

“I said SHUT UP!” Walking Moon screamed at the top of his lungs. Unable to stand it any longer, his pent up feelings of rage and despair swept over him like a raging river after a dam break. Completely overcome by his emotional turmoil, the young werewolf began to shift.

Yes… there it is. Let it all out. the voice hissed sibilantly, encouraging the change.

No! Not now… Walking Moon tried to tell himself as he howled at the sky.

As if sensing that some small part of the young man might be trying to re-exert control, the unknown being pushed again. Tell me, Foolish Moon. The voice used the hurtful name that Tu’apa Hyy had called him in her anger. Do you think she enjoyed it? Were her screams those of pleasure or pain when he invaded her body and tore her maidenhood?

The voice’s taunting seemed to be the last straw, and Walking Moon completed the shift into his hybrid form, utterly losing control to his inner beast. Spinning to his right and then his left, the lycanthrope lashed out wildly, clawing anyone that came near.

“Walking Moon!” the Alpha’s voice rang out across the village as he came running out of his hut.

Sensing that the much more powerful werewolf was drawing near, the young man’s inner beast turned and fled. It knew that it was no longer part of the pack, and that if it stayed there for even a minute longer, it would likely be killed. Besides, the smooth, comforting voice in its head was telling him to flee, and that it would help him take back everything that he had lost, and more. An evil grin split the werewolf’s lips as it darted into the forest, and out of sight.
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“What is this all about!?” Farkas demanded with a growl. “And why is my daughter on a leash!?”

James growled and stepped up, nose to nose with the big man, then whispered in his ear. “It’s her kink. Let it drop.”

What dropped was the old man’s jaw as he was forced to see his innocent daughter in a new and mortifying light.

“Let me take the blame for this. Protest it if you need to, but don’t let it come to blows.” the einherjar warned in a whisper. Taking a step back, James spoke loudly enough for those around them to hear. “She is mine!” he growled, curling his lips into a vicious snarl. “And all shall know it!”

Tu’apa Hyy’s heated cheeks turned positively crimson with embarrassment, but the smile on her lips gave her true feelings away to those who looked for them.

Anna cackled from somewhere nearby, then stepped through the ring of folks that had gathered around them. Walking right up to the einherjar, she gave him a conspiratorial grin and leaned in to whisper in his ear. “You’re welcome, Champion.” she said with a mischievous giggle.

Hel’s Champion kept his mouth shut, and shook his head slightly while fighting back his own grin. Crazy old coot… thanks. he thought to himself.

One of the werewolves that the einherjar had rescued from Elphen shouted over the murmuring crowd. “You aren’t planning to collar all of us, are you!?”

The einherjar looked aghast that anyone would even suggest that he would collar another man, and rapidly shook his head in denial. “No! There’s no chance in Hell that is going to happen!” he shouted back.

The whispered conversations around them grew even louder as the tribes folk speculated about the einherjar’s proclivities.

“It has to be a sex thing.” one of the women remarked.

“Do you think he likes dogs or something?” a young boy asked.

“He could put a leash on me if he wanted.” a particularly old hag crooned.

“Okay! That’s enough of that!” Hel’s Champion shouted, wanting to put the conversation well behind him. Bloody peanut gallery. the einherjar silently grumbled. Turning to Tu’apa Hyy, he tugged on her leash and whispered in her ear. “Go into the hut and get washed up and dressed.”

“Do I have to, Master?” she whispered back, glancing up at him from under her eyelashes.

“Eh?” James made a strangled noise.

“I like your scent on me, Master. Do I really have to wash it off?” the female werewolf explained for his benefit.

The einherjar opened his mouth, and then closed it without saying anything. After closing his eyes and counting to three, he opened them again and gave her a soft smile. “I’ll make sure that you get marked again later.” he promised her, unclipping the leash from her collar.

“All right, Master.” Tu’apa Hyy agreed with a shy smile, before rushing into the hut.

“Do… uh… do you want me to leave her here for tonight, and uh… and pick her up when I come for you tomorrow?” James offered awkwardly.

Farkas shook his head. “No. We have already said our goodbyes. Take her with you now.”

“Just so you know, you’ll be seeing her a lot. I visit Guayabo on a fairly regular basis.” the Champion informed the Alpha.

“That’s… good to know.” her father admitted with a sigh. “Still… I’d prefer it if she were dressed when she visits, even if she is a shifter.”

“Of course. Most of my wives are usually dressed when we travel. Or at least, I try to get them to.” the einherjar added the last a bit more quietly.

Only usually? Farkas silently wondered, but didn’t give voice to his question.

“I am ready, Master.” Tu’apa Hyy announced, reappearing from within the hut.

“Then let’s get you home. You have a new family to meet.” James said with a smile, once again clipping the leash to her collar.


CHAPTER 27


James and his newest wife appeared just outside the Temple of Hel in Elphyne.

“Who is that?” Zahra asked, looking up from where she had been playing on the steps.

“This is my new wife, Tu’apa Hyy.” the einherjar replied with a chuckle, scooping the dark elven girl up in his arms as he ascended the stairs.

“Another one?” the temple maiden said with an exaggerated roll of her eyes.

Hel’s Champion laughed. “Okay. I deserved that.” he admitted. “But you have to be nice to her. She’s part of our family.”

“Of course!” Zahra stated with a scowl, as if he’d said something obvious. “I’m nice to everybody!” she declared, raising her arms in the air.

“Haha!” James chuckled. “Yes, you are, sweetie.” he agreed, giving her a kiss on the cheek before setting her down on the temple floor. “And before I forget, this little rascal is Zahra. I’m married to her sister.” the Champion added, introducing the little girl to the werewolf.

“Hey!” the dark elf protested with a pout. “I’m not a rascal!” she stated firmly before running off.

“She is cute.” Tu’apa Hyy said softly as she watched Zahra run off. “I hope to bear you many pups like her.”

“Uh…” James paused, startled by the sudden drastic change in the conversation.

“I am afraid that thou shalt have to wait for thy ‘pups’, Tu’apa Hyy.” Hrein stated as she strode into the room. “Our husband hath promised me the next child, and that will have to wait until our borders are more secure.”

“First Wife.” the werewolf bowed her head to the senior wife.

Hrein eyed the leash in her owner’s hand and seemed lost in thought for a moment. After seeming to reach a decision, she turned her gaze back to the native woman and gave her a warm smile. “Congratulations on thy marriage to our Master, and welcome to the family, Tu’apa Hyy.”

“Thank you, First Wife.” Tu’apa Hyy replied with another bow of her head.
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It didn’t take long for James to introduce the young woman to all of the members of her new family, and each of the women and girls greeted her warmly. Still, she had been a little surprised by Clarissa’s sudden appearance, and it had taken the einherjar a bit of effort to calm her down afterwards.

“You look a little bit like Clarissa. Are you from Guayabo too?” Zahra had asked at one point.

“No. I am afraid that I have never been to Guayabo.” Tu’apa Hyy told the little girl.

“Tu’apa Hyy is from a place far to the north of Elphyne.” James explained. “Though, I think the reason that you see similarities between them, is because Clarissa’s father was half European, and half Native American, like Tu’apa Hyy is.”

“What’s a European or an American?” Clarissa asked, suddenly much more interested in the conversation.

Hel’s Champion spent the next while trying to explain the concept of ethnicities to the two little girls, only to finally be saved by Tu’apa Hyy’s growling stomach.

“Hehe.” Zahra giggled. “Her tummy is rumbling.”

“I apologize, Master.” the werewolf bowed her head again, feeling slightly ashamed by her body’s sudden but inevitable betrayal. “Shifting takes a lot of energy, which we werewolves restore by eating meat.”

“Is that so?” James asked with a quirked eyebrow. “So you can generate Qi by eating?”

“I am afraid that I do not know what Qi is, Master. Your magic translated it as ‘life force’ for me, but I sense there is more to it than that.” the young woman said with a frown.

Elora thoughtfully brought each of them a bit of late lunch then, and the einherjar explained the basic concepts of Qi and cultivation to the lycanthrope. Though they had heard him speak of it many times, the two children also listened intently, hoping to learn more about their guardian’s mysterious magic. When he got to the point where he began talking about his blessing and Status Screens, Acrasia interrupted the conversation.

“Master.” the fairy whined. “Can’t you talk about the boring stuff later? I want to talk about her clothes!”

“They are very interesting.” Autumn agreed, taking a seat at the table next to the leannán sídhe.

When everyone started filing into the room, the einherjar had a sudden realization. “We’re going to need a bigger table. Twelve seats just won’t cut it anymore.”

Elora frowned. “Perhaps we should just get a second table. It is highly unusual for the maids to eat with the family anyway.” the elf suggested.

“You maids are my family.” James corrected her firmly. “Or at least a very important part of it.”

The head maid sighed but nodded in acceptance. “Then, perhaps a children’s table would work?” she said, gently rubbing her stomach.

Hrein laughed softly. “I fear that would only be delaying the problem.” Looking around at the gathered women and children, the valkyrie gave a gentle sigh. “I am certain that none among thee truly believe that Tu’apa Hyy shall be the last woman to join our Master’s harem. Not to mention the number of children that we are expecting to bear. Our family hath grown much in these past short months, and I fully expect that it shall continue to do so.”

“Thankfully the dining room is pretty huge…” the Champion remarked, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “We could probably fit a twenty foot table in here, without any trouble.”

“That would seat a maximum of twenty two people. Just how many more wives do you plan on having, Master?” Elora asked with a fake scowl.

“Oh, not a lot more. But I want at least half a dozen more kids from you alone.” the einherjar teased back.

The elf’s eyes widened slightly, before she realized that he was just joking. But the way Tu’apa Hyy is nodding, I’d say she doesn’t realize that… the maid noted with a hidden smirk. If Master isn’t careful, he’s going to be drowning in rug rats.

James grinned, blissfully unaware of the danger he was in.

“I will speak to Queen Titania when she arrives for supper, and see if she has any recommendations on where we could locate a suitable table, Master.” Elora told him.

“Queen?” Tu’apa Hyy piped up.

Elora smirked proudly as she delivered the news. “Oh? Did you not know that our Master is a baron in the Seelie Court?”

“Of course, but I did not think he would be eating with royalty.” the werewolf countered, nearly choking on her sandwich.

“Well, you had best prepare yourself, Tu’apa Hyy.” the elf continued to tease her. “Both Queen Titania and Lady Hel, our goddess, are guests at this very table for nearly every meal.”

“A goddess?” the lycanthrope gulped, her sandwich accidentally slipping from her fingers to land on the plate beneath it.

Sighing, James took the opportunity to explain the kinds of relationships that he and his family had with various factions.

Not surprisingly, Acrasia quickly grew bored with the einherjar’s efforts to catch his newest wife up on life in the Fir household. “Master…” she moaned, laying her upper body on the table and stretching her arms out before her. “I want to hear about her clothes.”

The Champion frowned but didn’t chastise the fairy. She’s been pretty good lately, so I guess I should cut her some slack. he silently decided. “What do you want to know about her clothes so badly?” he asked.

“Where did she get them?” the blonde fae asked, instantly perking up.

“I made them.” Tu’apa Hyy told her with a warm smile. “All of the women of my tribe make their own clothes, and the clothes of their families.”

“What are they made of?” the fairy prodded, clearly enthralled with the design.

“Buckskin. We chew the deer hide to make it soft and easier to work with.” the werewolf answered proudly.

“What about that fringe hanging down from your chest wrap and skirt? Do all of the women in your tribe make that, too? It looks really neat!” Acrasia exclaimed.

Tu’apa Hyy shook her head. “No. This is a style that my grandmother taught me. She was not of the Wobonuch. She crossed the mountains long ago, many years before my mother was born, and brought the knowledge of the Navajo with her.”

“What kinds of knowledge?” James asked, suddenly far more interested in the conversation.

“Navajo customs and magic.” the werewolf said simply.

“Magic?” the einherjar quirked a brow. “Do you mind if I take a look at your Status Screen?”

“Of course not, Master. You are my mate.” Tu’apa Hyy said with a blush.
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“Why has ‘Fir’ been added to my name?” Tu’apa Hyy blurted out before anyone else could comment.

“Thou art Master’s wife, art thou not? Why wouldst thou not be granted the name of his house?” Hrein asked.

“It… it is not our way.” Tu’apa Hyy said with a frown. “I know of family names, as it is the way of my father’s people, but I was raised among the Wobonuch and had chosen to live like them.”

“You don’t want Master’s name?” Acrasia asked with a frown, clearly a little insulted by the insinuation.

“No! That is not what I meant. I meant no disrespect.” the werewolf said hurriedly. “I was just… surprised.”

“I won’t force you to take my name if you don’t want to, Tu’apa Hyy, but I would be honoured if you do.” James said softly.

“I am honoured as well, Master.” the lycanthrope bowed deeply to her owner. “And there is no need for you to keep saying my full name. We are family now. You may give me a nickname, if you wish.”

“Is it okay if we just call you Tu’apa?” Acrasia asked, apparently having forgiven the younger woman.

“Of course.” Tu’apa replied with a warm smile. “It is what my father often calls me when we are alone.”

James smiled, glad that the women were getting along, and that Tu’apa had chosen to adopt his family name. With the momentary drama out of the way, the einherjar turned his attention back to her Status Screen. “Woah! Would you look at this? Tu’apa is a veritable treasure trove! Just look at those techniques!” he suddenly exclaimed.

“I… I am a treasure?” the werewolf squeaked, back to blushing once again.

Hel’s Champion chuckled. “You definitely are, pup, but these abilities of yours will be amazing once we boost you up, and they will be a big help to us as well. I mean, your Wolf’s Appetite alone is worth your weight in gold. An alternative way to restore Qi? Yes, please!”

“P-pup!?” she said in a bit of a choked cry.

“Meowster call me kitten. You are pup.” Nyakuro said matter of factly.

Tu’apa Hyy frowned slightly, but ultimately conceded. “If… if that is what Master wishes.”

Slipping an arm around her shoulder, James hugged her to his side as he continued to read. “These spells, too. Very useful, and a surprisingly broad range as well.”

The young werewolf looked at the page. She recognized her name, primarily because her father had insisted that she learn how to write it, as well as the numbers, but that was about all that she understood. “I… I must apologize again, Master.” Tu’apa said quietly.

“Hmm? What’s wrong?” James asked, looking at her with concern.

“I cannot read.” she admitted. “My people do not have a written language. We tell our stories by word of mouth.”

“That’s fine.” the einherjar assured her. “You can practice reading with Nyakuro if you wish, but Lāmina will cast Blessing and Polyglot on you each morning, and that will allow you to read what you need to. At least until I have the spare Qi to grant you my blessing.”

“Your blessing, Master?” The werewolf tilted her head in curiosity. His answer led to another lengthy discussion about his nature, divine sparks, and other topics until it came full circle back to magic.

“Still… I am curious how you came to know such a wide array of spells.” the einherjar prodded.

“After my mother died when I was but a child, many in the village helped raise me. It was also soon after that, that Anna foretold my destiny, and so even more effort was made to prepare me for this day. My father taught me of his people, the werewolves, and even passed on secret magics usually reserved for Alphas. Water Strider, the shaman that you met, taught me to contact my spirit animal and go on vision quests, even though that rite is usually reserved for men and those who are called to the role of shaman. My grandmother taught me the Rain Dance of the Navajo before she died, and Anna taught me some of her fortune telling.” Tu’apa Hyy explained at length.

“That’s all very impressive.” James said honestly.

“Verily.” Hrein concurred. “It is most fortuitous that thou hast brought this knowledge to our family.”

“Thank you, First Wife.” Tu’apa Hyy replied, bowing her head deeply.

She really seems to respect Hrein, eh? Well, that’s a good thing, I guess. Should make for less conflict and a smoother transition into the family for her. the Champion silently noted.

“We really should give her the basic enhancements today, Master.” Autumn suggested.

“Yes. She would benefit greatly from the usual suite of techniques, such as Energy Siphon and True Cultivation. Along with a doubling of her Dantian, of course.” Lāmina added.

“Yea. And I must insist that she be granted Selective Breeding right away, Master.” Hrein stated firmly.

“All right. I guess we have some cultivating to do.” James chuckled.

Predictably, his statement was met with a morose groan from Acrasia, which caused the other women to giggle.

“As for you, pup, just sit with us and try to glean what you can from watching. You’ll gain most of the knowledge that you need when I grant you True Cultivation anyway, but having foundational knowledge does help.” the einherjar informed her.

With four hours to work with before supper, James, his wives, and Autumn all made their way back to Hel’s Temple through the mirror portal, before heading out back to their usual training grounds. Once they were all seated in their new formation around James, with the exception of Tu’apa Hyy, the party began to cultivate.

To absolutely no one’s surprise, it didn’t take much more than a few minutes for the young werewolf to get bored. To be fair, there really isn’t much exciting about watching a group of people sit around meditating, let alone for four hours straight. It’s important to give credit where it is due, however, and Tu’apa Hyy did make a real effort to learn everything she could from watching… she just wasn’t particularly successful at it.

Oh, thank the gods! the lycanthrope groaned internally when she finally saw her owner stir. By the time the others began exiting their trance, she was already back to sitting up straight and paying close attention. I really hope it is more exciting to do than it looks… but the fairy’s reaction does not give me hope. she silently lamented. I am a wolf! I am meant to run free and chase my prey… not sit still for hours, doing nothing.

“Join us for supper, Tu’apa. We’ll give you your upgrades after we’ve all eaten.” James said with an understanding smile.

Aside from the sandwiches earlier, the werewolf had never eaten anything but the kinds of food that her tribe normally prepared, so she was really looking forward to trying something new. Beyond that, eating was one of the lycanthrope’s greatest joys, and she could really pack away the food, despite her relatively small body.

When the cultivators arrived at the dining room, there was a bit of discussion as to where each person should sit, due to Tu’apa Hyy joining the ranks of the wives. It didn’t take long to reach a consensus, especially since Hrein had the final say in such matters, an no one would dare try to naysay her decisions. In the end, the seating arrangements looked similar to before, but with a few changes. James of course sat at the head of the table, with Hrein to his immediate right. Going down her side of the table were Nyakuro, Tu’apa Hyy, Autumn, and Clarissa. The seat opposite the valkyrie, on the einherjar’s left, belonged to Acrasia. Following her were Lāmina, Elora, Elina, and finally Zahra, who sat across from her ghostly friend. It was a bit of a tight squeeze, but there was just enough room for Hel at the foot of the table, and a spot for Titania to her right, with an open space across from the Fairy Queen.

They had accomplished this feat by bringing a few chairs down from the games room, and cutting back on the space that each person had to themselves. Previously, the diners were fairly spaced out, lending an air of elegance to the meals, which James had felt was more appropriate for hosting distinguished guests like a monarch and a goddess. Now it feels more like a crowded family table at Christmas Dinner. the einherjar thought with a chuckle.

The family was no sooner seated, aside from the maids, when their guests had arrived.

“Oh! It seems we have a new member of the household to meet!” Titania said cheerfully, immediately noticing Tu’apa Hyy and her place at the table.

Tu’apa quickly stood and bowed to the auburn haired fae, instantly guessing the elegant woman’s identity. “A pleasure to meet you, Your Majesty. I am Tu’apa Hyy Fir.”

The Fairy Queen giggled as she walked up to the young woman and extended her hand. “Oh please, none of that here. This is James’ house, and I am merely here as his guest. I am Titania, and the pleasure is mine.”

James’ newest wife was a little bit shocked by the queen’s informal attitude and raised her head to look at the powerful woman. Seeing her hand extended, the werewolf hesitantly accepted her hand and gave it a shake. “Then… please call me Tu’apa when we are here.”

“Gladly.” Titania agreed with a warm smile. Glancing at the set table, the Fairy Queen giggled again. “It would seem that my gift has already reached the end of its usefulness. I suppose I should have expected this, given the speed at which you collect women, James.”

The einherjar chuckled, taking her good natured teasing in stride. “It’s not my fault that Terra is so full of gorgeous and amazing women.”

“Though I am certain that you are doing more than your part to increase that number!” she laughed. “Speaking of, Elora dear, is there any word on the gender of your baby yet? I do hope that you will let us know before the birth, so that we may all bring appropriate gifts.”

“Hmm. It’s interesting that you would even consider knowing before the birth. I wouldn’t think that this world has the technology to determine such things.” James cut in.

“Technology? No, certainly not, but divination magic is not so rare in this realm, or on Terra rather, and it is something of an open secret that a certain Champion possess incredible magic that can discern virtually any medical information that one could desire.” Titania grinned at the einherjar.

“Guilty as charged.” James said with a laugh, raising his hands in mock surrender. “Elora, do you want to know the sex of the baby?”

The elven maid bit her lip as she seriously considered his offer. “I… I would like to be surprised at birth, but… but perhaps it would make things easier to know now.” she decided, her worried gaze drifting to the First Wife.

Hrein stifled a sigh and forced herself to give the head maid as warm a smile as she could. It is not her fault. the valkyrie reminded herself. “Thou needest not feel pressure for my sake, Elora. Know that I welcome thy child to this family, fully and whole heartedly, and vow to do my very best to love and treat it as one of mine own.”

Elora’s eyes watered and a fragile smile found its way to her lips. She knew that the Chooser must feel torn over her bearing the master’s first child, but she was truly grateful for the powerful woman’s understanding and care. “Thank you, Mistress.” she said softly, bowing her head to the First Wife.

Seeing the elven maid get all teary eyed tore at the valkyrie’s heart. How could I have been so blind? she silently berated herself. She is family, and hath no doubt worried greatly over mine own feelings on the matter. Getting a bit misty eyed herself, the shield maiden quickly stood and moved around the table to Elora’s side, before wrapping her up in a hug. “I am sorry if mine own insecurities hath hurt thee, Elora. Truly, this is a joyous occasion, and I swear that thou and thy child shalt have this family’s full and unreserved support.”

In seconds, the seats around the table were emptied, with the exception of the baron’s, and the women of House Fir all crowded around Elora in a group hug. The touches and cooing of support continued for several minutes, even to the point where none of them even noticed Hel’s arrival.

“Hath something occurred, my Champion?” the Goddess of Death whispered to the einherjar.

“Hrein has come to terms with Elora’s pregnancy and has earnestly declared her support for the child.” James whispered back.

“Ah. That is good. It is… heart warming to see thy family so united in this.” the deity commented.

“I couldn’t agree more, my Lady.” the ex-soldier concurred, steadfastly ignoring the slight blur in his own vision.

With that, Hel quietly took her own seat opposite James, and spoke with Titania in hushed tones, while the two waited patiently for the ladies of the house to join them.

When the cuddle huddle finally broke, Tu’apa Hyy was quickly introduced to the Goddess of Death, which nearly broke something in the poor werewolf’s mind. Thankfully, Nyakuro was there to gently escort the lycanthrope back to her seat, so that the meal could be served.

Though the rest of the family was well used to such by now, to say that Tu’apa Hyy was amazed by the spread would be a terrible understatement. Never in her life had the werewolf seen a table so laden with food, nor such a variety. Roast beef contested with both chicken and pork chops for space in the centre of the table, while salads and steamed vegetables filled half the remaining spaces, and potatoes, pastries and flat breads stuffed the other.

“Are… are such feasts common in this house?” the werewolf stammered, literally salivating at the sight before her.

James chuckled and gently used a napkin to pat at the drool dripping from the corner of her mouth. “Yes. So eat as much as you want, and have no fear that you won’t have a chance to again tomorrow.”

It really didn’t take much urging to get the werewolf to dig in, and dig in she did. Somehow, the small woman out ate the massive einherjar by at least half, quickly packing away anything that was placed in front of her.

Bloody Hells, can she eat! James noted with surprise. She’s like… like… a starving wolf! he thought with a chuckle.

Tu’apa Hyy was still happily feasting by the time everyone else was long finished their desserts. It was only by chance that she happened to look up and notice that everyone else was engaged in quiet conversation, and that their plates were empty. Suddenly ashamed of her behaviour, the werewolf slowly lowered the forkful of pork back to her plate and sat up straight.

“Don’t be shy.” Elora whispered in her ear, placing a large muffin on the plate next to the half eaten pork chop. “No one will begrudge you this. Eat your fill and enjoy it.”

“But…” the lycanthrope began to whisper back to the elf, but the maid lightly bopped her on the nose with the tip of her finger.

“But nothing. It makes me happy to see you enjoy my cooking so much.” Elora told her with an honest smile.

Tu’apa Hyy gave her a shy grin in return, then slowly finished her pork chop and muffin before pushing her plate away.

“All finished?” James asked quietly, so as not to embarrass the woman further.

The beautiful lycanthrope nodded, not really wanting to acknowledge her own gluttony to her husband.

“Okay. Are you ready to receive some upgrades?” he asked.

“Yes, Master.” the werewolf said proudly with her head held high. “You said that it will hurt, but I will endure the pain.”

“Only some of it will hurt.” the einherjar corrected her. “But yeah, you should be prepared for a pretty nasty headache.”

“I am prepared, Master.” she assured him.


CHAPTER 28


“Okay then. Let’s do this.” Hel’s Champion said with an odd smile, that seemed to blend sympathy with excitement. Counting the 95 Spirit that he had left from their previous session, and the combined 20 Spirit that Acrasia and Autumn had ‘collected’ during the night before, the Champion had 2995 Spirit to put towards enhancing his newest wife. He started by granting her copies of what Lāmina referred to as ‘the usual suite of techniques’, which included Selective Breeding, Energy Siphon, True Cultivation, and Dual Casting. This burned through 420 Spirit right off the bat.

James then doubled the capacity of her Dantian and granted her copies of what he considered the core spells of his household: Rebirth, Panacea, Druid Covering, and Summons. After that, he gave her spells that he thought would be beneficial to her specifically, such as Flaming Fists, Giantism, Scarlet Taurus, and Teleportation.

“So… full.” Tu’apa Hyy groaned, holding her head in her hands. “So much… I know so much…”

“You should give her Nyakuro’s Shape Shift spell, Master!” Acrasia suggested excitedly. “She would look really cute as a wolf-girl!”

The einherjar furrowed his brow in thought. “That… you might be onto something there, my pet. Let’s do it and see what happens.” After he was done adding the spell to her repertoire, he asked her to try it out.

The first thing that Tu’apa Hyy noticed was that she no longer had to chant to cast her spells, other than for Rain Dance. Her knowledge of magic and its workings had increased to such a degree that it merely became an extension of her will.

With a thought, the werewolf cast the spell that her owner had requested. A moment later, her ears morphed into furry wolf ones and shifted to the top of her head. Her canine teeth also grew a bit, and her nails turned into claws, but perhaps the best part was the fluffy wolf tail that grew under her skirt.

“Okay. Now that is cute.” The einherjar remarked, suddenly filled with the urge to brush the fluffy tail.

“See, Master! It really was a great idea!” the fairy cheered. Not bothering to display the discipline that her Master was known for, the blonde woman quickly moved to run her fingers through the soft fur of Tu’apa Hyy’s tail.

Though slightly embarrassed, the werewolf didn’t try to stop her, giving only a soft whimper in protest. At least it feels good… she silently admitted to herself.

Stroking his beard, James considered what this meant. Burning through another 200 Spirit, he quickly doubled the duration of the werewolf’s original Shape Shift spells to 24 hours. As a precaution, he also fully enhanced her Charisma, so that she would no longer have a chance of failure when it came to her Shifter’s Discipline technique.

“Actually… it would be better for me if I make the check even easier.” he muttered to himself, realizing that Charisma was far from his best stat. Spending another 100 Spirit, the Champion halved the penalty of the Charisma check within the Shifter’s Discipline technique, before granting a copy to himself and Nyakuro, along with the Shape Shift - Hybrid spell.

The moment that the pain from learning the technique had passed, Hel’s Champion instantly noticed a significant clarity to his mind, that he had been lacking before. I wonder if, as a side effect of this technique, I’ll have an easier time controlling my bestial urges? Now that would be an unexpected benefit. he realized.

Getting back to his experiment, he then grabbed a copy of Tu’apa Hyy’s Shape Shift - Wolf spell for himself. It shouldn’t have much of an effect, because I essentially have this spell already. What I’m after is the much longer duration. he thought to himself. For once, the einherjar’s enhanced Intelligence seemed to be working properly, because the results were exactly as he had predicted. The duration of his Shapeshifter spell instantly jumped to 24 hours and, as an unexpected bonus, the spell automatically absorbed the Hybrid version as well.

“Hmm. Maybe I should also grab a copy of Nyakuro’s Shape Shift spell, and see if I can get some sort of humanoid form out of it as well.” the ex-soldier thought aloud. Figuring that it couldn’t hurt to try, he went ahead with his plan and quickly found out that he was both right and wrong. He was right in that he did gain ‘humanoid’ as an option, albeit only for a brief moment. What he was definitely wrong about however, was that it couldn’t hurt.

Screaming in pain, the einherjar fell to his knees. As his wives watched with a sort of resigned horror, mostly because they were becoming far too used to his reckless experiments and their painful results, the bestial man grabbed his head, as if he could physically keep it from exploding with his bare hands. Luckily for him, the agony did pass eventually, as it had in the past, and left him with a much improved spell.
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“Huh. It seems to have absorbed my Giantism spell in the process. And I wonder what it means by combination? Like a chimera perhaps? Or does it mean that I can change shape freely at any point during the 24 hours?” the einherjar wondered aloud.

Shrugging his shoulders, he decided that it was something that he could figure out later, and went back to working on the two girls. Starting with the werewolf, he pushed her three Shape Shift spells to combine into one.

Tu’apa Hyy howled as a new migraine blossomed in her head, but when it passed a couple of minutes later, she instinctively knew that she had more control over her shape than ever before. Just by focussing her magic, she could alter any part of her body to become more wolf-like, up to and including a full change. “This… this is amazing!” she gasped, slowly extending and retracting her claws.

“Glad you like it.” James grinned. “Now let’s do the same for Nyakuro.”

The nekomata was far from thrilled with the ensuing headache, but she was pleased with the end result. Due to the changes, she could now become something akin to a werepanther, in shape at least. The upgrades to the spell also made it easier for her to control her transformation, and hide her cat-like features if she wished. There was one downside however. Unlike before, changing form no longer happened in an instant, and instead was the relatively slow, painful process that a lycanthrope had to endure.

“Master like better?” Nyakuro asked without her signature purr. Experimenting with the spell, she had changed her form to become completely human, even hiding away her cat ears and tails.

“Can I be honest, kitten?” James said softly.

“Yes, please.” Nyakuro nodded.

“You’re a very beautiful woman, Nyakuro. In any form. But the truth is, I prefer the cat-girl that I fell in love with in the first place.” the bestial man admitted.

Nyakuro’s smile nearly outshone the sun as she let her usual cat-like features shift back into existence. In the blink of an eye, the lovely young cat-girl closed the distance between them and threw herself into his arms. “Meowster!”

Hugging her tight, James kissed the top of Nyakuro’s head. “I may give you the power to become anything that you want, kitten, but I would never change who you are.”

The happy nekomata purred in her lover’s lap, as he eventually turned his attention back to his projects. Seeing that he only had 130 Spirit remaining, the einherjar spent all but 30 of it halving the cost of his own Shapeshifter spell, once again reducing the cost to 15 Qi.

“All right. We only have three hours left before bed time, so I’d like those of you who don’t have work to do, to come back to the temple grounds with me. I think we can do a lot to help Tu’apa Hyy along tonight, and get her started on the path of cultivation.” the Champion announced.

To his surprise, not even Acrasia complained about the plan. She probably expected this. he told himself. And there’s no doubt that she wants to help the ‘wolf girl’ more, now that she a cute and fluffy tail. Leading the usual party back to their favourite cultivating spot, he got them all set up and ready to mediate, before giving a few instructions to Tu’apa Hyy.

“I know that your Dantian hasn’t had a chance to fill yet, so don’t bother trying to push yourself. For now, I’d just like you to practice circulating your Qi through your meridians and getting a better feel for it.” the ex-soldier said with an encouraging smile.

“Yes, Master.” the wolf-girl nodded with a serious expression.

You know… she’d almost convince me that she wasn’t excited about this… if her tail wasn’t wagging a mile a minute behind her. he thought as he fought down a chuckle.
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Everyone was tired by the time they made it back to the mansion that night, but there was a general sense of accomplishment that warmed all of their hearts. Though she hadn’t contributed to their gains, Tu’apa Hyy did become intimately familiar with her own Dantian and meridians, and made incredible progress in her understanding of cultivation.

“It is one thing to have knowledge, and another to truly understand.” the werewolf said wisely as she took her seat. Turning to her husband, she smiled shyly. “I thank you for both the lessons and the chance to practice, Master.”

“You are very welcome, Tu’apa. We all, as a family, are working hard to ensure that each of us grows as strong as we can be, so that the house as a whole will have the power it needs to not only survive, but to thrive.” Hel’s Champion told her.

“Yea. Master doth speak true, Tu’apa.” Hrein added. “And I truly believe that House Fir will achieve heights only spoken of in myth and legend.”

“We’ll make our own legend!” Acrasia declared, pumping a tiny fist in the air. A round of chuckles and nods showed the family’s agreement with her.

“The children are in bed, Master.” Elora reported, taking her seat at the table.

“Good. Thanks for taking care of them. I can already tell that you’re going to be a great mom.” James said with a wink.

The head maid blushed but didn’t argue his statement, accepting the compliment with a nod. “How much Spirit did you manage to gather tonight?” she asked.

“Counting the 30 we had left over from this evening, we have 2190 Spirit to work with. Which really is quite impressive if you think about it.” the einherjar remarked.

“It is.” Autumn agreed. “And we’ll gather even more as our family continues to grow in size and power.”

“Very true.” Hel’s Champion concurred. “Now, since we have a nice bit of energy to work with, I think we should make a big change first. Tu’apa Hyy, if I may?”

“Of course, Master.” the lycanthrope consented with a bow of her head.

Infusing her Wolf’s Appetite technique with 1600 Spirit, the einherjar changed the amount of meat required from pounds to ounces. He then spent another 100 to double the Qi gained from 1 point to 2. “There. Now you will regain Qi thirty two times faster through eating.”

“That is incredible, Master!” the wolf-girl exclaimed, tail wagging rapidly behind her.

“I agree.” James said with a nod. “In fact, it’s so useful that I am grabbing copies for Nyakuro and I before we go any further.”

“Meowster, can Nyakuro have Shifter Regeneration?” the cat-girl requested. “Benri.”

“Yeah. It would be really useful,” the Champion agreed “but I want to improve it a lot first. To start with, let’s double the effect to two inches.”

“I will heal twice as fast now?” Tu’apa Hyy asked with raised eyebrows.

“Yes. Sadly, I don’t have enough Spirit left to enhance it any further tonight, but we’ll make it the best it can be soon enough.” the einherjar answered. “For now though, I think I’ll steal a copy of your Wolf’s Endurance.”

The bestial man reeled as his magic altered his entire circulatory, respiratory, and muscular systems, so that the cells in his body transferred oxygen much more efficiently. Panting, the ex-soldier shook his head. “I think that’s enough changes for one day.” With only 70 Spirit remaining, the einherjar called it a night.
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Tu’apa Hyy was a bit apprehensive about her first night in her husband’s home. Where will I sleep? Will he take another of his wives to bed with him, or will he choose me tonight? she wondered as she looked around. It seemed like all of the women were heading in the same direction as they climbed the stairs, but once they reached the landing at the top, two of the elves stopped to kiss their owner.

“Goodnight, Master.” Elora said with a smirk, glancing at the werewolf out of the corner of her eye.

“Good… night… Master.” Elina whispered, first kissing her lover on the lips, and then leaving a trail of kisses along his jaw.

“Come on, sis.” Elora rolled her eyes and tugged her twin away from the bestial man. The quieter woman frowned slightly, but reluctantly went with her sister to their shared bedroom.

“Goodnight, ladies. I’ll see you in the morning.” James chuckled as he saw the two young women off.

As the remaining group moved further along the balcony that overlooked the foyer, the werewolf noticed that no one else split off to go their separate ways. When they reached the sole door on that section of the balcony, the Champion went through and held it open for the ladies to enter.

“What is this?” Tu’apa asked, half in wonder and half in confusion.

“It’s the Master Bedroom.” Autumn replied, dropping her skirt to the floor.

“Master Bedroom?” the lycanthrope repeated the phrase as she watched all of the women begin to undress.

“Yea. It is our Master’s bedroom, and the place where we serve as his harem.” Hrein confirmed, sending her armour to the Inventory.

“Then… we all sleep here?” Her eyes went wide as Tu’apa Hyy realized that ‘sleep’ was not the only thing that they would be doing together.

Acrasia laughed and flitted over to land on the werewolf’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, it’s fun! Trust me.”

“Uh…” the young lycanthrope didn’t really have a response to that, and nearly yelped when Autumn suddenly took her hand.

“It’s okay. I was scared at first, too. Well, to be honest, I had a lot going on at the time, but I promise you that it will be all right. Here, come and lie on the bed before Master.” the succubus said, gently leading her to the bed.

As she walked, she felt hands lightly touch her skin and stroke her hair, as each of the women sought to comfort and welcome her in their own way. She was a little startled when, all of a sudden, someone tugged on the laces that held her chest wrap on, as well as the ones for her skirt.

“It’s fine.” Autumn whispered softly in her ear as she carefully set the chest wrap to the side. “Just relax and let us show you how to serve a man.”

Tu’apa Hyy nodded obediently, but then looked down when she felt her buckskin skirt get whisked away. It was then that she finally noticed that she had been denuded. “M-my hair!” she gasped, suddenly trying to cover herself with her hands. Already self conscious about her lack of facial tattoos, which would have marked her as a woman within her tribe, she had now lost one of the natural, biological changes that proved she was an adult. “I look like a little girl!” she shrieked.

“Nonsense.” Lāmina said. “Do any of us look like children to you?”

The werewolf’s gaze shifted to the elf and her frown only deepened. As slender and short as she was, Lāmina definitely looked young to the Native woman’s eyes. Though, not child-like. she silently admitted.

Lāmina scowled, clearly able to discern the lycanthrope’s thoughts from the expression on her face. “I am not a child.” she grumbled, climbing onto the bed and kissing their master, as if trying to prove her point.

Acrasia flittered off the werewolf’s shoulder and shifted to her more human size. Reaching out, the fairy cupped the taller woman’s breasts in her hands and gently hefted them. “These are definitely not a kid’s.” she declared. “In fact, they may even be bigger than Nyakuro’s.”

Tu’apa Hyy blushed furiously and heard the cat-girl mutter from across the room. “Not bigger. Same.” Her attention was quickly drawn from what the nekomata was saying however, when she felt something warm and wet touch her breast. Looking down, she saw Acrasia sucking on one of her nipples.

“Mmm. They’re nice.” the fairy hummed softly. “I wonder what your pussy tastes like?”

“W-what!?” the werewolf stammered. Trying to take a step back, she found her way blocked by the bigger and stronger valkyrie.

“Thou hast no need to run.” Hrein told her calmly. “Thou art already committed to this family, art thou not?”

Tu’apa Hyy nodded in the affirmative. “Y-yes, First Wife.” While she was distracted by the taller woman’s question, her hands were gently brushed away and a slender finger invaded her most private of places. Utterly shocked by the unexpectedly intimate touch, she was fish hooked by the pussy and led to the bed by Autumn. What… what is going on!? the lycanthrope’s mind raced. Though she had fully expected to share her husband with other women, once she learned that he had numerous wives, she never would have guessed that they’d take such liberties with her own body.

Many hands gently pushed the stunned werewolf onto the bed, so that she was lying on her stomach between her owner’s legs. Looking up at his face, she saw that he wore an amused expression as he leaned back against the headboard, watching his harem in silence.

Unsure what she was supposed to do, Tu’apa Hyy laid there on her belly while propped up on her elbows. Her owner’s cock stood erect only a few scant inches from her face, so she suspected that she was supposed to touch it. Leaning forward, the young woman kissed the side of his shaft, then looked up to see if he was pleased.

“Good instincts.” the einherjar complimented her. “But it is clear that you need more training.”

With Autumn slipping in on one side of her, and Acrasia on the other, the werewolf started receiving whispered instructions from the two sex fiends. Thus she was taught to please a man with her mouth. When spoken words weren’t enough, one or both would provide a demonstration that she could see up close, and soon she was sucking her master’s cock with a shy enthusiasm that betrayed her desire to serve.

James ran his fingers through the wolf-girl’s hair and occasionally scratched behind her ears as she suckled him submissively. “Good girl.” he muttered softly, which caused her fluffy tail to wag happily.

When she finally saw her owner tense up, Autumn whispered a warning in Tu’apa’s ear. “Master’s going to cum now, and fill your mouth with his seed. Don’t spill a drop, and make sure you swallow it all.”

Tu’apa Hyy was a bit apprehensive when she first heard the fallen angel’s words, but soon calmed down when she felt his warm, sticky semen coat her tongue. To her surprise, the werewolf had discovered her new favourite treat, and happily swallowed it all down. In fact, she was a little disappointed that there wasn’t more of it, even going so far as to continue lapping at the tip of his cock in the hopes of getting another taste. I do not know which is better… getting mounted by him, or being given treats and pets… she quietly contemplated as she continued to gently suckle him. In the end, she decided that being mounted probably held the edge in the competition, if only because it could lead to pups.

When her master finally withdrew his cock from her mouth and shifted his position to play with another of his women, Tu’apa Hyy settled in and relaxed, her tail wagging lazily in the air. Feeling more content and a little less shy, she let her chin drop to rest on her hands, only to immediately jump off the bed with a yelp, when her thumb began burning with pain.

“Tu’apa!?” James called out with concern, all thoughts of sex immediately forgotten. Turning to look at the Native woman, he saw her cradling her hand to her chest and tears streaming down her cheeks. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

The female werewolf nodded and sniffed, then hesitantly showed him her hand. The skin on her thumb was badly burned, as if someone had smacked her with a red hot poker.

“What happened?” he asked, taking her hand in his and quickly casting Panacea. “And why didn’t you regenerate?” Just as his words left his mouth, the einherjar’s eyes fell on the shining D-Ring of her collar. “Silver.” he muttered. “I had forgotten that my collars have silver D-Rings. I’m sorry, Tu’apa. First thing tomorrow, I’ll go to Elphen and get something to replace it with. Surely I’ll be able to change the components of the collar if I have the materials on hand.”

“It… it is fine, Master. There is no need to go to such trouble for me. I will just be careful.” the wolf-girl said softly, her ears lowered and tail drooping to the floor.

“No, it’s not fine, Tu’apa.” the einherjar replied, pulling her into his arms and stroking her hair. “I’m not just going to change your D-Ring either. I’ll change everyone’s, except for Hrein’s, since hers is orichalcum. I don’t want you accidentally getting hurt when you are playing with the other girls.”

The werewolf blushed at his statement, but just buried her face in his chest and snuggled against him, rather than say anything. Inhaling deeply, the wolf-girl savoured his scent, which she was quickly beginning to associate with pleasure.

Seeing her tail swishing behind her, James could tell that Tu’apa was getting excited. “Well now, I think someone needs a little more attention.” he growled softly.

“I think we could all use more attention, Master.” Acrasia corrected her husband while crooking a finger and giving him a come hither smile.

“Oh what ever shall I do? I’m such a busy, busy man.” The Champion grinned and swept the wolf-girl up into his arms, causing her to yelp in surprise. “I guess I’d better get to work.”


CHAPTER 29


“I think today is going to be a busy day.” James grumbled to himself as he cast Castle Construction one last time, thus completing the wall expansion for Elphyne. I should probably head back now. I know that I told Tu’apa that we’d go to Elphen first thing this morning, but there really isn’t time before breakfast.

Glad to finally have at least one project finished, the Champion made his way back home. Entering the dining room, James saw that he was the last to arrive, so he quickly washed his hands before taking his seat. “Am I late, or is everyone else early?” he joked as he accepted a glass of milk from Elora.

“Fret not, my Champion, for we have arrived before the appointed time.” Hel informed him.

“Is something going on that has everyone excited? Not that Elora’s cooking isn’t reason enough, that is.” His statement and wink caught the elven maid off guard, but only earned him a mock scowl for his efforts.

“If you are not too busy with your other projects, I thought this morning would be a good time to set up the veil over Éljúðnir.” Titania proposed, smiling at Elina as she accepted a cup of tea from the maid.

“Oh. Uh, sorry Titania. I actually had plans to head to Elphen right after breakfast.” James apologized.

“Is that so?” the Fairy Queen asked, quirking a brow in curiosity. “Might I ask what business you have there today? And will it take long?”

The einherjar chuckled. “You can ask me anything you like, any time you like, Your Majesty.” As the meal was served, James briefly explained the incident from the night before, and his need to acquire new D-Rings for the ladies’ collars.

“Hmm. Yes. You are quite right. It is quite rude to have dangerous materials constantly threatening the wellbeing of your family.” The fae monarch gave her baron a pointed look, which the einherjar didn’t quite understand.

“I feel like I’m missing something here. Care to enlighten me?” he prompted his royal guest.

Titania sighed and shook her head. “Since it is no trouble to you, I suppose it is easy to slip your notice.”

“What has?” the einherjar pressed, now genuinely concerned that he had overlooked something important.

“You have a fairy wife, yes?” Titania pointed out, looking directly at Acrasia.

“Yes…” James confirmed the obvious.

“And you do not think all of the iron doors and shutters on this house are a problem?” the Fairy Queen asked.

“Oh shit!” the ex-soldier exclaimed.

“Precisely.” Titania sniffed, taking a sip from her tea.

“I am so sorry! To both of you! I should have thought of that, not just for Acrasia’s sake, but for yours as well, Titania.” the einherjar groaned and sat back in his seat, looking up at the ceiling. “How could I have been so stupid?” he muttered to himself.

“It’s okay, Master! I just have to be careful…” Acrasia protested, trying to ease his guilt at least a little.

“Yes, well, I must say that if it were anyone else’s house, I would never visit a building with such construction.” the fae monarch admitted.

“If thou shouldst desire it, my Champion, I can have new fixtures fashioned from bronze.” Hel offered.

“Please do. I’ll happily compensate all of the craftsmen for their work and materials.” the einherjar accepted.

“That shall not be necessary.” the Goddess of Death declined with a shake of her head. “Thou knowest the city of Éljúðnir doth not function in such a manner.”

“I suppose.” James agreed with a frown. “Though if we start seeing more trade with other realms, you might need to set up some sort of basic economy.”

“I shall consider it when that time doth come.” Hel confirmed with a nod. “I must warn thee that it may take some time before the task is complete, however.”

“That’s fine. I truly appreciate your help with this. In the mean time, is there anything that I can do to make you more comfortable, Titania?” the einherjar asked.

The Fairy Queen shook her head and gave him a smile after swallowing a bite of toast, totally unaware of the cute little dollop of jam remaining on her upper lip. “No, that is fine, James. Just the fact that you are aware and plan to make changes when you can is more than enough to satisfy me.”

James took another sip of his milk, in an attempt to hide his smile. Damn bit of jam… making me want to kiss her. Clearing his throat to equally clear his thoughts, the einherjar sought to change the subject. “My visit to Elphen shouldn’t take long, if you don’t mind waiting.”

Titania smiled again and nodded. “I do not mind at all, James. In fact, it will take me a little time to prepare the crystal before we set it up. So if you leave it with me, I can work on it while you do your shopping.”

“Sounds like a plan.” the Champion agreed.

“First a sun, and now weather…” Hel sighed, amazed that after so many centuries, her gloomy home was finally changing.

“Also, I thought that I should mention a point regarding the expected power of the veil.” Titania added.

“What might that be?” James inquired, leaning in a little and showing his interest.

“The veil should cover all of Éljúðnir, but you want to cover the area around the city, you will need more power.” the fae monarch explained. “Specifically, if you could find a way to charge the crystal with bolts from a Heavenly Tribulation, that should extend the radius significantly.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem.” the Champion replied. “We have several people approaching readiness for their Tribulations, and I think Acrasia is already set. Are you not, my pet?”

“I am, Master.” the leannán sídhe confirmed.

James nodded along with her answer. “Good stuff.” Turning his attention back to Titania, he asked the obvious question. “Just how much of an improvement are we talking about here?”

Titania tapped her lips in thought, and frowned when she noticed that her finger came away with a spot of jam. Blushing with mild embarrassment, the fairy moved to wipe it on her napkin but found her finger intercepted by Elina’s mouth.

“Clean.” the taciturn maid whispered after popping the finger out of her mouth.

The Fairy Queen looked like she was going to faint, she was so utterly scandalized. Eyes wide with shock, she stared open mouthed at the crazy elf.

James saw Elina’s eyes flick to the pretty fairy’s lips, and called out to the maid just as she started to lean forward. “Elina!” When she stopped dead in her tracks and turned to look at her owner, the einherjar scolded her. “No kissing or licking our guests… unless I tell you to. Got it?”

“Yes… Master.” Elina whispered, then returned to her duties serving breakfast.

“L-licking…?” Titania mouthed. She was going to kiss me!? Suddenly feeling very awkward around the maid, the fae woman tried to think of something else, only to remember another thing that James had said. Unless he tells her to!?

Hoping to put Titania at ease again, James smiled and brought the conversation back around to the crystal. “You were saying about the veil?”

“Uh… ah… yes! The veil!” the Fairy Queen stammered. Eventually collecting herself, the fae woman continued her explanation. “It should expand the radius of effect by roughly one mile for every bolt it absorbs.”

“I get how it would be powered by the Qi in the bolts, but what about the lightning aspect? Would the powerful electric jolt not damage the crystal or its enchantment?” Autumn inquired, jumping into the conversation.

“It should not…” Titania said a bit hesitantly. “The crystal will be designed to regulate all manner of weather, so no natural force should harm it. That said, it would be best if we could set it up such that the lightning had a route to continue on into the earth.”

“So we should ground it.” James stated, nodding in understanding. “Which means I should look for something to act as a ground wire or lightning rod.”

“Inazuma no Yari.” Nyakuro volunteered.

“The iron spear that your uncle gave you? Isn’t that a clan treasure?” the Champion asked.

His favourite cat-girl shrugged. “Daijoubu.” she assured him, giving her husband a thumbs up. “My treasure.”

“Well, if you say so, then I certainly won’t turn your offer down. Thank you for your help, kitten.” he told her with a warm smile.

Nyakuro purred happily at his appreciation, and returned to munching on a piece of bacon.

“Well, if that problem is solved, I shall start weaving the enchantment as soon as breakfast is over.” Titania declared with a contented smile; the incident with the crazy elf already forgotten.
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James entered Wayland’s shop with Tu’apa Hyy in tow. He had already visited the Temple of Hermes, and exchanged all of the treasure that he’d looted from the ifrit’s encampment for useable coin. And what a pretty penny it was. the Champion thought to himself. The rubies from the guards’ turbans had turned out to be worth 2000 drachma each, while their golden bracers were each worth 4 talents. The assorted jewellery that he had taken off the ifrit corpses were also worth 4 talents a piece, and he’d kept 18 of them, not counting the one that he’d used to copy the magic carpet’s enchantment. He also sold the single ounce of powdered silver that he’d pulled from the werewolf Alpha, and cashed in the 1000 silver coins that he had picked up along with the human slave girls. Plus there were 100 gold coins in that stash. the einherjar reminded himself. All told, he’d netted 5004 drachma and 188 talents for his efforts.

Good thing I’m suddenly a rich man, because I think this plan of mine is going to cost a fortune. he admitted to himself. No need to tell the girls that, though.

Wayland appeared from the back room less than a minute after the einherjar had rung the bell by opening the shop door. “James! It’s good to see you. I don’t suppose you are here for that chat?”

“Sorry, not today, Wayland.” the Champion replied, crossing the room and shaking the other man’s hand. “I haven’t managed to catch up on half of the projects that are on my plate.”

“Tell me about it.” the smith grunted. “A man’s work never seems to be done. But enough of pleasantries. What brings you here today?”

“I need more platinum.” the einherjar stated, waving for Tu’apa to come over. “Wayland, please meet my newest wife, Tu’apa Hyy.”

“A pleasure.” the big man nodded and received a courteous bow in return. “I sense a fair bit of magic in her, just as with the rest of your wives.”

James nodded in confirmation. “I have a way of empowering my family, but we can talk about that another time. For now, just know that I need the D-Ring in her collar replaced with something else. If you can make me seven just like it, but out of platinum, I should be able to attach them myself.”

“Hmm. I could change it myself if you want, at no extra cost.” the half-Jötunn smith offered.

The einherjar shook his head. “The collars are magical and can’t be removed.”

“Ah. I see. Well, it’s no difficult task to make the D-Rings. I can have them ready by lunch. The problem is the cost. I know you are well aware of how expensive platinum is, and each ring would likely use half an ounce of the precious metal.” Wayland informed him.

“So, if the price hasn’t gone up, then that would be about 1400 drachma, correct?” Or almost four years of a working man’s pay… the einherjar silently added.

“Right.” Wayland confirmed.

“Well, my wives’ comfort is worth that to me and more.” James said with a chuckle. Summoning the coins from his Inventory, the Champion placed them on the counter in one hundred and forty stacks of ten.

The burly smith scowled at the bestial man. “I should charge you extra just for that.” he grumbled.

James chuckled. “I thought you might have a use for the silver, but I can pay in gold if you prefer.”

“Bah.” the half-Álfar waved dismissively. “Don’t bother. You’re right that I can use the silver. Even though we’re at peace now, the citizens are still worried about werewolf attacks, so demand for silver weapons is through the roof.”

Tu’apa Hyy blanched at the smith’s comment, but she couldn’t blame the people of Elphen. It is good that my pack is moving so far away. she thought to herself.

“I’d also like to make another purchase, if you don’t mind.” James said, pulling the lycanthrope from her thoughts.

“Oh? Another piece of jewellery?” Wayland guessed.

“Yeah. With the same shifter enchantment that you put on Nyakuro’s, if you don’t mind.” the Champion confirmed.

“Same price then. Two talents. Unless you want to unload more silver, then it’s a hundred drachma.” the smith stated.

“Sure.” James nodded, placing another ten stacks of coins on the counter. “For her piece, I’d like a disc with one side etched to look like a full moon, and the words ‘Good Girl’ engraved on the back. The plan is to hang it from her collar like a dog tag.”

Tu’apa Hyy blushed deeply upon hearing his plans, but her rapidly wagging tail gave away her true feelings on the subject.

“Full moon, eh?” Wayland muttered, stroking his beard and glancing at the young woman out of the corner of his eye. Shrugging he turned towards his workshop. It was clear that the wily old smith had figured out Tu’apa Hyy’s true nature, but didn’t seem to care overly much. “All right. I’ll have everything done for you by lunch.”

James started to walk away, but then had a thought. “Hey, Wayland. Before I go, have you ever heard of a metal called titanium?”

“Titan metal? I’m surprised you’ve heard of it.” the smith remarked, turning back around to face the einherjar.

Hel’s Champion nodded. “It was used for various things back on Earth when I left, so most people there have heard of it now. Do you happen to have any in stock?”

The half-Jötunn / half-Álfar smith quirked a brow. “Not going to ask if I can work it? You seem to know how difficult such a thing would be.”

“Please.” James scoffed. “I know who you are Wayland. I wouldn’t insult you with such a question.”

Wayland snorted and then laughed, shaking his head. “Fair enough. Yes, I have some, but it’s rarely mined on Terra, mainly because almost no one other than the dwarves can make use of it.”

James thought for a moment, then smiled to himself. “I bet the gnomes could process it.”

The smith’s eyes narrowed, but then he nodded. “I bet they could. But why do you ask?’

“Well, to be frank, I am tired of seeing Elphyne’s soldiers running around in bronze armour. Iron and its alloys are illegal in Elphyne due to the high number of fae that live there, so I’ve been trying to come up with a better alternative.” the einherjar explained.

“Well, the best metal you could hope for would be adamantine, and the second would be orichalcum, but both of those are extremely rare and expensive. Far too much so, to outfit an entire army with armour. So, maybe titan metal would be a better option for you. If you could find a steady supply that is, and you could teach your gnomes to work it.” Wayland suggested.

“Things to keep in mind. I’ll let you get back to work, then.” said the ex-soldier.

“Right. See you at lunch time.” the smith turned, waving him off.

“Thanks, Wayland. See you then.” the einherjar agreed, then led his wife out of the shop.
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James and Tu’apa Hyy arrived back at the mansion less than an hour after they had left, so the Fairy Queen hadn’t been kept waiting for long. “Sorry for the wait, Titania. How’s the enchanting going?” the einherjar called out as he entered the dining room.

“I am just about… there! Perfect timing, Lord Fir.” the fae monarch said with a wide grin. “Now we just need to set it up and activate it. Of course, you will need to select a suitable place for it first. I recommend the centre of town, though it does need to be protected from potential thieves and vandals.”

“Can we enclose it in a tomb or a tower or something?” the Champion asked.

“You can certainly put a wall around it, but the crystal must be exposed to the sky for the magic to function. That is why I placed Elphyne’s in a garden, deep within my palace.” the auburn haired fairy explained.

“Hmm. For now we’ll set it up with walls around it, and post a few undead guards inside as well. I think I should have a few extra goat demons kicking around.” James suggested.

“Thou dost indeed have a significant number of undead demons in thy employ, my Champion. All told, thou hast thirty eight such warriors guarding thy mansion.” Hel confirmed.

“Thirty eight!? I knew that we picked some up at the ifrit’s encampment, but I had no idea that there were so many.” the ex-soldier exclaimed.

“Yeah… there were quite a few at the camp.” Autumn admitted with a shrug. “I think the Black King had a full platoon working for him, including the ones we fought before finding the encampment.”

“You and Lāmina did good work taking them all out by yourselves, then.” the einherjar commented.

“They weren’t exactly great strategists, Master.” the elven priestess demurred. “And you have empowered all of us to an exceptional degree.”

James thought about what she said for a second, tilting his head in confusion. “But… I didn’t really empower you for combat…”

Lāmina sighed softly and shook her head. “That is only by your own, exceedingly warped standards, Master. You may not see me as a ‘combatant’, but you have given me the ability to fly, go invisible, cause my foes to burst into flames hot enough to melt iron, and then raise them back up to fight for me. Never mind that I am physically stronger and faster than any regular knight. I assure you, Master, under any normal circumstances, I would be considered an absolutely deadly foe.”

The einherjar frowned at her statement. “I just want my family to be able to protect themselves.” he grumbled.

“And we can, thanks to your great generosity.” the elf replied with a warm smile. “But you really should try to keep a more realistic outlook on various things, Master.”

“All right. I get it.” the ex-soldier conceded. “Anyway, you two still did a great job, so thanks for taking care of that.”

“It was our pleasure, Master.” Autumn said with a smirk.

“It was fun, wasn’t it?” Lāmina stage whispered to the succubus who nodded in reply, causing both girls to break out in a fit of giggles.

James shook his head, but just smiled at the two young women. I’m glad that they can laugh about their time in Hell. I worried that it might scar them mentally. he silently thought to himself.

“Well then, shall we head into the city?” Titania suggested when the giggling finally died down.

“Yeah. I’ll bring a section of straggele to guard the crystal, if you think that will be good enough for now. I don’t need more than a platoon patrolling my perimeter.” the ex-soldier offered.

“That should suffice, at least until we envision greater measures with which to protect it.” Hel agreed.

Since it was such a momentous occasion, even the maids tagged along for the trip to the centre of Éljúðnir. With his whole family present, as well as those closest to him outside his household, James prepared to set up the veil crystal. “Nyakuro, if you could please bring your spear.” the einherjar requested.

Since it was stored at the mansion, the Champion could have easily summoned it to his hand, rather than asking the nekomata for it. But it’s her clan’s treasure. he told himself. If it is to be sacrificed for this project, she deserves the honour and recognition for doing so.

Stepping up next to her husband, Nyakuro summoned Inazuma no Yari to her hands. Spinning it over her head, the young nekomata let out a yell as she drove it point down into the the cobblestone street. Thanks to her great strength, the weapon sank a full two feet into the bedrock below the street, leaving barely more than half of the shaft exposed. Nodding in satisfaction, she then triggered the weapon’s enchantment and extended its length to the full twelve feet it was capable of reaching. This left nine feet above ground, with three sunk below the surface.

Once his cat-girl wife stepped back, away from the magical spear, James called upon his magic to encase the iron weapon in a pillar of stone, leaving only the butt exposed at the top. He then continued to shape the stone with his Castle Construction spell, molding the top of the column into a bowl-like shape, with long fingers of rock extending skyward from the rim.

With the pedestal complete, Titania flew up the side and hovered there. Carefully placing Gaia’s Tear in the recess, she used her magic to mold the stone bowl and fingers to securely grip the orichalcum laced diamond. “I will now activate the enchantment.” the Fairy Queen declared. Closing her eyes, the beautiful fae placed her hand atop the softly glowing gemstone and pushed her magic into it. A heartbeat later, the light within the crystal pulsed, and the newly born artifact came to life.

“Your Majesty…” a familiar voice breathed.

Titania opened her eyes and looked a short distance across the plaza. A small crowd was gathering, but two among them truly stood out. “Clíodhna. We see that you brought Lilith with you.”

“Y-yes, Your Majesty.” the banshee ambassador said with a courtly curtsy. “Lady Lilith had some proposals that she wished to discuss with us, regarding possible trade with the fae.”

“And so you were on your way to the Fir household we take it?” the fae monarch surmised.

“Yes, Your Majesty. I had heard from Cobweb that you were visiting Lord Fir at his residence this morning.” Clíodhna confirmed.

“It can wait…” Lilith said softly as she gazed at the sky with awe. The endless rain of Niflheimr began to slow and finally came to a stop, as the clouds above cleared for the first time in history. Sitting high above the city, Éljúðnir’s Emerald Sun shone brightly, bringing warmth and light to the Realm of the Dead in a way that most would never have thought possible. “Amazing.” the Succubus Queen breathed. They really are changing the world… she thought as she let her gaze fall upon the einherjar and his goddess.

Deciding that the demoness would have found out about the veil crystal eventually anyway, Titania declared her plans aloud for James and his companions. “Since we want to encourage plant growth, we are going to set the weather to be stable. Beautiful sunny days, and an hour of light rainfall each night, starting at midnight.”

“That sounds perfect, Your Majesty.” James said with a warm smile. Turning to his troops, he ordered them into position, and left them with simple orders to attack anyone who got too close. To demarcate the boundary, he created a circular wall around the undead warriors. Being but a single foot tall, the low wall was high enough to warn people off, but not provide them with cover if they were trying to hide from or fight the undead demons. To further discourage stupidity, such as someone trying to sit on the wall, he molded the top of the stone into a row of sharp spikes. He then moved out about five feet from the wall and created a second wall of the same height, but without the spikes. “Lady Hel, might I suggest that you declare the point beyond this outer wall to be off limits to anyone without your express permission?”

“Of course.” the Goddess of Death agreed, then made the public declaration.

“Why the second wall, Master?” Acrasia asked with a curious tilt to her head. “Why not just one?”

“Because people can be stupid.” the einherjar answered with a sigh. “I didn’t want anyone, especially children, getting too close to the spiked wall and accidentally hurting themselves on it.”

“Ah. Thou art wise to think of such a thing, Master.” Hrein said with a soft smile. “It is a good sign that thou shalt be a good father.”

James cleared his throat and looked up at the crystal, definitely not avoiding his wife’s gaze.


CHAPTER 30


“Well, if you have a plan to enhance the veil crystal with a Heavenly Tribulation, we can essentially open the enchantment and prepare it to receive the bolts. It would be nice to finish up before lunch, however, as we will have to re-seal the enchantment after the storm has passed.” the Fairy Queen informed them.

“No time like the present, then.” the einherjar remarked. “Are you ready Acrasia?”

“Sure, Master.” the fairy said with a bright smile.

“How…” Lilith began to ask a question, but then stopped herself and cleared her throat. “My apologies but, if you don’t mind sharing part of this secret, how do you plan to trigger a Heavenly Tribulation in the Realm of the Dead? That should only occur in a mortal realm, should it not?”

James turned to the Succubus Queen and gave her a devilish grin. “Oh, I don’t mind. The simple answer is, we won’t.” With a wave of his hand, Hel’s Champion opened a portal to Terra, then walked over to Acrasia and whispered in her ear. The fairy nodded along as she listened, then looked up at her husband with a mischievous grin.

“I like it, Master!” she giggled, then took off through the portal.

“If the rest of you would like to remain here, I’ll accompany Acrasia for her Tribulation. Enjoy the light show.” he said cryptically, before jumping into the portal and closing it behind himself.

“Hmph.” Lilith frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. Be that way.”
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James appeared in the clearing to the east of Elphyne, just outside the city’s veil.

“Hehe. This is where we first met, Master.” Acrasia giggled. Slowly walking up to her husband, the leannán sídhe did her best to emulate her saunter from that day, striking various poses and trying to offer the bestial man a view of her modest cleavage. When at last she was close enough to do so, the fairy laid her hand upon his chest, then fluttered her wings to bring her face close enough for a kiss.

This time James didn’t hesitate at all. He leaned in and kissed the beautiful fae, and unlike the first time, the kiss was definitely not chaste. After a long moment, their lips parted and Acrasia looked up, deep into her master’s eyes.

“Will you be my lover?” she asked softly.

Trusting the woman implicitly, the einherjar answered without the slightest hesitation. “Until the end of time, Acrasia.”

The beautiful fae smiled with tears in her eyes and wrapped her arms around her husband’s neck, before kissing him again. Long minutes passed while the two indulged in their loving embrace, until Hrein finally appeared through a portal of her own.

“I had expected something of the sort.” she snorted, shaking her head.

“Oops. Looks like we got caught.” James told his fairy wife with a wink.

Acrasia giggled, then fluttered over to the valkyrie. “Sorry, Hrein. It’s were we first met, and we just got caught up in the moment. Forgive me?”

Hrein smiled softly and nodded. “I can understand the desire for a romantic moment with our husband.” the shield maiden admitted.

“I’m glad you get it, but you know, now that I think about it, maybe we should make more memories in this clearing.” the fairy said with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. Before the valkyrie could question her words, Acrasia flew closer to the Chooser and slipped her arms around the taller woman’s neck.

“What -.” Hrein began, but was quickly silenced by Acrasia’s lips pressing against her own in a tender and affectionate kiss. Though it didn’t last nearly as long as her kiss with James, it definitely wasn’t a quick peck either.

When the two beautiful women finally stopped kissing each other, the fairy giggled again and flew to the middle of the clearing. “I’m ready, Master. Hrein kissed me for good luck.”

“I did not -.” the valkyrie began to protest, wanting to point out that it was Acrasia, not her, who had initiated the kiss, but didn’t bother finishing her sentence. She suddenly understood that both of the others present were fully aware of what had happened, and that the statement had been made for the sole reason of teasing her. Oh. I shall definitely get thee back for this, little fae. the valkyrie thought.

As the Chooser watched, Acrasia struck a pose with one hand on her hip and the other pointing skyward. “Oh Heavens above, I declare my rebellion! I am a cultivator, and I have no fear of your Tribulation!” the fairy shouted at the sky. As soon as her challenge was uttered, the leannán sídhe appeared to summon Hrein’s shield and hold it above her, as if the orichalcum artifact could protect her from the Heavens’ wrath.

Dark clouds quickly gathered above the clearing, and less than a minute later the Heavens sent their first bolt to strike down the arrogant fae.

To Hrein’s surprise, the celestial bolt seemed to have no effect whatsoever. “What? How?” the valkyrie quietly whispered. Over and over again bolts of lightning and Qi slammed into the heavy scutum, but utterly failed to mar its surface or harm the fairy beneath it. When at last the Heavens’ rage was vented, the clouds parted once again and Acrasia appeared to dismiss the shield back to the Inventory.

James winked at his First Wife, which she took as a signal to remain quiet for now. Holding her peace, the valkyrie silently followed the smirking pair back to Éljúðnir through another portal. Once the tunnel between realms had collapsed behind them, the valkyrie found that she could hold her tongue no longer.

“How, Master?” she asked insistently.

James chuckled and waited for the group to gather ‘round. “Did those of you who remained behind enjoy the light show, as promised?”

“It was quite spectacular.” Lilith admitted with a smirk. “I wouldn’t have thought to use a portal that way.”

“A portal, Master?” Hrein inquired with a frown.

“That wasn’t your shield, Hrein. Hell, I probably couldn’t even lift it, if it were, and definitely not with one hand.” Acrasia laughed.

“It… was not?” the valkyrie asked, more befuddled than ever.

“It was an illusion.” James explained. “A visual-only glamour with no substance. I hid a portal beneath it, so the bolts would appear to strike the shield, but would pass through to here in reality.”

“Whereupon they did strike the crystal with perfect precision.” Hel added with an approving nod.

“And since you managed to capture all twelve bolts, that should add about twelve miles to the radius of the veil, outside the city that is. Now, if you will excuse us for a moment, we need to reseal the enchantment.” Titania stated before fluttering off.
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Once the Fairy Queen was finished with her spellcraft, she planned to part ways with James, and head to Clíodhna’s mansion, which was serving as the de facto embassy for the Seelie Court in Éljúðnir. Before they could depart however, the banshee ambassador called out to the einherjar.

“Lord Fir, if you are not busy, would you mind joining us?” the beautiful redhead asked.

Not busy? Me? When was the last time I wasn’t busy? the Champion grumped internally. Rather than show his irritation at yet another ‘side quest’ popping up, James forced himself to smile diplomatically. “I suppose I do have a few spare moments, Lady Clíodhna.”

Titania gave James an apologetic smile. “Well, if that is the case, would you mind if we held the discussions at your mansion, Lord Fir? We have yet to send sufficient furnishing or staff to Lady Clíodhna’s residence for it to be as suitable a venue.”

“Of course not, Your Majesty.” the baron replied with a courtly bow. “Mi casa es su casa.”

The Fairy Queen smiled brightly at this, and nodded in quiet thanks. Unable to voice her appreciation, she silently vowed to repay him for his constant help.

Once back at the House Fir residence, James escorted Hel, the queen, and the two ambassadors to his dining room. “I apologize for not having a more suitable location to hold the meeting. I really should invest some time in expanding the mansion at some point. I need a proper drawing room on the ground floor, at least.”

“I would appreciate it if thou wouldst consult with me before doing so, my Champion, as any expansion will require the magic circle to be redrawn.” Hel stated.

“Oh, right. Sorry. Hmm. Maybe I should just build an unattached structure then, outside the circle. I already appreciate your blessing and really don’t want to ask you to put in the extra work.” James apologized.

“Actually, if I may make a suggestion?” the Fairy Queen offered, feeling so comfortable in the baron’s home that she forgot to use the royal ‘we’.

“Of course, Titania.” Hel accepted with a nod to the fae monarch.

“If I read what little of the circle that I saw correctly, then there should be no need for it to be exposed to the sky, correct?” Titania asked.

“That is correct.” the Goddess of Death confirmed.

“Then I suggest having James sink the circle into the earth and build a chamber around it. Doing so would not only prevent you from having to perform the extra work, but would also protect the circle from damage or espionage.” the fae monarch stated, resisting the urge to glance at the Succubus Queen.

“That’s an excellent idea, Your Majesty. If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I’ll go take care of that now.” the einherjar replied, standing up from his seat.

“Of course, Lord Fir.” Titania answered with a warm smile. “We will just relax and enjoy the hospitality of your house while you are gone.”

I wish I had thought of this before Lilith came over. I would have preferred for her to know as few of our secrets as possible. the einherjar sighed to himself as he exited the building. Walking the short distance to the edge of the magic circle, James bent down and laid his palm against the cobblestone walkway. Looks like I’m going to lose part of the walkway, but I can raise regular stone to match the height. No… that will give away that something changed in this exact spot. It’s like marking the location of the circle for someone to find later. There’s no helping that Lilith already knows that the circle exists, and will likely remember where it is, but I don’t want to leave any clues for her agents down the road, nor anyone else that might come snooping around. I’ll just have to sink the whole cobblestone walkway and replace it with flat, regular stone. It won’t look as nice, but it will hide my secrets more effectively. Decision made, the einherjar triggered his Castle Construction spell, and sank the whole circle ten feet down into the earth, before entombing it under eight feet of stone and leaving a two foot gap above the runes.

“Huh. That only cost me 15 Qi. Not bad. Now, let’s get the walkway finished.” the Champion muttered to himself. Since he only needed to sink it a couple of feet below the surface, it only cost him 4 Qi to cover the entire walkway.

Standing up and dusting the dirt from his hands, the ex-soldier heard someone call out to him.

“All finished, Master?” Acrasia asked, fluttering down from an open window.

“Yeah. I know it doesn’t look as nice, but we’ll be safer this way.” the einherjar informed her.

The tiny fairy giggled in response, then kissed him on the tip of the nose. “I’m sure everyone will appreciate you looking out for us, Master. And you can add some nicer stone later if you want to, so it’s not a big deal.”

“Thanks, my pet.” Hel’s Champion smiled at his fairy wife. “So, do you need something before I head back inside for the meeting?”

“Nope! I just want to give you a kiss, that’s all.” the fae sang cheerfully, doing a little twirl in the air.

James laughed at her silly antics, but honestly loved that about her. She’s such a free spirit. he thought to himself. “Say, I didn’t get to congratulate you on your successful Tribulation. I think you deserve a reward.”

“Oh? Aren’t you too busy for a quickie, Master?” the fae woman asked with a mischievous grin.

The einherjar chuckled. “I should have figured that was where your mind would go, and yes, you’re right that I don’t have time right now. So for the moment, you’ll just have to make do with my blessing.” Reaching out, Hel’s Champion laid his finger atop the tiny fairy’s head and cast the powerful spell.

Acrasia gasped as the power flowed through her, enhancing her mind, body and soul to an incredible extent. “T-thank you, Master.” the leannán sídhe stuttered, bobbing in the air as if she were drunk.

After escorting the wobbly fairy back into the house, James returned to his dining room. The Goddess of Death was seated in her customary place, at the foot of the table, and the Fairy Queen was sitting to her right. Elphyne’s ambassador sat next to her liege, while the Queen of Succubi sat across from the fae monarch. So… where should I sit, then? the Champion wondered to himself. Balance wise, it would make sense to sit next to Lilith, but I’m clearly aligned with Titania and Hel. Meanwhile, my normal seat is way down at the other end…

The high ranking ladies all looked up when he entered the room, and being the intelligent women that they were, immediately discerned the problem. “Ah. My apologies, James. Hel and I just took our normal seats.”

“I don’t mind. He can sit next to me.” Lilith purred and winked at the einherjar.

Hel frowned at this and slowly stood up, before moving down the length of the table and taking Hrein’s customary position to the right of James’ usual seat. Titania immediately followed suit by sitting across from her, followed by Clíodhna taking the seat next to her.

Lilith sighed and rolled her eyes, mildly annoyed that all the fuss was being made over a mere man, but didn’t bother to fight it. Instead, she got up from her chair and sat down next to Hel. “Better?” she asked in a saccharine tone of voice.

James chuckled and shook his head rather than answer the woman. Taking his seat at the head of the table, he accepted a cup of hot milk and honey from Elora. After thanking her, he saw that the women had already been served, and had brought their drinks with them, so the einherjar decided to get down to business.

“So. Would anyone like to inform me as to the purpose of this meeting?” he asked.

“Hell would like to open diplomatic talks and trade with the Seelie Court.” Lilith declared.

“I see. Your Majesty?” James asked, prodding the Fairy Queen for a response.

“We currently have no desire to establish an embassy in Hell, nor have one for your people in Elphyne. As such, it seems prudent to use Lady Hel’s realm as a meeting ground.” Titania stated clearly but in a polite tone of voice. “Lady Clíodhna will be available any time you wish to speak with our ambassador, Lady Lilith.”

The Succubus Queen frowned slightly but nodded. “I expected as much.” she admitted. “Does this mean that you are also uninterested in trade?”

Titania opened her mouth to speak, planning to decline the fiendish woman’s offer, but then turned to address her baron. “What do you think, Lord Fir? Is there aught that Elphyne should seek from Hell?”

Hel’s Champion thought for a moment, stroking his beard as he did. “Actually… have you ever heard of titanium, Lady Lilith?”

“Titanium? I’m sorry, but I don’t believe that I have.” the demoness answered with a furrowed brow. “Would you mind explaining what it is?”

“Ah. I’ve heard that it may be called titan metal, at least on Terra.” the Champion added.

“Titan metal? Now that is an interesting request.” Lilith answered with quirked eyebrow. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I have heard of it. Our forces are able to mine it in Tartarus, and in significant quantities, if you have some use for it. That said, I am surprised that you would make such an inquiry, since only the cyclopes are able to work the material, at least to my knowledge.”

James gave the demoness a wolfish grin. “We happen to have a smith who can work it just fine.”

“If we may, might we prevail upon you to explain why we would desire such a metal, Lord Fir?” Titania inquired.

“Well, I’ve been looking to replace the bronze armour that our guard currently wears. Titanium, or titan metal as it is known on Terra, is about as strong as steel, but weighs about 45% less. It’s a bit too brittle for use in weapons, for the most part, but we could still make decent armour out of it.” the ex-soldier explained.

“And it would not harm us as fae?” Titania surmised.

“Correct, Your Majesty.” James confirmed.

“My. That does sound useful.” the Fairy Queen stated, giving her baron a warm smile.

“Well, I am glad to hear that we have something that you want.” Lilith said with a shark-like grin.

Titania nodded to Hell’s ambassador. “What would you want in exchange for the titan metal? You did indicate that it is easily acquired by your people.”

Lilith’s eye twitched, but her smile didn’t falter. Damn. Slipped up there. I should have made it sound rarer and more valuable. she silently cursed. “Well, we would accept payment in gold, of course, though we would be willing to grant a much better deal for something else. Say, fairy dust for example.”

This time it was Titania’s turn to grimace slightly. “Even within Elphyne, fairy dust is exceedingly difficult to obtain in any significant amount.”

“I would imagine it is, but I am willing to offer you twice the normal value in exchange. I believe it is sold among mages for 4 gold talents an ounce?” the demoness suggested.

The Fairy Queen glared at the Succubus Queen, not caring for the reminder of her people’s plight. “While that is true, the methods that mages use to acquire the fairy dust are deplorable.”

Lilith shrugged. “I won’t insult your intelligence by pretending to care about the morality of it, Your Majesty, but I do believe that doubling the price should more than cover the additional difficulty that you would have in acquiring the dust by more acceptable means.”

Deciding to let the matter slide for the moment, the wise fairy chose to focus on the other end of the potential bargain. “Assuming we use standard coinage for our trades, what price do you expect us to pay for the titan metal?”

The Queen of Succubi appeared to think for a moment, then answered with an innocent expression. “I believe 15 drachma a pound would be fair.”

James couldn’t help but laugh at the fiendish woman’s absurd offer. When the demoness turned to him with a scowl, he shook his head and made a counter offer. “Apologies, Lady Lilith, but I just couldn’t help myself. As I mentioned before, we already have a smith capable of working it, and he is well aware of the metal’s value. If you want, I could quickly head over to his smithy and get a quote from him.”

Grimacing as if she had bitten into a lemon, Lilith shook her head and declined his offer. “That won’t be necessary, Lord Fir, but I will point out that if your smith could source the metal in sufficient quantities, you wouldn’t be bothering to make a deal with me.”

“This is true.” the einherjar agreed with a nod of his head. “Currently, his source is some distance from Elphyne, and I have yet to make personal contact with that particular group. In this case, I felt it might be more beneficial to deal with you. We are looking to form new bonds, are we not? This deal might help provide a positive foundation for your earlier proposal.”

Titania quirked a brow as she listened to the baron speak. New bonds? That is… deeply concerning. I must remember to question him about their nature, the next time we are speaking in private. the fairy concluded.

Lilith scowled at Hel’s Champion. “That proposal was between us, and not the inhabitants of the mortal realm. It should have no bearing on this trade deal.” the demoness countered icily.

James shrugged, completely unfazed by the ancient woman’s ire. “The way I see it, Titania may well join us one day. I, for one, think she’s very well suited to take on the mantle of Nature.”

“Mantle? Nature? What on Terra are you talking about, James?” the Fairy Queen inquired.

The Queen of Succubi frowned as she thought over his words, but then sighed and nodded in agreement. “Fine. I’ll admit that it makes sense.”

“I too concur with thine assessment, my Champion.” Hel stated with a ghost of a smile.

“Hello? Will someone please explain what all of you are talking about?” Titania prodded, starting to show a little irritation.

Turning to face Titania fully, the einherjar shot her a warm smile. “It has been proposed that Hel, Fenrir, Lady Lilith, and I form a new pantheon. Hel would remain as Goddess of Death of course, while Fenrir would likely become the God of Beasts?” he paused, looking around and receiving nods of confirmation before continuing. “Lilith would ascend to become the Goddess of Lust, and I keep the role of Arbiter.”

“And you want me to be what? The Goddess of Nature?” the fae monarch asked with a slightly concerned expression. “Honestly, James, I am flattered, but I do think that is a bad idea. The fae have long known not to cross certain boundaries, lest the gods feel it is necessary to put them back in their place.”

“Which is why thou hast sat at the cusp of divinity for centuries, but hath not ascended.” Hel noted aloud. When Titania nodded, the Goddess of Death continued. “It is true that our fledgling pantheon shall face opposition, once our plans become known. For my part, I do not believe that it shall be any different from before, and I doubt that Lilith or Fenrir could possibly feel more persecuted by the gods, regardless of what actions they take.”

“But we understand that it’s not the same for you, Titania.” James added softly. “That you already have so many people that you are responsible for, and taking such steps might put them at risk in some way. So I understand if you decline our offer, but I truly want you to know that I feel that you deserve a place among the divine.”

Titania scoffed and closed her eyes before shaking her head. “Saving my life and my people was not enough for you, James? Empowering me and expanding my rule is insufficient? Nay, naught else but lifting me up to divinity will satisfy you? Just how do you think that makes a woman feel, James?”

The bestial man flashed the Fairy Queen a toothy grin. “Admired, one would hope.”

“Ha! Admired, he says.” Giving the einherjar a smouldering look, Titania held his gaze for a long moment. “You had better hurry up and conquer the damn realm, James. I am not certain that I can hold back much longer.”

Leaning forward, he laid his hand atop Titania’s. “Is that a yes, then? You’ll join our merry little band?”

The beautiful fae laughed softly and gave him an almost imperceptible nod. “Yes, James. I will walk this path that you have set me on, and see where it takes me.”

Hel’s eyes briefly flashed with jealousy as her gaze fell on the pair’s touching hands, but the Goddess of Death quickly tamped down the unwanted emotion. Do not be foolish. she told herself. Surely thou art accustomed to seeing him woo other women by now? Be patient. He is taking strides to stand beside you. It is only a matter of time… Clearing her throat in an almost childish attempt to spoil the mood between them, Hel added her own tidbit of information. “Thou might also like to know that I have spoken with my brother, Arbiter.”

“Oh?” James quirked a brow and turned his attention to his patron goddess.

Titania blushed slightly when his hand moved from atop her own. Oh, you poor foolish fae. What are you getting yourself into? she scolded herself halfheartedly.

“Yea. He hath agreed to join the pantheon, though he doth fail to see how he shall gain worshippers.” Hel informed them.

“That might not be as hard as one might imagine.” the ex-soldier said. “Once the temples are built, we could put a statue of Fenrir in yours as a reminder to your followers. Beyond that, I wouldn’t be surprised if the werewolves and other similar races started to send prayers his way. In fact… now that I think about it, why don’t we do it this way? From here on, let’s just build one large temple that houses everyone’s statues, and each member can have their own shrines located in appropriate places around towns.”

Raised eyebrows showed everyone’s surprise at his suggestion, but all three women were quick to grant their approval of his idea. “That makes a lot of sense.” Titania agreed. “I’ll have a shrine built in the forest outside Guayabo, and we can build one to Fenrir as well.”

“While mine will obviously go in the brothel.” Lilith added.

“Might I suggest mine being placed in the graveyard?” Hel proposed.

“Those ideas all make sense.” the einherjar agreed.

“But what about your own shrine?” Clíodhna asked, reminding everyone of her presence.

“Eh…” James rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment. “I can’t really say that I don’t need one, can I?”

“No.” Titania stated firmly at the same time that Hel said “Nay.”

“Didst thou not claim that thy goal is to force me to wear thy collar, my Champion?” Hel asked a bit heatedly. Her statement made both Lilith and Clíodhna’s eyes snap to her, but the goddess ignored them and pressed on. “Thou hast no chance of this unless thou dost achieve divinity.”

“Likewise, you cannot expect to put me on a pedestal and abandon me, James.” Titania added. “You would have to become an emperor to collar a queen, but if you make me a goddess, you will have to surpass me there as well.”

Clíodhna’s jaw dropped. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. As if all this talk of becoming gods was not crazy enough… this man plans to enslave my queen! And the Goddess of Death!? Just how much ambition can one man have!? Does his hubris know no bounds!?

Lilith shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “I hope you don’t plan on including me in your list of conquests, Champion. While I certainly wouldn’t say no to a roll in the hay, I damn well won’t be wearing any man’s collar.”

James chuckled at the fiendish woman’s comments. “No worries there, Lilith. I think we’ve already established that you and I wouldn’t work out. And no, before you ask, I don’t plan to dominate the pantheon. I’m not sure if we’ll even have a traditional head. With the… strong personalities… that we’ve included, I think we’d be better suited to forming a democracy of sorts.”

“Except that, if you collar two of our members, they will certainly always cast their votes with you.” the Succubus Queen pointed out.

“True… though in most cases I would encourage them to share their true opinions. I’m sure that isn’t much consolation for you, though.” the einherjar answered honestly.

“Not really, no.” Lilith confirmed with a frown.

“Well, I’m sure we’ll work something out. Besides, we don’t even know if we’ll wind up with more members. We haven’t even taken the first steps to building our pantheon, and we’ve already gained a new partner.” the Champion stated.

“Houses of Healing.” Hel said suddenly, derailing the conversation slightly.

“I beg your pardon?” Titania inquired with a slightly confused look on her face.

“I do believe those would be the best places to set up shrines for James.” the Goddess of Death proposed.

“That… makes sense. Okay. At least that part of the plan is ironed out.” Lilith said with a sharp nod. “Okay, with that out of the way, let’s get back to our trade deal.” Locking eyes with the einherjar, the Succubus Queen made her final pitch. “In the interests of fostering good relations with fellow pantheon members, I’ll offer you the best price that I can. 5 drachma and 4 obols per pound of titan metal.”

“That’s… an awfully specific price, Lilith.” the ex-soldier stated warily.

The Queen of Succubi shrugged. “It’s the price that the cyclopes negotiated. I can’t really sell it to you any cheaper than I do them. That could cause… problems.”

James grinned at the woman’s admission. “I had a feeling that this wasn’t a deal with ‘Hell’, but your own faction. It’s you who will be reaping the profits, isn’t it?”

“Of course.” Lilith admitted with a predatory grin.


CHAPTER 31


With the wheeling and dealing finally done and over with, James was free to see to the rest of the projects that he had planned for that day. Gathering up his wives and Autumn, the einherjar led them to Hel’s temple in Elphyne.

“Are we going to cultivate again today, Master?” Lāmina inquired.

“Don’t worry. I won’t keep you from your duties as High Priestess for long. I just want all of us to cultivate for an hour before lunch. I figure that I will probably need Spirit to alter your collars to accept the new platinum D-Rings that Wayland is crafting for us.” the einherjar explained.

“My duties are to serve you, in whatever way you desire, Master.” the young elf corrected him. “But I appreciate that you take my secondary duty, of administering to our congregation, into account when considering your plans.”

“Of course.” James conceded with a smile. Her devotion is almost… overwhelming. he silently admitted to himself.

Following the plan set out by the einherjar, his family spent the hour in silent meditation. Counting his leftovers from before, this gave the Champion 910 Spirit to work with. I’ll probably need at least 700 of that to change the silver D-Rings over to platinum. Since I will be providing the actual material myself, I shouldn’t have to expend as much energy. he silently hoped.
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After dismissing his party to their various duties and plans, James teleported to Elphen to pick his order up from Wayland.

“Ah. James. Good timing! I just finished closing the final D-Ring.” the large smith called out to the einherjar as he entered the shop. “I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of permanently affixing the dog tag to one of the D-Rings. That way it won’t be possible for her to lose it.”

“Good thinking! Thanks for that.” James replied, looking over the pile of platinum accessories.

“Was there anything else that you needed today?” Wayland asked.

“Actually, I wanted to let you know that I managed to get a line on some titan metal. Not sure when the shipments will start, but once they do, could I contract you to teach the gnomes how to work it into armour?” the ex-soldier inquired.

“Hmm.” The pointy eared smith hummed as he stroked his beard. “I don’t usually take on apprentices, and I’d hate to put myself out of work…”

“We’re going to need five thousand suits of armour made. Not all at once, of course, but it will still be a literal ton of work. Tell you what though, if you agree to teach the gnomes, I won’t just pay you for the instruction, I’ll also guarantee you the contract for making as many suits as you can manage. At a fair price, of course!” Hel’s Champion proposed.

Wayland frowned, then sighed. “Five thousand, eh? It will take me a bloody month to craft one! I don’t have the facilities for mass production like that. Honestly, if you want my advice, get me to make the armour for your commanders, and contract the dwarves up north for the rest. I’m sure your gnomes could work the metal just fine, but it takes real knowledge to make armour that fits, sits right on the body, and can deflect a blow.”

James nodded along as the wise old smith spoke. “Yeah, I can understand how that would be the case. I guess teaching the gnomes is too much to ask.”

“Unless they want to spend years training to be proper smiths.” Wayland shrugged. “I’m sure they’d have a talent for it, what with their earth magic, but would they have the interest? I’ve never heard of a gnome that cared for smithing before.”

“Not to mention they are pretty damn small. It would be difficult for the little fellows to even handle a breastplate meant for a good sized man. They’re only about a foot tall, after all.” the einherjar agreed.

“So there you have it. Come and see me when you have enough titan metal for me to forge into a suit of armour, or when you want to have that chat about enchanting.” the smith said, clapping the ex-soldier on the back.

“Sounds good. Thanks for the work and the advice. I’ll be seeing you again soon.” James replied with a friendly smile.
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Thanks to the expedience of teleportation magic, the einherjar was back home in plenty of time for lunch. Calling his harem into the kitchen, so that he didn’t have to disrupt the maids’ cooking for long, James went about upgrading the D-Rings on their slave collars from silver to platinum.

Starting with Hrein, even though she wasn’t getting a new D-Ring, he gave each wife a tender kiss before working on their collars. “Now, let’s see…” the einherjar muttered as he held the new D-Ring against Acrasia’s collar. Using his Analysis blessing, he focussed on the collar’s description and attempted to change the word ‘silver’ to ‘platinum’. Thankfully, his prediction had turned out correct, and the collar readily absorbed the new D-Ring while drawing away 100 Spirit from his Crimson Palace.

When he finally reached Tu’apa Hyy at the end of the line, all of the other girls crowded around to see what he had chosen to give her as a gift. There were several ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhs’ when he showed them the intricate etching on the front of the disc, which bore an accurate depiction of the full moon. The werewolf blushed deeply however, when he read the words “Good Girl” which were engraved on the back.

“Thank you very much for the gift, Master. It means a lot to me.” Tu’apa Hyy said shyly. “Also, I want to thank you even more for changing everyone’s D-Rings so that I couldn’t accidentally be hurt by them. I know it must have cost a lot, and that you only did it for my sake, so… thank you, Master. Truly, thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Tu’apa.” James said softly as he stroked her hair.

“Okay. You’ve given out the upgrades, so please get out of my kitchen!” Elora snapped with false aggression, shooing the lot of them out the door.

James laughed as he walked through the door to the dining room, but suddenly stopped in his tracks, causing Hrein to run into him from behind. “Where… when did that arrive?” the einherjar asked, gawking at the massive marble table that took up most of the room.

“Ah, James. Elina helped me install it just before you returned. I hope you like it.” Titania said with a smirk.

“I certainly do. It’s a beautiful piece of work.” the einherjar admitted. Not only was the table larger than the previous one, but it was also more ornately carved and the designs were even chased with gold. Designed to seat twenty people, it was a full twenty feet long and a solid five feet wide.

“I also took the liberty of replacing your old chairs, so that all of the seats would match.” the Fairy Queen pointed out.

Turning his attention to the new seating arrangements, the Champion instantly realized that they chairs hadn’t just been replaced, but seriously upgraded. Where the old set had been fairly simple chairs crafted from cedar and leather, the new pieces were all lovingly carved from solid oak, and had plush silk cushions on the seats.

“This… this is too much.” James said quietly, feeling more than a little guilty about receiving such a gift.

“Nonsense. It is just right for the rank of guests that you tend to host. Besides, it seems to me that I owed you something of a gift for all of your recent efforts on my behalf. The latter half of your gift will not be arriving until this evening however, so you will have to wait for that.” The Fairy Queen gave him a mischievous smirk and a saucy wink that told him he had better be prepared.

“To hell with fae taboos.” the bestial man grumbled. “Thank you, Titania. I really mean it.”

Titania blushed prettily and just nodded in acceptance of his gratitude.

“All right. If everyone is ready for dinner, please take your seats. Elina and I will begin serving shortly.” Elora announced.
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After lunch was finished, and he’d seen his guests out, James called Acrasia over to him. “Come here, my pet. I want to try something.”

“I hope it’s something sexy.” the fairy giggled.

Chuckling at her usual antics, the einherjar shook his head. “Sorry, my pet. Not this time. Though perhaps we’ll find some time to sneak away later.”

“Hehe. Okay, Master. What did you have in mind?”

“Well, I have a little Spirit left over from this morning’s cultivation session, so I want to see if I can help you produce more fairy dust.” the einherjar explained.

“Oh? That would be great, Master! If I can make a lot, we’ll be rich!” the leannán sídhe exclaimed.

James laughed. “Oh you silly goose. We’re already rich. Far richer than I ever imagined that I would be.”

“Yeah, I suppose. But you’re going to get a lot richer once Mère lays her golden egg!” Acrasia pointed out.

“This is true. I don’t suppose you have any idea when that might be, do you?” the einherjar inquired.

“Hmm.” Acrasia looked up at the ceiling as she tapped her lips in thought. “This is the fifteenth day of Pisces, according to the HUD thing. So… another month or so? Titania told me that she usually lays around the middle of Aries.”

“Oh. Right on. More good stuff to look forward to.” James sighed happily. “So, are you ready to get dusty?” he teased.

“Sure!” The fairy nodded enthusiastically.

Opening her Status Screen, the Champion focussed on her Fairy Wings technique and, for the low low price of 100 Spirit, doubled the amount of fairy dust that she produced to two ounces per day. “It’s not a big change, but it’s a step in the right direction. At some point in the near future, I’d like to upgrade ‘day’ to ‘hour’ for you.”

“That would be amazing, Master! Then my wings could produce fairy dust while I cultivate with you guys. I’d be the most productive member of the family!” the tiny fairy realized, her eyes going wide as she imagined the jealous looks of other fae.

James had to chuckle at that. “My little fairy wife. The one that hates work the most, will be the one to provide the greatest boons to our family.”

Acrasia pouted at her husband’s teasing, but she couldn’t fake being upset for long. The idea was simply too exciting for her. “I can hardly wait, Master!”

Glad that his fairy wife was so happy with the upgrade, the einherjar started to turn towards the door when he was struck by a sudden bolt of inspiration. Wait… if I can upgrade Fairy Wings like that… I can boost myself! he realized. Quickly opening his Status Screen, the Champion scrolled down until he found his own list of techniques. Spotting the one that he was looking for, he immediately spent 100 Spirit doubling its effectiveness.

“Woah…” James groaned as the room appeared to spin around him. In that instant, his mind expanded and his processing power ballooned, even more than when he had enhanced his Intelligence. Blinking away the temporarily disorienting effects, he read the new description of the technique.
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“Now that is a tactical advantage.” the einherjar growled with a feral grin. Knowing that he had six hours to kill before supper, or five if he made sure to be back in time for Titania’s mystery gift, Hel’s Champion couldn’t resist empowering his family further. “Feel like seeing if we can upgrade your Fairy Wings today?” he asked his fae wife.

Acrasia laughed, knowing full well the mood that her husband got in, once he started to make improvements on himself and his wives. “Sure, Master. I’ll go gather the others.”
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By the time that James arrived at their usual spot behind the Temple of Hel, the expected harem members had already gathered and were giggling quietly amongst themselves.

“It really didn’t take you long to call me away from preaching, Master.” Lāmina teased.

“Sorry, darling.” The einherjar gave her his best winning smile. “I just couldn’t help it.”

“It is fine, Master.” Hrein assured him with a soft smile. “We all know how eager thou art to strengthen our family, and we are grateful for thine efforts.”

“Thanks for understanding, ladies. I know it’s not the most exciting way to spend an afternoon, but I promise it will be fruitful.” the Champion apologized.

“Shall we get to it, then?” Autumn asked with an enthusiastic smile.

“Let’s do it.” James agreed. Getting into their new formation, and making room for Tu’apa Hyy, the group settled in for the long haul. Perhaps due to her excitement about becoming so ‘productive’, even Acrasia didn’t have any trouble keeping focussed for the full five hours. Honestly, the only one who had any trouble at all, at this point, was Tu’apa Hyy. Even still, the young werewolf managed to keep up with the others, thanks to the knowledge that she had gained from the True Cultivation technique, and the minimal practice that she’d had.

Making sure to leave himself plenty of time to deal with whatever the others had planned for before supper, James called a halt to the training at 18:00. This HUD is so useful for staying organized… it really is an absolutely amazing blessing. the ex-soldier remarked to himself.

I am glad that thou dost appreciate it, my Champion. Hel said, speaking directly to his mind.

“Okay. Let’s head back, and then we can spend this Spirit while we wait for Titania.” the einherjar suggested.

Once everyone who had participated was gathered around the new dining room table, James explained some of the plans that he had in mind. “All right. We have 4210 Spirit to work with, so I can’t make the biggest moves that I want, but we can knock a few rather expensive items off the list.”

“Are we starting with my wings, Master!?” Acrasia asked excitedly, practically bouncing in her seat.

“Yeah, we are, my pet.” the ex-soldier chuckled. Walking over to the hyperactive fairy, James accessed her Status Screen and did as he had proposed earlier. Spending a whopping 2400 Spirit, he reduced the time that it took for her Fairy Wings to generate the dust, from one day to one hour. Unfortunately, even though they would be continuously creating the valuable substance, she would have to sit still in an area where it could easily be collected for them to benefit from the enhancement. “I guess we’ll just have to get you to sit on a tarp or something when you cultivate from now on.”

“Okay!” the fairy easily agreed.

“Actually, Master, why not collect it while she is sleeping as well? Since, no matter where she lays her head at night, you should be able to summon it all from your Inventory, since it will be in this house.” Lāmina quickly pointed out.

“Oh shit…” James cursed, his eyes slowly widening. “I hadn’t thought of that! You’re brilliant, darling!” the einherjar nearly shouted. “In fact, any time that she’s in the house, be it for meals or anything else, we should be gathering the dust.”

Elora sighed and shook her head. “I will ask you to collect it in the morning and after meals then, Master. We can’t forego cleaning just in case it’s fairy dust and not normal dust on the floor.”

“Right. Good point, Elora.” the Champion praised his women. “I truly am lucky to have such intelligent lovers.”

“Thou art indeed fortunate, Master.” Hrein agreed with a smirk.

Rubbing his hands together, James considered the new agreement that Titania had struck with Lilith. “We should volunteer to purchase the titan metal on behalf of Elphyne.” James said aloud. “We’d get double the value out of the dust that way, and I’m sure the crown would be happy to reimburse us.”

“That’s an excellent idea, Master.” Autumn concurred. “We’ll make sure to suggest it to Her Majesty when she arrives for supper.”

“Meowster… why fairy dust so… cost? Cost a lot?” Nyakuro asked with a frown.

“Uh, aside from how rare it is? I’m not sure. Anyone else want to field this one?” James tried to answer.

Almost everyone turned to the wealthy merchant’s daughter, as if expecting her to have the answer. Elora sighed and paused in her setting of the table. “As you may know, fairy dust is pure, crystallized magical energy. What we in our family call Qi.”

“Right. I think Titania explained that to me some time ago.” the einherjar added.

“You might also recall that the vast majority of people know nothing of cultivation. The gods keep it a secret for a reason, after all. Therefore, most wizards, sorcerers, witches and even magical beings all have very limited access to Qi. Think of how small your Dantian was before Master enhanced it. That is what most people would consider a large supply of Qi. Especially mortal mages who aren’t born with magical powers.” the elf explained, speaking to the crowd.

“Really? Don’t wizards and the like have the ability to expand their capacities?” the Champion asked, genuinely surprised to hear Elora’s words.

“Of course they can, Master. But think about how long learning a spell would normally take a person. Months of study and practice for even the simplest of cantrips, or literal years for larger, more complex spells. Only the most wizened of human sorcerers would have a Dantian with a capacity of a few hundred Qi.” the head maid pointed out. “Besides that, I’m willing to bet that almost no one, except maybe the very peak of cultivators, would have access to techniques like our True Cultivation or Energy Siphon. That means it takes everyone else a full day to refill their comparatively pitiful Dantian. Face it, Master, you give out power like candy, and have lost all sense of normalcy, if you ever had any to begin with.”

“Then… the fairy dust is valuable because it’s essentially a portable supply of Qi?” the ex-soldier guessed.

“Not just portable, but dense, pure, and a form that can be easily stockpiled. Since a single ounce of fairy dust equates to what we would call 100 Qi, a wizard who has several ounces on hand can instantly access much greater power than he normally could. That makes it supremely useful for enchanting items, casting ritual spells, or even just refilling a person’s magical reserves in the midst of battle.” Elora clarified.

“By much greater power, do you mean they can enhance the spells they cast with it, or they can simply cast more spells?” the einherjar inquired, greatly intrigued by any new means by which he could increase his family’s strength.

The elven maid frowned slightly and shook her head. “I’m afraid that you have taught me almost everything that I know about magic, Master. I was only referring to the ability to use it as a reserve of magical energy. If you wish to know more about its possible uses, you should ask Queen Titania.”

“All right. Thanks for explaining it to us, Elora.” James said with an appreciative smile.

“No problem, Master.” Elora replied. Trying to hide the proud smile that threatened to show itself, the head maid quickly returned to her duties and put her back to the group.

“May… may I ask what your next plan was, Master?” Tu’apa Hyy asked shyly. “With the Spirit, I mean?”

“Of course, Tu’apa. And there’s no need to be shy. You’re one of us now. An equal member of this family.” the einherjar assured her. “Now, to answer your question, the next 1200 Spirit will be spent on you.”

“Me!?” the werewolf squeaked.

“Yup. This’ll boost your power considerably.” James said somewhat cryptically. Reaching out and laying his hand on her shoulder, the Champion called up his newest wife’s Status Screen. After a quick check to ensure that what he wanted to do was possible, the einherjar triggered the change.

“What… did you do?” the lycanthrope asked, squirming slightly in her seat. “I feel… different. Like there is a tingling all through my body.”

“I changed your Shifter’s Regeneration so that it heals two cubic feet per second, instead of two cubic inches. Unfortunately, it still costs 1 Qi per cubic inch, which was an unexpected result. It’s all right though. I’ll just have to spend another 1200 Spirit in the near future to upgrade that part too.” the ex-soldier explained.

“Are we finished now, Master?” Acrasia asked, quickly losing interest in the cultivating, now that her Fairy Wings technique had been improved.

James shook his head in denial. “Not quite yet. I still have 610 Spirit left to play with. Since it’s not enough to make any more big steps, I’m thinking of giving our combat party a boost to their Dual Cast techniques. I’ll enhance the twins’ version next time.”

“What improvements canst thou makest to the technique, Master?” Hrein inquired.

“I realized earlier that I hadn’t enhanced it before, so it was still ‘free’ to be worked on. Thus, I can double the number of spells you can cast with it.” the Champion said with a huge grin.

“Double!?” Lāmina squeaked. “You mean you can cast four spells at once!?”

Hel’s Champion let out a hearty laugh, truly glad to see that he could still surprise his women. “Damn right I can! And you will be able to as well. Just give me a second.” Burning through all but 10 of his gathered Spirit, the einherjar quickly moved from woman to woman, upgrading their Dual Casting techniques to Quad Casting. Each one nearly crumpled as he finished, gripping their heads and fighting off the dizziness that assaulted them, as billions of neurones flared to life deep inside their brains.

“Good evening, James.” Titania called out, announcing her presence. “What is this all about?” she immediately inquired, quickly noticing how woozy the women all appeared to be.

“Just a little upgrade.” the einherjar said with a shrug.

“Master just gave us the ability to cast four spells at once.” Autumn groaned, flopping down on the table and laying her head on her arms.

“Four!?” the Fairy Queen exclaimed. “Never in all my years have I ever heard of someone casting more than two at once.”

Hel’s Champion chuckled, secretly congratulating himself on astounding the ancient fae. “Well, you know how things go around here.” he said with a mischievous grin. “That reminds me, I have a question, if you don’t mind.”

Titania blinked rapidly, attempting to clear away her own astonishment. “I suppose I should be used to such things by now. What was your question, James?”

James pulled a chair out from under the table and held it for the beautiful fairy, then gently pushed it in as she seated herself. “Well, long story short, we have a way to produce fairy dust in a reliable manner, and in better than average quantities. As such, I was wondering if you would like House Fir to manage the account with Hell. Also, I was curious what all I could do with the stuff. Can fairy dust be used to enhance spells in any way?”

The Fairy Queen narrowed her eyes as she regarded the Seelie baron. “Why do I get the feeling that you have done something unprecedented again, Lord Fir?”

Hel’s Champion gave his liege a guilty grin, but didn’t say anything further.

Sighing, Titania shook her head. “I produce a better than average amount of fairy dust, as you put it. In fact, up until this point, only Acrasia and other fairy royalty have ever matched that amount. I presume that you have found some way to make your poor leannán sídhe produce even more?”

Acrasia giggled and could hardly contain her excitement. “Two ounces!” she began.

“Two!?” Titania gasped.

“Per hour.” the blonde fairy finished with a huge grin.

The fae monarch closed her eyes and slowly began to rub her temples, as if warding off a massive headache that she knew was due to arrive at any moment. “James…” she said softly “a normal fairy would take a week to produce a single ounce, as I am certain that I informed you of before.”

“Yeah. But I don’t think we’ll crash the market or anything… will we? Is this really bad?” The einherjar frowned.

“I would not mind if you did crash the market, to be honest. Then wizards and their ilk might be less inclined to capture my people and keep them in bottles, let alone the other horrible things that they do to captive fae.” Titania answered with a sigh. “I merely suggest that you do not allow anyone outside your inner circle know about this. It would be like putting a massive target on your wife, if you let it get out.”

“Ah. Good point. Then it’s fine if I say that I am supplied through Elphyne and leave it vague like that?” the ex-soldier asked.

“Yes. That is my recommendation. And of course you can take over the handling of the Hell account. I will ensure that you are fully reimbursed for the titan metal that you purchase on our behalf as well.” Shaking her head, the royal fae gave a small laugh. “I must say, you will certainly gain a significant amount of wealth from this little deal.”

James gave the auburn haired woman a worried frown. “I hope you don’t feel like we’re ripping you or the queendom off.”

“Ha! Not at all, James. You are trading a legitimate good on our behalf, and one that you earned, if in a most unusual manner. You are entitled to fair payment for it.” Titania assured him. “Now, to answer your other question, fairy dust can only be used to enhance spells in the normal way.”

“The normal way, hmm?” the einherjar hummed. “Would you mind telling me what that ‘normal way’ might be?”

Titania quirked a brow and then giggled to herself. “Ah, James. So often do I forget that, for all of your astounding power and progress, you know so little about the world in which you live.”

The Champion frowned, but waited patiently for the fairy to continue.

“When casting a spell, a practiced wizard can manipulate it by expending a commensurate amount of magical energy. For instance, I could double the duration of a glamour by using twice as much Qi to cast it, or Effie could make her winds blow twice as strong by doing the same.” the wise old fairy explained.

“Ah. That makes sense. I wondered if that were possible, but I just never got around to trying it out.” the einherjar remarked.

“Now, if that was the last of your questions, I have a gift to give you.” the Fairy Queen stated with a smirk.


CHAPTER 32


“All right…” James said hesitantly. “What kind of gift?”

“Well, it just so happens that Hrein let slip that you were looking for a little something, when she escorted me to confront Hermes.” Titania teased. “Elina, if you please?”

Responding to the Fairy Queen’s call, the elven maid entered the room carrying a golden jug. After carefully sitting it on the table, Elina gracefully curtsied to each of them, before returning to her duties.

“This,” Titania said as her smile slowly widened, “is a gallon of water from the River Lethe.”

The einherjar’s eyebrows shot up. “How did you get that?”

“I won it in my contest with the God of Trade.” the Fairy Queen giggled. “You do know that he is responsible for carrying the souls of the dead to meet Charon, yes? He is the Olympians’ psychopomp. Thus he had no issues visiting Hades to acquire the water.”

James laughed at the thought of Titania using Hermes as a mere gofer, but felt that it suited him right for trying to play such a nasty trick on the Fairy Queen. “Well, this water will be put to good use, Titania. It will help reunite a family that has been torn apart for too long.”

The Fairy Queen smiled softly at this, and tilted her head to the baron. “I am truly glad to hear that. Hrein was kind enough to share the details of the situation with me, so I am pleased to be able to help. Besides, as I said earlier, it was important for me to balance the scales between us, at least a little.”

“Consider them balanced, Your Majesty.” James said quietly, while patting her hand affectionately. “Would you like to accompany me to see… him?”

“I will stay here, if you do not mind. Though it will be wonderful to know that he will find peace, I have no desire to witness such a tortured soul as he awaits the healing that you offer.” the fae woman declined.

“All right. Forgive me for being a poor host, but I don’t want to make him wait any longer than necessary.” the einherjar apologized.

“Of course. I shall see you when you return, Lord Fir.” the queen answered politely.
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James knocked on the chamber door purely out of courtesy. He had been able to hear the tormented shade screaming, as soon as he had descended to the current floor of Hel’s keep. As such, the einherjar had no expectations that the dead man would answer the door, let alone politely invite him in.

Carefully opening the door, the ex-soldier peeked around it and peered inside. The small room was dimly lit by candlelight, and looked comfortable enough for a regular person to stay in. A bed, a small table, and a chair were all the furnishings that were present, but all were in good condition and decent quality.

“Geoffrey.” the Champion called out to his deceased friend. The shade didn’t respond or acknowledge his presence in any way, merely continuing to thrash about on the bed and scream at the top of his ghostly lungs. It’s a good thing he doesn’t have any neighbours. James thought to himself. His constant wailing would wake the dead…

Entering the room fully, James closed the door behind him. He then moved to the small table and summoned the golden jug to his hands. The einherjar had thought about carrying the water with him on the short trip to the keep, but had decided that it would be best to handle the dangerous liquid as little as possible. Popping the cork that sealed the metal container, Hel’s Champion poured some of the contents into a glass that was already sitting on the table. As soon as he was finished pouring, he quickly put the stopper back in the amphora, and sent it back to his Inventory. I’d better put it in the treasury, just to be safe. he decided. The last thing I need is one of the kids getting into it or something.

Looking at the glass of water, James contemplated how he wanted to do this. Probably safer to bring him over and pin him down, rather than try to wrestle with him while holding the glass. Walking over to the wailing spirit, the ex-soldier spoke softly to his friend. “I’m not going to hurt you, Geoffrey, but I am going to make you drink.”

When the shade didn’t try to pull away or shrink back from his approach, the einherjar silently thanked his patron goddess. Unfortunately, his luck didn’t hold once he tried to lay hands on the dead man. As soon as he touched the former merchant, the shade began flailing about and trying to escape his grasp.

As gently as he could, he picked the wounded soul up from the bed and carried him across the room to the table. Making sure that he kept enough distance between the shade and the piece of furniture, so that he didn’t kick or otherwise knock the table over, James picked the glass up with his free hand.

“Bottoms up, old man.” the einherjar growled softly, gradually prying the shade’s jaw open with his fingers, while tilting his head back. At least he can’t choke, since he doesn’t need to breathe. James thought as he attempted to pour the water into the ghostly man’s mouth. Despite that fact, the deceased merchant coughed and sputtered as the glass was emptied into his gullet.

Hel’s Champion was careful to keep his own mouth shut, so as not to risk any of the magical water getting past his own lips, even by accident. It was a good thing that he did too, because several drops wound up landing on his face. As soon as he felt the cool liquid come into contact with his skin, he immediately sent it to the septic section of his Inventory.

When at last the glass was completely empty, James sent it to the same part of his Inventory. I wouldn’t want anyone accidentally drinking from it. I’m sure Hel will forgive me. he thought to himself.

Thou art quite correct to take such precautions, my Champion, and I applaud thy decision. the Goddess of Death assured him.

Thanks, Hel. the einherjar sent back. After Geoffrey recovered from his coughing fit, the dead merchant went completely still in the Champion’s hand.

“Geoffrey?” James quietly called to his friend.

Geoffrey’s eyes shifted to the einherjar’s face, but there was no sign of recognition in them, nor did he attempt to speak.

“Your name is Geoffrey. Do you at least remember that much?” Hel’s Champion asked.

The shade merely stared at the einherjar with a blank expression, clearly not understanding a word that he’d said.

“Shit. He must have forgotten how to speak.” the ex-soldier cursed.

“He will have forgotten everything from his past life.” Hel informed him, stepping into the room from the hall. “That doth include any languages he may have spoken.”

James sighed as he set the man down on the bed. “So he’s not catatonic or anything, just… a total amnesiac.”

“Correct.” the Goddess of Death confirmed. “It is in this way that the River Lethe doth scrub souls clean of all memory, so that they might reincarnate without the burden of recalling their previous lives.”

“Yeah, I get it. But I can’t bring Clarissa here and have her be unable to speak with her father. That would just be too cruel.” the einherjar stated with a frown. “It’s already bad enough that he won’t remember her.”

“I can spend some time with him each day, teaching him thy language.” Hel volunteered. “Or mayhap Lāmina could cast Polyglot upon him each morn?”

“Thanks for the offer, but that would take too long. I can’t keep hurting Clarissa for that long. And while your other suggestion has merit, I want a permanent solution.” the Champion declined both options. Deciding that it was worth it to try and bring a smile to the little girl’s face as quickly as possible, Hel’s Champion reached out and laid his hand upon the shade’s forehead. “Receive my blessing, Geoffrey.”

Geoffrey’s entire soul shone with divine energy for several seconds, before finally returning to a semi-normal state. It was only semi-normal because, even though the light dimmed to nothing, a silver lining appeared to remain on the edges of the dead man’s soul.

Hel sighed and shook her head. “Never have I seen one give out his blessing so freely.” the goddess muttered.

“Geoffrey, do you understand me now?” the einherjar asked.

The shade blinked and looked up at the bestial man from where he was sitting on the bed. “Are… are you talking to me?”

“Yes.” James replied, his lips splitting into a wide grin. “Your name is Geoffrey, and I am your friend, James.”

“Uh… pleased to meet you, James.” the dead merchant said hesitantly.

Hel’s Champion chuckled. “This beautiful woman behind me is Hel, the Goddess of Death. You needn’t be afraid though, because we won’t hurt you.”

Hel blushed slightly at her Champion’s introduction, but stepped forward to greet the shade. “Well met, Geoffrey. I do not wish to alarm thee, but welcome to my domain.”

“Am… am I… dead?” the pale man asked.

“Yes.” the einherjar confirmed. “But that’s okay. We’re working hard to make this place more pleasant, and you already have friends and family here waiting for you.”

“Family?” Geoffrey inquired.

“Yes.” James said again. “Actually, that is what I wanted to talk to you about most of all. Your daughter, Clarissa, is here in Hel’s domain.”

“I… have a daughter?” the short and stocky spirit frowned. “Why… why can’t I remember her?”

James spent the next half hour or so explaining the circumstances of Geoffrey’s life and death to him, as well as what he had endured afterwards. “So, I hope you’ll forgive me for erasing your memories, but it was the only way to end your torment.”

“My Champion doth speak true, Geoffrey.” Hel said in an apologetic tone. “He hath gone to great lengths to care for thy daughter, and to rescue thee from thy fate.”

“I… I don’t remember any of that.” Geoffrey grimaced.

“I understand. That must be really disconcerting, I’m sure. Worse, I really don’t think there is any way to return your memories, now that they’ve been wiped.” the ex-soldier said with a sigh. “Honestly, I can’t even imagine how you must feel, but I swear I did the best that I could.”

“I see.” the merchant said quietly.

“And now, I need to ask a favour of you.” James said slowly.

Geoffrey chuckled softly. “Perhaps a bit of my experience as a merchant yet remains, since I’ve been expecting there to be some cost for all of this help you’ve given me.”

Hel’s Champion grimaced at the other man’s statement, but pressed on anyway. “It’s not really for me. It’s for Clarissa. I know that you don’t remember her, but can you please treat her as well as you can? I’m going to need to bring her here shortly, and well… this is going to be damn hard on her. Perhaps even harder than it is on you.”

The former merchant looked up at James with an uncertain expression. “You said she’s still a child, right? You want me to pretend to remember her?”

“No.” the einherjar replied, shaking his head. “I mean, yes, she is still a child, but no, don’t pretend. Just… do your best to treat her kindly and put what effort you can into building a new relationship with her. I’ve already explained the situation to her, and promised that she could make new memories with you.”

Geoffrey let out a long sigh. “I don’t know the first thing about being a father. I just don’t remember. I only even know what a ‘father’ is, due to your blessing. I don’t know if I am ready to raise a child.”

“I’m not asking you to raise her, or even live with her. I’ll be happy to let her continue to stay with me, for as long as she wants to. Just… please. Let her visit and spend time with you. She’s an amazing little girl, and I’m sure she’ll bring joy to your new life, if only you let her.” the ex-soldier pleaded. “Also, if you are willing to do so, I will do whatever I can to make sure your afterlife is as comfortable as possible.”

“Ah. Sweeting the pot, are you?” Geoffrey snorted. “I won’t be so crude as to call it a bribe… but I will take your offer. After all, I’ve got nothing to lose and everything to gain, right?”

James smiled at his friend and nodded. “It seems like you haven’t lost all of your merchant’s instincts after all.”

“If such a deal hath been struck, I shall ensure that thou hast a house in which to dwell, near the central square of Éljúðnir.” Hel offered.

Thanks for the backup, my Lady. James thought at the goddess.

But of course, my Champion. As thy patron, it is my duty to support thee. the Goddess of Death replied with the faintest hint of a smile.

The einherjar smiled back, then returned his attention to Geoffrey. “Okay. Then, if you’re ready, I’ll contact my wife and have her bring Clarissa over.”

“Might as well get this over with.” the other man nodded.

Hel’s Champion couldn’t help but frown slightly at the shade’s non-committal attitude. If only he could remember how precious his daughter is… he sighed inwardly. Using the HUD, James sent a quick text message to Lāmina, asking the priestess to bring the little girl to Hel’s keep, and giving her directions for finding the room.

In an attempt to make the former merchant more comfortable, the einherjar and his patron goddess engaged the man in small talk, while they waited for Clarissa to arrive. Most of his questions revolved around the nature of his existence, and what he could expect his afterlife to be like. Unsurprisingly, Geoffrey had a lot of questions, and he wasn’t finished asking them by the time that they heard a soft knock on the door.

James quickly moved across the small room and opened the door. Just outside, a cute little poltergeist hovered in the air, with a truly apprehensive expression on her face. About a foot behind the transparent child, with her hand on the girl’s shoulder, stood the Arbiter’s one and only priestess. “Please, come in.” the Champion uttered softly, moving aside to make room for them to pass through.

Clarissa only made it a few feet into the room before her eyes locked onto her father. Coming to a sudden stop, the pretty little girl froze in mid air, unable to move another inch.

Geoffrey regarded the ghostly girl, and truly wished that he found something familiar about her. Even with his memories gone however, he had no trouble discerning the fear and hope that battled in the young girl’s eyes, and it truly tugged at his heart strings to see a child so torn up inside.

“D-daddy?” Clarissa whimpered, her lower lip trembling as her heart threatened to break.

The former merchant plastered the bravest smile he could manage onto his face. I don’t care what kind of man I was in my past life… but I’m not going to be the kind that hurts a child in this one. he swore to himself.

“Is… is it true? You… you don’t remember me?” the poltergeist asked, her face scrunched up as if she’d be crying, if she could produce tears.

Geoffrey regarded his daughter for a long moment, carefully weighing his words before speaking. “My mind might not remember, but my heart would never forget you, Clarissa.” he said softly.

“Daddy!” Clarissa cried and flung herself into the man’s open arms. The older shade held the young girl tight while she sobbed against his chest. Looking over her head, he met the einherjar’s eyes, and gave the large man a subtle nod.

I don’t know if it’s a true miracle or just a white lie, but I’m never going to ask. All that matters is that Clarissa will be okay. Hel’s Champion told himself, fighting back the tears that threatened to well up in his eyes.


EPILOGUE


Maria sighed heavily and flopped back onto her bed. The past few weeks had been a whirlwind of insanity, and worst of all, she hadn’t accomplished anything that she had wanted. “It all started when I found that damn book.” the young woman muttered to herself.

Ever since she had been a teenager, she’d had a deep interest in the occult. If she hadn’t been so pretty and popular, she definitely would have embraced the goth style a lot more in high school. With a small, pert nose and soft pink lips, her mother had told her that it would be a shame to cover up such delicate features with heavy makeup, and so she had forewent most of it, except for some heavy eyeshadow and black nail polish. Her most striking feature however, was her eyes. She’d never even heard of, let alone seen, another person with the same golden irises that she had, and they had drawn a lot of attention over the years. Especially from the boys.

“Ugh.” Maria grunted as she rolled over onto her stomach. University life had been far too boring to hold her interest, and she only attended enough classes to keep from getting kicked out. “Magic is real! Why should I waste my time on boring shit?” she groaned and kicked her feet like a spoiled child.

After finding the strange book in her grandfather’s study, Maria had devoted much of her free time to trying to decode it. As a teenager, she had found the drawings within it to be absolutely enchanting, and had even gone so far as to learn both Old Norse and Latin, just to be able to read what was written on the brittle, discoloured pages. In truth, the somewhat self absorbed woman had never put as much effort into anything in her life, as she had in reading that book.

Blowing a stray lock of raven black hair from her face, the less-than-diligent student planned her next moves. “There must have been something wrong with the summoning circle. I was supposed to get a wolf familiar, not a bloody dragon that tried to eat me!” she cursed. But I did everything the book said to! I’m sure of it! Maria whined inwardly. I’ve been praying to Hel every night for years now, and I know she lent her power to the spell… but it just didn’t turn out right!

“God damn it!” she quietly hissed when a knock on her door interrupted her thoughts. Hoping that whoever was on the other side would simply go away if she ignored them long enough, the self proclaimed High Priestess went back over recent events in her mind.
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Maria rose from the ground and brushed the dirt and snow from her knees. She was still a bit shaken up after the near miss with the dragon, but luck had been with her. Just when she had thought that she was done for, a hunter had shown up to slay the dragon. He’d died in doing so, of course, but at least she was safe.

Figuring that, as Hel’s priestess, she should at least offer up a prayer for his soul, the young woman had knelt next to his charred corpse and did her best to ignore the stench, while commending his soul to her goddess.

With that done and over with, the young lady put the deceased hunter from her mind and focussed on what was truly important to her. Herself. “What am I going to do now? The materials to draw that circle were expensive! I spent my whole budget for next semester’s books on them, and now I don’t even have a familiar!” she huffed.

Kicking the snow, the pretty young woman turned her gaze on the dragon. “Maybe I should try to sell the monster’s corpse? I could probably become famous!” she thought aloud, her eyes lighting up with figurative dollar signs.

“Vile witch!” a voice suddenly shouted from above.

Looking skyward, Maria had to shield her golden eyes from the setting sun, as she tried to spot the speaker. To her surprise, a truly beautiful man was winging his way towards her and shaking a spear in anger.

“Devil’s harlot!” the angel yelled. “I will slay you and cast your soul into Hell!”

“Oh shit!” the priestess squeaked, and took off running into the woods. “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit!” Cold branches whipped across her face, while bushes caught on her expensive white gown. Neither her nor the garment were going to escape the forest unscathed, but she hoped she’d at least survive the encounter.

I should have guessed that angels are real, too! she thought as she raced through the woods. I guess he’s pissed at me for summoning the dragon… but I wasn’t trying to! Ugh… I doubt he’ll care if I try to tell him…

Maria heard a loud thump far behind her, which she presumed was the noise of the angel landing. Maybe he’ll be so distracted by taking care of the dragon that I can get away. she silently prayed. Yeah! she tried to reassure herself. I’m sure he won’t want anyone else finding it! I’ll just have to be careful from now on!

And so began the roughest night that Maria had ever endured. Not only did she quickly find herself lost in the woods, it also happened to be one of the coldest winter nights on record. Dressed only in a thin silk gown, the foolish girl had nearly frozen to death, and the only thing that had kept her moving was the constant fear that the angel was still out there somewhere, hunting her down.

Once again, fortune was on her side however. When she at last succumbed to hypothermia and exhaustion, she wasn’t overly far from an old hunter’s cabin, and his faithful hound alerted him to her presence.

Her memory of the next few days was hazy at best. She vaguely remembered being carried somewhere by strong arms, and briefly waking up in a warm bed, only to quickly pass out again. There were also flashes of things like being bathed, or given something to drink, as well as nightmares of being caught and tortured by the angel.

When she finally regained consciousness in a more substantial way, the girl found herself alone. Groaning, she shook her head to try and clear the feeling that her skull had been stuffed with cotton, and did her best to ignore the various aches and pains in suspicious parts of her body.

Sliding out of bed, she immediately noticed that, not only was she naked, but the wooden floors were damn cold. Shivering in the cool air, Maria wrapped herself in a blanket and started searching for something to wear. Unsurprisingly, she didn’t find anything that would fit her, with all of the clothing in the cabin either being for a large man or a small girl. She did wonder a bit at the various sets of kids’ clothes, but put that thought aside for the time being.

The cabin was small, and only comprised of a single room, so she could already tell that no one else was in there with her. What’s more, when she approached the old wood stove, she found that the black metal surface was ice cold. I don’t think it’s been lit in a while. the priestess surmised.

After digging around in the cupboards, she found some crackers to eat, and a bottle of gin that she used to clean the foul taste out of her mouth. Fed and feeling somewhat more human with each passing minute, Maria looted the small dresser next to the bed for an old plaid shirt and some trousers that were way too big for her, along with some wool socks that stank to the high heavens. A bit of rope served as a makeshift belt, holding the pants up enough that she could walk around, once she rolled the legs up at least.

Carefully opening the front door, the young woman peered out into the yard. A beat up old pick up truck sat in the driveway, but no one else appeared to be around. There was no license plate on the truck, so she hoped that no one would put up too much of a stink if it went missing. With that thought in mind, Maria crept out of the cabin and made a dash for the driver’s side door of the truck. As she rounded the bed, she saw something on the ground that made her come to a halt.

Technically it was two somethings. A large man with grey hair and a long messy beard was lying face down on the snowy ground, and an old dog was sprawled out a few feet away. Both appeared to have been put down with a single shot to the head, leaving quite a mess behind.

“Damn it.” Maria cursed. “I do not want to get tangled up in a murder case!” she hissed quietly. Carefully stepping over the man’s corpse, the priestess yanked the driver’s side door open on the truck, and whispered a prayer of thanks to Hel when she saw that the keys were in the ignition.

As seemed to be the usual case for Maria, lady luck was both with her, and seemed to have it in for her at the same time. She had been supplied with a vehicle, and one that even had gas in the tank. On the other hand, it was a standard, and she had no idea how to drive stick. By the time that she made her way down the dirt road that led from the cabin’s driveway, the transmission was utterly shot, and she doubted that the truck would ever run again without some serious work.

Leaving the half-ton elegantly parked in the ditch, which she’d initially had no intention of entering, Maria began her long walk down the paved country road. Still weak from her recovery from hypothermia, and not doing herself any favours with her relatively light attire, the pretty priestess prayed continuously to be picked up by some handsome country bumpkin that would drive her all the way back to the city.

Lo and behold, the young woman’s prayers were answered… somewhat… after a fashion. A couple of hours into her walk, she was indeed picked up by a not-horrible looking country boy, and one blowjob later, managed to convince him to take her all the way to Halifax.

“I swear… if I have to hear about my ‘pretty mouth’ one more time, I’m going to puke.” Maria muttered as she slammed her dorm room door shut, and locked it behind her.

With the rather arduous misadventure behind her, Hel’s priestess spent the next several weeks looking over her shoulder. Not only was she in constant fear that the police might somehow tie her to the murder in the country, but she also seemed to be having an inordinate number of near encounters with impossibly handsome young men. So good looking were the gentlemen, that she felt like she was being stalked by a cadre of male models, which she normally wouldn’t be opposed to, except she was pretty sure that these ones wanted to kill her.

Since she had no interest in titling her memoirs “Stalked by an Angel”, the young woman put significant effort into shaking them off. Try as she might however, she couldn’t stop running into them, or nearly doing so. She saw them outside her favourite restaurants, the nail salon, and even her usual Wicca store, where she bought all of the crystals and other assorted knickknacks that decorated her room.

“It feels like they are closing in on me…” the stylish truant had muttered, chewing her lip nervously. “Well, at least I haven’t seen them on campus yet. I guess I’ll just stay close to home for a while, until the heat dies down.”

And that was what led to Maria being cooped up in her dorm room for the past few days, even more bored than she usually was in class.
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The incessant knocking didn’t stop and, if anything, only seemed to grow more insistent. “Fine! Fine! I’m coming!” Maria shouted, dragging herself off the bed with a petulant groan. Unlocking the door, she yanked it open, thinking one of her classmates was on the other side, likely wanting her to go drinking with them or something of that sort.

“Found you.” The deep, masculine voice sent a shiver down the coed’s spine. Before she could slam the door in the man’s incredibly handsome face, the gentlemen gripped the edge with his powerful fingers and forced himself into her room.

“W-who are you?” stammered, stumbling back against her bed. “What do you want!?”

The impossibly good looking man turned and closed the door behind him, before locking it with both the deadbolt and the chain.

“D-don’t come any closer!” Maria yelled. “If… if you do, I’ll scream!”

“Do you think screaming will keep me from killing you?” the angel asked calmly, allowing his wings to appear and spread behind his back.

Hel’s priestess swallowed hard. “I don’t get it. Why would angels be killing people? Aren’t you supposed to be the good guys?”

“We are the good guys.” the celestial snapped, curling his lip in distaste as he gazed upon the quivering woman. “It is you who attempts to befoul our Lord’s creation with your evil magic. You who summoned a beast that had no business being on God’s Green Earth.”

“That… that was an accident!” Maria protested, raising her hands before her in a feeble attempt at defence.

“You may not have meant to summon that particular monstrosity, but you definitely intended to use dark magic.” the angel countered. “Now I am here to cleanse the blight upon the land that you have become.”

“Wait! Wait, wait! What about forgiveness? Turning the other cheek?” the young woman begged, falling to her knees. “Please don’t kill me!”

The white winged man’s eyes narrowed as he regarded the pitiful priestess. “Do not attempt to fool me, wretch. If you truly seek redemption, then forsake your supposed goddess here and now.”

Though she was a truly selfish individual, Maria was not stupid. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that, if angels and dragons are real, then God is too. she thought as her mind raced. But I believe that Hel is real too, and that she helped me with my magic. That means, if I die, I should go to her domain… but if I repent, as this angel demands, then I will be at the mercy of his God. He might even kill me right away, once he knows that my soul has no escape.

Licking her lips, Maria dug deep and tried to find her courage. “Can’t… can’t we reach some sort of deal? Like, I promise not to summon anything else and we just let bygones be bygones?”

The angel shouted wordlessly and smashed her desk to splinters with his fist, causing the poor girl to nearly piss herself right there on the floor. “I do not make deals with vile demon worshippers. I am Michael, Archangel and the Lord’s Champion, and I am sick to death of you disgusting followers of Hel!”

Even in her stunned state, Maria’s did pick up on his use of the plural ‘followers’. There are others? she thought as she scrambled to come up with a plan to get out of this mess.

Raising his fist in the air, Michael prepared to smite the evil before him, but then something seemed to stay his hand. Maria watched as a truly vicious smile split the archangel’s lips, and his fist relaxed into a wagging finger.

“Today must be your lucky day, witch.” Michael said with a dark chuckle. “It just so happens that I have an… idea. A way to make better use of you than simply killing you. As an added bonus, I don’t even have to soil my hands with your foul blood.”

“What… what are you going to do to me?” Maria gasped, her face bearing an expression of pure terror.

Stepping forward, Michael grabbed her by the front of her blouse and hefted the young woman in the air. Her screams and begging fell on deaf ears as he raised his other hand and ripped open a portal to another world. “Enjoy your stay on Terra, wench.” the archangel laughed as he tossed her through the rift. With a snap of his fingers, Michael shut the magical gate as soon as she cleared the other end of the tunnel. “Now, be a good little girl and cause lots of problems for that damnable beast.” Yahweh’s Champion laughed as he turned to leave.
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Groaning in pain, Maria found herself sprawled out on a dirt road, just outside a medieval looking town. “Where in the Hell am I?” the priestess moaned as she spit blood from her cut lip. Wherever it is, it’s a lot hotter than Halifax. the young woman noted.

Raising a hand to block the glaring sun from her eyes, Hel’s priestess looked around and quickly spotted two men in armour running towards her. Is… is that Spanish they are speaking? she wondered as the men started shouting at her. Damn it… I don’t understand a word they are saying.

When the two guards reached her, they immediately grabbed her by the arms and hauled her to her feet. Luckily for her, the coed kept her wits about her and didn’t start yapping away in English, regardless of how rough they were with her. It’s clear that they are upset about something. she surmised. Taking in the men’s armour, as well as the look of the town itself, Maria tried to guess what kind of situation she had landed in. If… if he sent me back in time or something, then the Spanish and the English often didn’t get along. In that case, maybe I should try Latin? A local priest might be able to speak it, at least. I think that’s my best bet.

“Excuse me.” she said slowly in Latin, cutting off the guard’s interrogation. “My name is lady Maria, and I would like to speak to your priest.”


AFTERWORD


Hello again everyone! So, this will be the final book for 2024, but the story is far from over. I am sure that there is at least one more book left in this series, and that is only if I give it a “soft” ending. To tell the truth, I enjoy writing this series so much, and have so many ideas for James and his family, that I am hesitant to bring it to an end at all. Of course, I realize that there are many who prefer a story to have a solid ending that wraps everything up in a neat and tidy little bow. To those people, I promise that I will give the series a “proper” ending and not rush things, though I will leave the possibility for future adventures on the table, at the very least.

Which brings me to the topic of other series. I have several ideas for new series in mind, some of which will be set in the same world as The Einherjar, but none will require the reading of my first series in order to enjoy them. Of course, readers may appreciate little “Easter eggs” and such that refer to people and events in The Einherjar, and vice versa, but I promise that the other series will be sufficiently self contained to be read as stand alone works.

The next big news that I have is in regards to audiobooks. I have received many requests now to have this series recorded in audiobook form. To be honest, I have never even listened to an audiobook before, so that will be completely new waters to me. That said, my current plan is to have the first volume recorded, and will start the project after Christmas. It may take some time, and will definitely be a learning curve for me, but I am committed to seeing the first book recorded, at least. Further volumes will depend on whether or not the first audiobook sells enough copies to justify the cost.

Lastly, I want to announce my plans for the beginning of next year. My first book for 2025 will be the start of a new Sci Fi series titled “M.AR.I.A.”. The second book will be volume 6 of The Einherjar, and we’ll go from there.

Once again, thank you all for your support. It means a lot to me, and I truly hope that someday I will be able to write full time, and thus provide these stories to you in a more timely fashion. I wish you all a very Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year. Sincerely,

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.

Fiendish Master Ring: Adamantine. Cursed: Can only be removed upon death of the wearer. Wearer can command the spikes on matching slave collars to extend, retract, or invert. Wearer can possess the bearer of a matching slave collar at will. Wearer can transfer ownership of a matched slave collar to another Fiendish Master Ring.

Champion’s Pteruges: Adamantine and dragon hide armour for the legs. The wearer is immune to harm from the elements of fire and water. Steel ring on the inside to attach Fairy Leash.

Hussain’s Tapestry: Artifact. 6’ x 6’ Persian rug. Teleports itself and everything placed on it to the desired location. Can fly at speeds of up to 55 mph.

Pavilion of Paribanou: Artifact. Silk tent that can fold up to fit in a man’s palm, but extended to house an army of any size desired.

Slaves: Hrein, Acrasia, Nyakuro, Elora, Elina, Autumn, Lāmina, Tu’apa Hyy

Disciples: Chimalma.
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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: Platinum. 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: Platinum. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

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: Platinum. 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: Platinum. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

Dog Tag: Platinum disc, etched with an image of the full moon on the front, and the words “Good Girl” engraved on the back. Permanently attached to Slave Collar’s D-Ring. 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: Platinum. 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: Platinum. Anchor for a leash or other binding.

Slave Rings: Pair of platinum hoop nipple rings.

Ghostly 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.
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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: Platinum. 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.

Elemental Qi: Elemental Qi can be used to further increase a cultivator’s stats after their Foundation is formed.
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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 27 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, and how much less sleep he needs.


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

OEBPS/image_rsrc5CM.jpg
Elfshot

Zombie Potion

Caste enchants an arrow to become an EIf Arrow (invisible and leaves o
external wounds) which inflicts Ef-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Q5.

Castercreates apotion from her own blood, mixed with Pufferfish poison.
“This potion curses the imbiber to become a zombie under the caster's control.
“These zombies ae nfectious,and can turn others by bitng them. Q: 25





OEBPS/image_rsrc5BX.jpg
Dear Boumee,

Fhoto hind. of you to s . letter and. inforn me of the silly games that some oo as
Gaken t0 plaging. 7 would,weoes have hnoon that such a pancel had. been sent, f wot for gour
tmely méssdue.

9 st wonden at the mattocs of the tue sendler of the package, as ansone with cocn @
ot of intelligence would, hute that the gods of Olympus would, neser, insloe themsclucs in &
frioate matto betocon you and. . They might, howeser, cujoy watehing suck @ spectacl take
Hlace. Therefme.  this ts @ game that gou wish 1o play with me. 7 would. be most willny ta
accommodate gou in this way. T the interests of youn feople's safety. howeser. 7 fect that 9
mast warn gou that Lady Fel docs not shane ou love of games. As such. 1 would recommend.
leaving her wonshippens. that is to say the cltsens of Elphqpe. out of owr ententalament.
Stucerely.

Zucen Titania of the Seclic Qount, 4tk day of Pisces, 561 7Y





OEBPS/image_rsrc5C9.jpg
Name: Hrein Fir Race: Valkyrie Sex: Female Age: 18
Height 60" Weight: 1301bs Hair: Straw Blonde  Eyes: Steel Blue
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‘Status (Positive): Immune: Curses, Possession, Exhaustion, Damage (Physical, Fire, Water). Polyglot

Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Blessings Effect
Abiter's +20% INT, CHA, Luck, and +300% STR, END. Immunity to all Curses and
Possession, and full knowledge of all languages.
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Spells

Glamour

Druid Covering,
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Enslave

Nympholepsy

Petification

Polyglot

Summons

Teleportation

Rebirth

Panacea

Dancing Flames

Fireball

Thunderbolt
Hurricane Force Gust

Verdant Growth

Effect

Caster creates a ralistic, programmable llusion that fools all 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 25.
Caster can change shape to a human-sized form for 2 hours. Qi:15.

‘Seduced target who agrees to become caster’s lover becomes permanently
enslaved. Refusal reverses the spell, enslaving the caster. Qi 25

Caster's Beauty assaults the male target's will (Charisma). The greater the
difference between the caster and target's stats, 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. Qi 25.

Caster curses up to 2 targets within 10 yards, and transforms  cubic fect of
their flesh into stone. Qi:80.

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 and touched targets instantly travel to known destination in the same.
realm. Q50 / Person.

‘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 caste, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it a time of
death. Qi: 50.

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) Caster corrects laws in farges” genetic code,

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect clls.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic fect of 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 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 240"
C. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi: 20.

Caster hurls up to 2 lightning bolts at her targets. Qi: 50.
‘Caster creates 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi 10,

‘Caster causes 2 seeds or plants to grow up to 2000 over 4 hours. Qi:10.
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Name: Elina

Height: 52"

Race: Elf Sex: Female Age: 20

Weight: 901bs Hair: Brown Eyes: Brown / Green

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir
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Current Status (Negative): Enslave. Insane.

Natural Trsts
Night-Vison
Eagle Eye
Techniques
Sclectve Breeding
EnergySiphon

True Cultivation

Dual Casting.

Effect
Usercan s in darkness ke an owl 100 tmes better than a human.
User can clearly see dtais on a1 diameter object 2 miles away.
Effect

User can control her own ovaltion.

User's Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, o a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate or triple it in a Qi dense area.

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User can cast and maintain concentration on two spells simultancously.
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Binding Caster can bind a soul or spiritual being to a flawless gem or container by
touching them withit. Qi:25.
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Wolf's Night-Vision
Wolfs Hesrng
WolfsSmel
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Spells
Shape Shift - Wolt
Shape Shift- Hybrid
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Rain Dance

Spirit Animal

Divination

Eifeat
User can s six imes better than  human n darkness.
User can hea four times better than  human.
User can smll prey up to 1.5 miles away:

User can run atfull speed for (Endurance) minutes,rather than seconds.

Bifet
Caser can change shape intoa wol for up to 12 hours. Qi 15

Caser can change shape into a hybrid form fo up o 12 ours. Q15
Caser's howl can give courage to her pack within mile. Q5.

Caster's owl can strike earin the hart of her prey vithin 7 mile. Q5.

Caster dances for 10 minutes to gather rain clouds above a circular area.
Qi 10/ mile diameter.

Caster enters  trance and can contact their spiit animal for guidance. Qi:5.

5.

Caster can tell the fortunes of others with tarot cards or a crystal ball.
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Eagle Eye User can clearly see details on a 1 diameter object 2 miles away.
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Running Water
Instant Soup
Verdant Growth
Castle Construction
Faustian Pact
Enslave

Binding

Dance of the Dead
Necromancy

Summons

Teleportation
Hel's Gate

Paralysis

Petrification

Sleeping Beauty

Shapeshifter

Love Potion

Chastity Potion

Caster causes 2 gallons offresh water to flow from touched target. Qi 10.
Caster transforms 2 gallons of water into Irish Stew. Qi:5.
Caster causes 2 seeds or plants to grow up to 2000 over 4 hours. Qi 10.

Caster can pull stone from the ground and shape it into a building or
fortification as he desires. Alternatively, he can reshape existing stone
constructs. Qi-1/ 1000 cubic feetof stone.

Caster creates an eternally binding contract on a blank picce of parchment or
paper. Q25

Target who agrees to become caster’s over becomes permanently enslaved.
Qi50.

Caster can bind a soul or spiritual being to a flawless gem o container by
touching them with t. Qi:25.

Caster gaiins control of up to four corpses. Qi 25,

Ask two questions of a dead person. Qi:5,

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi:25
2) Caster summons marked targes. Qi:50

Caster and touched targets instantly travel to known destination in the same
realm. Qi:50 / Person.

Caster opens a path between Hel and another realm. Q: 50.

Caster imbues partof his body or weapon with a curse. Target struck with
said curse becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi 10,

Caster curses up t02 targets within 10 yards, and transformes 4 cubic feet of
their flesh into stone. Qi 80.

Caster creates golden sand, which can be dusted in a target's eyes, causing
them to fall into a cursed seep. This lasts for 100 years, or untilthe target is
freed by a condition set by the caster. Qi: 50

Caster enchants an arrow to become an EIf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
external wounds) which inflcts EIf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Qi:5.

Caster can change shape into atiger, wolf,bear, cagle, human o any giant
version thereof, for up to 24 hours. He may also use any combination of
forms that he wishes,in addition to his normal one. Qi 15.

Caster creates a potion from Viola Tricolour. This potion causes any who.
have it smeared over their eyelids to fall hopelessly in love with the next
living thing they see. Qi 15,

Caster creates a potion from Artemisia. This potion acts as an antidote for
Love Potions when smeared over the eyelids of the target. Alternativly, it
can be used to cool the target’s natural lusts. Qi:15.





OEBPS/image_rsrc5CK.jpg
Quad Casting
Spells
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User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultancously.
Effect
Can view target's lat 10 minutes of life and cause of death. Q5

Caster can see illusory overlay of touched target's 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. Targetisthen reborn, whole and hale, ising from the ashcs. Spell
will auto-caston caster, f caste dics and has enough Qi o cast it at time of
death. Qi:50.

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) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genctic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubc feet of imperfect clls.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’s DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth ot 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 to Luck Stat, s well as immunity to all
Curses and Possession for 24 hours.

‘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

Touched targetis given wings that last until dismissed. Qi 15.
‘Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi 25.

Caster can bind a soul or spiritual being to a flawless gem or container by
touching them withit. Qi 25.

Castercreates a etenally binding contract on a blank piece of parchment or
paper. Qi:25.

Ask two questions of a dead person. Q5.

Caster gains conteolof up o 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 opens a path betsween Hel and another realm. Qi 50.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.
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Zucen Titania..

9, Penmes, God. of Travel and. Tradde, do hereby accept the Seclic Qoant's dectaration of
wan on bekal] of Olympus. While T must admit that youn seasons for making such an oboisusly
sudeidal decision curvently escae me. & i & fact that wo mortal can be allowed sack an act of
lubris without facing suitable punishment. T my ondlss gencrosity, 7 shall allows you ts
wccks to prefane for hostilitics to Gegin, aftn which time the fonces of Olympus shall. cvase the
ty of Elphyue rom the map and. cterminate o enslave all. of gou citens.

Y. by chance. you should come to youn senses and wish to suvcader befove the appointed.
date. and thereby save your feople from suck an ignoble fate. you may fresent younself at my
Lemple tn Athens, whereupon you wil be collaned and seatenced. ts 500 geans of slavery in

Olympus. Sincenely.

Fermcs. 500 day of Aguanias, 5617
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Blessing

Druid Covering

Glamour

Natural Traits
EagleEye
Techniques
Selctve Breeding
Soul Touch

Energy Siphon

True Cultivation

Quad Casting

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 bcomes invisble unt they purposely end the sell. Qi 25.
Caste createsa realsic,programmable llusion tha ool al senses.

Area: 10yard radiussphere, Duration: 20 minutes, Objct creaed withthis
spll mayfec ke anythin, but havethe srengehof glass. Qi 16,

Eiteat

Usercan clarly s details on 1 diameter abjct 2 s vy

et

User can control hercwn ovulaton.

Soulsar treated s solid bjects or valkyries.

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 area

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneously.
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Water Intelligence

Wind Agility

410/ 100 Spirit
+1/100pisit
+10/100pirit
+1/ 100spisit
+1/ 100 Spirit
+1/ 100 Spirit.
+1/100Spirit
+5/ 100pirit
+5/ 100 Spirit
+1/100spirit
+1/ 100 pirit
+1/100pisit

Measured in HK.

Measured in pounds

Natural healing sped up
Aging slowed
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Teleportation Caster and touched targets instantly travel to known destination in the same
realm. Q3100 / Person.
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Petrification Caster curses up to2 targets within 10 yards, and transforms 4 cubic feet of
their lesh into stone. Q- 0.
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Name: James Fir Race: Einherjor Sex: Male Age: 45
Height: 70" Weight: 300 1bs Fur: Black / Green  Eyes: Emerald Green

Titles: Champion of Hel, Baron of the Seelie Court, Arbiter of Life and Death

Element Abitty Suts Blessings
Earth Strength 50 500
Endurance » ©
Dunbitty 10
Water Itelligence 0 )
Aim m
Enpathy 2
Wind Agiity 1
Speed.- Running F)
Specd-Flight w
Leitaton 0
Fie Clarisma w m
Beauty 1w
Regeneraion 1
Luek B 3
Dantan 1500
Crimson Palace n
Thind Eye 0
Blessings et
Lady Luck Lucky: 25% Boost to Luck St
Ha Analysis: Alloes user o read and manage Status Scree of sl and any

object owned. Primarily,this allows the user to earn Spells from Artfacts
and scrolls, as wellas assign Spirit to Abilties and Spells, thereby Enhancing
them at  cost of 1% per Spirit point.

Hel Inventory: Allows user to summon and send non-living items he owns to
and from his abode in Hel. All worn and held equipment will be sent to
user's inventory upon death. Also allows user tosce alist of items stored.
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Name: Autumn Fallen Race: Succubus Sex: Female

Height 58"

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Auributes
Strength
Endurance

Aim

Agilty

Speed - Running
Speed - Flight
Ineligence
Charisma
Beauty

Dantian

Luck

Base
m
5
0
75
15
5
15
10
10
75
0

Weight: 1151bs  Hair: Black

Enhancement %
100
100
100
10
100
100
100
100
100
100

Age: 99
Eyes: Emerald Green

Total

2
10
150
)
1w

20
m

150

Current Status (Positive): Immune: Fire, Curss, Possesion. Polyglot.

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Blessing
1600
8

76

20
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Spells.
‘Shape Shift - Nekomata

Giantism

Manifest Wings
Dance of the Dead

Dancing Flames

Fircball

Flaming Fists

Thunderbolt

Hurricane Force Gust

Paralysis

Rebirth

Panacea

Glamour

Druid Covering

Teleportation

Summons

Polyglot

Effect

Caster can alter any part o her body to become more human or pantherlike,
up to and including a full change. Duration: 24 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 or weapon, which detonates as a 2400°
C_flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Q: 20.

Caster imbues up to two parts of her body, or two melée weapons, with 2400°
C.flames. The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi:20 / minute.

Caster hurls up to 2 lightning bolts at his targets. Qi: 50.
Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radits of 2 yards. Qi 10.

Caster imbues part of his body or weapon with a curse. Targetstruck with
said curse becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi: 10.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Targetis then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, f 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 targets’ genetic code.

) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet o imperfect cels.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic foetof cels according to target’s DNA.
6) 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 creates a realisti, programmable illusion that fools ll senses.
Area: 10 yard radius sphere. Duration: 20 minutes. Objects created with this
Spell may feellike anything, but have the strength of glass. Qi: 160.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi:25,

Caster and touched targets instantly travel to known destination in the same.
realm. Qi 50 / Person.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear her voice. Qi:25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi 50

Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and witten words of
any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi: 10,
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Spells
Shape Shift - Werewolf

Giantism

Scarlet Taurus
Alpha's Howl
Hunter's Howl

Rain Dance

Spirit Animal
Divination

Rebirth

Panacea

Druid Covering

Summons

Teleportation

Flaming Fists

Effect

Caster can alter any partof her body to become more wolf-like, up to and.
including a full change. Duration: 24 hours. Qi: 15,

Caster grows to the size of  giant (12 tall), quadrupling her Strength and
Endurance for up to 2 hours. Qi: 15,

Touched target s given wings that last untildis

issed. Qi+ 15.
Caster’s how can give courage to her pack within 7 miles, Qi:5.
Caster’s how can strike fear in the hearts of her prey within 7 miles. Qi:5.

Caster dances for 10 minutes to gather rain clouds above a circular area.
Qi'10/ mile diameter.

Caster enters  trance and can contact her spirit animal for guidance. Qi:5.
Caster can tellthe fortunes of others with tarot cards or a crystal ball. 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-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to ast it at time of
death. Qi:0.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards
2) Caster neutralzes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targels’ genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells,

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or oss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any orallsteps can be included when cast. Qi:10,/ Step.

Touched target becomes invisible untilthey purposely end the spell. Qi 25.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear her voice. Qi:25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Caster and touched targets instantly travel to known destination in the same
realm. Qi 50 / Person.

Casterimbues up to two parts of her body, or two mélie weapons, with 2400°
C_flames. The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi:20 / minute.
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Quicken Caster’s touch transforms 2 cubic fect o stone into flesh. Qi: 160
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Shapeshifter Caster can change shape into atiger, wolf, bear, cagle, human or any giant
Version thereof, for up to 24 hours. He may also use any combination of
forms that he wishes,in addition to his normal one. Qi 15.
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Paralysis
Pain

Flaming Fists

Love Potion

Spell Songs.
Pied Piper’s Ist Myt

Blessings
Arbiter's

Natural Traits
Night Vision
Immunities
Techniques

Soul Touch
Sclctive Breeding
Camnal Thirst
Camal Cultivation
True Cultvation

Energy Siphon

Enchanting Music

Quad Casting

‘Caster imbues part o her 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,
butinstead inflcts painful cramps and aching on the target. Qi 10

Caster imbues up to two parts of her body, or two mélée weapons, with 2400°
C. flames. The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi 20 / minute.

Caster creates a potion from Viola Trcolour. This potion causes any who
have it smeared over their eyelids to fall hopelessly in love with the next
iving thing they see. Qi 15,

Effect

Charms ratsfor the duration of playing. Qi:1/ minute.

Effect

+20% INT, CHA, Luck, and +300% STR, END. Immunity toall Curses and
Possession, and full knowledge of all languages.

Effect
User can seein darknes like an ow; 100 times beter than a human
Fire (Except Flames of Rebirth).

Effect

Souls are treated as solid objectsfor demons

User can control her own ovulation.

User requires Qi infused semen to survive. 5 Qi / day minimum.

User gains 5 Qi through the absorpion of jaculate. Partner s drained.
User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute nto Spirit.

‘User's Dantian naturally reills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this ate, ortriple it in.a Qi dense area.

User can weave magical effects into compatible music.

User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultancously.
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Panacea
Scarlt Taurus
Polyglot

Druid Covering
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Name: Tu'apa Hyy Fir  Race: Werewolf Sex: Female Age: 18
Height 5'6/6'6  Weight: 120/2401bs  Fur: Black/Siver  Eyes: Brown
Titles: Slave / Wite of James Fr, Lady of the Selie Court

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 150/ 300 o 150/ 300
Endurance 10/20 0 10/20
Aim @ 0 @
Agility n 0 n
Specd - Running /40 0 2/40
Speed - Flight 3 z -
Inteligence 1 0 1
Charisma ) 100 150
Beauty n 0 K
Dantian 3% 100 o
Luck EY - 50
Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negtive): Alegic toSilver. Enslaved.

Natural Trats Efect

Wolfs Night-Vision  User can e six times better than a human in darkness.

Wolfs Hearing User can hear four times beter than a human.

Wolfs Smell User can smell prey up to 1.5 miles away.

Wolf's Endurance User can run atfull speed for (Endurance) minutes,rather than seconds.
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Sleeping Beauty

ElfShot

“Tooth Fairy's Gift

Love Potion

Chastity Potion

Natural Traits

Techniques

Scective Brecding
Fairy Wings
Carnal Cultivation
True Cultvaton

Energy Siphon

Quad Casting.
Enchanting Music

Caster creates golden sand, which can be dusted in a target's eyes, causing
them to fal into a cursed sleep. This lasts for 100 years, or untilthe target is
freed by a condition set by the caster. Qi 50.

Caster enchants an arrow to become an EIf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
extemal wounds) which inflicts If-Sho (painful ramps and aches) on the
target. Q5.

Caster transforms one tooth into 2 copper obols. Qi:5.

Caster creates a potion from Viola Tricolour. This potion causes any who
have it smeared over their eyelids to fall hopelessly in love with the next
living thing they see. Qi 15.

Caster creates a potion from Artenisia. This potion acts 2s 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

User can see in darkness like an owl; 100 times better than a human.

User can clearly see details on a 1' diameter object 2 milles away.

Effect

User can control her own ovulation.

User generates 2 ounces of Fairy Dust per hou.

User gains 5 Qi through the absorption of ejaculate. Partner is drained.
User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User's Dantian naturally refill in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate or triple itin a Qi dense area.

User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultancously.

User can weave magiel effects into compatible music.
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Spells
Rebirth

Quicken
Instant Soup
Running Water

Dancing Flames

Flaming Chains

Paralysis

Pain

ElfShot

Druid Covering,

Polyglot

‘Summons

Effect

Target within 10 yards s immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target s then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targes within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ gencic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic fect o imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cels according to target's DNA.

6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss ovr an area of 8 square fect.

Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi:10 / Step.

Caster's touch transforms 2 cubic feet of stone into flesh. Qi 160.
Caster transforms 2 gallons of water into Irish Stew. Qk:5.
Caster causes 2 gallons of fresh water to flow from touched target. Qi 10.

Casterignites and controls up to two, 2000° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20,

Caster imbues up to two of her Ghostly Chains with 2400° C. flames. The
caster s protected from the heat generated by this spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

Caster imbues her Ghostly Chains with a curse. Target struck with said curse
becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi: 10.

Caster enchants her Ghostly Chains to inflct painful cramps and aching on
the target. Qi:10.

Caster enchants an arrow to become an EIf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
extemal wounds) which inlicts EIf-Sho (panul cramps and aches) on the
target.

‘Touched target becomes invisible until 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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Hel's Blessing HUD. Functions: Time, Date, Mini-Map (Compass, Tracking), Text Box.
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Charisma +1/100Spirit
Beauty +1/100Spirit
 Regenertion +1/100Spirit Natural healing sped up. Aging Slowed.
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Petrfication Caster's touch transforms 2 cubic feet of flesh into stone. Qi: 50
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Name: Tu'apa Hyy Fir  Race: Werewolf Sex: Female Age: 18
Height: 56" /6’6" Weight: 120/ 2401bs  Fur: Black /Silver  Eyes: Brown
Titles: Slave / Wite of James Fr, Lady of the Secie Court

Attributes. Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 150/ 300 0 150/ 300
Endurance 10/20 0 10/20
Aim @ 0 o
Agilty £ 0 ™
Speed - Running 2740 0 /40
Specd - Flight - E B
Intelligence 120 0 e
Charisma 3 0 75
Beauty n 0 n
Dantian @ 0 &
Luck 50 E 50
Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Allergic to Silver. Enslaved.

Techniques Effect

Shifer's Regeneration  User automatically heals wounds not caused by silver at a rate of 1 cubic inch
per second when notin human form. Qi 1/ cubic inch.

Wolf's Appetite User recovers Qi at a rate of 1 per pound of meat eaten.
Curseof Lycanthropy  User's bite transmits the cursed virus that causes lycanthropy.

Full Moon's Curse  User must shift into her Hybrid form upon seeing a full moon, and cannot
shift back to human form until the sun rises.

Shifter’s Discipline  User can challenge the inner beast for control once per minute while shifted.
Percentage chance = (CHA - 50),
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Name: AcrasiaFir  Race: LeanndnSidhe  Sex: Female Age: 76
Height: 6 /411" Weight 11bs/80lbs  Hair: GoldenBlonde  Eyes: Silver

Titles: Slave / Wife of James Fir, Lady of the Seclie Court

Hlement Abilty St Blessings
Eartn Strength © F
Endurance 10 ©
Duraity 0
Woter Intellgence m m
Aim 0
Enpathy 0
Wind Agity 0
Speed - Running »
Speed-Flght 10
Leoaton 0
Fire Charisma 160 12
Beauty 90
Regeneraton 0
Luck El @
Dantian 1500
Crimson Palace 0
Thind Eye 0

Current Status (Negative): Allergic o Iron. Enslaved
Blessings Effect

Arbiter's +20% INT, CHA, Luck, and +300% STR, END. Immunity to ll Curses and
Possession, and full knowledge of al languages.

Spell Songs. Effect

Pied Piper's IstMvt.  Charms ratsfor the duration of playing. Qi:1/ minute.
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Spells
Seidr - Memento Mori

Seidr - Diagnosis

Shape Shift - Swan
Scarlet Turus
Towards the Light (V)
Polyglot

Summons

Hurricane Force Gust
Thunderbolt

Holy Smite

Fireball

Flaming Sword

Dancing Flames

Rebirth

Panacea

Quicken

Exorcism

Effect
Can view target's ast 10 minutes of life and cause of death. Qi:5.

Caster can see llusory overlay of touched target's body, which displays all
current Negative Status effects and locations. Qi:5.

Caster can change shape into a swan for 2 hours. Qi: 15,
Touched target is given wings that last until dismissed. Qi-15.
Opena path in the sky between Valhalla or Hel and another realm. Qi: 50

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 hurls up to 2 lightning bolts at her targets, Qi:50.

Caster gathers Holy energy in her hand or weapon, which detonates upon
contact. Blastof Holy energy has a 10 yard radius. Unholy objects and
creatures receive devastating damage. Qi: 20,

Caster gathers Fire energy in her hand or weapon, which detonates as a 2400°
. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius.

Caster imbues a part o her body, or a mélée weapon, with 2400° C. flames.
‘The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated by ths
spell. Qi:20 / minute.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.

Target within 10 yards i immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target isthen reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster,if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects laws in targets’ genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic fect of imperfect cels.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feetof cels 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's touch transforms 2 cubic fee of stone into flesh. Qi: 160,

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). Q: 15.
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Name: Lamina Fir | Race: EIf Sec Female  Age: 18
Height: 5 Weight: 851bs  Hair: Light Brown Eyes: Sapphire
itles: Slave / Wi o James Fir,High Priesessof Shadowheim, Lady of the Seelic Court

Atributes Base Enhancement % Total Blessing
Strength 5 0 % 350
Endurance 5 9 9 »
Aim n 10 140

Agilty n 10 140

Speed - Running 0 10 2

Ineligence 1 10 210 258
Charisma e 10 150 180
Beauty 5 100 0

Dantian s 10 850

Luck % > - ©

‘Current Status (Positive): Immune: Curses, Possession. Polyglot.

Current Satus (Negative): Ensaved.

Blessings Eifect

Arbier's +20% INT, CHA, Luck, and +300% STR, END. Immunitytoall Curses and
Possesson, and fll knowledge of al languages.

Hers HUD, Functions: T, Date, Mini-Map (Compass, Tracking), Text Box

Natura Trats Eifect

NightVision Usercan s in darkness ke an owl; 100 tmes bette than  human

EagleEye Usercan cearly s deails an 1 diameter object 2 miles awy.

Techniques Hifect

Selective Breeding.  User can contrl he own ovulaton.

True Cultivation Usercan Cultivate 2 oints of Qi / mint o Spiit

Energy Siphon User's Dantian naturally refls n 12 hours or  ae o rughly 8% per hour

User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it ina Qi dense area.

Soul Touch. ‘Souls are treated as sold objects for priestesses of Hel.
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Spells

Rebirth

Panacea

Quicken
Instant Soup
Running Water

Dancing Flames

Flaming Fists

ElfShot

Paralysis

Druid Covering,

Teleportation
Summons

Polyglot

Effect

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it a time of
death. Qi: 50.

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) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genetic code.

) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cels 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's touch transforms 2 cubic feet of stone into flesh. Qi 160.
Caster transforms 2 gallons of water into Irish Stew. Qi:5.
Caster causes 2 gallons of fresh water to flow from touched target. Qi 10.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.

Caster imbuies up to two parts of her body, or two mélée weapons, with 2400°
C.flames. The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi:20 / minute.

Caster enchants an arrow to become an EIf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
external wounds) which inflicts EIf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Qi

Caster imbues part of her body or weapon with a curse. Target struck with
said curse becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi 10.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi 25.

Caster and touched targets instantly travel to known destination in the same
realm. Qi 50,/ Person.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear her voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi 50

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
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Asbiter's Blessing  Touched target gains +20% INT, CHA, Luck, and +300% STR, END. He gains
immunity toall Curses and Possession, and full knowledge of all languages.
Al effects are permanent. Qi: 150.
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Zombie Potion

Natural Trats
Night-Vision
Eagle Eye

Tiger's Hearing
Bear's Smel
Lion's Refractory
Wolf's Endurance
Dragon's Wings
Techniques

True Cultvation

Energy Siphon

Wolfs Appetite
Quad Castng
Enchanting Music
Soul Touch

Shifter's Discipline

Castercreatesa ption from his own blood, mixed with Pufferfish poison.
This potion curss theimbiber o becor a zombi under the caster s ontrol
These zombies ae infctous,an can tum ohers by iting them. Q25
Bifeat

Usercanseein darkness ke an ol 100 times bt than  human

User can lerly s detil on 1 dlameter object 2 miles away.

User can hear S tmesbeter than a human

User can smll prey up to 20 miles away:

User can aclate up o 50 times per day:

Usercan run at ull speee for (Endurance) minutes,rather than seconds,
User's wings re immune tothe efectsof fir

et

Usercan Caltivate 2 poitsof Qi / minte intoSpit,

User's Dantian naturally refillsin 12 hours, or  rate of roughly 8% per hour
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area

Usr recovers Qi ata ate of 2 per ounce of et caten.
User can cast and maintain concenteation o fou spllssimultancously:
Usercan weave magica ffcts into compatible music
Soulsar reated s sold bjectsfor Champions of Hel

User can challenge the inner beast for control once per minute while shifted.
Percentage chance = (CHA - 25).





OEBPS/image_rsrc5CR.jpg
Techniques
Shiffer's Regeneration

Wolf's Appetite
Curse of Lycanthropy.

Full Moor's Curse:

Shifter's Discipline

Selective Breeding
Energy Siphon

True Cultivation

Quad Casting

Effect

User automatically heals wounds not caused by silver at a rate of 2 cubic fect
per second when notin human form. Qi 1/ cubic inch.

User recovers Qi at a rate of 2 per ounce of meat eaten.
User's bite transmits the cursed virus that causes lycanthropy.

User must shift into her Hybrid form upon secing a full moon, and cannot
shift back to human form unil the sun rises.

User can challenge the inner beast for control once per minute while shifted.
Percentage chance = (CHA - 25).

User can control her oestrus, as well as her own ovulation.

User's Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hou.
User can Meditate to double this rate,or triple it in.a Qi dense area

User can Caltivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneotsly.
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Thunderbolt Caster hurls a lightning bolt at his target. Qi 100,
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Natural Trsits
CatFomm

Cat's NightVision
Tger's Hearing

Bear's Smell

Effect
User's natural form s that of  cat with two tail,
User can see 6 times bettr than a human in darkness.
User can hear 5 tmes betterthan a human.

User can smell prey up to 20 miles away.
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Bear's Smell User can smell prey up to 20 milles away.
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Spells
Asbiter's Blessing

Seidr - Memento Mori

Seidr - Diagnosis

Panacea

Rebirth

Quicken

Exorcism

Glamour

Druid Covering
Dream Walker
Holy Smite

Fireball

Flaming Fists

Dancing Flames

Thunderbolt

Hurricane Force Gust

Effect

Touched target gains +20% INT, CHA, Luck, and 4300% STR, END. He gains
immunity toall Curses and Possession, and full knowledge of all languages.
Alleffects are permanent. Qi: 150.

(Can view target’slast 10 minutes of ife and cause of death. Qi:5.

Caster can see llusory overlay of touched target's body, which displays all
current Negative Status effects and locations. Qi:.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targes within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralzes 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 cels.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any orallsteps can be included when cast. Qi:10/ Step.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi:50.

Caster's touch transforms 2 cubic fect o stone into flesh. Qi: 160

Caster touches target, and attempts o 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 1.

Caster creates a realistic, programmable illusion that fools ll senses.
‘Area: 10 yard radius sphere. Duration: 20 minutes. Objects created with this
spell may fecllike 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. Blastof Holy energy has a 10 yard radius. Unhaly objects and
creaturesreceive devastating damage. Qi 20

Caster gathers Fire energy in his hand or weapon, which detonates as a 2400°
. flame on contact. Blast of lame has a 10 yard radius. Qi:20.

Casterimbues up to two parts of his body, or two mélée 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.

Caster hurls up to 2 lightning bolts at his targets. Qi 0.

Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Q: 10.
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Spells
Dream Walker
Shape Shift - Human
Shape Shift - Dog

Glamour

Druid Covering,
Rebirth

Panacea

Polyglot

Hel's Gate.

Teleportation
Summons

Dance of the Dead
Necromancy

Binding
Faustian Pact

Enslave

Nymphalepsy

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 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.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell.

‘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 p 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 clls.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi:10 / Step.

‘Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and written words of
any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi: 10.

‘Caster opens a path between Hel and another realm. Qi: 50.

Caster and touched targets instantly travel to known destination in the same
realm. Qi: 50 / Person.

1) Caster marks the soul oftargets who hear her voice. Qi:25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi:50

Caster gains control of up to four corpses. Qi 25,
‘Ask two questions of a dead person. Qi:5.

‘Caster can bind a soul or spiritual being to a flawless gem or container by
touching them with it. Qi 25.

Caster creates an etenally binding contract on a blank piece of parchment or
paper. Qi:25

‘Target who agrees to become caster's lover becomes permanently enslaved.
Qi:50.

Caster's Beauty assaultsthe male target's will (Charisma). The greater the

ference between the caster and targetsstats the mor severe th effct on
the target. Loss: Infatuation. 25: Lossof spocch. 50: Madness. 100: Death.
Win: +20% to INT, CHA. Al effects are permanent. Qi: 25
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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

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 20 100 440
Endurance 6 100 2

Aim @ 100 120
Agility 8 100 160
Specd - Running, 2 100 50

‘Speed - Flight 50 100 100
Intelligence 102 100 0

Charisma n % 136

Beauty 8 100 7

Dantian 610 100 120
Luck 50 g 50

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Techniques Efect

Shifters Discpline  User can chalenge the inner beas fr control once per minute while shifed.
Percentage chance = (CHA-25)

Selectve Brecding  User can control her estrus,as well a her own ovulation.

Wolf's Appetite User recovers Qi atarate of 2 per ounce of meat caten.

Energy Siphon User's Dantian naturally rfills n 12 hours, or a rate of oughly 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.

Quad Casting. User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneously.
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Instant Soup Caster transforms 2 gallons of water into Irsh Stew. Qi:5.
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Quad Casting User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultancotsly.
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Name: Elora Race: EIf Sex: Female Age: 20
Height: 52" Weight: 90 1bs Hair: Brown Eyes: Brown

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Atibutes Buse Enhancement % Toul
Stength 5 5 st

Endurance s 0 s

Aim © 0 @
Agiity £} 0 @
Specd - Running 1 0 1
Inllgence 12 1w =
Charisma n w w
Beauty 3 1w 15
Dantan 30 w 7
Luck F) 5 :

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Natural Trats Effect

Night-Vision User can see in darkness like an owl; 100 times beter than a human.

EagleEye User can clearly see detail ona ' diameter object 2 miles away

Techniques Eifect

Seloctive Breeding  User can control herown ovulation.

Encrgy Siphon User's Dantian naturally refils in 12 hours, o  ateof roughly 8% per hour:
User can Mieditteto double this rat, o trpl it i Qi dense area

True Cultvation User can Caltivate 2 points of Qi / minuteintoSpirt.

Soul Touch Souls are treated as soid objcts for te bearerofthe Ghost Chains.

Dual Casting User can cast and maintain concentration on two spells simultaneously.





