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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.

Tu’apa Hyy Fir: Wife of James. A werewolf whose black hair has silver streaks. Daughter of Farkas Navari and member of the Wobonuch tribe.

Lāmina Fir: Wife of James, and High Priestess of Shadowheim. 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 worship of James as her god makes him a little uncomfortable.

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.

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:

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.

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.

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.

Balanus: Hamadryad Baroness, and caretaker of the Dryad Grove within Elphyne, which surrounds the Temple of Hel. This forest nymph has green hair and eyes, and dark brown skin like the bark of an oak. Reclusive and a bit taciturn, she seems to have a rather neutral view of James and his family.

Quetzal: Chieftain of Guayabo, this human woman is currently running the town for James. She has the dark complexion typical of the people native to the region, and is popular among the men for her large bust and pretty face. Sadly, many of them fail to see the shrewd and calculating mind behind her friendly smile, and thus underestimate her all too frequently.

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.

Ocypete: Messenger serving the Seelie Court, directly under Effie. As a harpy, she has wings instead of arms, and bird-like legs with sharp talons on her feet. Her hair and plumage are brown, while her wide mouth shows off incredibly sharp teeth when she smiles. Mother of Ocythoe.

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. Had his youth restored by Nyakuro.

Chimalma: Werejaguar Lieutenant Colonel in the Seelie army, and the First Disciple of the Order of the Arbiter. She is fiercely loyal to James, and has sworn eternal service to him.

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 has been rescued from Hell and now resides in Éljúðnir. He has lost all memory of his past life.

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 and post offices 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.

Others:

Farkas Navari: Werewolf Alpha, and chief of the Wobonuch tribe, as well as the father of Tu’apa Hyy. He has agreed to relocate his pack to Guayabo, and serve under James as Pack Leader.

Maria: Self declared High Priestess of Hel, she was the young lady that James died while saving at the start of his journey. Through the intervention of Michael, she has found herself on Terra, and in something of a pickle…


CHAPTER 1


The soft hoot of an owl was the first sound to greet James and Tu’apa Hyy as they materialized on the outskirts of the Wobonuch village. Even though the sun had long since set in the mountainous region, there was a certain feeling of unrest in the air, as tribes folk quietly moved among the oval huts.

The only light to see by was that which spilled from the open doors of people’s homes, and the flickering glow cast about by the communal fire pits. An atmosphere of tension sat heavy on the village, with tribesmen and women speaking in hushed tones, as they watched their lycanthropic cousins prepare for their upcoming journey.

“We should seek out my father.” Tu’apa Hyy suggested, her soft brown eyes slowly scanning the village for signs of the Alpha.

“Think he’s ready for the move?” James whispered back, taking a step forward.

“I am certain of it, Master.” The wolf girl nodded, her ears twitching as she listened for her father’s voice. “I smell a great deal of fear among the tribe. I have no doubt that my father and the rest of the pack are eager to be on their way, even if they will be leaving friends and family behind.”

“There’s been a lot of friction between the werewolves and the rest of the tribe lately, hasn’t there?” the einherjar observed, thinking back on the behaviour of the tribal elders during his previous visit.

“There has.” the pretty werewolf admitted. “Many among the people view us as cursed monsters, and blame us for the violence the Inquisition brought to our tribe.” Her brow furrowed deeply as she frowned in dismay. “Sadly, they are not entirely mistaken.”

James placed a hand on his newest wife’s shoulder and gave it a light squeeze. He opened his mouth, planning to say something to comfort her, when a familiar voice called out to them.

“Champion! It’s good that you have returned. My people are ready to go.” Farkas shouted, striding towards them. The large man would be downright imposing to most, even in his human form, and the small hints of grey in his otherwise black hair did nothing to diminish his powerful presence.

“Father.” The frown on Tu’apa’s face was quickly replaced with a gentle smile upon spotting the Alpha, and the way that her tail wagged behind her proved that her happiness in seeing him was genuine.

The tribal chief’s approach slowed, and his smile gradually gave way to a furrowed brow as he took in the sight of his daughter. “Tu’apa…” He gasped. “What… what happened to you?”

Tu’apa Hyy’s tail wagged even faster, and her chin rose slightly in pride. “I am no longer restricted to complete shifts, father!” she said excitedly. Holding her hand up before her as an example, the young werewolf narrowed her eyes and focussed on shrinking and extending her claws.

“That’s right.” James added softly, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “So no more calling yourself a monster, okay? You’re not cursed, Tu’apa. You have complete control over your transformations now.”

“Complete control?” Farkas muttered. “How is that possible? Even I struggle to restrain the beast within during a shift.”

“Master… I mean, my husband,” she began with a blush, “has taught me how to refine the magic which allows us to change forms. He also strengthened my sense of self, or will power, if that makes more sense.”

The older werewolf quirked a brow at the way that his daughter happily referred to the bestial man as her ‘master’, but chose not press the issue. Instead, he focussed on the seemingly impossible claims that she was making. “Champion or no, how could he have done all of that for you already? The two of you have barely been mated for a day.”

Tu’apa Hyy blushed even more fiercely at her father’s casual reference to the intimate bond that she shared with the man beside her. Glancing at her out of the corner of his eye, the einherjar decided to field the question in her stead. “I’m afraid that is something of a secret.” he answered carefully. “Suffice it to say, it is only possible because she is my wife. That said, I will be looking into ways for your people to better control their urges when they shift.”

Farkas frowned at this, disappointed in the other man’s answer, even if he was happy for his daughter. “Very well, Champion. If you say as much, then I haven’t much choice but to trust you.”

“Thanks for trusting me.” James nodded, then summoned a small object into his palm from his Inventory. “Take this, and wear it around your neck.”

“What’s this?” the Alpha asked, holding the golden pendant up to inspect it.

“It’s a Tower Medallion.” the einherjar explained. “A magical device that will translate any written or spoken language for the wearer. It will help you bridge the language gap with the locals in Guayabo, though your people will have to learn the local language on their own.”

“Handy.” Farkas growled softly. “There’s no way for my people to acquire more of these?”

“Technically, it is possible, though very expensive.” James replied with a shrug. “The Temple of Hermes sells them, but they cost two gold talents each.”

The big werewolf grunted, acknowledging the fact that the useful artifacts were likely beyond the reach of common folk. “Fair enough. Shall we get underway, then?”

James nodded again. “Get your people gathered on the outskirts of the village. I have to make a quick trip to Guayabo, but I’ll be back within the hour. You want to stay with them until I get back?” he asked his wife.

“Yes please, Master.” Tu’apa Hyy confirmed. “It will give me a chance to speak with my people and answer their questions. Perhaps I can ease any fears or concerns they may have.”

“Sounds good.” the einherjar said with a smile. Leaning over, he placed an affectionate kiss on the top of her head, before stepping back and vanishing from sight.
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James blinked as his eyes adjusted to the lack of moonlight in Guayabo. He’d teleported to a spot just behind the chieftain’s hut, so as not to startle any passers by. Not that there are likely to be many people out and about at this time of night. he admitted to himself. By his best guess, there was something close to two hours difference between Elphyne and Elphen, and therefore a similar amount between the Wobonuch village and Guayabo, making it somewhere around nine o’clock at night locally.

Stepping out onto the main street, the einherjar nodded to the two guards, standing at their posts in the small wooden shacks flanking the cobblestone road. Their hands immediately went for their weapons, until they recognized the familiar shape of Hel’s Champion.

“Hail, Lord Fir.” the one on the left shouted, thumping his fist to his chest in a firm salute.

“At ease, gentlemen.” James called out in a relaxed tone of voice. He hadn’t meant to startle the men, but he couldn’t be surprised by having done so. It’s not like they are blessed with the same kind of night vision that I am. he reminded himself.

Walking past the guards, the ex-soldier let his gaze drift to the northwest, where his eyes settled on the dark silhouette of the Turrialba volcano. The looming peak was an ever present danger to the town of Guayabo, but its ash provided fertile lands for the people to raise their crops, and its jungle covered slopes were an ideal place for the settlement to rest.

“Lord Fir?” A feminine voice called out, pulling the einherjar from his thoughts. Having heard her guards call out to the baron, the town’s chieftain had stepped outside to greet him.

“Ah. Quetzal. Sorry to bother you. I hope you weren’t asleep.” James apologized.

The busty woman shook her head. She had covered herself in a blanket, to ward off the evening chill, but she hadn’t yet turned in for the night. “I was still working, my lord. What can I do for you?”

“May I come in?” the einherjar asked, holding his hand out to indicate her hut.

“Of course, my lord. These are your lands. I merely manage them at your pleasure.” Quetzal insisted with a bow of her head.

James couldn’t help but chuckle. “Your speech and manners have become quite courtly.” he observed.

Following after her lord, the dark skinned woman closed the door behind her as she stepped into the hut. “I realized that, if I wanted Guayabo to be taken seriously as a member of the Seelie Empire, I had to be able to deal with the nobility of Elphyne. To that end, I asked Queen Titania to send someone to teach me all that I would need to know. Thankfully, her herald Effie was willing to visit on occasion, and give me lessons.” Taking a seat behind her desk, the native woman let out a tired sigh and looked up at the towering figure in front of her. Even though she knew that he was an intelligent and reasonable man, his powerful build and fierce, bestial visage never failed to send a shiver down her spine.

“Empire, eh?” the einherjar grumbled. He’d been hoping that people wouldn’t be using that word yet, as he didn’t want to tip his hand to any potential enemies. I guess it’s obvious to anyone who cares to look. he silently admitted to himself.

Quetzal had the grace to give him a troubled smile, but didn’t comment further. Instead, she prodded him again about the reason for his presence. “Though I would never object to a late night visit from my lord, I somehow doubt you are here for pleasure.”

James coughed to hide his surprise at the blatant offer, and shook his head in confirmation. “Sorry. No. You’re right that it’s business that brings me here tonight.”

“And what business might that be, my lord?” the chieftain inquired.

“Well, now that I think of it, I really should have let you know sooner…” the ex-soldier began, giving her an apologetic smile. “The truth is, I’m going to be relocating some people from another settlement, to this one.”

“All right.” Quetzal said slowly, folding her hands on her desk. “That doesn’t seem like it should be a problem. We’ve been very short on manpower ever since Michael’s attack.”

“Right.” The einherjar nodded. Even though he wasn’t directly responsible for the archangel’s violence, he still regretted that Yahweh’s Champion had burned the town to the ground for siding with him.

“When are they coming, and how many will be in their number? I hope there will be some women among them…” the chieftain pressed.

“Well, there should be about two dozen of them, and yes, about half that number are women.” James informed her. “I’ll be bringing them here tonight.”

“Good. That sounds fine…” Quetzal said a bit hesitantly. “And yet… I get the feeling there is more that you would tell me, my lord.”

“Also right.” the einherjar admitted. “You see, these men and women… aren’t human.”

The chieftain’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I can’t say that is surprising, given your own nature, my lord. Might I ask what they are, then?”

Hel’s Champion met the chieftain’s eyes and firmly held her gaze. “Werewolves.” he said simply. Quetzal’s eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to object, but James forestalled her arguments with a raised hand. “I’m sorry for springing this on you, and I get how tough a position I am putting you in, but I must insist that Guayabo accept them with open arms.”

Quetzal’s hands curled into fists as she glared back at her lord. Considering her words carefully, the shrewd woman made her case. “My lord. I understand that your orders are absolute, but please allow me to point a few things out.”

James knew that it was a done deal, no matter what she said, but figured she might have an easier time convincing her people if he allowed her to speak her piece. “Go on.” he said, nodding in encouragement.

“You know how my people reacted to the werejaguars, and those were our kin. Family and friends that we had lived with for generations.” she began.

“Yes, and I think your people now understand how wrong it was to side with Father Cannon and drive them out.” the baron argued.

The chieftain grimaced, like she had bitten into something sour. “Be that as it may, werewolves are even more dangerous, my lord. Unlike the werejaguars, they are cursed! They can’t control their changes, and will hunt and kill the people of this town.”

“Not if everyone becomes a werewolf.” he stated flatly, keeping his gaze steady.

Quetzal’s jaw dropped in shock. She desperately wanted to argue that such a suggestion was completely unacceptable, if not outright insanity, but she was simply too floored by his words to articulate her thoughts.

“We have nine days until the next full moon.” the Seelie baron continued. “Your people have that long to either accept their new lives as lycanthropes, or move out of Guayabo.”

The anger swelling in Quetzal’s chest finally overcame the shock that had paralyzed her tongue. “You can’t be serious!” she shouted, shooting to her feet and slamming her hands on her desk.

“I’m dead serious, Quetzal. I need these warriors. Soldiers powerful enough to defend against the armies of the Holy Empire. Moreover, I need your citizens, our people, to be strong enough to survive such an assault. I’m afraid there is simply no place for mortal men in the Seelie Empire anymore.”

Gritting her teeth, the chieftain let her gaze fall to the floor and shook her head. “So that’s it, then? We all agree to become cursed, or we are to be driven from our lands?”

James knew that he was the bad guy here. His reasoning was logical, and the land was his by right of conquest, but it still stung to be on the wrong side. “There’s more, and probably worse, depending on your point of view. But I will say one thing that might ease your mind a bit.”

“Oh? And what might that be, my lord?” Quetzal hissed through clenched teeth.

“I’m going to be building a brothel here, to house succubi. They will help grow the population, and will give us strong children. Your menfolk won’t be in any danger if they are lycanthropes.” he added.

“Ha!” Quetzal’s laugh was harsh and without humour. “Demons as well? Are we to be Hell’s foothold on Terra?”

The einherjar glowered at the younger woman. “The succubi will be my slaves, and forbidden from harming your people. I remain the Champion of Lady Hel, the Goddess of Death, and not a follower of Hell’s Legions.”

Quetzal took a deep, shuddering breath, then continued, without looking up at the bestial man. “They’ll fight, you know.” she said in a soft voice. “Many will flee, but some will fight. I don’t think many will submit to your demands.”

“Then help them see reason.” the baron pleaded. “I can’t have a town within our borders fall to enemy control, and Guayabo can’t defend itself as it is. I get that people will be reluctant to accept a so called ‘curse’ to become stronger, but I’ll sweeten the pot if they do.”

Glancing at him out of the corner of her eye, the intelligent woman frowned. “Sweeten it how?”

“I’ll heal the ills of every man, woman, and child that remains in town and agrees to become a lycanthrope. That includes reversing the age of the elderly.” the Champion offered.

Quetzal’s eyebrows raised at that, and she slowly stood and turned to face him. “Truly? That is a hell of a selling point…” she admitted.

“Right?” James agreed with a hopeful grin. “Just think. All of your menfolk will be so much stronger, and none will die of injuries or disease ever again. That is the benefit of serving Hel’s Champion.”

The chieftain frowned slightly, as she considered his words. “You may convince some with you offer… perhaps even most of us. But there will still be a few that refuse. What is to become of them?”

“Give them enough supplies to last the journey, and send them south.” the ex-soldier stated.

“The nearest settlement in that direction is Fort San Lorenzo, an outpost of the Holy Empire of Castile.” the woman informed him. “It’s a nearly six hundred mile trek.”

James scowled at hearing the name of the Holy Empire. Though six hundred miles wasn’t exactly on their doorstep, he wasn’t pleased to hear that they had an outpost in this part of the world at all.

After a somewhat tense moment of silence, the chieftain prodded him again. “Even though the roads that the Legion built are still easy to travel along, I don’t think many would be eager to make such a journey.”

“They don’t have a choice.” the einherjar growled. “They either accept the ‘curse’, or leave. The only other option they have is to challenge me. As a Champion, I won’t turn them down, but I won’t spare their lives if they are foolish enough to choose that path.”

Quetzal grimaced, but nodded her head in acceptance. She didn’t like the situation one bit, and was pissed at him for putting her in the middle of it, but she did understand the man’s logic. At least he is offering a decent carrot, and not all stick. she sighed to herself.
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James stepped out into the night. After his conversation with Quetzal, he’d informed her that he was going to build a longhouse for the werewolves. The design would be close to what the gnomes had already built for the locals, but with a few twists of his own.

Striding into an empty section of town, the einherjar dropped into a crouch and placed his hand against the cool earth. Closing his eyes, he envisioned a 140’ long, 20’ wide building, with a curved roof. He wanted to form the dwelling from basalt, which was common in the volcanic region, and have sturdy, 2‘ thick walls to support the heavy structure.

Pushing Qi into his Castle Construction spell, he mentally called out to the earth beneath his feet, beseeching the minerals below to grow and warp into the shape that he desired. Unlike previous times, the planet’s response wasn’t instantaneous. This was because he wasn’t only asking for stone, but also for metal to form the doors, and glass for the windows. As a result, it took time for the magic to gather the small deposits, and merge them together seamlessly.

Due to the complexity of the design, at least in comparison to a purely stone structure, it took a little over a minute for the building to rise from the earth. This was in sharp contrast to the mere seconds that it took to raise the walls around Elphyne. The addition of functioning iron doors and shutters were well worth the extra effort, however.

Not bad for a mere nine Qi. James silently noted. Though I should still work on making the spell more efficient. Another project for future James, I guess.

With that task complete, the einherjar teleported himself back to the Wobonuch village. Immediately upon arrival, he noticed that a large group of people had gathered nearby, while others were watching from a short distance away. Under the pale moonlight, the bestial man could see that the expressions on the people’s faces varied greatly. Some of the onlookers had an eager look about them, as if they couldn’t wait to see their lycanthropic cousins leave, while others had tears in their eyes, denoting the pain of separating from a loved one.

“We are ready to go, Champion.” Farkas called out from the front of the werewolf pack.

“Of course. Thank you, Farkas.” the ex-soldier yelled back with a nod. “But before I go, I wish to say something to the villagers who are remaining behind.” Turning to face the gathered tribesmen and women, James drew in a long breath and made an attempt to meet each of their eyes in turn. “Men and women of the Wobonuch tribe. I wish for you to know that our peoples are at peace, and the elves of Elphen are looking forward to trade continuing as it has in the past. This means that there is no reason for this to be a final goodbye, should you not desire it to be so. You are free to visit Elphen as traders, and will be able to send messages along to any family or friends who move to Guayabo. Furthermore, should any of you ever desire to join them there, you will always be welcome to move.”

There were a few murmurs among the crowd, and the reactions to his statement were certainly mixed, but the einherjar couldn’t help but note the light of hope in a more than a few pairs of eyes, especially among some of the younger tribes folk.

“Now, I must cast a spell to place a temporary mark upon those that I will be taking with me. Any who hear me speak will have that mark engraved upon them, and so I must ask that any who are not travelling with me tonight, move out of earshot.”

The grumbling among the watchers grew louder, with many voicing suspicion, but it seemed that none wished to tempt their fate or test his words, since the crowd quickly dispersed and disappeared deeper into the village. When the last of them had left, James turned back to face his new pack.

“Ladies and gentlemen. If you will wait but a moment, I will cast a spell upon you, then teleport myself back to Guayabo. From there, I will call you to me with my magic. I promise that I will release each of you from the marking once we have arrived at our destination, and no harm will come to you by way of it.” A few members of the pack frowned, but none gave voice to their concerns, trusting in their Alpha’s decision to follow the Champion.

“We are ready, Master.” Tu’apa Hyy called out, bowing her head in deference.

The einherjar nodded in silent acknowledgement of his wife, then began to cast his Summons spell. Speaking loudly, so that everyone present would hear him clearly, he chanted the usual 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!”

Murmurs of surprise bubbled up among the werewolves, as small, golden circles of light appeared in the air before them, then sank into their chests to mark their souls. With the first step complete, the ex-soldier wasted no time in teleporting back to the new longhouse he’d just built in Guayabo.

As soon as he appeared at his destination, he completed the spell by calling out to those he’d just marked, along with his wolf girl lover. The magic carried his words upon the wind, instantly transporting them thousands of miles, to reach the listening ears of the waiting pack. Seconds later, the entire group appeared as one, having been swept along the current of magic, and brought to the location of their summoner. With a thought, the einherjar did as he had promised, and freed all but his wife from their spiritual markings.

Farkas looked around at the inside of the stone building, instantly noting the strength and security of the solid structure. “I take it you built this for us, my lord?” The Alpha’s voice rumbled loudly.

“Yes. It is to be your communal home until you have integrated fully into the village, and take it upon yourselves to build new, individual dwellings.” the einherjar confirmed. “Please keep in mind that I have yet to raise walls around Guayabo, so your young will be safer in here than in your traditional dwellings until I do.”

“Safe from what? We’re werewolves!” a voice from the back inquired with a laugh.

“There are many dangers in the surrounding rainforest.” the ex-soldier warned them. “I’ve personally fought deinonychus, and even a tyrannosaurus rex, in this jungle. The first being man sized lizards that are faster than any wolf and hunt in packs, while the latter is similar, but larger than one of your huts.”

His warning seemed to prompt more curiosity than concern among the lycanthropic warriors, but he figured they would have to learn on their own how serious the local threats were. Turning his attention to the Alpha, he nodded, then pointed his thumb over his shoulder, towards the door. “Farkas, I’ll take you to the chieftain’s hut if you’re ready. I’d like to introduce you, so that you can have as easy a time integrating your people as possible. Tu’apa, if you would be so kind as to join us as well? We’ll be heading home after this.”

“Of course, Master.” she replied with a smile, her tail wagging swiftly behind her.

James led the two werewolves out of the longhouse, and along the road to the chieftain’s home. He did stop briefly to return the salute of the two guards standing outside, but wasn’t delayed by anyone else during the short trip. It’s good that they’ve rebuilt the small huts they stand in. he noted to himself. At least they can keep dry when it rains.

Stepping up to the front door, the einherjar reached out and knocked thrice. When he heard the woman inside call out for him to enter, James pushed the door open and held it for his companions. Entering last, he closed the door behind him before moving to the middle of the room. The chieftain was already standing up from her seat, and moving around her desk to greet them.

“Quetzal, may I present Farkas, the Alpha of the werewolf pack I spoke of, and his daughter, Tu’apa Hyy.” Hel’s Champion introduced the pair with a warm smile, hoping to make a good first impression. “Father, wife, I’d like to introduce you to the chieftain of Guayabo, Quetzal.”

Quetzal’s eyes briefly flicked to the collar around Tu’apa Hyy’s neck, instantly noting that she was a slave, just as his other wives were. Her gaze didn’t linger long however, for it was drawn to the large, imposing man standing next to her, like a moth to a flame.

“My lord… you never mentioned that our new chieftain was such a striking woman.” Farkas growled, his eyes alight with obvious desire. Quetzal blushed, and barely managed to keep from biting her lip as she returned his appreciative gaze.

Hel’s Champion chuckled, easily picking up on the arousal of the two leaders, its scent thick in the air to his keen nose. This may be easier than I thought. he mused. “My apologies, Farkas. To make up for my apparent oversight, I’d like to point out that, not only is she an intelligent, capable woman, but she also happens to be quite single.”

“My lord!” Quetzal gasped. She had known full well that the people of the town had chosen her as their new leader primarily for her beauty, in the hopes that the Champion would claim her as his own, and thereby secure their futures through her. Thus, despite being one of the very few eligible women left alive after the attack, she had remained single and available for the einherjar. But… him telling Farkas that I’m single is effectively renouncing any claim on me that he might have had… and giving me his blessing to marry whomever I wish. Or, he’s giving Farkas permission to pursue me, at least. Which might not be so bad… The busty woman’s thoughts raced as her gaze slipped back to the werewolf Alpha, and lingered on his muscular chest. Not bad at all.


CHAPTER 2


Dawn broke in Éljúðnir; the emerald sun’s brilliant rays striking the Champion’s face through the open window above his bed. His wasn’t the only soft moan to escape into the cool morning air, but it was the first to change its tone, as his succubus concubine set to work, eager to claim her breakfast.

“Mmm. Master.” Acrasia groaned, rolling over on her stomach and burying her head under the pillows. “Can’t we close the shutters at night? Please? We don’t really have to get up so early every day, do we?”

James chuckled at the blonde fairy’s antics, and gently stroked her tiny, naked body with the tip of his finger. “Sorry, my pet. There’s a lot to do, and time waits for no man. Or his harem, for that matter.”

The leannán sídhe groaned again, but giggled when his finger gently tickled her ribs. “Master!” she cried, her laughter music to his ears.

“What are thy plans for today, Master?” Hrein inquired, snuggling up to his right side. The lovely valkyrie spread her wings behind her, stretching them out after a long night of having them tucked in close.

“Hmm.” James hummed with a thoughtful frown, trying to focus on his First Wife’s question, rather than what was happening between his legs. “I’d thought I might expand the mansion, to include some new rooms that might prove useful. I should also build that brothel for the succubi in Guayabo. To be honest, I’d love to take a day or two just to focus on our cultivation, but…”

Acrasia’s groan was loud enough to hear, even with her head stuffed under a pillow, making the fae woman’s feelings on another day of cultivation clear to everyone present.

“In sooth, if thou wert to train before taking on such projects, thou couldst make thy Castle Construction spell even more efficient, thus speeding thy projects considerably.” the valkyrie wisely pointed out.

Chewing his lower lip in an effort to stay focussed, James nodded his head. “Yeah. You’re right. Let’s go with that.”

His First Wife smiled up at him, knowing that she had handed her master just the excuse that he had been looking for. Stealing a kiss as her prize, the Chooser hummed happily against her husband’s lips.

Wrapping his arms around his beloved shield maiden, the einherjar returned her kiss with a fiery passion. It was impossible for him to keep thinking of chores and future projects with such a beautiful woman in his arms, let alone with Autumn stirring his desires below. When he felt a delicate pair of hands glide over the fur on his back, and start massaging his shoulders, he realized that Lāmina was awake and wouldn’t be satisfied until she had performed her morning worship. It was then that James knew beyond a doubt, that he wouldn’t be escaping the bed for at least another hour.
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“So, yeah. That’s my plan for today.” The baron wiped his mouth with a napkin, as he finished explaining his near term goals to the queen and goddess seated at his breakfast table.

“That is… a lot on your plate.” the fairy queen admitted. The auburn haired fae was as beautiful as ever, and sat with the regal poise that he’d come to expect from her, even in such a casual setting. “It makes sense that you wish to cultivate before taking on such formidable tasks. The wall around Guayabo will go up much faster if you can triple the output of your spell.”

James stole a grateful glance at the white winged woman seated to his right, and caught the ghost of a smile that she allowed to grace her lips. He could tell that she was pleased to have helped him, even in this small way. Turning his attention back to the monarch, the baron nodded. “I’m glad you agree, Titania.”

The bright smile that the fae woman flashed him was his reward for addressing her in such a casual fashion. Both she and his goddess, Hel, had insisted that he treat them with familiarity during meals like this. The powerful women had argued that, if they were going to impose on his family at every meal, they should be treated as the close friends that they were, rather than according to their stations. Though it had taken some members of his household, especially the elves that had lived under Titania’s rule for their entire lives, a little bit of time to adjust, things seemed to be working out for the most part.

“I agree that thou shouldst focus on growing thy power, whilst thou hast the time to do so.” Hel added with a stately nod. The Goddess of Death dabbed at her lips with a napkin, which were themselves curled into a soft smile that might have shocked those who knew her only by reputation. Even those who thought they knew the deity well, would have been dumbfounded by the changes that had occurred in her demeanour since meeting James.

“That’s that, then.” the einherjar stated with a nod. “Since neither of you have any objections, I’ll focus on our training today, then get to building tomorrow. By the way, has anyone seen Clarissa this morning? She usually joins us for breakfast, even though she can’t eat.”

“She left as soon as the meal preparations were complete, Master.” Elora informed him, as she removed his plate. The lovely elven maid was the very picture of grace as she cleared the table, demonstrating an even greater commitment to perfecting her service to the Champion and his household.

She’s changed since we found out that she’s pregnant. James silently noted. She always took pride in her job as the Head Maid for my family, but now she seems to be taking it to a whole new level. Catching her master looking at her, Elora shot him a saucy wink, and the corner of her mouth curled into a haughty smirk as she spun on her heel to walk away.

“The girl did speak with me this morn, as our paths crossed on my way here.” Hel said with genuine warmth. “It would seem that she was eager to spend time with her father, at his abode.”

“Ah. That makes sense. Thanks for letting me know, Hel.” The einherjar let out a small sigh of relief. Though he doubted there was much around Éljúðnir that would threaten a poltergeist, she was still a five year old girl at heart, and James sincerely worried about her. She’s been through so much… and I’ve grown rather fond of her, to be honest. he silently admitted to himself. We really should put more effort into tracking her body down. I’ll re-add it to the list.

“Meowster?” Nyakuro leaned over her plate as she looked down the table at him, providing the einherjar with a tempting view of the cat girl’s cleavage. Since the nekomata still refused to wear clothing around the house, the sight of her full, naked breasts gently swaying over the table instantly grabbed his attention.

“Huh?” James blinked, forcing himself to tear his gaze away from the mouth watering sight. “What is it, kitten?”

“We all… train today?” she asked in broken Elven.

“Yes.” the ex-solder nodded firmly, keeping his eyes locked on hers.

“Ahem.” Elora softly cleared her throat, having suddenly appeared to his left.

When did she get back? the einherjar wondered, having been so distracted by his nekomata wife’s body that he’d failed to notice the elven maid’s return from the kitchen.

“I have collected today’s fairy dust, Master.” she stated, holding a plate piled high with glittering, silvery dust. James’ eyes were as wide as saucers as the maid placed the dish on the table, and Titania’s jaw literally dropped when she saw it.

“How… how much is that, exactly?” he croaked, his voice cracking slightly.

“It weighed out to twenty six ounces, Master.” the elf proudly informed him.

“Twenty six ounces!?” the fairy queen shouted, unable to keep her calm in the face of such an absurd amount of the precious substance. “How on Terra were you able to collect so much in a single night!?”

Elora turned to face her liege, and answered with straight face. “Mistress Acrasia has been present and shedding the dust in the manor since before supper, last evening. Gathering the material was a simple matter, using Master’s Inventory Trick.”

Titania blinked, struggling to absorb the maid’s deadpan reply. It is spreading… the fae woman thought with an inward moan. His family is becoming so enured to the incredible power that he wields, that they have ceased to be astonished by it. I must be careful, lest my own perceptions become equally skewed.

“So, that would be worth… 208 gold talents, when we trade it to Hell for an equivalent value of titanium. Er, titan metal, I mean.” James muttered, stroking his black goatee.

“I believe thou art correct, Master.” Hrein concurred. “Which would mean a first shipment of 2,063 pounds of titan metal. Truly a significant amount, despite our need for much, much more.”

The Fairy Queen swallowed hard and attempted to regain control of her emotions. “Remind me, please, of just how much titan metal we intend to purchase from Lilith.”

“If thou dost plan to equip all of the elves in thine army, thou wouldst require 5002 suits of armour, Your Majesty.” the valkyrie informed her. “At 30 pounds of titan metal per suit, thou art looking at approximately 150,060 pounds of the material.”

“I… see.” Titania said quietly. After a moment’s silent contemplation, the beautiful fae raised her golden eyes to meet her baron’s gaze. “James…” she began in a low, cautious tone of voice.

Hel’s Champion smiled softly at the immortal monarch, hoping to put her at ease. “What’s on your mind, Titania?”

The fae woman hesitated for a moment, but eventually pushed herself to answer. “Well… I had fully intended to reimburse you for your purchases of the titan metal on our behalf… a-and still do!” she suddenly insisted, realizing that it sounded like she was welching on their deal. “I… well, it may take some time to gather the funds, if you are going to need hundreds of talents every day, for the foreseeable future.”

“I see.” James fought to keep from chuckling at his queen’s discomfort. “You anticipated the cost, but not the speed at which I would acquire the metal.”

“Correct.” the fae monarch confirmed.

“I don’t see that as a problem, Your Majesty.” the einherjar said with a shrug. “You can pay me in instalments, or whenever you feel able. Honestly, I feel bad enough making you pay full price for the metal as it is, since I am effectively getting it at half price myself.”

Titania scowled at his slipping back into formal speech with her, but decided to let it slide, since they were technically having a semi-formal negotiation. “That is no reason for you to be shorted on the value of the titan metal, Lord Fir. Those excess profits are won by your own efforts, and would not be possible without them.”

James sighed and held his hands up in surrender. “Then, at the very least, allow me to give you whatever flexibility you require, in regards to payments.”

The beautiful fae woman bit her lip in thought, as she gazed at the man before her. Suddenly, her lips parted in a brilliant smile, as if some grand idea had just occurred to her. “In that case, would you be willing to accept some other form of payment, rather than gold?”

Hel’s Champion narrowed his eyes as he studied the wily fae with suspicion. He trusted the lovely lady implicitly, truly believing that she would never try to trick him out of something he’d earned, but the ex-soldier was equally sure that she would twist any situation to her advantage, if given the chance. “What did you have in mind?” he asked cautiously.

Titania grinned devilishly, and made her pitch. “Why, it is not at all unheard of for nobles to be elevated within the peerage in return for a substantial contribution to the queendom. I believe a promotion from baron to viscount would be worth some 40,000 gold talents.”

In truth, the einherjar had less than no interest in digging deeper into the Seelie Court’s politics, so a promotion within the noble ranks was hardly something that he wanted to spend money on. That said, it would make things easier on Titania… and bring us one step closer to being together. After mulling it over for a few seconds, he nodded his agreement. “Very well, Your Majesty. May I ask you to hold onto the funds and keep an accounting of them, until they reach the desired amount?”

“Of course, Lord Fir.” the queen enthusiastically agreed. “It will take some time for you to reach that amount, even with your absurd abilities, and the titan metal sales alone will not cover the entire ‘contribution’, but I have confidence that you will find other means of acquiring wealth in the mean time.”

“I’m sure I’ll figure something out.” The Champion chuckled softly, shaking his head. Yet another project to add to the pile. Oh well. At least this one is something that can be worked on in tandem with others.

“Excellent. Now, I suppose I should head back to Elphyne and tend to my court duties.” the beautiful fae stated, standing up from her seat at the table. “I will have a jar of suitable size sent to the temple each morning, to facilitate the trade. Does that sound acceptable to you?”

“That would be wonderful, Your Majesty.” James replied, standing to escort the lady out. “Elina? Could I ask you to make the delivery each morning, after your sister collects the fairy dust in the jar?”

“Of course… Master.” The taciturn elf smiled and nodded, glad to be of service.

“Thanks. Be careful around Lilith while you’re there. I know that she is technically an ally, but I don’t want anyone here letting their guard down.” The einherjar held the maid’s gaze until she nodded again, acknowledging his command.
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After escorting Titania back to Elphyne through the mirror portal, James gathered his usual party around him, in their customary training area behind Hel’s temple. This included his wives Hrein, Acrasia, Nyakuro, and Tu’apa Hyy, along with his concubine, Autumn. The five women sat in a circle around him, with their legs crossed in the lotus position, and one arm outstretched to touch him. This made the group resemble a wagon wheel with their arms forming the spokes, and with James as the hub in the middle.

I’m kind of surprised that Acrasia isn’t complaining. the einherjar noted to himself. Perhaps she’s finally getting used to this? Or maybe she is simply becoming more ambitious. Either way, I’m glad she’s willing to help out.

With everyone who was attending the day’s training in position, the Champion gave the signal to begin. The four hours of meditation seemed to pass like the worst kind of work day for Acrasia, and only marginally better for Tu’apa Hyy, but both stuck it out and refined their share of Spirit for their Master.

By the time that the group broke for lunch, James had a neat 2890 Spirit tucked away in his Crimson Palace. Immediately using 300 of it to enhance his Castle Construction spell, he improved the measurement units from feet to yards, allowing it to affect twenty seven times more stone in a single cast. To make things easier on himself in the future, he spent another 800 Spirit altering the three instances of the word ‘stone’ to become ‘minerals’, while simultaneously removing the words ‘into a building or fortification’. He then reduced the cost of the spell back to 1 Qi by spending an additional 100 Spirit. This wasn’t strictly necessary, since he’d already proven that he could affect minerals other than stone, such as metal and glass, but it required significantly more time and concentration to do so. Hopefully the changes will make it easier for me to cast and manipulate. he thought to himself. All of these changes resulted in the name of the spell changing, leaving him with the following entry in his spell list:
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Once everyone was seated at the dining room table, and waiting for the maids to serve their dinner, James announced his progress to his gathered family, and opened the discussion as to which advancements to make next. With 1690 Spirit remaining, and more that could be gathered after the midday meal, they had plenty of options available to them. It was simply a matter of hashing out what their top priorities were.

“I think we should continue to upgrade Tu’apa’s Shifter’s Regeneration technique.” Autumn suggested as she accepted her plate from Elina. “It could have massive utility for all of us, once it is properly enhanced.”

“I agree, Master.” Hrein concurred. “I also see value in combining her Alpha’s Howl and Hunter’s Howl spells into a single incantation, which any commander would find useful.”

James nodded in agreement. “Both are good points. Let’s start with Autumn’s suggestion, and go from there.” The Champion started by spending 1200 of his remaining Spirit to upgrade the technique, so that it affected 1 cubic foot per point of Qi, instead of 1 cubic inch.

Almost immediately after doing so, he remembered his promise to enhance the twins’ Dual Casting techniques at the earliest opportunity. Once they were seated and ready to partake in their lunch, the einherjar reminded them of his promise and made good on it. Both of the sisters were impressively stoic when the expected headache hit, and were quite pleased with the result.

Titania sighed loudly, and rested her chin on the palm of her hand. “I must say, James. It never ceases to amaze me how casually you bestow the greatest of powers to your loved ones. Abilities that many wizards or sorcerers would sell their souls to possess, you give way as blithely as a hug. It is enough to make a queen jealous.” Grumbling the last under her breath, the fae monarch stared wistfully at the bestial man.

Hel’s Champion gave his fairy guest a soft smile, letting her know that he was hoping to give her just as many ‘gifts’, without saying it in so many words. “There is nothing that I wouldn’t do for my growing family, Titania.” His emphasis on the word ‘growing’ was meant as a subtle reminder to the beautiful fae, that he fully expected her to join their ranks at some time in the future.

With a mere 290 Spirit remaining in his reserves, James followed Hrein’s advice and rolled both of Tu’apa Hyy’s Howl spells into one, then doubled its area of effect to 14 miles. This doubled the Qi cost and changed the name of the spell to Battle Cry, and made him wonder what other possibilities the magic might hold.

“Master.” his valkyrie lover called to him softly. “Mayhap thou shouldst enjoy thy meal, before it doth get cold.”

James chuckled at his wife’s gentle reminder to set work aside for a moment, and join his family in savouring the meal that Elora and Elina had prepared for them. Glancing down at his plate, he saw that the twin maids had made ham and cheese sandwiches, serving them along with bowls of spicy tomato soup. He realized that the cheese was probably hand made from the milk that their single cow produced, while the ham was most likely sourced from Elphen. He’d heard that the elves there occasionally hunted wild boars in the lowlands nearby. I guess our connecting of the two cities is already affecting the markets in a positive way. That’s definitely good news.
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When the meal was over, the party returned to Elphyne and continued their training. In a moment of inspiration, James had Acrasia sit atop a handkerchief in his lap, rather than in her usual spot in the outer circle. Placing his back to the wind, the big man protected the tiny fairy from the soft breeze, preventing it from carrying away the fairy dust that the leannán sídhe was perpetually producing. The idea being that he would collect the dust in the small square of cloth at the end of their meditation.

The hours passed slowly, and when supper time finally arrived, an hour after the sun had set, everyone present was bone weary, despite the lack of physical exertion. After carefully gathering Acrasia’s fairy dust and sending it to his Inventory, the einherjar stood and stretched, along with the women around him.

“How much did we manage to save this time, Master?” Autumn asked, snuggling up to his side and standing on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek.

“We have 4510 Spirit to work with tonight, which should be enough for some serious gains.” he informed her with a grin.

“Perhaps the next time we take a day for training, we should save all of it and do something big.” the succubus suggested, pursing her lips in a thoughtful expression.

“Like what? Did you have something in mind?” the einherjar prodded.

“Well, since money is now a bigger goal for us, given that you will need a lot of it to attain the next noble rank, I was thinking that we could enhance Acrasia’s spell, Tooth Fairy’s Gift, to give out gold talents instead of copper obols.” Autumn glanced up at her master, trying to get a read on his expression as he considered her suggestion.

The Champion hummed as he thought it over. “It would take 10,000 Spirit, just to upgrade to silver drachma. That’s certainly a lot more doable than the 500,000 it would take to enhance the spell all the way to gold talents.”

Autumn bit her lip in contemplation, then tilted her head as if a solution had occurred to her. “Then maybe, after changing the coins to silver, you could take it the rest of the way to gold by increasing the Qi cost. Instead of doubling the cost to double the rewards, you could multiply it by fifty in one shot.”

The ex-soldier’s eyebrows raised, as he was honestly impressed with her suggestion. “I don’t see why that wouldn’t work…” he admitted. “That would bring the cost up to 250 Qi, but with Acrasia’s pool of 1500, that could be very helpful. We’d be getting two talents per cast, and I’m sure teeth won’t be hard to come by. Definitely worth the effort.”

“It’s not exactly an endless font of wealth, but it’s another step in the right direction.” the succubus stated with a shrug.

“It’s a great idea, ma chérie.” he said, planting a light kiss on the top of her head. “I hope everyone here continues to come to me with such wonderful suggestions.”

“We shall devote ourselves to exceeding thine expectations, Master.” Hrein replied solemnly, bowing her head in deference.

Even though he was used to such behaviour from the stoic valkyrie, it still took him aback slightly when she acted that way. “Thanks, my love. No need to take it so seriously, though.”

“I disagree, Master.” the shield maiden replied, raising her head and meeting his gaze with a bit of fire in her eyes. “It is imperative that our house gain as much power as it can, in as short a time as possible. Such growth would be inconceivable without thy leadership, but it falls to us, thine harem, to make it happen.”

“Well, leader or not, I have no intention of slacking off on my own end.” James chuckled, shaking his head slightly. “And there is no doubt in my mind that each of you will be key to our success.”

Hrein’s stern expression softened a bit, as she allowed herself to return his gentle smile. “Shall we put our gains to good use then, Master?” she asked, opening the back door of the temple.

“Right. Planning is great and all, but we should focus on the present for now. Let’s see…” The Champion hummed in thought as he brought up Tu’apa Hyy’s Status Screen. “Let’s start by removing the words ‘when not in human form’. That will cost us 1000 Spirit, but will allow the technique to be active at all times.”

“May we also remove the phrase ‘not caused by silver’, Master? It would be helpful to eliminate that weakness if we can.” Tu’apa Hyy eagerly pointed out.

“Very good point.” the ex-soldier agreed, and spent the 800 Spirit to do so. When he was finished, James whistled softly as he admired the powerful ability.
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“That… that’s insane.” he muttered to himself. “We were already nigh unkillable with Rebirth, but this is almost on the same level. I suppose she could still be defeated by something like drowning or petrification, but damn… I can’t wait to give it to everyone.”

Following through on his plan, he did just that. Once everyone was gathered for supper, he gave a copy of the technique to each of his ladies, and snagged one for himself. This cost him 840 more Spirit, leaving him with 1870 in reserve. He then spent 330 Spirit giving Nyakuro, Lāmina, and Autumn each a copy of the Battle Cry spell, which altered itself slightly upon being added to their spell lists. For the cat girl, the word ‘howl’ changed to ‘roar’, and ‘pack’ switched to ‘pride’. The changes were a bit more stark for the succubus, however. In the description, ‘howl’ became ‘song’, while ‘pack’ became ‘allies’ and ‘prey’ morphed into ‘enemies’. Not only that, but it had inserted itself into the Spell Song category, and the cost changed to 10 Qi / minute. Lāmina’s copy matched Autumn’s, except it listed ‘prayers’ instead of ‘song’, and appeared in her regular spell list. The names changed to Battle Anthem and Lorica respectively.

“Huh. That’s interesting. I guess that means they can maintain it as a continuous effect, as long as they keep praying or singing.” James muttered, burning another 400 Spirit to halve the cost of the spell for the ladies. With that change in mind, he gave Acrasia a copy from Autumn’s spell list, while he gave Hrein and himself a copy from Nyakuro’s. James’ copy wound up having the same wording as the nekomata’s, but the valkyrie’s description matched that of the fallen angel, except ‘song’ changed to ‘shout’.

“How much Spirit do you have left, Master?” Acrasia asked when it seemed like he was finally finished.

“825. Why? Do you have some suggestion as to how we should use it?” James inquired with a sigh. After a full day of training and manipulating their Status Screens, he was ready to eat a hearty meal and relax.

“I think you should give Elora and Elina the flying spell, and then make everyone as fast as possible, Master.” The tiny fairy had an unusually serious expression on her face as she made the suggestion. “I… I think it could help keep them safe, and let them keep up with us when we travel together.”

The einherjar’s eyes widened slightly as his fairy lover spoke. “That… that was a major oversight on my part. Thank you very much for bringing it to my attention, my pet.”

“Hehe.” The blonde beauty giggled and gave her husband a brilliant smile, clearly pleased by his praise.

Following through on his fae wife’s sage advice, James gave the twins a copy of Hrein’s Scarlet Taurus spell, then fully enhanced the flight speeds of both, as well as those of Tu’apa Hyy and Lāmina. Using another 100 Spirit, the ex-soldier fully enhanced his werewolf wife’s Strength, collapsing it into a single stat regardless of what form she was in, and capping it out at 600. With a mere 95 Spirit remaining, he chose to polish off Elora’s strength enhancement, bringing her total score to 90, and boosted Elina’s agility by a further 10%, giving her a new total of 102.

James hummed to himself as he wrapped up the day’s training. Honestly, I could spend months just enhancing myself and my women, and I still wouldn’t achieve all of my goals. he silently lamented. Looking around the room, he saw the loves of his life watching him, each with an expression that displayed a mix of affection and curiosity, tempered with a significant amount of fatigue.

“Shall we continue our training after supper, Master?” Hrein asked, earning her a couple of poorly hidden frowns from a few of the ladies present.

“No.” James replied with a shake of his head. “We’ve made sufficient progress for today. I think we’ve all earned a break before bed. Perhaps we’ll relax with a game or some music before we retire for the evening.” His words were met with several sighs of relief, which in turn caused his First Wife to scowl slightly, before finally giving into her own desire to have a little fun.

“Very well, Master. I shall look forward to whatever new entertainment thou hast planned for us.” the valkyrie conceded with a soft smile.


CHAPTER 3


James stretched and adjusted his pteruges, steadfastly ignoring the tiny fairy working between his legs. At first, the einherjar had declined Acrasia’s request to be clipped to the platinum chain beneath his leg armour, arguing that it would cost a significant amount of Qi to teleport her around with him, especially if she wasn’t going to actively participate in the day’s work. To his surprise, the wily woman had countered by offering to cast all of the teleportation spells for him, thereby saving him the cost and giving him more Qi to work with on his various projects. Further, she argued that having a hidden ally, close by at all times, could be a huge tactical advantage should the party find themselves in combat. Unable to deny the logic of her reasoning, the Champion eventually conceded to his wife’s wishes.

“I shall… ease… the springs… after… I return… Master.” Elina informed him with a crooked smile. The lovely maid had stepped out of the kitchen to see him off, offering to power the mirror portal for him. After Acrasia had successfully argued her point, the rest of his family had launched into a somewhat heated debate over what other ways they could all pitch in to help. This had turned their ordinarily quiet and peaceful breakfast into a much more lively affair than usual.

In the end, Lāmina had insisted on taking over his daily blessings, before heading to work at the temple each morning. Elina had elected to care for his guns by cleaning them with an Inventory Trick, and easing the springs of the magazines each day, before reloading them. This she would do after making the morning delivery of fairy dust to Lilith. Of course, she would also continue her morning routine of taking care of the livestock, while her sister prepared breakfast. Elora, as the Head Maid, would continue to be responsible for keeping the manor clean, which she claimed was easy thanks to the same Inventory Trick, as well as perform the lion’s share of the cooking and shopping.

This left the rest of the women at something of a loss as to how to make themselves useful. Hrein often trained with the army, but felt that the battalion commanders would soon have little left to learn from her. Likewise, Nyakuro’s language training was nearing an end, since the brilliant nekomata was making astounding progress. Acrasia had turned out to be something of a prodigy when it came to music and dance, despite her distaste for learning sheet music, and so her lessons were coming to an end as well.

James had placated the worried women by agreeing that any unoccupied members of the family could accompany him on his projects, and suggested that perhaps one or more of them could spend the day cultivating, thereby guaranteeing the family a steady supply of Spirit, even when he was busy. To keep them from growing bored, he added that the women should switch it up each day, ensuring that different harem members got the chance to travel and train.

Since his plans for the day included a visit to Guayabo, Tu’apa Hyy volunteered to go with him, thereby giving her a chance to see her father and pack. That left Autumn with the somewhat unenviable task of cultivating for the family.

“Thank you, Elina.” the einherjar replied with a soft smile. Leaning in, he surprised the young woman with a tender kiss, causing the elf to gasp when their lips met. It took a heartbeat for the taciturn maid to get over the shock of the unexpected display of affection, but she quickly recovered and leaned into the kiss, gripping her master tightly by the sash.

Hel’s Champion chuckled when the obsessed maid proved reluctant to let go, eventually having to gently pry her hands open, in order to escape her grasp. “I’ll look forward to more of that tonight.” he teased, hitting her with a playful wink.

“Yes… Master. Me… too.” Elina breathed, still on her tiptoes and stretching to meet his lips with her own.
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James frowned, surprised to hear people shouting the moment that he arrived in Guayabo. The normally peaceful town appeared to be in an uproar, and it sounded like it was centred around the chieftain’s hut. Glancing to his side, he nodded to Tu’apa Hyy, indicating that she should follow.

“We won’t put up with this!” “This is tyranny!” “He can’t do this to us!” An angry mob had gathered in front of the chieftain’s hut, yelling and shaking their fists in the air. Meanwhile, the object of their anger, Quetzal, stood in her doorway with her hands raised in the air, trying to calm the crowd down. Flanked by her guards, it didn’t look like she was in immediate danger of attack, so James paused to see what had the protesters so riled up.

“Please be calm!” the chieftain called out again, patting the air in a placating manner. “Those who do not wish to receive the lord’s gift of immortality, are free to leave. I suggest heading south to Fort San Lorenzo, as it is the closest settlement that will take you in.”

“It’s not a gift, it’s a curse!” one of the men yelled, lifting a rotten fruit and preparing to throw it. James was there in an instant, teleporting to the man’s side and grabbing him by the wrist. “Ahh!” The man screamed in surprise, losing his grip on the overly ripe guava, and letting it tumble to the ground.

“You will NOT assault my steward!” the Champion roared. “Anyone who harms Quetzal will face my wrath, and I will not be forgiving.”

Gasps and squeaks of fear rippled through the crowd at the sudden appearance of the seven foot tall, bestial man. “It’s him…” “He came to save her…” “He’s a monster…” Opinions seemed somewhat split among the onlookers on whether he was pure evil or was simply fearsome, but one and all were cowed by his presence. There wasn’t a local alive that didn’t witness his battle in the skies, where he fought the archangel Michael, seemed to fall after losing his head, only to rise again in a burst of flames. Likewise, all had seen his power on display when he had healed the wounds of their former neighbours, including making the elderly young again.

James growled as he scanned the crowd, meeting the eyes of all who looked his way. “Guayabo is my town, and I will defend it however I deem necessary. That means strengthening my people by granting them the gift of lycanthropy, and training them as warriors. Any who do not wish to be counted as one of my people are free to leave, but must do so soon. The full moon is a mere seven nights hence, and you will want to be far away by the time it rises.”

“You want to turn us into monsters!” one woman cried, her lower lip trembling as tears welled up in her eyes.

“Lycanthropy will make you safe from the true monsters.” the einherjar said in a more conciliatory tone. “The Holy Empire of Castile. They have already attempted to land on our shores once, but Queen Titania herself drove them off to protect us. They will return, however. You can count on it.”

The murmurs of the crowd spoke of fear, not just of having werewolves among them, but also what the zealots of the empire might try. More than nine out of ten townsfolk had been killed during Michael’s attack, reducing their town of nearly ten thousand to a mere nine hundred in a single day. Many of the women and girls had since sought refuge in the fae city of Elphyne to the north, but that option wasn’t open to the men and boys. This had left the population poorly balanced between the genders, and gave the menfolk little hope for the future of their town.

“Stay.” James said solemnly. “Stay and become stronger. Strong enough to defend your homes and your families, no matter what enemies you might find at the gates. Do so, and I will raise sturdy stone walls to protect those who dwell within. I will erect a keep and towers to defend this place, as well as a house of healing to care for all that ails you.”

A few of the murmurs began to shift to a more hopeful tone, but were soon interrupted by a belligerent shout. “No! Do not be swayed by his words!” A tall, powerfully built man strode through the crowd, the protesters parting for him with nods and looks of respect. “You cannot allow yourselves to be tempted by evil.”

“Evil, is it? Might I ask your name, warrior?” James eyed the tribesman as he approached. His broad chest was covered in thick, padded cloth armour, ornately finished with colourful beads and feathers. In his left hand, he held an intricately carved wooden shield, while his right held what appeared to be an oar or bat of some kind, with small blades of obsidian set along the edge. The only thing that he was missing, was the stylized wooden helmet that the locals seemed to favour, otherwise he was dressed as one would expect of an accomplished warrior from the region.

“I am Turri. When I left my home to search for my brother, I never thought I’d return to find it conquered by a beast.” The large warrior snarled, holding his macuahuitl in a white knuckled grip.

“Ah. So you’ve been gone for some time, then.” The einherjar nodded calmly, finally releasing his hold on the protester’s wrist and focussing entirely on the armed man. “Did you leave before or after the werejaguars were driven from their homes?”

Turri winced, as if the bestial man’s words had cut him as deeply as a knife might. He didn’t let it affect him for long however, and a second later his eyes were once again filled with the same fire they had been before. “My brother was among those banished. I would have dealt with Father Cannon upon my return, but it seems that you have already sent him to his grave.”

James didn’t bother hiding his smile, granting the other man a perfect view of his sharp fangs. “Then you should know that we are not enemies. Far from it, in fact. The werejaguars who yet survive have all moved to Elphyne, under my care.”

“How do I know that they are there under their own free will?” the warrior asked, his eyes narrowed in suspicion. “You are no jaguar. Your fur is all wrong. You have stripes where you should have spots, and the colours… no you are a fake.” Turri slowly raised his weapon before him, and lowered himself into a battle stance as he made the accusation.

The ex-soldier couldn’t help but be amused, throwing his head back as he roared with laughter.

“You will not find it so funny, when I cut your head from your shoulders.” Turri hissed as he raised his shield and drew back his weapon.

Finally, James’ laughter died down and he looked the other man in the eye. “Fake, eh? No, I think not. Never have I claimed to be a jaguar, but if you seek to challenge me, I certainly won’t turn you away.”

“Then fetch your weapon and face me.” the warrior snapped, swinging his macuahuitl before him in a threatening manner.

“Very well. Know that you shall die this day, warrior. For I am James Fir! Champion of Lady Hel, and Baron of the Seelie Court!” Roaring, the ex-soldier summoned his sword to his hand and prepared to strike.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the large warrior was quick on his feet. Charging his bestial opponent, Turri came in low, making himself a smaller target and swinging for the einherjar’s legs.

For all of his speed however, the tribesman was still mortal. To James’ eye, he almost appeared to be moving in slow motion, allowing the einherjar to easily avoid the attack by jumping over the weapon as it passed beneath him. When he landed a split second later, the ex-soldier brought his own blade down on his opponent’s wrist, cleanly severing the man’s hand in a single swipe. He didn’t stop there, though, immediately following up with a left cross, slamming his fist into the warrior’s face, and sending him sprawling into the dirt.

The world went black for Turri, and several seconds passed before he regained consciousness. When he finally came to, the powerful, bestial man was standing over him, with the tip of his blade pressed against his throat.

“Do you yield?” James growled, giving the proud warrior a chance to surrender.

“Never!” Turri gasped, blood flying from his lips as he swung his shield in an arc. He could hardly believe his eyes when the wooden disc fractured and then splintered against the Champion’s leg, without leaving so much as a mark.

“So be it.” the einherjar grumbled, removing the other man’s head with a flick of his wrist.

The crowd gasped in horror, utterly shocked that such a prominent warrior could be slain with such ease. A deep sense of fear and resignation settled into the hearts of many of the rabble rousers, as any hope of defeating the Champion in honourable combat seemed completely out of reach. This led to a few of the discontents sneaking away from the crowd, and disappearing into the shadows between the buildings.

“Now then, since we’ve completed our little contest, let’s get you back up. Shall we?” James uttered aloud, speaking to the dead man. Raising his hand slightly, and solely for dramatic flair, the einherjar cast Rebirth on the corpse, causing it to burst into flames and be reduced to ash in an instant.

Turri gasped loudly as he sat up from beneath the pile of ash. His mind raced and warped, trying to make sense of the past few moments. The warrior distinctly remembered attacking his bestial opponent, only to see his shield shatter against the Champion’s leg. Then, there was the searing pain of cold steel sliding through his neck, and the disorienting motion of the world spinning about him… or perhaps it was his view that was skewed, as his head rolled along the ground. After that… well, it was hazy to be honest, and the memories were fading quickly. He had a sense that he had been floating in the air, looking down at his own decapitated body… and now he was here. Naked, and sitting in a pile of rapidly cooling ash, while hundreds of villagers stared at him with a mix of shock and awe.

“Turri, wasn’t it?” a familiar deep and growly voice inquired from nearby.

Turning his head slowly, he saw the strange Champion standing a few feet away, his bloody blade resting lightly on his shoulder. “Y-yes.” the warrior stammered.

“Right. Good. Now, what was the name of that brother of yours? The one you were looking for.” the einherjar asked.

The dark haired warrior swallowed hard. He had just fought this man to the death… his own death… and yet, here he was speaking to him as if they were having a normal, everyday conversation. “Why…?” To be honest, Turri wasn’t exactly sure what he was asking. He could be wondering why the Champion wanted to know the name of his brother. Perhaps he was wondering how he was still alive after being beheaded. Or maybe he was just baffled as to why the man wasn’t ending his life… again. In any case, the question of ‘why’ seemed to be the most pertinent thing to ask at the moment.

James tilted his head slightly as he regarded the other man. It was clear from the look on his face that he was deeply confused. Well, I suppose death can do that to a fellow. the einherjar silently noted. Choosing to answer the question, the ex-soldier sent his sword back to his Inventory, allowing the blood that had stained it to fall to the ground. “Well, I thought I might check among the werejaguars and see if any of them know of him, or his whereabouts.”

“He… he’s dead.” Turri muttered, letting his head drop and gaze fall to the ground.

“Ah. I’m sorry to hear that. My condolences.” James said quietly.

The earnestness in the einherjar’s voice surprised the formerly dead warrior, causing him to look up at the bestial man again. Licking his lips, Turri found that his mouth had gone dry, and that it was difficult for him to speak. What… is this fear…? he thought as a shiver ran down his spine. Though he had been alive for a solid minute or two, it was only now that it was truly setting in for him that he had died. The realization chilled him to the bone, far worse than the first battle he had ever fought, or even the first time that he’d lost a companion. The reality of his own mortality weighed on him, like a heavy block of ice forming in his gut.

“But… perhaps there is something that we can do about that.” the ex-soldier added softly, waiting for the dark haired man to meet his gaze. When Turri finally looked up, James gave him what he hoped was a gentle smile, but in reality was more of a feral grin.

“What… do you want?” the warrior forced himself to ask.

“You.” the Champion said simply. “You fought with strength and courage. I want you to fight for me. To protect this town and its people. To accept my gift, and gain the power you need.”

The tall tribesman slowly stood, letting the ash fall from his body, and glared at the monstrous Champion. “You expect me to accept your curse?” he spat, his anger starting to overcome his fear. “To become a monster like you?”

“Yes.” James hissed, this time his grin was truly predatory. “In return, I shall restore your brother to life, assuming you know where his body lies.”

Turri thought hard for several minutes, before finally coming to a decision. In the end, his desire to save his brother won out over his distrust of the Champion, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t proceed with caution. “I do know where he rests…” the warrior said hesitantly. “But I will not accept your terms, until you allow me to speak to the survivors of the Beast Tribe.”

James nodded thoughtfully and stroked his goatee. “That can be arranged. You will have to visit Elphyne as my guest, since human men are not usually allowed within the walls, but I’m sure we can figure something out.”

“Master?” Tu’apa Hyy stepped forward from the edge of the crowd, drawing a great deal of attention with her wolf ears and tail prominently on display.

Turri in particular was taken aback by her appearance, shocked to see such a beautiful woman with animalistic features. “Is… is she a werewolf?” he asked, his voice a bit unsteady. He was used to seeing werejaguars in the community, before they were banished, but they were always either fully human, cat, or the traditional hybrid in form. It never occurred to him that they might be able to manifest only a few features at a time.

“I am.” the wolf girl replied with a smile. “Greetings, warrior. I am Tu’apa Hyy Fir, wife of the Champion James Fir, and daughter of the werewolf Alpha, Farkas Navari.”

The naked warrior frowned slightly, a slight pang of regret forming in his chest when he heard the word ‘wife’ fall from the enchanting woman’s lips. “I… see.”

“I know that my word is not likely to hold much weight for you, but please have my assurances that my husband speaks true.” Continuing to smile, the werewolf moved to stand next to her master, and slipped her arm into his.

Turri stood up a little straighter, consciously ignoring his own nudity, then bowed slightly to the lycanthrope. “I will take your word, my lady.” His logical mind still demanded proof, but he found it impossible to dislike the charming female.

“Good.” James said warmly, injecting himself back into the conversation. “I will still make the arrangements, as promised, but they will have to wait until later, if you don’t mind. For now, I wish to have those who volunteer for the gift of lycanthropy to line up. My wife will assume her hybrid form, and pass the gift onto you, then I will check you for wounds or diseases. My other wife, Acrasia, will tend to them as needed.”

A moment after he made the statement, a tiny fairy flew out from under his pteruges, and transformed into a woman of stunning beauty. Her gorgeous, golden locks cascaded down her back and over her shoulders, until they met with her silvery, gossamer wings. Clad in a short, green dress, the fae girl looked like she was ready to attend a fairy ball, rather than tend to the hurts of poor villagers. The only other accoutrement that she wore was the soft, black leather collar that matched Tu’apa Hyy’s, and marked her as the Champion’s slave. “Please line up quickly, so our lord can grant you the gifts that you desire.”

If Turri was surprised by the wolf girl’s looks, he was downright stunned by the fairy’s. Her beauty was such that it was almost painful for him to look upon her, and her voice was so musical and sweet that he was certain it held some magical charm. When she glanced over her shoulder at him, and tossed a teasing wink his way, he felt his heart skip a beat. Then, as if to twist the knife that Tu’apa Hyy had already planted in his chest, the blonde beauty shifted to her left, until she could wrap her slender arm around her husband’s, and laid her head against his bicep.

James glanced down at his fairy wife with a soft smile, then turned his attention back to the crowd. On second thought… the two of us probably won’t have nearly enough Qi to diagnose everyone and tend to their ills. I’d better call for backup, just to be safe. After sending a quick text message via Lāmina’s HUD blessing, he silently cast Summons to bring his harem to his side.

Many in the crowd began to point and shout, when several magic circles appeared on the ground around him. The alarm in their voices was tempered a bit, when the familiar figures of the Champion’s harem formed in the circles.

“Sorry for interrupting everyone’s plans.” the einherjar apologized to his ladies. “I’m afraid I hadn’t truly thought through the scale of this project, and in order to make sure it goes smoothly, I’m going to need everyone’s help.”

“Thou hast nothing to apologize for, Master.” Hrein stated with a slight bow of her head. “We are at thy beck and call, whensoever thou hast need of us.”

“She’s right, Master. We’re always happy to help.” Autumn added with a warm smile.

“I suppose I can take a break from my household duties to assist you, Master.” Elora stated with an exaggerated sigh. The playful glint in her eye betrayed her teasing for what it was, even if most of the onlookers would have missed it.

“Thanks, ladies. Now, I’ll have to ask Hrein and Lāmina to assist me with casting Diagnosis. We’ll spend the extra Qi necessary to make the illusion visible to others, thereby allowing the rest of you to treat the patients according to what you see on the display.”

“That makes sense.” Tu’apa Hyy nodded in agreement. Thinking ahead, the young werewolf chose to alter only her teeth, allowing her canines to grow into pronounced fangs, while retaining her otherwise attractive face. This way, they should be a little less afraid of me. she thought to herself.

“So. Who’s up first?” James called out to the crowd. When no one responded, he began to fear the worst, thinking that none of the townsfolk were going to go along with his plans. Thankfully, a friendly voice replied a moment later.

“I will, my lord.” Quetzal raised her hand above her head, and began pushing her way through the crowd. When she finally reached the front, the chieftain met his eyes with a firm, confident gaze. “I will be the first to volunteer.”

“Thank you, Chieftain.” the baron said loud enough for the others to hear. Suppressing a relieved sigh, he continued. “I plan to build your keep tomorrow, by the way. I imagine I will be a bit too tapped out to do it today.”

“My keep, my lord?” the attractive tribal leader asked, holding her bare arm out towards Tu’apa Hyy, palm up.

“Well, I suppose technically we will share it, as I will have a throne room and office within, but it will be yours to live in and work out of. I hereby give you the official title of Steward within the Seelie Court, and charge you with managing my barony of Guayabo.” His reply sent a wave of murmurs through the gathered crowd. The woman had already been chosen as their chieftain, but his statement reinforced the fact that she was going to be the one in charge of their home, and dealing with their day to day needs.

“I see.” Quetzal winced slightly as Tu’apa’s fangs pierced the soft skin of her forearm, then began moving towards James when directed to do so. “I thank you for the appointment then, my lord. As your servant, might I ask you for a boon?”

A puzzled look briefly flashed across the einherjar’s face. He hadn’t expected her to ask for anything, and was now slightly suspicious of what she might want. She didn’t discuss any desires with me during my visit the other night… Feeling unable to refuse in such a public setting, the Seelie baron nodded. “Of course. Ask what you will, my steward, and I shall grant your desires if I am able.”

Stopping in front of him, Quetzal dropped to one knee and lowered her head. “My lord, I ask that you grant me permission to marry the werewolf Alpha known as Farkas Navari. We have spoken at great length after you introduced us, and feel that our union would not only be joyous, but also of great benefit to our peoples.”

Ah. I see what this is. They’re hoping to unite their tribes with a political marriage. Smart. Very smart. I’m going to have to thank her for this later. Perhaps prepare an amazing wedding gift. James smiled and placed his hand upon the chieftain’s head. “Of course, my steward. It would give me great pleasure to join the two of you in matrimony. We will discuss the planning of the ceremony at another time, but rest assured that it will be soon.”

“Thank you, my lord.” Quetzal waited until he removed his hand, and then stood to face him one more. When she did, she noticed a strange illusion projected in front of her, displaying what appeared to be an image of her body, but drawn in blue light.

“Please move on to Acrasia, so that she may tend to what ails you.” the ex-soldier instructed her gently.

Once Quetzal was healed of the small bite wounds, and minor issues that she had with her health, others within the crowd began to move forward. It seemed as though her leadership on the issue gave the citizens the courage that they needed to volunteer, and soon, long lineups formed in front of the pretty wolf girl. The fact that their chieftain hadn’t screamed in pain, nor instantly turned into a frightful monster, probably allayed some of their concerns.

[image: ]


James took a long, deep breath and forced himself to concentrate. Just as he had feared, the Diagnosis spells had been the bottleneck. With only three of them able to cast the spell, the team only managed to process 180 people in the first hour. Technically they could have used Quad Casting to move through the lineups more quickly, but that would have depleted their already strained Qi reserves even more.

By the end of the second hour, Lāmina was nearly tapped out. Stopping short of draining her dantian dry, she only managed to diagnose 33 patients during that time. “I’m sorry, Master!” the young elf apologized profusely, bowing deeply at the waist.

“It’s all right, darling.” the einherjar said with a reassuring smile. “It’s my fault for failing to strengthen all of you much faster. Thankfully, it looks like we’re already over halfway done, if the length of the line is any indication.” What the ex-soldier left unsaid was that the length of the line was actually quite concerning to him. We’ve only processed 333 people. If we’ve tended to more than half of the volunteers, that means that less than 600 people are likely to cooperate with the program. Losing a third of the population to emigration, or worse, rebellion, is going to be a bit of a problem.

“Whilst I do admire thy drive to strengthen our household, Master, I must remind thee that thy perspective is drastically skewed. I know of no other force of equal numbers who could have achieved half of what we have done here this day, and we are not yet finished.” Hrein made this statement with obvious pride, despite the subtle undertone of weariness in her voice.

“Hrein is right, Master.” Acrasia added, backing up her sister wife’s statement. “I don’t think anyone is as powerful as you, and no one shares that power as freely. You should be proud. We certainly are.”

James chuckled softly and conceded his wives’ points. “I suppose you’re right, ladies. Thank you for the reminder. And for the record, I am very proud of our family.” The end of his statement earned him pleased smiles from all of his lovers, which somehow seemed to ease his mental fatigue. “Well then, let’s push on to the end, shall we?”

The third hour was even more of a grind than the previous two, with progress slowing considerably. James’s refusal to drain his Qi pool completely, and thereby leaving himself vulnerable to attack, meant that the three of them combined only saw to 58 patients.

“I’m sorry, folks!” James called out to the remainder of the waiting townsfolk. “We’re going to have to take a break. We’ll be back after sunset. Please line up outside the chieftain’s hut at that time, and we’ll make sure we see to everyone.” Turning to nod at Autumn, he sent her a quick text message, asking the succubus to return to the temple and summon them home.

After the briefest of nods, the fallen angel did as she had been asked, vanishing from sight. A moment later, the people of Guayabo saw magic circles appear around the baron’s feet, as well as those of his lovers, before they too disappeared.
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As promised, James and his entire harem returned to Guayabo within minutes of sunset. Once again, Autumn was the first to teleport in, arriving inside the chieftain’s hut, before summoning her family to her side.

The crew had spent the entire afternoon resting and relaxing in an effort to recover their Qi, and had their supper a couple of hours early, to allow for their altered schedule. Truthfully, they could have recovered twice as quickly if they had spent their time in meditation, but the einherjar saw no reason to push his women that hard. After all of the work they had put in that morning, he believed they definitely deserved a break. It’s not like it’s an emergency situation or something. he reminded himself. Thus, they had dallied and engaged in more entertaining pursuits, which was a luxury they didn’t usually afford themselves during the day.

The einherjar was relieved to find a similar amount of people lined up outside the hut, as had been in line when they had left. I’d worried that the darkness of night might frighten them out of participating. he silently admitted to himself. That, or they’d just get frustrated from waiting.

Once again, the party set up in the same formation, with each person returning to their earlier roles. The first hour passed much like the one that morning, with the group pushing themselves to process 180 individuals in that timespan. That only left a few stragglers remaining, which they were able to wrap up the treatment of in a matter of minutes.

All told, James calculated that they had given lycanthropy to 585 townsfolk. Of course, that number didn’t exclude the 88 children that they had treated, which he certainly couldn’t consider troops. Still, that left 497 adults, which included the 29 elderly folks that he’d had to reverse the ages of, and when combined with the 24 werewolves that he had brought in initially, that gave him 521 powerful fighters to rely on to defend the town.

“Not bad for a day’s work.” he muttered to himself.

“Sir.” a deep voice growled from nearby.

James turned to see Farkas standing in the doorway, and was somewhat surprised to find him in his hybrid form. “Farkas? Is something the matter?”

“Sort of.” the large werewolf rumbled. “I have been keeping an eye on the dissidents from earlier. They are attempting to organize, and seem to be planning to ambush you. So far, none of them have come up with a viable means of attack, but that doesn’t mean that they won’t try eventually.”

The einherjar nodded thoughtfully. “I can’t say I’m surprised, but I appreciate you staying on top of it. Thank you. By the way, that leads me to something I’ve been meaning to speak to you about.”

“What’s that?” the Alpha asked.

“Well, first off, congratulations on your upcoming nuptials.” James said with a grin.

“Hmph.” The big lycanthrope huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “It makes sense.”

“Of course it does! And I really appreciate you two working together to unite the tribes. I do hope there is more to it than just politics though…?” the einherjar prodded.

Farkas’ eyes narrowed as he regarded his lord. “Quetzal is an attractive woman. Not only physically, but she has a strong spirit as well.”

“Good. Good. I’m truly glad you feel that way. And… what about Anna?” James nodded along while listening to the older man.

“What about Anna?” Farkas scowled, unappreciative of his commander’s meddling in his personal life.

“Well, I haven’t known you two for long, but she did follow you all the way from Transylvania, right?”

“And? What are you getting at, my lord?”

“Well,” James said again, “I was wondering if she was going to accept the ‘gift’ of lycanthropy now. I think it would be the best option for her, if she’s open to it. Plus, it would give me an excuse to restore her youth. Of course, it would be best if you were to lock down a wise and powerful seer like that, especially if she’s going to be an attractive young woman again…”

The werewolf Alpha growled softly, as if James had poked a sore spot. The truth was, he had been putting off marrying Anna for years, and he felt guilty for their occasional dalliances, without actually committing to the woman. She hadn’t pressed the issue, since she had failed to produce a pup for him. But with the Champion’s aid, she may well become more fertile… After thinking things over for a moment, Farkas let out a loud sigh. “Fine. I would like to request treatment for her as well, my lord.”

“That is great news, Father!” Tu’apa Hyy cheered, clapping her hands as her tail wagged furiously behind her.

“What’s the cause for celebration?” Anna asked, stepping into the room. The old crone had a sly smirk on her face, and a teasing glint in her eye.

Farkas snarled as he turned to face his oldest friend. “You know damn well that you were listening in the other room, you old busybody.”

Anna cackled loudly, at least until she started to cough and hack. When at last she caught her breath, the old woman turned to James with a pleading look. “Perhaps I could get that ‘gift’ now, my lord?”


CHAPTER 4


Maria trudged into the dimly lit room, her wrists and ankles weighed down by iron manacles and the heavy chain that connected them. A smooth, charismatic voice greeted the young woman in Latin. “Ah. So kind of you to join us. I do hope you’ve enjoyed your stay in Fort San Lorenzo.”

Hel’s priestess looked up, meeting the dark, piercing eyes of the man behind the desk. Dressed in a velvet doublet and plumed hat, the man’s attire spoke of wealth and class. His polished steel breastplate, on the other hand, bespoke a man of power and violence.

“What? Cat got the witch’s tongue?” the man prodded with an unconcealed sneer.

“I am no witch.” Maria replied firmly.

“And yet, the locals have noted your refusal to speak the Lord’s name. Why would that be, if you were not a servant of Satan?” This was asked by a second man, one dressed in a priest’s cassock, who was standing behind and to the right of the seated warrior.

Both men were pale in complexion, with dark hair and short beards, but that was where the similarities ended. Where the priest was slender and of medium height, the soldier was far more heavily built, as well as a bit taller. Further, the holy man’s receding hairline was likely his most striking feature, aside from his deep set eyes, whereas the military man’s prominent nose was unmistakably his own.

“It is pointless to lie to us, Maria.” The well dressed man’s grin made her shudder involuntarily. “Yes, we know who you are. Saint Ignatius here has been granted visions from Michael, and he has informed us of our duty.”

Maria swallowed hard. No. Don’t give into fear! she reminded herself. That damn angel sent you here for a reason. It would have been pointless of him to do so, only to order you to be killed. Taking a deep breath, the priestess steadied her nerves and stared down the men across from her. “What do you want?”

“Me? I want many things, little girl. But most of all, I want to purge this land of the evil which dwells within it.” he hissed. Rage swelled in the man’s dark eyes like a rising sea, as he clenched his fist atop the desk. Whether it was from fury or some infirmity, the man’s hand trembled under Maria’s watchful gaze.

“Calm yourself, Cortés.” The saint’s voice was somehow soft, yet as unbending as steel. “We will do the Lord’s will, and you will have your conquest. The fairies’ magic is nothing compared to the Lord’s power.”

Cortés inhaled sharply, seemingly annoyed by the priest’s chastisement, and doing a poor job of hiding it. “It is not the Lord’s power that I doubt, saint. It is your ability to wield it.”

“Enough!” Ignatius snapped, switching to Spanish. “We will not have this argument again, especially in front of the enemy.”

“It will be enough when I say it is enough!” the conquistador shouted, slamming his fist into the desk. “You failed to protect my fleet from Titania’s magic! You were meant to be our shield! Now four of my vessels lie at the bottom of the sea, and it will take weeks for reinforcements to arrive!”

Maria watched in silence as the men argued, unable to understand their words, but easily grasping the tension between them by their behaviour. The way the officer’s chest heaved as his eyes seethed with barely controlled rage, warned her of not only his quick temper, but also the deep division among the supposed allies. Perhaps I can use this… she thought to herself. But I will have to be careful. I don’t think that man is stable, and making the wrong move could easily get me killed, regardless of Michael’s plans.

After a moment or two of tense silence, Cortés seemed to remember that she was in the room. Stifling his anger somewhat, he turned his piercing gaze back to his prisoner. “You are lucky the archangel has made his desires clear, witch.” he spat, returning to Latin. “Otherwise, I would burn you at the stake and have done with it.”

Taking a deep breath, Maria spoke carefully. “Might I ask what will become of me, my lord?”

The volatile conquistador stared deep into her golden eyes for a long moment, before sneering and reaching into his desk. At first she feared that he might be drawing a weapon, but when he dropped a small, iron key on the desktop, she felt a tiny bit of hope kindle in her breast.

“Yahweh’s Champion has requested that we escort you out of the fortress, and set you free. If you try to go any direction but north, along the highway, we will kill you. Do I make myself clear?” he asked, his lip curling into a snarl.

“Yes, my lord. Crystal clear.” the priestess replied, bowing deeply at the waist.

“Good. Ignatius, see her out.” Cortés ordered, reaching for a book as if he was finished with the conversation.

The pious saint bristled at the command, but accepted the duty if for no other reason than to be rid of the arrogant man’s company. “Come.” he snapped, grabbing Maria by the collar of her shift.

When the two finally left, and the door closed behind them, Cortés let out a long held breath. Relaxing into his chair, the ambitious man steepled his fingers before him, and contemplated his next moves. I may not be able to conquer the damn Aztec in this life, but I sure as hell will conquer the fae. A malevolent grin split the admiral’s lips, as he imagined the golden plunder that he would seize from Titania’s queendom.
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“So that’s what we accomplished yesterday.” James stated, before taking a sip of water from his cup.

Titania frowned as she munched on a slice of apple. She wasn’t overly fond of the einherjar’s tactics, and sympathized with the people of Guayabo, but she understood the tactical necessity of it. Still, it was an incredible feat of magic. Healing that many people in the span of a day… their reserves of Qi must be astounding, perhaps even rivalling my own. The Fairy Queen quietly chewed the latest bite of her breakfast as she mulled over his report. “And you plan to add the fortifications today?” she inquired.

“Yes. Though I am rather skeptical of my ability to make working portcullises for the gatehouses. I’d love to enlist the help of an engineer to design them.” the ex-soldier answered.

“You may wish to try looking in Elphen. Queen Iolanthe II will undoubtedly have an architect or engineer in her employ whose skills you would find useful.”

James nodded, agreeing with the fae monarch’s suggestion. “I’ll do that. I’ll head there first then, right after breakfast.”

“And what dost thou intend to do with those who wish to leave, Master?” Hrein asked after swallowing a bite of bacon. “Surely thou hast realized the danger they pose, should you let them journey to Fort San Lorenzo?”

“Yeah.” James admitted with a heavy sigh. “We can’t afford to let them reach the enemy outpost. They’d have far too much intelligence that the Holy Empire could use, such as the townsfolk becoming werewolves, and the construction of the walls. When the empire attacks, I want them to be as poorly prepared as possible.”

Titania looked somewhat troubled by his statement, but didn’t gainsay his decision. Once again, she found herself agreeing with the ex-soldier’s logic, but human or not, she viewed the people of Guayabo as her own subjects. At least until they leave my borders. Though, perhaps I should view them as deserters? That might make it a bit easier to swallow…

Sensing his queen’s distress, the baron tried to ease her worries with a gentle smile. “I don’t plan to kill them, however.”

The Fairy Queen perked up at this, pulled from her gloomy thoughts by the positive assertion. “You do not?” she asked, searching his eyes for any hint of anger or cruelty. When she found nothing but calm reassurance, and perhaps a bit of mirth, the fae woman began to feel a little bit foolish. Come now, Titania. she scolded herself. You know that he is not needlessly cruel, even if he is rather ruthless when necessary. He is an intelligent man who will find an alternative if possible.

“No, Titania. I do not.” James assured her. “My current plan is to let them leave, as promised, but intercept them a few days out from Guayabo. I’ll mark them with my Summons spell, then teleport somewhere I think they may be able to settle, though far from here and the Empire.”

“Oh.” the auburn haired fae sat up a little straighter in her chair. “Do you have anywhere in particular in mind?”

“Honestly, I was thinking further to the north, but not as far as Elphen. Acrasia once mentioned that the Mayan Empire is in that direction. I visited a few of their temples back on Earth, so I suspect the gods recreated them here. Using a particularly famous one as a marker, the plan is to teleport above it, scout the area nearby for a suitable spot to deposit the refugees, then summon them there.” James leaned on the table and watched Titania’s face for a reaction as he laid out his plan. He hadn’t failed to notice the woman’s discomfort during his morning briefing, and he hoped that this path would please her more than his work from the previous day.

Titania’s eyebrows rose slightly as she listened. “Yes, you are correct. There is a large empire to the north, known as the Mayan Empire, as well as another to their northwest, known as the Aztec. I suppose I should not be surprised that you are familiar with them.”

“Good.” The einherjar nodded. “I’m glad I was right. I’m starting to get a decent mental picture of this world and how it’s laid out.”

“So it would seem.” The Fairy Queen pursed her lips in thought. “Perhaps the people of Guayabo would fare well in Mayan lands, since I believe their climate and culture share some similarities, but I do not believe they speak the same language, nor is there any guarantee the Mayans will accept them.”

James shrugged as if he didn’t care. “That’s not my concern. To be frank, they should be grateful that I put as much thought into their relocation as I have. After all, there is no guarantee that the Holy Empire of Castile would accept them either. The language barrier will be the same, regardless of what direction they travel in. So the only real differences are the distance they have to walk if I don’t transport them somewhere, and whether or not they are a danger to us as an intelligence leak.”

“I see…” Titania said slowly. As I thought. Not cruel, but ruthless. Sighing inwardly, the monarch nodded her assent. “Very well, James. I approve of your plan. It is a pity that more did not choose to stay, however.”

“I offered them everything I could, Your Majesty.” The einherjar shook his head slightly. “I get that driving them from their homes is cold hearted of me, but I can’t let them be a chink in our armour. Not only that, given our number of troops and resources, I couldn’t guarantee their safety from the Holy Empire when it invades. And they will invade again, Your Majesty. It’s only a matter of time.”

“I understand, James.” Titania assured him, this time sighing openly.

At the other end of the table, sitting to Titania’s left, Hel quietly watched the exchange. As the Goddess of Death, she really didn’t care one way or the other for the fates of the deserters, and that was exactly what they were in her opinion. In her mind, her Champion was their rightful ruler, and some had even said prayers to her in the past. But now, when he hath given them a command, they shirk their duty and choose to abandon him. They are fortunate that James is as kind as he is, for I would not be as forgiving in his place. Leaning back in her seat, the deity worried her lip. He really is too busy to deal with minor issues right now. And mortals must stand on their own feet, without divine intervention. Life is their trial, after all. Not ours to solve for them. She was considering her options when yet another prayer reached her.

My Lady. Please help me endure this trial.
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My Lady. Please help me endure this trial. Maria sighed and let her hands drop to her sides. She knew beyond a doubt that magic was real, as were gods, angels, and who knew what manner of mythical creatures. And yet, Lady Hel has never spoken to me. Perhaps the gods don’t interact with mortals like that? Do they only speak through intermediaries, like Michael?

Sighing again, the dark haired woman continued to trudge down the highway. It reminded her of the famous roads that the Romans built, with a pristine stone surface. Despite the humid climate, there was no sign of overgrowth or decay, proving that someone or something was maintaining the road, most likely in a magical fashion. Perhaps Hermes has blessed it or something? she thought to herself. He was the God of Travel, after all.

Wiping the sweat from her brow with the back of her sleeve, Maria peered down the seemingly endless highway. At least they gave me my clothes back. she noted, grateful that she was wearing her sneakers, and not the sandals that they had made her wear as a prisoner. Though the shift would probably have been cooler than this top. No… not probably, definitely. Grimacing in disgust, the young woman plucked at the front of her sweater, tugging the soaked cloth away from the pale skin beneath.

Blazing overhead, the sun felt like it was beating down on her relentlessly, and so the self styled priestess began looking around for some place to escape the heat. The surrounding jungle looked like it could provide some shade, but the strange saint that had escorted her out of the fort had warner her against straying from the path.

“There are terrible beasts that wander the wilds of this world. You would be wise to make your way north as quickly as possible.” he said in a firm, yet somehow compassionate tone of voice. After thrusting a pack filled with food and water into her arms, the thin man had pointed down the road with his staff-cross. “Your journey will test your strength as it is, for your destination, Guayabo, is a full 566 miles from this fort. Go now, and may the true God watch over you.”

Maria groaned as the memory floated back up to her consciousness in the present. “Five hundred and sixty six miles!? How in the Hell am I supposed to survive a trek like that? And what kinds of monsters was he talking about?”

As if in response to her question, a loud roar echoed through the trees, causing a shiver to run down her spine. “Move, move, move!” she muttered to herself, as she picked up the pace.
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Just like the day before, James appeared in Guayabo with Tu’apa at his side, and Acrasia under his armour. Lightly clearing his throat, the einherjar tried to block out the sensation of the tiny fairy teasing his most sensitive areas. He knew that it was almost pointless to try, but considered it to be an exercise in discipline. Who knows? Maybe I’ll develop some new meditative technique or something. he joked to himself.

Striding to the edge of the town, where the wooden palisade once stood, he crouched down and laid his hand on the ground. It was only when the soft, rich earth enveloped his fingers that he remembered something.

“Shit!” he cursed, standing back up. “I was supposed to go find an architect.” Sighing in irritation, the einherjar chastised himself for allowing the blonde fae to distract him. “Acrasia. Take us to Elphen.” he instructed in a cranky tone of voice.

“Hehe. Yes, Master.” The leannán sídhe giggled, pleased that she had managed to crack his vaunted discipline.

A moment later, the trio appeared just outside the fairy ring connecting the elven city to its sister state, Elphyne. Looking around, James saw a steady stream of merchants and wagons flowing in both directions, passing through the massive gates that cordoned off the magical circle. Though the stone walls that he had raised were tall and imposing, they were nothing compared to the massive sequoia, upon whose branches the upper city rested. The shortest of the redwoods stood an impressive one hundred feet tall, with the majority being twice that size. It was those mammoth, ancient trees that supported the bridge-linked platforms that made up the heart of Elphen.

“Do you think we should ask Queen Iolanthe II for help?” Tu’apa Hyy asked, looking up at her much taller husband.

“Hmm. While I would appreciate her recommendation on who to hire, I hesitate to bother a queen with such a trifling matter.” James hummed as he approached the guards.

“Sir!” One of the guardsmen saluted upon spotting the Champion, instantly recognizing him thanks to his rather unique appearance.

“At ease.” James replied, returning the salute. “My wife and I are looking to hire an architect for a short time. Any suggestions on where I might find one?”

The elven soldier frowned slightly and looked to his partner. “I’m afraid I don’t have a clue about that, sir. What about you, Alfr?”

Alfr shook his head. “Sorry, sir. I have no idea, either. You might want to check with the nobles. They’re the ones most likely to hire someone like that.”

“Ah. I was afraid of that. I didn’t want to bother the queen if I didn’t have to. Thanks, though.”

“No problem, sir. The queen has requested to be informed any time that you are in the city regardless, so I am certain she won’t see it as any trouble.” Briefly turning his back on the einherjar, the guardsman stepped away from his post and waved over another soldier from nearby. When the other elf came jogging over, the first held his hand out to James. “Baron Fir will be visiting the queen. Please escort him to the palace.”

James wanted to tell the guards that an escort wasn’t necessary, but held his tongue. I’m a noble now, so I have to act like one, at least some of the time. Accepting the escort as graciously as he could, the Champion began the slow walk to the palace.

When more soldiers fell in around them, Tu’apa Hyy began to look around with a worried expression. “Why are we moving so slowly, Master? Is it because they do not trust me?” The young werewolf’s concern was legitimate, since her people had attacked the city of Elphen not that long ago.

James shook his head and slipped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her tight against him. “No, it’s not that.” he whispered in her ear, causing the fluffy appendage to twitch. “As a baron, it is considered a mark of honour to have an official escort. Further, the slow pace allows a runner to reach the queen, and notify her of my arrival.”

“Oh. That is good to hear.” The lovely wolf girl visibly relaxed and smiled up at her husband. Reaching out, she took his hand in hers, and held it for the remainder of the walk.
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“Welcome, Lord Fir. It is good to see you in my court.” Iolanthe II nodded graciously to the man bowing deeply before her.

Standing up straight, the baron addressed the queen. “It is a pleasure to be here, Your Majesty.”

“Might I ask the reason for your visit? I trust all is fine with Elphyne and Éljúðnir?” The beautiful, yet stern queen watched him carefully as she spoke, having yet to truly warm up to the einherjar as Titania had.

“Everything is fine in the Mirrored Cities, Your Majesty.” he assured her, silently noting that she still eschewed the use of the royal ‘we’. “In truth, I hadn’t intended to take up your time with this matter, since it isn’t of national import.”

Queen Iolanthe II frowned slightly. If it isn’t important, then why are you wasting my time with a non-answer like that? She wanted to shout. Ugh. If he weren’t so dangerous, I wouldn’t care if he visited my city on personal matters. But a man who can tear our walls down in seconds, bears keeping an eye on. Forcing herself to smile, the fae elf tried another angle. “Please, tell me what it is that you seek, and perhaps I can assist you.”

“Honestly, that would be a big help, Your Majesty.” James said with a genuinely warm smile. “As it turns out, I’d like to hire an architect or an engineer… I’m not sure which.”

“You aren’t sure?” The immortal ruler blinked.

“Well, I need someone to design and guide me through the construction of several portcullises.” the ex-soldier explained.

“Several?” Iolanthe pressed. What could this insane man be up to now?

“Four in total. Two per gate house. You see, I intend to raise a wall around Guayabo, and it will need proper gates.”

“Guayabo, was it? I seem to recall Titania mentioning that town. I believe she said it was to be your barony.” The queen tapped her lip thoughtfully as she worked to recall the conversation.

“That is correct, Your Majesty. It lies roughly 80 miles southeast of Elphyne.” James confirmed. “I won’t need the architect’s help for long, a few hours at most, and I’ll pay them handsomely for their time.”

“Hmm. If that is the case, I suggest seeking out a dwarf named Fíli. He is our Master of Works, and I will give you permission to retain his services. At this time of day, you are most likely to find him in the vicinity of Wayland’s smithy. The two have been friends for ages, and spend a great deal of time discussing their designs with one another.” With a wave of her hand, the monarch summoned a servant who brought her a quill and parchment. A moment later, she handed the servant the short note that she had drawn up and pressed with her royal seal, which would serve as proof of her permission.

“Was there anything else, Champion?” the queen asked, the tiniest hint of impatience creeping into her voice.

James opened his mouth to thank her, and just barely remembered not to at the last second. Damn fae customs. Who gets mad at being thanked? Clearing his throat, he decided that a gift would make for a better gesture than mere words anyway. And maybe I can finally score some brownie points with her. It would be nice if she were a little bit more friendly. Holding his hand out to the queen, he did his best to look trustworthy. “Just one more thing, Your Majesty. If you will allow it, I would like to present you with a gift.”

Iolanthe’s brows furrowed. “A gift?” What on Terra could he be offering? she wondered. The queen was silent for a moment as she contemplated his offer. I don’t think I can refuse without being rude. And besides, Titania did mention that he gives extraordinary gifts, although she would never say what exactly he gave her. After staring at the einherjar for several seconds, she finally nodded her consent. “Very well, Champion. You may present me with your gift.”

Stepping forward slowly, James continued to hold his hand out towards her. As he approached the dais, the queen turned her head slightly and eyed him with suspicion. “I do not see anything in your hand, Champion.” she said slowly.

“Forgive me, Your Majesty, but I must touch you for this gift to take effect.” The words were barely out of his mouth when he heard weapons rattle in their sheathes.

The Queen of Elphen glared down at the baron. “It would be highly unusual for someone of your… standing… to touch royalty, Champion.”

“I understand, Your Majesty.” the ex-soldier replied carefully, stopping at the second last step of the dais. “But it is the only way my blessing will work.”

“Blessing?” Iolanthe’s brow furrowed even more deeply. “Are you offering me Hel’s blessing as her Champion?”

“No, Your Majesty. I’m afraid I don’t possess the authority to grant Hel’s blessing. I am offering my own.” James gently corrected her, his posture similar to that which he would use to approach a small animal.

“Your blessing?” the queen blinked. “Forgive me, Lord Fir, but I was not aware that was something Champions did.” Inwardly, the monarch silently recoiled. Why would I require the blessing of a man of lower standing? Has he forgotten his place? Does he think to curry some power over me by proclaiming that I am viewed highly in his eyes? What could this be about? In truth, Iolanthe II had never been a fan of priests or their holier than thou attitudes, as if their beliefs somehow placed them on higher moral ground than the nobles they served. The idea that a ruler might require a church’s blessing to gain legitimacy truly rankled the half fae. I should refuse. she thought suddenly. Send him on his way and bid him never to return. Show him that his arrogance is not welcome here. Parting her soft pink lips, the queen prepared to do just that, but a single thought made her hold her tongue. Titania. What will she say if I banish her favoured baron? Closing her mouth, the beautiful half elf extended her hand and fought to keep from clenching her fist.

Taking the gesture as a sign that he had permission to go ahead, James took a final step forward and gently cupped the queen’s hand in his, before leaning over and planting the lightest of kisses on the back of her hand.

The world seemed to explode for the Queen of Elphen. Every part of her mind, body, and soul lit up with divine light, causing her to go rigid in her throne. Her jaw dropped and her mouth opened in a wordless scream, as the powerful energies coursed through her, permanently marking her with the Arbiter’s Blessing.

“What… what have you done to me?” she gasped, finally able to breathe.

“I bestowed my blessing upon you, Your Majesty.” James replied with a gentle smile.

“Yes… yes, I see that. But what exactly did you do?” the queen nearly stammered as she trembled on her throne.

“Ah. My blessing has multiple effects, Your Majesty, all of which are permanent. Firstly, I have quadrupled your strength and endurance, while simultaneously raising your intelligence, charisma and luck by one fifth. I have also shielded you from all manner of curses and possession, as well as endowed you with full knowledge of all languages.” The Champion calmly explained the effects of his blessing as he stepped back, away from the powerful monarch.

“Wh-what? How?” Iolanthe was blinking rapidly at this point, struggling to comprehend everything that had just occurred.

“According to my Lady Hel, I posses the smallest fraction of a divine spark. I am therefore able to bestow my blessing on those I bear goodwill.”

“Good… goodwill?” the queen echoed, at last catching her breath.

“Yes, Your Majesty. Though I have not known you for long, your friendship to my liege, Titania, means a great deal to me. In truth, I admire you as a ruler, and the hospitality you have shown me in your lands.” Trying to be careful with his words, so as not to express thanks or overstep his bounds, James tried to convey his respect and desire for friendship to the royal woman.

Iolanthe II just sat there, breathing heavily and staring at the strange, bestial man. She knew full well that she hadn’t gone out of her way to treat him any better than a man in his position might expect. What does it mean that he has given me such a gift? she thought as her mind raced with newfound acuity. Surely he knows that this is not something I can match. Did he do this to put me in his debt? What other - no. He cannot mean it as a courting gift… can he? A bribe perhaps? What are his goals? Unable to stand it any longer, the queen broke protocol and asked him directly. “What do you mean by this, Champion? Speak!”

“Friendship.” the einherjar said simply, going so far as to shrug. “That’s all I really want from you, Your Majesty. Friendship and goodwill towards each other.”

“Friendship…” Iolanthe breathed.

“Yes. I haven’t had many opportunities to earn your trust, and frankly, you having my blessing does serve another purpose as well.” the baron admitted.

The queen’s eyes narrowed as she thought it over. “Stronger allies.” she said finally. “By empowering me, you help secure the Seelie Court.”

“Exactly.” James confirmed with a feral grin.

Iolanthe sighed, closing her eyes and relaxing against her throne. “I should have expected as much. You said something similar before, did you not?”

“I believe I did, Your Majesty.”

The elven queen couldn’t help but chuckle. “I should have taken you at your word then, and I will do so now. If anything, I can tell that you are a man of practicality, James Fir.” Opening her eyes, Iolanthe gazed down at the visiting baron, and for the first time, gave him an earnest smile.


CHAPTER 5


A tiny bell rang, announcing the einherjar’s entry into the shop. As it was designed to do, the small instrument drew Wayland’s attention to the front of the building, causing him to briefly pause his work at the forge.

“James!” The tall half-Álfar called out to his friend as he stepped through the open doorway, wiping his hands on a rag as he did. “I figured you’d show up sooner or later. Wanting to check on the progress on your queen’s commission?”

“Are you talking about the titan metal armour?” the ex-soldier inquired. “To be honest, I wasn’t even aware that you’d started.”

“Yeah. I drafted the designs right after you mentioned it, so I was able to start right away when your pretty maid dropped off the first shipment of the metal.” the smith explained.

“Oh? Which maid was that?” James wondered aloud.

“Uh, the crazy one.”

“That… doesn’t narrow it down as much as you might think.” the Champion admitted with a chuckle.

Wayland snorted and shook his head. “I think her name was Elina.”

“Yeah. I suppose she is the crazier of the two, at least in public.” Now within reach, James extended his arm and shook the other man’s hand. “So, you’re making progress on the armour, then?”

“I am.” The legendary smith nodded. “Though it’s still going to be weeks before it’s finished. I’ll send a message your way when you can come and pick it up.”

“Sounds good.”

“So, if you’re not here for the armour, what brings you to my shop? I doubt you have time to chitchat, so what is it? Need more jewellery for yet another wife?” Wayland glanced behind James and winked at Tu’apa, who blushed a little at the teasing.

“Uh… no.” James grimaced, wanting to deny that he would need any more jewellery for the foreseeable future, but even he had to admit that he was gathering women around him at an astonishing rate. Clearing his throat, the einherjar tried to get the conversation back on track. “Actually, Queen Iolanthe suggested that I might find a dwarf named Fíli around here at this time of day.”

“Fíli?” Wayland quirked a brow. “Yeah, he’ll likely be by in a little while. You have something you need designed? He may be short tempered, but he’s the best damn engineer that I know.”

“I do, actually.” James was about to explain his needs to the smith, when the door chime rang again.

“Ah. Speak of the devil. Fíli! I’ve got a customer here that wants to speak with you.” Wayland waved to his long time friend, urging him to come over.

“Eh? What’s this about then?” The short man had a dour look on his weathered face, but he stomped over at the smith’s prompting regardless.

“Hello. I’m James, a baron with the Seelie Court.” The einherjar introduced himself, extending his hand to the engineer.

Fíli grumbled under his breath, but accepted the handshake with a firm grip. “Right, right. What do ye want with me, then?”

James chuckled as he took in the sight of the surly dwarf. Though he wasn’t quite as barrel chested as the ex-soldier would have expected, he did have the stereotypical beard and squat stature that dwarves were famous for. All of his features had a certain earthy quality to them as well, from his deeply tanned skin, to his rust coloured hair and copper eyes.

“Well? I haven’t got all day.” the impatient little man prodded.

“Sorry. I’d actually like to hire you for a project. Here’s Queen Iolanthe’s permission, by the way.” James added, summoning the small piece of parchment bearing her seal.

Fíli accepted the note and looked it over carefully, taking his time to inspect the content of the letter, as well as the royal seal, to ensure it wasn’t a fake. “Says here ye want me to design a portcullis for ye. Anythin’ special I need ta know about it?”

“Uh, just that all of the moving parts will be made from iron. So, yeah. Please ensure that your designs have clear instructions on how thick the chain links should be, etcetera. I’ve never built anything like that before, so I need solid guidance.” James explained.

“Yer gonna be the one buildin’ it?” Fíli scoffed and looked at the bestial man skeptically.

“That’s right.” the einherjar confirmed with a nod. “And for the record, I’m the guy that raised the walls around Elphen’s new Fairy Ring.”

Fíli’s eyes widened slightly at that. “Ah! I knew I’d heard yer name somewhere! Why didn’t ya say so!?” The dwarf’s mood seemed to brighten a bit as he shook his head. “Ye must be Hel’s Champion, then, eh? I’ve heard a bit about ye.”

James laughed and nodded again. “Yeah, that’s me. And this is my wife, Tu’apa Hyy.”

The pretty werewolf paused her perusing of the jewellery display, and waved to the dwarf. Fíli gave her an awkward smile in return, then turned his attention back to her husband. “Right, right. Well then, when do ye need the designs?”

“I’d like to get them ASAP, if you don’t mind.” James replied.

“ASAP?”

“As soon as possible.” the ex-soldier explained. “If I can, I’d like to use them to build the gatehouses today.”

“Ah. I’d like ta see that.” the dwarf admitted, stroking his beard. “I’ve designed plenty o’ gates and the like in me day. Shouldn’t take me more than an hour or so to get ‘em drawn up. Assumin’ ye got the coin?”

“Of course. Is two drachma sufficient? And you’d be welcome to come along when I raise the fortifications.” The einherjar hoped that his offer would be reasonable, but he wasn’t really sure how much experts like Fíli charged for their services.

“Eh. Two drachma is fine, but I canna go with ye. I dunna have time ta go galavantin’ around the world.” The dwarf grumbled and held his hand out, as if expecting immediate payment.

James summoned two drachma into his palm and handed them to the engineer. “I’ll be teleporting there, so the travel time is literally just a few seconds. I’d have you back here within the hour, if you change your mind.”

“Oh? Well, if that be the case…” The dwarf hummed as he stuffed the money into his pocket. “I think seeing ye work would be worth the trip. Count me in.”

“Excellent.” The einherjar flashed his new companion a toothy grin. “I’ll be back in a little over an hour to pick you up, then. In the mean time, there’s some shopping I’ve been meaning to get done. Gentlemen.” James nodded to each of the men before turning to leave.

Once they were outside Wayland’s shop, Tu’apa Hyy stepped up to his side and took his hand in hers. “Where are we going now, Master?”

“Well, we received permission from Her Majesty to purchase magical items from the shops in Elphen, including anything that might normally be restricted for civilians. I’ve wanted to see what they have to offer, ever since I heard about them.”

“Ah. It would be good if we could find more ‘tricks’ for the family.” Tu’apa Hyy grinned wolfishly.

“Precisely.” James let out a deep chuckle as they walked down the street, drawing the attention of a few passers by. He ignored the suspicious looks they cast at him, and continued making his way back to the upper city. In the end, it took them nearly twenty minutes to find the place, but it was rumoured to be the best shop of its kind in Elphen.

“The Arcane Shoppe.” The Champion muttered, reading the sign aloud. Carved into one of the living trees that supported the platform they were on, everything about the place screamed ‘mystical’ to the ex-soldier. From the stylized lettering on the sign, to the tinted glass of the windows, it was obvious that a lot of thought went into the store’s design, and the owner had a flair for the dramatic.

Stepping inside, his powerful sense of smell was nearly overwhelmed by the scent of burning incense, and even with his incredible night vision, it took his eyes a moment to adjust to the gloom of the interior. “Hello?” he called out, having failed to hear the expected ringing of a bell.

“You may enter, Champion.” A powerful yet feminine voice replied.

“Spooky.” Tu’apa muttered to herself, stepping in behind her husband.

James let his eyes wander, taking in the shelves stuffed with oddities, as he made his way to the counter. Somehow, he wasn’t surprised to see an elf wearing a pointed witch’s hat standing at the till. Nor did the black cloak, or the wine coloured blouse, strike him as unusual. “Greetings.” he said with a warm smile.

“Greetings, Champion.” the woman said smoothly, her white eyes never leaving his.

It almost has a cadence to it… James thought, considering the lady’s voice. It feels… laced with power, and yet measured, like a deep but slow moving stream. “I’d introduce myself, but it seems that you already know who I am. That being the case, might I have the honour of your name as well?”

“And what would you do with it?” the witch quipped.

“I beg your pardon?” The einherjar blinked in confusion.

“You already have a name. Why would you need a second?” The elf stared at him with sightless eyes and a blank expression.

“Er… no, that’s…” James stammered, attempting to explain, but was cut off when the serious woman suddenly broke into laughter.

“I am Vĕštica. It is a pleasure to meet you, James.” The attractive shopkeeper flashed him a huge grin and held her hand out.

The einherjar shook her hand while shaking his head. “You got me.” He chuckled.

“Her Majesty let me know that you would be stopping by at some point, though I must admit that I’d hoped it would be sooner.” the elven mage explained.

“Sorry. I’m a busy man.” James said with a shrug.

“So I’ve heard!” Her laughter reminded the ex-soldier of a tinkling bell. “So, are you here to peruse my wares, or are you seeking something specific?”

“I’m curious to see what all you have.” James couldn’t help but look over his shoulder at the stuffed shelves, eager to start poking around and examining the thousands of knickknacks crammed onto them.

“Then by all means, help yourself. All of the items are tagged, so you’ll be able to see the price right away. I’m afraid that all prices are nonnegotiable however, and all sales are final.”

“Very well. Thank you for the info. Now, if you don’t mind, we’ll go take a look.” The einherjar excused himself, and led Tu’apa Hyy down the first aisle. The side of the store that he started on, the one closest to the door, seemed to be dedicated to non-magical items, but things that would be useful to mages regardless. Equipment like beakers, mirrors, and blank grimoires filled the shelves that made up a good third of the shop.

Next came what James would call reagents, for lack of a better term. Herbs, minerals, and other ingredients that an alchemist might use, were bundled in small vials or bags, and clearly labelled. Some were cheap, like garlic, while others were expensive gemstones, or natural substances with seemingly mystical properties, like quicksilver or lodestones.

Then there was a small section with charms, like lucky rabbit’s feet, silver pendants, tarot cards, knucklebones, and the like. All things that may or may not be magical, but didn’t require any enchantment by a mage to function. James chuckled to himself when he saw his own reflection warped in a crystal ball. Yup. This is a magic shop, all right.

At the very back of the store, opposite the door but still visible from the counter, was where the real magic happened. Absurdly expensive items, like holy texts and grimoires detailing methods for summoning, were some of the cheapest items in the section, despite being a few hundred drachma each. Standing in a barrel in the far corner was a small selection of brooms, each with handles carved with runes, and aptly labelled ‘Witch’s Broom’. 370 drachma, 3 Obols. James read the price tag to himself.

“Hey, Vĕštica?” the einherjar called out to the shopkeeper.

“Yes? Are you interested in a broom?” she asked, stepping out from behind the counter.

“Uh, I don’t really need one, but I was wondering why the skies aren’t full of people flying around. I thought that, if flight magic were available, every elven soldier would have it.”

Vĕštica giggled. “I would love it if they were! Just think how many sales that would be! But no, not even the queen can afford to outfit her entire army with a flying broom. Besides, it would take significant training to fight while riding one. It just isn’t worth it, especially since the wealthiest people in Elphen tend to be fae, which can fly on their own without such devices.”

“Ah. I see. And I guess the reason this Pixie Dust is close to the same price is because, even though it only lasts for a year, being able to fly without needing something to ride is very handy.” James observed.

“Quite right. While temporary, it has significantly more utility. The brooms, on the other hand, can be lent to others, so they aren’t without their benefits.” Vĕštica confirmed his guess.

James nodded along as he continued to peruse the items on the shelves. “1051 drachma!” he shouted, coming across a black silk top hat.

“Ah. You’ve found the Magician’s Top Hat. Yes, that’s probably our most expensive item. Although, the Magician’s Handkerchief is nearly as pricy. Both allow the owner to store any number of items within, so long as they are small enough to fit.”

“It must work similarly to my Summons spell…” the einherjar muttered to himself. As he continued to look, he found a number of lesser items, like potions and scrolls, many of which had similar effects to spells that he already knew. He did find the Fairy Mushrooms interesting though, and wondered if Titania would allow him to set up fairy rings connecting Elphyne and Guayabo. I’ll have to give that some serious thought before I propose it, though.

Despite the vast majority of the items being less useful to him, the Champion was excited to make a few very intriguing finds. Gathering them up, he carried the items to the counter and prepared to pay.

“My. That’s quite an assortment you’ve got there.” Vĕštica noted with a hint of amusement. “I’d heard that you don’t drink.” she teased, picking up the Brew of Inspiration.

“Uh, I don’t. It has… other uses.” The einherjar’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You seem to know a lot about me.”

Vĕštica gave him a playful grin, but didn’t say anything else.

“Fine. Keep your secrets.” the Champion teased. “So, what’ll the damage be?” He’d already calculated the total price in his head, he was just curious if she’d try to pull a fast one on him.

“Hmm. One Brew of Inspiration. One scroll of Faerie Fire. One scroll of Creeping Mist. And one treatise on summoning. That’s a particularly interesting read, if I may say so. So, everything comes to a total of… 914 drachma.” she said with a smile. “How will you be paying today? Drachma or talents?”

“Drachma, I’m sorry to say.” James grinned sheepishly.

“It’s fine. I hear there is quite the market for silver lately.” the witch quipped, her blind eyes flicking to Tu’apa Hyy.

James ignored the barb and summoned a large pile of coins on the counter.

“My!” Vĕštica gasped, placing her hand against her chest. “That’s quite a trick, without a handkerchief. And 914 drachma exactly. Impressive.”

The einherjar’s lip twitched slightly, noting the slight bit of sarcasm in her voice. It seems she’s aware of quite a bit… and her blindness isn’t slowing her down at all. I bet she’s got quite a few tricks up her sleeve. Scooping the items into his Inventory, James continued to smile at the elven mage. “I’ll stop by again sometime, to see if you get anything new in stock.”

“Please do! You never know what you’ll find at the Arcane Shoppe.” the witch chirped.
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James walked into Wayland’s smithy, only to find the tall man bent over a table, examining some plans with his friend Fíli. Looking of from the drawings, the legendary smith grinned.

“So. How did you like my wife’s shop?”

The einherjar’s eyes narrowed. “You could have told me.” he growled softly.

“Haha!” Wayland laughed, causing his dwarven companion to chuckle. “Where would be the fun in that?”

When Tu’apa Hyy started giggling along with the men, the ex-soldier couldn’t continue to feign irritation. “Okay. You got me.” he chuckled. “I was wondering where she got so much info on me.”

“That was only partly my fault.” the smith insisted, holding his hands up as if in surrender. “Truth is, she traded her eyes for wisdom, or at least, that’s what she tells me. I do know that she can see things others can’t.”

“Makes sense.” the Champion nodded. “She’d have to, to marry someone with your ugly mug.”

“Ha!” Fíli laughed while Wayland scowled. The smith knew it was all in good fun however, and didn’t take the jab seriously.

“By the way, I keep forgetting, but would you like to buy a couple of used scimitars off me? I’d like to get them out of my inventory.” James asked.

“Sure. Let’s see them.” Wayland offered, waving his hand at a nearby table.

When James placed them on the table, the smith took his time examining them. “Hmm. Hell forged, eh? Decent enough quality. I can give you 20 drachma each for them.”

“Sold.” the einherjar stated without hesitation.

“Anything else you want to unload? I’ve got a friend that runs a general store, aside from the magic shop my wife owns. I’ll give you a fair price, and save you having to run around.”

“Hmm. Let me see.” The Champion pulled his Status Screen up and scrolled to the Inventory section. He automatically waved off the page that contained all of the furniture for the mansion, as well as his personal belongings. “I have a few things, though right now I think these tents are the least useful to me.”

Wayland dutifully checked the condition of all four tents before making an offer. It took a while, given their size, but moved as quickly as was reasonable. “Not many individuals need eight man tents, but the army could probably use them. I can give you 266 drachma, 72 obols for the lot. Including the swords, I’d owe you 306 drachma, 72 obols.”

“Sounds good to me. Thanks.” James agreed right away, fully believing that he wouldn’t get a better deal anywhere else.

“I’ll be right back with your coin.” It didn’t take the smith long to count out the cash, and he even did James a favour by converting some of the silver to talents. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” James said again, sending the coin to his Inventory.

“Well, if ye be done wheelin’ an dealin’, I’ve got yer plans drawn up.” Fíli announced, stomping over with a sheaf of paper in his hands.

“Wheeling and dealing?” The einherjar quirked a brow. “You have roulette wheels here?”

Fíli’s brow furrowed as he looked up at the much, much taller man. “I dunna know what ye mean by ‘here’, an’ I have no stinkin’ clue what a roulette wheel be, but dunna that sayin’ refer to a merchant’s caravan?”

James’ eyes widened slightly at the small man’s assertion. “Huh. Maybe that’s what it means here on Terra, but on Earth it originally referred to gambling. It did evolve to mean trading there too, so I guess it makes sense that the saying would eventually appear on this world. Kind of like convergent evolution, only with linguistics.”

“Right…” The dwarf eyed the einherjar rather skeptically. “Anyway, here are the plans. Look ‘em over, an’ see if there’s anythin’ else ye need.”

Hel’s Champion accepted, then carefully unrolled the short stack of papers. To his untrained eye, the designs certainly seemed to be detailed and complete. “Looks good to me.” he said with a nod. “Still want to tag along and see me work? I’d actually appreciate it if you do. That way, if something doesn’t work, maybe you could guide me through fixing it.”

“Sure.” the engineer agreed with a shrug. “I’ve got the time, an’ it should be interestin’ ta see ye at yer craft.”

“All right. Tu’apa, if you could place your hand on his shoulder, so we form a chain, that would be great.” James would have done it himself, but the height difference between him and the dwarf made things awkward. The only way that he could have reached the man’s shoulder would be to crouch down, and he didn’t think the surly fellow would appreciate the einherjar’s hand on his head. In the end, it was just easier to ask his wolf girl wife to form the link.

Once everyone was in position, he called out to his hidden fairy in a quiet voice. “Acrasia, if you’d do the honours.”

“Yes, Master!” the blonde fae chirped from beneath his armour. A moment later, the world seemed to warp and twist around them for a fraction of a second, before depositing the four of them in the centre of Guayabo.

Fíli made a blubbering noise with his cheeks as he bent over and shook his head. “Ugh. I dunna think I like that.” His groans drew the attention of a few passersby, but no one approached or tried to speak to him.

James waited for the small man to get his bearings, then led the way over to where he intended to place the north gate. “Shall we?”

“Aye. Let’s get to it.” the dwarf grumbled.

The einherjar crouched down and placed his hand against the earth. Letting his fingers sink into the soft, volcanic soil, James imagined the gatehouse with as much clarity as he could. Step by step, he envisioned every tiny detail, locked it in place in his mind, then carried on to the next. Summoning Fíli’s drawings to his other hand, he laid them out on the ground, and used them to directly inform his imagination. Inch by inch, and then foot by foot, the structure in his mind expanded, until yards were screaming by at an incredible speed. The fact that much of the wall was a simple repetition of patterns, like each tower being identical to the last except for orientation, really sped up the process.

When at last the Champion held the entire fortification in his mind’s eye, he cast the spell. A significant amount of Qi drained from his dantian, but far less than he would have expected. In a matter of seconds, his magic sank into the earth, calling to the metal and stone far beneath the surface, and urging it to surge upward. Like a rapidly growing tree, or perhaps a wave, great basalt walls burst from the rich soil, rising into the air to dominate everything around them. Further still did the lofty towers soar, reaching skyward like great claws intent on rending the heavens above, until they too came to a rest.

“By the gods…” Fíli gasped. In all his centuries, the royal engineer had never seen anything like it. The dwarves were master craftsmen, carving stone and hammering metal to create works that even the gods coveted. But this man… this Champion… he is no craftsman. The stone responds to his call like a lover, and rushes to his embrace. The skilled mason couldn’t help himself. His eyes were wide with wonder as he crept forward, his hand reaching out to touch the smooth black stone. It be flawless… he thought with admiration. Nary a seam to be seen. Walls forty feet high and ten feet thick in seconds… over three miles long! An’ the towers, each half again as tall as the walls they protect, and I count no less than FIFTY SIX standin’ tall an’ proud!

James smiled down at the dwarf, and his heart filled with pride when he saw the wonder in the other man’s eyes. “I’m glad you came to help.” the einherjar said cordially. “I’ve still got quite a bit of juice left in the tank, so what do you say we build a keep while we’re at it? And maybe a temple or two.”

Fíli slowly turned to regard the Champion, though from the look on his face, he couldn’t decide whether he was simply in awe, or thought that the world had slipped into insanity.


CHAPTER 6


Quetzal rushed outside with her heart pounding. The sudden rumbling of the earth made the chieftain fear the worst. If Turrialba is erupting… The middle aged woman didn’t finish her thought because, rather than seeing the expected plume of smoke and fire rising from the ancient volcano, something else filled her field of view. Massive black walls stood ominously on the horizon, encircling her town and cutting it off from the jungle beyond. Every three hundred feet or so, a solid tower stood sentry, like a forbidding protector of all that she held dear. …or like tombstones for the Guayabo that I grew up in. she thought darkly.

All around the her, townsfolk murmured as they stared at the new fortifications. She could hear the potent mix of awe and fear in their voices, with more than one person muttering something about “Hel’s shadow”.

The newly named steward frowned, her lips forming a straight line. Everything’s changing so quickly. she thought to herself. First we were asked to shed our very humanity, and now this? I hardly recognize this place anymore. She knew, deep in her heart, that the changes James wrought were well intentioned, and that they would likely give her people the best chance of survival. But at what cost? she wondered. Her home, her people, nothing was familiar to her anymore. Even she herself was a different person from who she had been less than a year before.

Sighing, Quetzal shook her head. A big part of her wanted to blame James, and she knew that a significant number of the townsfolk did, but the truth was more complicated than that. Things had begun to change long before the einherjar had arrived on the scene. “Father Cannon.” She quietly cursed, spitting on the ground after speaking his name. It was that bastard that started converting our people. Sowed division between the humans and the blessed werejaguars, who had always been our protectors. Then we foolishly followed, like sheep, and drove them from our town. We believed his lies, that they were monsters… abominations as he called them. Taking a deep breath, the tired woman let her eyes settle on the dark stone walls once more. Her mind continued to dredge up images from the past. Memories of captured werejaguars being killed for sport, or sold as slaves. Then, the fall of Guayabo. The terrible fires that swept through the village, brought by the archangel Michael and slaughtering nearly all of the inhabitants, supposedly as punishment for the sin of associating with James and directing prayers to his goddess.

Shaking her head as if to dispel the gloomy thoughts, Quetzal turned back to her hut. She would need to address the people and calm their fears, but she no longer felt any anger towards Hel’s Champion. We brought this on ourselves. she told herself. Perhaps it’s better if the Guayabo of my memories is dead, so something new can take its place. Maybe this is our penance, or maybe, just maybe, it’s a chance to start fresh.
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James strode down the street with Tu’apa and his dwarven companion in tow. A familiar voice called out to him as he neared the chieftain’s hut.

“Champion!” Farkas yelled in a deep and growly voice.

“Greetings Alpha!” the einherjar shouted back cheerily. “I’ve come to make good on my promises. I’ve already raised the walls, so I’ll focus on the keep next.”

“I saw.” The large werewolf chuckled. “I must admit, I’ve never seen such powerful magic.” Slowly turning in place, the lycanthrope took in the sight of the fortifications surrounding the town. “Truly impressive.” he rumbled. “Every bit as imposing as the curtain walls of the Count’s castle.”

“Glad to hear it.” The einherjar smirked a little, glad that his walls were as formidable as the infamous Impaler’s. Maybe it’ll deter some enemies from even trying to attack. Though it was a nice thought, he knew better than to get his hopes up. “They should be even stronger than they look, too.”

“Because ye crafted them from a single, solid piece of stone.” Fíli nodded sagely.

“That’s part of it.” James admitted. “I also added iron reinforcements within the stone. Picture it like a cage made of iron triangles, woven throughout the interior of the wall. It basically acts like a skeleton, supporting the wall when it comes under attack.”

The dwarven engineer frowned, stroking his beard thoughtfully as he gazed at the distant walls. “Iron inside the stone, eh?” Fíli was quiet for a moment, as he considered the effect that would have on the fortifications. “Then… even if the walls crack when they come under fire, the iron would hold ‘em together.” Slowly, the dwarf’s eyes widened as he came to understand the implications of what James had done. “By the forge o’ Hephaestus, that’s clever! Stone be mighty but brittle. Iron’s got the give ta hold ‘er fast. Ye’ve raised a mountain that bends, not breaks!”

“Glad you approve.” The ex-soldier chuckled.

“Approve!? I have ta take this technique back ta me people!” Fíli nearly shouted.

“Hmm.” James stroked his own beard as thought over the dwarf’s statement. “You know… I could probably help you with that.”

“Eh? What do ye mean?” The engineer looked up at his new companion with a baffled expression. “Oh! Yer magic! Are ye offerin’ ta teleport me there?”

“Sort of.” The einherjar nodded slowly. “I can only teleport to places that I can picture in my mind, so mostly spots that I’ve already been. That said, I can fly pretty fast, scout out different locations that you show me on a map, then teleport back or just summon you to me.”

Fíli frowned deeply and grumbled. The stout man wasn’t a fan of James’ magical travel at all, but it sure beat travelling overland for months at a time. “What would ye want in exchange fer yer help?”

“Nothing.” James shook his head. “Maybe just an introduction, at most. To be honest, I have a contract from Queen Titania that I am supposed to take to the dwarves at some point, but I haven’t a clue where their city is located.”

“From the Fairy Queen? What kind o’ contract?” the dwarf asked, his expression shifting from one of suspicion to one of curiosity.

“We have Wayland crafting a suit of armour out of titan metal, but it’s just a prototype. We’ll need 5000 more just like it, which is simply too many for a single man to forge, no matter how skilled.”

“Ah. I see.” Fíli nodded sagely. “Ye’d need dwarven smiths ta handle armour forged from titan metal, ta be sure. Especially in such large quantities.” Hearing this, the master mason puffed his chest up with pride and extended his hand. “I’ll guide ye ta Myrkheimr, an’ get ye in the door. In return, ye get me there with yer magic, an’ answer me questions about yer techniques.”

“Deal.” James grinned, accepting the short man’s hand and giving it a firm shake. “It’ll have to wait until Wayland is finished crafting the original though, which will take another month or so.”

“That’ll be fine.” the dwarf agreed. “In the mean time, I believe ye had more fortifications ta build?”

“Right!” the ex-soldier confirmed. “Where do you think we should place the keep, Farkas?”

The large werewolf blinked, surprised at suddenly being drawn back into the conversation. “Hmm.” he hummed thoughtfully, turning in place and looking around. “How about over there, to the east of the longhouses? It should be a short way off the main road through town, but still fairly central.”

“Good point.” James agreed. “Let’s set it up there, then.” Striding over to the general area that the lycanthrope had indicated, the ex-soldier stopped and looked around, then continued to walk even further. “I want to make sure we have plenty of space. We’re going to need a large courtyard for training the troops, after all.”

“Speaking of, do you plan to train them yourself, Champion?” the Alpha inquired.

“Not exactly.” The einherjar shook his head. “I might pop in from time to time, but my schedule is too packed to train or lead the troops directly.” Finally reaching his destination, the ex-soldier stopped and turned around to face the slightly older man. “Since the majority of the troops stationed here are going to be werewolves, I think you are the perfect choice to lead them.”

“I had a feeling you might say something like that.” Farkas grumbled, but didn’t look entirely displeased.

James chuckled. “I thought you might.” Straightening slightly, the baron adopted a more serious tone. “Farkas Navari. I hereby name you Marshal of Guayabo, and place you in charge of the town’s defence. As the commander of Wolf Company, you will hold the rank of Major, and will report directly to me.”

“Yes sir!” Farkas growled, standing proudly and snapping off a salute.

“Excellent. We can hold a proper ceremony later if you like…?” the einherjar offered.

“That won’t be necessary, sir.” the major grumbled with a look of distaste.

Hel’s Champion chuckled again. He wasn’t a fan of formal events either, so he could definitely see where the other man was coming from. “All right, then. I expect you to work alongside your fiancé to ensure the safety and prosperity of this town. She’ll handle the civilian side of things, while you manage the military. Sound good?”

“Yes sir.” Farkas confirmed with a nod.

“Great. I look forward to seeing what the two of you can achieve. Of course, I won’t be shirking my own duties, and will help as often as possible.” the einherjar assured him. “Now then, let’s get your new home built.” With that, James crouched down and laid his hand upon the earth once more.

Farkas glanced down as the ground rippled beneath his feet, like someone had dropped a pebble in the pond of reality. As the seconds ticked by, the area underwent a massive change. First, the soil gave way as smooth cobblestone pushed to the surface. In truth, James could have kept the stone uniform and flat, but he carved the cobbled design into it on purpose, both to give it character, and also to allow for better grip when it was wet.

When the parade square was finished, the next things to rise were the walls, towers, and gatehouse. Matching the size and strength of the curtain walls around the town, James raised a formidable redoubt in the heart of his city. The main differences were the square shape the four walls formed, and the smaller gatehouse - only being wide enough for a single wagon to pass through at a time.

With that complete, the einherjar moved on to the main event. The keep itself was relatively short and squat, only a few stories tall, and roughly square in shape as well. To finish off, he added another small outbuilding that served as a guard post, and a multilevel dungeon beneath it. He didn’t expect to have to keep a great number of prisoners at any point, but it was better to be prepared, just in case the need arose in the future.

Finishing up, James stood and dusted his hands off. He didn’t have long to admire his work however, because a loud voice began calling to him from behind.

“Champion!” Quetzal shouted, running through the open gates. “What is all this?”

Turning, the baron gave his steward a brilliant smile. “Hey Quetzal! Welcome to your new home!”

“My… home?” the chieftain stuttered, her brow furrowing in confusion. “I already have a home.”

“Yes, well… this is your new home.” James reiterated, stressing the word ‘new’. “I needed somewhere to hold court anyway, so we might as well share the building. Come on, let me show you around.” Without waiting for her reply, the excited einherjar jogged up the stairs and into the main keep.

The ex-soldier slowed his pace while he waited for the others to catch up to him. This gave him a moment to admire his own handiwork, as well as tweak any little details that he didn’t like. It’s going to need furniture, but it’s looking good so far. he silently noted. Being formed of black basalt, the building had a slightly ominous feel to it, but that didn’t bother Hel’s Champion. Perhaps I should add some artistic flourishes? I guess I’ll wait and get some suggestions from the others before I try adding anything like that. They’re the ones that have to live here, after all.

“By the gods, did ye need ta run?” Fíli huffed as he came to a stop.

“Sorry about that. I got a bit excited.” James admitted. When everyone was finally gathered, he proudly led them on a tour. “So, we’re standing in the entry hall, as you may have guessed.” he said with a laugh. “To our left is the guard room, and to our right is the cloakroom. The next doors down on the right and left are the waiting rooms, where guests can relax before their appointments.”

“Is the throne room just beyond those double doors, Master?” Tu’apa Hyy asked, pointing to the massive iron doors at the end of the hall.

“That it is.” her husband confirmed with a grin. “Let’s go take a look.” Leading the way, James strode over to the massive doors and gave them a heave. They were a bit heavier than he expected, but no real trouble for the Champion. Glad most everyone here will be werewolves, or they might be too heavy for the inhabitants to use.

Quetzal stepped into the throne room a moment after James. The first thing that she noticed was the size. There was easily enough room to house a hundred petitioners on the floor, and stone benches had already been provided for seating. Not the most comfortable things in the world, but they should last, I suppose. the chieftain thought to herself. Opposite the entrance were two thrones. The first was the closest to the crowd, and only slightly raised, sitting on a short dais.

“That one’s yours,” James said quietly, pointing to the lower throne. Then he shifted his finger to the second throne, which was slightly larger, had a low back, and sat in a small recess in the wall, about ten feet above Quetzal’s seat. “and that one’s mine. There are no stairs leading to it, so no one should be tempted to do anything stupid… hopefully.”

“Why do I need a throne?” the woman asked with a slight frown.

“Because you’re the one who is going to hear most of the people’s petitions, judge them when they are tried for minor crimes, and generally need a seat to rule from day to day.” the baron answered. “The throne will lend you an air of power and authority, or at least, that’s the intention.”

Quetzal grimaced slightly. She didn’t really like the idea of sitting on a throne and lording over people, but she supposed that someone had to do it. At least I know that I can be fair, if the power is in my hands. she told herself.

“Behind your throne is the stairway down to the vault.” the einherjar informed them. “I don’t have any fancy locking mechanisms on the door yet, but I will drop off a locked, ironbound chest and a key for you. I’ll see about hiring an expert to design a proper vault door.” James glanced down at Fíli as he said the last, noticing the small sigh that escaped the man’s lips.

“Aye. I can take care o’ that fer ye. It will take a while, though, so make sure yer treasure is well guarded in the mean time.” the dwarf grumbled.

“Great. 2 drachma a day, plus materials?” the einherjar offered.

“Aye. That’ll do.” Fíli agreed.

“Okay. Let’s head down and take care of that now.” Leading the way, James descended the stairs and walked into the vault. Once inside, he started by summoning the promised chest, lock, and key. Popping it open, he then deposited the town’s first monthly budget inside the chest. “Let’s see. Farkas, I want you to hire one hundred of your werewolves and get them trained up as full time soldiers. They’ll be paid one drachma a day from the treasury.” With that in mind, the Champion stacked 1100 drachma and 40 talents in the chest. “And… I know the pay is a little low for someone of your stations, but I’m offering each of you 5 drachma a day for now. Is that acceptable?”

Quetzal blinked in surprise. “What? You’re going to pay us?”

“Of course.” James nodded firmly. “I’ll bump it up to eight… no, ten drachma a day, once we have a regular source of income, but that could take a little while.”

“That sounds fine, sir.” Farkas rumbled.

“Good.” The einherjar took his steward’s silence for agreement, and deposited another 310 drachma in the chest. “Use your own wages to hire staff, like cooks and maids. I’m sorry that I can’t provide everything yet, but I will be in a better position to do so in time.”

“Are… are we…” the steward stammered, then took a deep breath to collect herself. “Am I supposed to be collecting taxes from the townsfolk? I’m sorry, my lord, but I haven’t…”

James held his hand up to stop the woman. “No need for that. I hate the very concept of taxes.” The einherjar’s lip curled in disgust.

“With all due respect, sir, how do you intend to run the town without collecting taxes?” The Alpha scowled at the einherjar, thinking that his financial naivety and idealism might endanger the town.

“By providing useful goods and services.” the ex-soldier countered. “Well run countries back on Earth were able to fund their own governments, and even pay their citizens dividends, through the production and sale of nationally owned natural resources. Since we aren’t going to be drilling for oil any time soon, we’ll have to take a slightly different route. In my case, I plan to open a house of healing, and Lilith’s already promised me a 25% cut of her brothel’s earnings. All of the profits I gain from those two ventures will go into the town’s coffers. Beyond that, once our army grows in size, I plan to have patrols outside the town. Game hunted during those patrols will be sold, with 50% going to the soldiers as bonus pay, and 50% going to the treasury. I’ll come up with more ideas as we go along, but that’s what I’ve thought of so far.”

“I see.” Farkas grumbled. “Well, at least you have put some thought into it. I’m not convinced that will bring in enough coin to pay for everything, though.”

“It’ll be fine. But… now that you mention it, what are the natural resources around here, Quetzal?” James inquired, turning his attention back to the steward. “And before I forget, here’s the key to the chest.”

“I’m not sure what you mean, my lord.” Quetzal stared at the bestial man with a puzzled expression while accepting the iron key.

“I mean things like gold or gems. Anything we can mine around here?” the einherjar prompted.

“I’m afraid there aren’t any gold mines in this area, my lord.” The chieftain grimaced, not wanting to be the bearer of bad news. “About the only valuable stone we have in abundance is obsidian, but it doesn’t sell for much. Only 11 obols per pound. Other than that… the only thing I can think of is jadeite. We sometimes find small deposits in the rivers around here.”

“Jadeite should be fairly valuable.” James noted, raising his eyebrows slightly. “I’ll go try to pull some out of the rivers later.”

“Very well, my lord. Shall we continue to view the keep, then?” Quetzal suggested.

The einherjar chuckled. “Oh, right. I guess we got a little sidetracked there, didn’t we? Come on, then. Let’s head back upstairs.”

Once the small group had assembled back in the throne room, James pointed to an archway in the northeastern corner of the room. “That hall leads to our offices. Each of us gets one, and they are all the same, so I’ll take the one furthest down the hall. Beyond that, the hallway wraps around behind the throne room, all the way around to the other side. Along the eastern side of the keep are the war room, baths, and kitchen. The kitchen has its own pantry, as well as a root cellar below. Finishing the circuit is the great hall, where we’ll hold feasts, which is directly connected to the throne room through the southern arch.”

“That… feels like a lot to remember, but I’m sure I’ll get used to it.” Quetzal sighed as she looked around the room. This will definitely take some getting used to. she thought to herself.

“At the northern end of the hall,” James went on with his explanation, while once again pointing to the arch that led to their offices, “is a staircase that leads up to the living areas. There are two large bedrooms, one for myself and one for the two of you. Beyond that, there’s the library, where you can store all of our records, and five guest chambers. Finally, there’s the stairwell leading to the roof. Most of the roof is covered by a large cistern for catching rainwater, which will provide us with running water, once I get ahold of some copper pipes. The rest of the roof is a walkway with battlements for guards to patrol.”

“Running water?” Quetzal and Farkas asked at the same time.

“Hmm. How do I explain this? Picture a large basin of water on the roof. That would be the cistern. Now imagine a small hole in the bottom of the basin, which allows water to flow through it. The hole will be connected to copper pipes that run down through the walls, kind of like vertical aqueducts. The pipes will end at valves that you can open or close, to let water through whenever you want some.”

Both of the listeners looked impressed by their lord’s explanation. “That sounds handy.” Farkas remarked with raised eyebrows. “It would save us a lot of trouble, not having to haul water from a well.”

“That’s the idea.” James chuckled. “I plan to work a similar setup into all of the buildings I raise today.”

“Speaking of, what else do ye plan on building?” Fíli asked, jumping back into the conversation.

“Well, I’m going to head to the highest point in town, probably that large terrace to the north, and build a temple there. Then I’ll come back down, closer to the middle of town, and build the brothel.”

Quetzal frowned at the mention of the brothel, but didn’t bother to protest. It won’t be any worse than the slave markets that were here before. she told herself, trying not to think of the women who were put on display in pillories and made available for rent.

“That reminds me, sir.” Farkas rumbled. “How many succubi are you planning to station here?”

James hummed as he considered the werewolf’s question. “Hmm. Well, I’m currently hosting four at Hel’s Temple in Elphyne, but Lilith has offered to send me as many as I want. Why? Do you have some suggestion as to how many we should invite?”

How about none? Quetzal almost said aloud, but held her tongue. Sighing, the steward closed her eyes and reminded herself that things had changed. You’re a werewolf now, Quetzal. And Farkas has turned out to be much more of a gentleman than you had expected, so maybe demons won’t be so bad…

“How many do you believe you can control, sir? To be frank, aside from boosting the morale of the troops, and helping to balance the numbers of men and women, I can’t help but want them for aerial support.” Crossing his arms over his chest, the Alpha made a good point.

The ex-soldier was impressed with the werewolf’s observation. “You’re not wrong about that, though I am surprised that you are familiar with aerial support as a military strategy.”

“The Count has his own airborne units to complement his army. Vampires can shift into bats, and he has contracted a number of succubi himself. As one of his former captains, I’ve had occasion to work with the demonic women in the past.”

James was a little surprised by the lycanthrope’s revelation, but not extremely so. He’d sensed that the powerful Alpha had some training as a warrior, in addition to being an effective leader. Thus, it only made sense that he had served in the Impaler’s army at some point. “I see. Well, it’s not really a matter of how many I can control, since each one will be wearing a Fiendish Slave Collar. The real limiting factor is how many we can feed. Given their nature, it’s dangerous for a werewolf to couple with one more than a single time per day, which means we’d need at least as many troops willing to partner with a succubus, as we have demonesses.”

“Ah. That’s a good point.” Farkas concurred. “I will check among the single men of the pack, and see how many are willing to ‘feed’ a succubus. From there, I suggest we accept half that number, just to stay on the safe side.”

Hel’s Champion nodded in agreement. “Sounds like a plan.”
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After the conversation, James left Farkas and Quetzal at the keep, giving them time to move into their new home and get set up to run the town. Before he left, the werewolf did make a point of asking the einherjar to deliver a suitable number of bows to equip everyone living in Guayabo. That way, even the reserve forces would be able to man the walls in the case of an attack. The Champion had agreed to do so in the near future, since he wanted his people to have as much time to train with the weapons as possible.

Once he’d made his way up to the terrace that he planned to build the temple on, the einherjar paused and turned around. It would still be another hour or so before the sun was at its zenith, but the ex-soldier couldn’t help but admire the view. It’s really coming together. he told himself with a hint of pride. My town is growing, and someday it will be able to defend itself, no matter what enemy we find at the gates. I just need to keep pushing.

With his resolve renewed, James crouched down once again, and called out to the basalt deep within the earth. This time though, he wasn’t building a defensive structure. Instead, it was more of an artistic piece. A moment later, the earth responded to his call, and tall spires burst from the ground like lances. His imagination twisted the peaks into a circle, forming a dark crown around the practical cistern in the middle of the roof. Up and up the stone soared, until it finally came to a stop, some ten stories above the surface.

“Oops. Think I overdid it a little.” The Champion chuckled to himself. “Ah well, no matter.” Taking inspiration from the church towers of Earth, James called to the iron sleeping deep beneath his feet, prodding and coaxing the lazy metal until it snaked up through the rock and soil, forming a glittering stream as it wound its way up the towers. Once there, the black metal spun and congealed, until it formed a pair of large, iron bells, suspended in the towers for all to see.

Moving inside, James studied the large, open chamber. With a dramatic and completely unnecessary wave of his hand, he pulled yet more stone from the earth, creating rows of pews for worshipers to sit on. Then, front and centre, he created an ominous altar. For this, he forewent his usual basalt, and instead called on the obsidian that Quetzal had mentioned earlier. Once again, the einherjar leaned into his creative side, sculpting the sides into arched panels, with each bearing the depiction of a skull at the centre.

To mollify the other members of the pantheon, he ensured that his next creation symbolized all of them. Raising his hands above his head, the Arbiter focused on the stone walls near the vaulted ceiling of the chamber. Into these, he carved five lancet arches of equal size, and spaced them evenly around the sides and back of the room. Calling on his limited artistic skills, James summoned more obsidian and wove it together with clear quartz, to form thin panes of crystal to fill the arches. The end result was similar to stained glass windows, with simple outlines of Titania and James on the left, Fenrir and Lilith on the right, and Hel in the middle.

“I don’t think I have the skill to do their statues justice.” the einherjar muttered to himself. Rather than insult the powerful beings with his lack of talent, the Champion simply summoned large blocks of obsidian to rest upon the basalt bases meant for their statues. When carved, each figure would be a dozen feet tall, and stand prominently in the semicircular area beyond the altar.

With the most important parts done, that only left the simple stuff. With a few minutes more effort, he carved out humble living spaces for a small number of priestesses, including a kitchen, bath, and bedchambers. On a whim, he added a few chambers in the spires that formed the crown-like roof, thinking that they might make good libraries or perhaps storage for powerful relics. In the end, he didn’t really care what the clergy used them for, only that he provided everything that they might need.

Tu’apa and Fíli didn’t say much as their companion worked, not wanting to disrupt his concentration. That didn’t mean that the two weren’t suitably impressed, however. For the werewolf, it was a display of power that filled her with pride as his wife, but for the dwarf, it was more about witnessing the stone come to life.

When he finished with the temple, James took a couple of minutes to look it over, before nodding his head in satisfaction. He didn’t want to leave anything unfinished, other than the statues, and wouldn’t settle for shoddy craftsmanship on his part. Once he was satisfied that everything was as close to perfect as he could make it, the einherjar left the building.

After a short walk, the trio (and hidden fairy) returned to the centre of town. The only thing left on the ex-soldier’s agenda for the day was Lilith’s brothel. Thinking it over, he decided that he would err on the side of caution, and create a building large enough to house a significant number of the demonic women.

Taking a deep breath, James once again dove into his own imagination. This time he pictured a circular building, vaguely resembling the colosseum in Rome, albeit a fair bit smaller. Towering arches lined with flawless glass windows filled the quartz structure’s upper stories, and solid iron doors stood as the only ground level entrance. He knew that it was important for the succubi to be able to bar the doors on nights of the full moon, in order to protect themselves from the werewolves who inhabited the town.

The very centre of the building was actually a courtyard, exposed to the sky, and with deep soil for planting a garden. He even went so far as to place a circular pond in the middle, which he figured could be worked into a fountain at some point in the future. Walking back to the entrance, he began to work on the lobby. Sticking to the circular motif, he sculpted a slightly depressed area, that he envisioned the succubi filling with chaise lounges and sofas, and perhaps a bar off to the side. Then, he carved a series of small alcoves into the perimeter, for quick and slightly more private encounters. High above, about a story and a half up, he wrought the stone into a balcony that encircled the entire room, except for the sweeping staircase that led to it. From the balcony, he drew halls and small personal chambers, the latter of which would serve as the living quarters for the girls, as well as areas for them to entertain their guests.

Moving on, he began to work on the section surrounding the central courtyard. Here he moulded the quartz into a sort of peristyle, with simple but carved pillars along the edge of the would-be garden, and a wide, covered walkway encircling the entire area. On the north and south sides, he placed more private rooms, wanting to ensure he had enough to house all of the women. Finally, on the far western side of the compound, he dug a massive, Roman style bath, complete with tiger-headed spouts that would eventually allow water to flow in from the cistern on the roof above. Like the rest of the peristyle, the garden side of the bath was open to the air, while the other three sides and roof provided shelter from the elements.

When he was finished, the einherjar walked over and sat on the edge of the proto-fountain, and took a moment to relax. Looking over at his wife, he saw that the young woman was gobsmacked; her mouth hanging open as she took in her surroundings.

“You… you have built a paradise for them, Master!” Tu’apa Hyy nearly shouted. “Every succubus in Hell is going to want to move here!”

James looked around at what he had done, and chuckled to himself. “Yeah, well, I just wanted people to feel comfortable here. It’s supposed to be a den of pleasures, after all.”

“Yeah, a den o’ pleasures all right. A brothel, not a bloody king’s harem!” Fíli snorted. “If any noble sees this, yer gonna have yer hands full with requests to build more o’ them! Even the queens will be jealous o’ the blasted succubi at this rate!”

Shaking his head, the einherjar continued to chuckle. “What can I say?” he asked with a shrug. “Go big or go home, right?”

Tu’apa Hyy huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “If that is the case, Master, when can we expect our new palace?” The look on her face and the arch of her brow told the einherjar that she wasn’t really joking, and that the rest of his wives would soon be hearing about this. This caused the einherjar to sigh and slump in his seat, only then realizing how much work he had just made for himself.


CHAPTER 7


James stepped out of the brothel to find a familiar face waiting for him. “Turri.” He greeted the young man with a slight nod of his head. “What can I do for you?”

“Champion.” The warrior returned the einherjar’s nod, albeit a bit stiffly. “I am still waiting for you to fulfill your promise.”

“Ah, yes.” The ex-soldier frowned. “You want to visit the werejaguars in Elphyne. To be honest, I’d ask you to wait a while, since I am very busy, but I understand your impatience. How about this? Why don’t I ask my lovely wife to escort you there and back again? Surely you wouldn’t object to her company, rather than mine?”

The young hunter seemed somewhat taken aback at the offer, but not at all displeased. After clearing his throat, he looked the larger man in the eye. “You would allow another man to spend time with your woman?”

James laughed at the young fool’s insinuation. “Oh please. None of my wives would ever cheat on me. I trust them implicitly.” he scoffed, dismissing the very idea as absurd. “To be frank, I almost feel sorry for other men. I have no doubt that if someone were foolish enough to make a pass at Tu’apa Hyy, they’d likely find themselves in a world of hurt.”

“I am taken.” The female werewolf growled, as if the thought of some other man vying for her attention angered her immensely.

Turri involuntarily flinched at the beautiful wolf girl’s reaction, but received her message loud and clear. “I see.” he muttered after a moment. “It is good that you honour each other so.”

His words seemed to strike the right chord with Tu’apa Hyy, because she lifted her chin and strutted to her husband’s side with pride. Wrapping her arms around his, she leaned in on her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek, before turning to glare at the young man who had insulted her.

After another faux cough, Turri tried again. “Lady Tu’apa Hyy.” he said with a slight bow. “I would be honoured if you would escort me to Elphyne, so that I may see the truth with my own eyes.”

The lovely lycanthrope scowled at the warrior, but directed her words to her husband. “You should make him walk, Master. None should ever doubt your honour.”

James chuckled as he watched the poor fellow grow increasingly uncomfortable under the werewolf’s gaze. “I appreciate the sentiment, my beautiful pup, but he doesn’t know me, and trust is earned, not given. Would you mind taking him to Titania’s city and keeping an eye on him for me? It shouldn’t take long for him to confirm what he needs to know.” Bending over slightly, he kissed the young woman on the lips and pulled her tight against him.

His public display of affection made the werewolf’s tail wag rapidly as she returned the kiss, and pressed her body into his own. “Yes, Master.” she agreed, panting slightly when he broke the kiss.

“Thanks.” he said with a wink. Turning his attention back to the Guayabo native, he put on a more serious expression. “There you have it. Please accompany my wife to speak with the folk of the former Beast Tribe. She’ll bring you back here when you’re finished, so please don’t take any longer than you need to.”

“Very well.” Turri agreed, then waited for Tu’apa Hyy to approach him.

Stepping up next to the young warrior, the female werewolf cast one last glance in her lover’s direction, before placing her hand on the other man’s shoulder and whisking them both away with her magic.

“So, what do ye plan ta do now?” Fíli inquired, stepping down from the brothel’s doorstep.

“I’m going to check the nearest river for jadeite, as Quetzal suggested, then take you back to Elphen. Unless you’d rather stay here for a while?” James asked.

“Nay. I’ve too much work ta do back home. As inspirin’ as it is ta watch ye work the earth an’ stone, I need ta prepare fer our trip ta Myrkheimr. That means takin’ care o’ all the work Queen Iolanthe has fer me before then.” the dwarf informed him.

“Makes sense. Just give me a few more minutes, and we’ll be on our way.” Walking over to the nearest of the two rivers that passed through Guayabo, James stood on the bank and peered into the crystal clear water. The waterway wasn’t that wide, maybe five yards or so, so it posed little danger to the locals, other than as a small breach in the walls. Thinking back to the small grates he’d built in, to allow the rivers to flow through the fortifications, he made a mental note to upgrade them as soon as possible. I covered the iron bars with a thin coating of basalt to try and keep them from rusting, but it would be better if I replaced them with something else entirely when I get the chance. Perhaps another use for that titan metal we’re getting from Lilith.

Stepping into the river, the einherjar relished the feeling of the cool water against his charcoal grey skin, which was something of a relief from the constant heat and humidity of the region’s air. Taking a moment to enjoy the sensation, the bestial man grinned to himself and wiggled his toes in the water. As he did this, the feel of the current sweeping between his digits gave him a flash of inspiration.

“I wonder…” the einherjar muttered to himself. Running with the idea, James focussed on his connection to the earth through his feet, rather than reaching down to touch it with his hands. Given the fact that he always went barefoot, he should always have that connection, unless he was flying of course. Down and down his consciousness went, deep into the riverbed beneath him, before sweeping out to his sides, stretching along the waterway for a mile in either direction. Then, once he felt that his mental grip was secure, the Champion envisioned the waxy green stone that he was looking for, and pulled it to him.

At first, James didn’t see anything. Then, as the seconds ticked by, tiny green pebbles started rolling along the riverbed, and gathering at his feet. Minutes passed, and the sparkling pile grew larger, until it finally coalesced into a single jade cube, roughly two feet to a side. Picking it up, the einherjar hefted the giant gemstone in his arms. “Damn. That’s pretty heavy.” he muttered to himself. He guessed that it weighed less than a ton, but he was certain that he never could have lifted it in his previous life. Out of curiosity, the Champion tucked the block away in his Inventory, then checked it on his Status Screen. “1617 pounds. Not bad. Not bad at all.”

“All done diggin’ up the river’s treasures?” Fíli asked, stomping over to stand on the riverbank.

“Yeah, for now.” The einherjar nodded and looked downstream. “I think I’ll come back and clear out the rest of the river later, as well as the one that runs through the northern half of town as well.”

The dwarf sighed and shook his head. “Best ye keep that kind o’ mentality ta yer own lands. Me people’d be mighty pissed if ye stripped our mines like that.”

“Haha!” James laughed. “I bet they would! Don’t worry, though. I promise not to touch anything in your home country that I don’t have permission to.”

“Good. Good.” Fíli nodded to himself. “Well, if ye dunna mind, I’d like ta be gettin’ back ta Elphen now.”

“Sure. No problem.” the einherjar agreed. Stepping out of the water, James moved to stand next to the dwarf, then placed his foot against the the engineer’s boot. He figured that, if his feet making contact with the ground was good enough to allow him to cast Earth Sculptor, touching another person’s footwear should suffice for Teleportation. “Acrasia, if you please?”

“Yes, Master!” The tiny fairy giggled from beneath the Champion’s pteruges. Then, the next thing they knew, the trio were in Elphen.

“Ugh. Not sure I’ll ever get used to that.” The stout man bent over at the waist and heaved, but thankfully didn’t lose his breakfast. “I’ll be seein’ ye around, Champion.”

“See ya later!” James waved at the dwarf’s back as the little man stomped off, grumbling all the way. Shifting to a quieter tone, the einherjar addressed his hidden fae lover. “Take us back to Guayabo, my pet. I might as well get the prospecting done before lunch. Then we can see about selling it.”

“Okay, Master! Let’s… go!” Acrasia cheered, happy to be doing anything other than cultivating.
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James was more than a little tired by the time he made it home. He’d spent the last hour flying the length of the twin rivers, just to get a feel for their location and size. He ended the survey where they met another, somewhat larger river running south to north, then began extracting the jadeite from the rivers in ‘his territory’. In the end, he managed to gather another 14,553 pounds of the semi-precious stone, which he hoped would be valuable enough to fund his town for at least a little while. As an added bonus, he also found a small, secluded waterfall that he felt would make a nice date spot for his ladies at some future point in time.

“I can’t believe you moved that much earth, Master.” Acrasia whispered in his ear, finally taking a break from her morning under his armour.

“I can’t either.” the einherjar grumbled. “I feel exhausted. I spent well over a thousand Qi just casting Earth Sculptor over and over.”

“At least you got a lot accomplished.” the fairy pointed out cheerfully.

James sighed heavily but nodded. “This is true.”

“Welcome home, Master. Dinner will be served momentarily.” Elora greeted him at the entrance to the dining room, surprising the einherjar with an affectionate kiss on the cheek, before returning to the kitchen.

“Ah. Thou hast returned.” Hel noted from her seat at the foot of his table. “Didst thou achieve all of thy goals for this morn?”

James gave the Goddess of Death a tired grin and nodded. “Yeah. The walls are up, the keep, temple, and brothel have been built, and I managed to get a little prospecting in while I was at it.”

“Prospecting?” Titania piped up, giving her baron a curious look as Elina handed her a plate full of food. “Were you searching for gold or something?”

“Jadeite, actually.” the einherjar informed them as he took his seat at the head of the table. “I asked Quetzal if there was anything valuable to be mined in the area, but she says there isn’t any gold or silver. About the only things worth digging for are obsidian and jadeite, with the latter being worth a fair bit more, I imagine.”

“Ah. I believe you may be right, James.” the Fairy Queen concurred. “I do not recall the exact value of the stone, but it is considered a semi-precious gem. Some call it the ‘Stone of Heaven’ and believe it has mystical properties, such as granting the bearer good luck or prosperity.”

“Interesting. Thank you, Elora.” James smiled at the head maid as he accepted his plate. “If that’s the case, it should be suitable for the second idea I had.”

“Second idea, Master? What was thy first?” Hrein asked, entering the dining room and taking her seat. She had apparently heard at least some of the conversation, because she didn’t inquire about the topic.

James waited a moment to allow the rest of the women to take their seats, before explaining. “Well, at first, I wanted to gather whatever natural resources I could, to boost the town’s budget. Paying my troops is going to get expensive fast, and I’ve only asked Farkas to put a hundred of them on the roster to start. To be honest, that is far too few to effectively patrol our walls, let alone the surrounding territory. Ideally we’d have at least five times that number, broken into three watches a day.”

“I thought you said that we have over five hundred werewolves already, Master. What’s the problem?” Autumn asked, stretching her bat-like wings behind her seat as she made herself comfortable.

“We do.” the baron confirmed. “The problem is that we need a significant number of those to work as farmers, hunters, and gatherers, in order to be able to feed the town. They can still act as reserves if the walls are attacked, but they can’t fill the gaps in the patrols and work the fields at the same time.”

“Oh.” the succubus said softly. “That makes sense.”

“So, you have issues with both population and budget, is that correct, James?” Titania inquired.

“It is and it isn’t.” James answered somewhat cryptically. “I have some ideas for addressing both of those issues, but I thought I’d run them by all of you before I put anything into motion.”

“And what plans would those be, my Champion?” the Goddess of Death prodded.

“Well, population-wise, I was thinking of bringing in more of Lilith’s succubi. She’s offered them to me for ‘free’, and while I doubt they would make decent farmers, they should at least be able to work as scouts or patrol the walls. I’ve asked Farkas to check with his pack and let me know how many of his men would be willing to ‘feed’ a succubus each day. I figure if we take in half that number, we should be safe.” the einherjar explained.

Hrein frowned at his suggestion, but didn’t voice any objections. Titania, on the other hand, was a bit more open with her skepticism. “I am not sure how I feel about releasing more demons into our realm, James.”

The ex-soldier winced slightly, but nodded. “It is your queendom, Your Majesty. If you don’t want me bringing in demons, then I won’t.”

“Hmph.” The Fairy Queen scowled and crossed her arms over her chest. “That is not what I said, James.” she said angrily, putting extra emphasis on his name. “I will not interfere with how you run your barony. You are free to rule it as you please. I was merely stating my discomfort with the possibility that they might slip free of your leash.”

James sighed and nodded in understanding. “I get it, Titania. I do. The potential is there for a great deal of havoc to befall the world, if scores or hundreds of demons are unleashed on the realms of the living. That said, I really don’t think they will run amok, even if they manage to get free for a short time. That would be counter productive to Lilith’s goals. Besides, I don’t see how they could free themselves from the Fiendish Slave Collars short of death, and I certainly won’t be setting them free.”

“I believe my Master is right.” Autumn stated, coming to her lover’s defence. “The opportunity that they are being offered is basically paradise for a succubus. They would have to be utter fools to mess that up.”

“And they haven’t even seen the brothel yet! It’s amazing!” Acrasia nearly shrieked. Her excitement caught the attention of all the women present, which led to a long discussion where she and Tu’apa wove vivid descriptions of all the buildings that James had raised that day. Over the course of the meal, the conversation shifted to include his plans to expand the mansion, and whether or not they would include luscious gardens and baths for the ladies to relax in.

“All who visit thy barony shall know that thou wert the man who raised the home of the succubi, Master. Thou canst allow our family to be shamed by having us reside in a lesser abode than thy whores.” Hrein sternly pointed out.

James grimaced slightly at the valkyrie’s harsh words, but he understood how important the honour of their house was to her. “All right. I understand.” he conceded finally. “I’ll make sure that I put the utmost effort into designing the additions to this mansion, to make you all proud to live here.”

This time it was the shield maiden’s turn to cringe a little. “I apologize, Master.” she said in a softer tone of voice. “I am proud of our home, and our family.”

“I know, my love.” James said, gently placing his hand atop hers. “And I get where you are coming from. I’ll make things right.”

“Thou hast my thanks, Master.” Hrein whispered, leaning in for a brief kiss.

Titania waited for the moment to pass, then returned the conversation to the baron’s mysterious plans. “It seems we became slightly distracted, and strayed away from the topic we were discussing earlier. Pray tell us, what was your second idea?”

“Oh. Well, it sort of puts a dent in my original plan, but when I finished gathering the jadeite from the rivers, I noticed that I’d collected a fairly large amount. Enough, in fact, to build three of the five statues for the pantheon’s new temple. So, I thought I might carve yours, Lady Hel’s, and Lilith’s statues from jadeite, then find a different material for Fenrir and I.” the einherjar explained.

Hel frowned slightly. “Forgive me James, but didst thou not sayest that thy plan was to erect statues that were twice our true sizes?”

“Roughly, yeah. I figure having them about twelve feet tall will make them impressive enough for the interior of the temple. It would mean that they aren’t all exactly to scale, since it would seem like you and Titania were the same height, but I don’t see that as a problem. Do you?”

“Twelve feet tall?” Titania balked slightly. “Those would be over five thousand pounds each! Surely you do not have enough jadeite to finish three at that size, do you?”

The Champion chuckled softly and gave the pretty fae a teasing look. “You aren’t really going to be surprised that I do, are you?”

Titania sighed and shook her head. “No. I suppose I should not. Though I believe I am starting to see your quandary.”

“Ah. Yea. If thou art to carve statues of our likeness from thy jadeite, then thou wilt have nothing to sell. Thy mission to raise funds for thy barony will have failed.” the Goddess of Death concluded. “Also, to answer thy question, nay, I do not take issue with thy designs.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear that.” James gave his patron deity a warm smile. “And you’re right, of course. That is precisely the issue.”

Hel smirked and waved her hand dismissively. “Then there is no dilemma to consider. The answer is simple, my Champion. I shall pay thee for the statue.” James blinked and started to shake his head, but the goddess cut him off. “I understand that thine intent was to present the statues as gifts to us, but it would be unfair for thee to take on the full burden thyself. At least allow us to compensate thee for thine efforts.”

The einherjar frowned slightly and gazed at the deity with narrowed eyes. “The materials only.” he said gruffly. “I’ll need your cooperation to carve the statues anyway, so it isn’t like I’ll be doing all of the work on the sculptures.”

“It was thy labour which did collect the stone in the first place.” Hel argued, completely unfazed by her Champion’s scowl. “Not to mention the building of the temple itself. I do believe that thou hast done enough.”

“I agree.” Titania nodded firmly. “I had planned to commission my own statue to begin with, so paying for the jadeite is still a significant savings. Besides, I cannot allow you to continue to give me such grand gifts, James. The court is already awash with rumours that I have accepted a courting gift from you. People only seem to disagree on which gift it was.”

“Oh. That’s not good.” James remarked with a furrowed brow. Titania’s expression darkened slightly, until he followed up with a good hearted chuckle. “That just raises the bar for when I do get you one.”

The Fairy Queen turned her head in an attempt to hide the tiny smile that crept onto her lips, but the light blush of her cheeks made her feelings obvious to those around her.

Hel glanced at the auburn haired monarch, then turned her attention back to her bestial Champion. “Thou sayest that thou dost require our assistance in carving the statues?” she asked, attempting to pull the conversation away from the topic of romance.

“Yeah. I’m not much of an artist really, which is to say, I have absolutely no artistic skill at all.” the einherjar admitted. “It’s easy for me to shape stone into perfect squares or other simple shapes, but details like facial features? Yeah, no. That’s way beyond me.”

“So, how do you plan to make the statues, Master?” Acrasia inquired.

“Moulds.” he answered with a shrug. “If the ladies are willing to allow me to briefly encase them in stone, I could form perfect moulds of them. We can then teleport them out without damaging the forms.”

“Which thou couldst then fill with the jadeite, thereby crafting flawless statues and replicating our likeness perfectly.” the Goddess of Death concluded.

“And capturing your beauty for all time.” James added with a wink.

This time it was Hel’s turn to blush, which was a rare sight on her pale skin.

“Which only leaves us with the problem of the size.” the einherjar continued with a small sigh. “I was thinking that we might have to upgrade the Giantism spell to allow us to cast it on others.”

“That will not be necessary.” the Fairy Queen stated proudly. “I can assist you in this, James, since my own magic is more than capable of achieving what you desire.”

“Oh.” The einherjar regarded the beautiful fae with raised eyebrows. For some reason, he hadn’t expected her to volunteer to help like that. “That would be great. We may still upgrade our spells sometime down the road, but that will save us a lot of effort in the meantime.”

“Then it is settled.” Titania stated with a warm smile. Standing up from her seat at the table, she lightly brushed the front of her dress with her hands before looking between James and Hel. “Shall we begin?”
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With lunch over, most of the Champion’s family returned to their duties, while James joined Hel and Titania outside his mansion. Elina took off running for Hell’s embassy, with the intent of requesting Lilith’s presence, before James even got the chance to ask her to do so.

By the time the maid returned with the Succubus Queen in tow, the einherjar had already finished Titania’s statue. The jade sculpture glittered magnificently under the emerald sun, while the trio admired the incredible level of detail that he’d been able to achieve with his magic.

“Her wings are so thin, they seem almost ephemeral.” Hel noted with a hint of awe in her voice.

“And the likeness truly is perfect.” Titania agreed, fluttering about the statue on the very butterfly wings that inspired such intricate work.

“That is quite the work of art.” Lilith remarked as she descended nearby. “I must say I’m impressed. The way the sunlight catches her gentle curves and delicate features, it almost gives the statue an otherworldly glow.”

“Ah. Lilith. Thanks for coming. As you can see, I’m working on the statues for our temple.” The Champion greeted Hell’s Ambassador as warmly as he would a friendly neighbour, despite his lack of trust in her.

“So I heard. Though I must admit that I wasn’t expecting such an expensive material to be used. How on Earth did you afford so much jade?” the demoness inquired.

“We are paying for ours.” Hel informed the demonic woman. “If thou dost not wish to cover the cost of the jadeite, thou art welcome to have James sculpt thine from a cheaper stone.” The goddess didn’t bother to hide her smirk when she saw the glare that Hell’s Ambassador shot her. She was well aware that the Succubus Queen’s pride wouldn’t allow her to settle for a cheaper material than the other ‘goddesses’ in the pantheon, and she had no intention of letting the sly woman try to cheat James out of his hard earned money.

“I see.” Lilith practically hissed through clenched teeth. Though she had more than enough wealth to cover the expense, the demoness hated the fact that she had been manipulated into spending it so easily. The greedy part of her heart, which was pretty much all of it, wanted to rail and yell, and demand that such a decision should have included her from the beginning. Of course, her pride wouldn’t have allowed her to turn down the offer of a precious stone once it was made, but that was a moot point. She just truly hated being out manoeuvred.

Sensing the infernal queen’s anger, and quietly noting the amusement that it gave the other two women, James decided to try and smooth things over a little. “I apologize if you aren’t happy with the choice of jadeite, Lady Lilith, but I must say that I think it will suit your beauty nicely.”

Lilith was more than old and wise enough to know when she was being flattered, but his words still tickled her pride and dampened her frustration a little. “It is fine, James.” she said with a faux smile. “How much is the jadeite worth?”

“10 drachma, 85 obols per pound.” Elora announced, stepping out the front door of the mansion. “Forgive me, Master. I have just returned from the Temple of Hermes in Elphyne. That is the price they quoted me.”

“Thank you, Elora.” James gave the head maid a huge smile, greatly appreciating her anticipation of his needs.

“Of course, Master. Now, if you will excuse me, I shall return to my duties.” The beautiful elf dipped in an elegant curtsy, before returning to the mansion.

“You have such excellent servants.” Lilith remarked with a slightly sour look on her face.

“The very best, and I love them dearly.” the einherjar admitted with a proud grin. “So, to answer your question, the jadeite will cost you…” Thanks to his enhanced IQ, James had no trouble at all in calculating the number, but still stammered a little when he spoke it out loud. “58,481 drachma, and 50 obols… each.”

“That seems reasonable.” Titania stated with a slight nod.

“Indeed. I shall bring my own portion when I attend supper tonight.” Hel added in an even tone of voice.

“I’ll send mine back with your maid, when she makes tomorrow’s delivery of fairy dust.” Lilith sighed.

When the women failed to react in any significant way, it was the einherjar that felt a little out of place. I guess that’s not a lot of wealth to them. he noted with a slight shiver. “All right. Well then, I suppose I should get to work on the rest of the statues, eh?” Giving the ladies a slightly awkward grin, the einherjar extended his hand towards Hel, and reached for his magic once again.


CHAPTER 8


Titania paused just before stepping through the mirror portal, and turned to James with a serious expression.

“Is something wrong, Titania?” the einherjar asked.

“Not wrong per se…” The Fairy Queen frowned slightly. “I was just thinking about the state of your treasury.”

“Ah, well, I don’t think you need to worry overmuch, Your Majesty. With the sale of the jadeite to you ladies, I should have enough to pay my troops for nearly a year, even if Farkas hires the full five hundred that we need.” James replied with a reassuring smile.

The lovely fae scowled at the much taller man and poked him in chest with the tip of her finger. “We are still in your abode, James. There is no need for formalities while I am here.”

Hel’s Champion chuckled softly and let his gaze drop to the fairy’s pretty pink lips. He briefly considered stealing a kiss, and doubted that she would be overly angry with him if he did, but chose to wait a little bit longer.

Titania blushed and diverted her gaze, as if she had somehow read his mind. Still, the beautiful woman didn’t put any distance between them or otherwise move to prevent him from acting on the impulse. After several seconds passed, her lips parted in a soft sigh and she looked him in the eyes once again. “You should not tease me so much.” she muttered under her breath.

Deciding that it was safer to pretend that he didn’t hear her, James gently coaxed the conversation back to her concerns. “You were saying something about my treasury?”

Taking a deep breath, the Fairy Queen nodded. “Yes. It occurred to me that I may know where a significant amount of treasure lies… as well as someone who could put it to good use.” She said the last with a playful smirk and a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

“Oh? Now that is interesting. Would you care to share a few more details?” The einherjar prompted his liege with a devilish grin of his own.

“Perhaps you recall my recent defence of our shores from an imperial attack?” Titania quirked a brow and looked at him expectantly.

The ex-soldier quickly picked up on what the queen was implying. “Ah! That’s right! I bet those galleons you sank would have had pay chests aboard, or perhaps even other treasures.”

“Precisely.” Titania beamed up at him. “Now, the only question that remains is whether you are equipped to search the seafloor for the wrecks. Do you possess any magic that might allow you to do so?”

James scratched his beard and thought for a second. “My armour makes me ‘immune to harm from water’. Perhaps that includes drowning?”

“Oh? Is the enchantment based upon Oberon’s armour, perchance? If so, then he indeed used it to travel the depths without worry for air.” Titania tilted her head slightly as she regarded the bestial man. He is rather handsome in this light, is he not? Her eyes widened slightly and she began to fan herself with her hand, once she realized what she had been thinking.

“It is!” the Champion confirmed, completely oblivious to his companion’s emotions. “Hrein has the original harness, but we copied some of the enchantments onto my pteruges. So I guess that means we’re going swimming, eh?”

Titania smiled softly at her host’s boyish laugh, finding it rather amusing that he got so excited when talking about treasure hunting. “Very well, James. I will teleport you and anyone who will be accompanying you to the bay tomorrow morning, after breakfast. Unless you had some other plans for the day?”

“Nope. None at all. That will be great.” James said with a huge grin.

“Excellent. I shall see you at supper, then. Have a good afternoon, James.” The Fairy Queen flashed him one more playful smirk, before turning and leaving through the portal.

“So, what are your plans now, Master?” Acrasia inquired, still holding the portal open, in case he wanted to go through to the realm of the living.

“Well, I don’t have much Qi left in the tank, but we should move the succubi out of Hel’s temple in Elphyne, and get them set up in their new home. After that, maybe we can return here and see about learning some new spells.” He knew that his suggestion wouldn’t please the tiny fairy overmuch, but she didn’t complain too loudly.

“Yes, Master.” Acrasia said with a small sigh.
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Getting the succubi moved didn’t take long, with the sole exception of waiting for them to finish with their ‘clients’ when James had first arrived at the temple. As it turned out, the einherjar’s guess had been on the money, and the satyrs of Elphyne had been more than happy to keep the demonic women company, despite all of the attention that they already got from the nymphs.

“It’s like all the horny goats do all day is have sex.” the ex-soldier grumbled to himself. If he were being honest, there was probably a tiny bit of jealousy behind his irritation, not of the women, but of the freedom the sylvan folk enjoyed. James had the most beautiful harem imaginable, in his opinion at least, but he seldom had time to enjoy them during the day.

Also in line with the einherjar’s expectations, were the reactions of the succubi when they saw their new home. The four demonic women were absolutely elated, and couldn’t wait to start decorating and furnishing the place. In fact, Shorty in particular had been so excited that she momentarily forgot herself and tried to kiss James… only to find a full sized fairy’s hand on her forehead, holding her back. The einherjar couldn’t help but smirk at the speed at which Acrasia had shifted to her ‘human size’ and clam jammed the little succubus.

Before he left, the ex-soldier gathered the succubi in the barren garden, and sat them down. “Okay. Listen up. I have some orders for you, and I need to know that you will follow them.”

“Of course we will, sir.” Shorty rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, sir. None of us will screw this up. We couldn’t even dream of a better chance than this.” Shorty’s sister assured him.

James met the eyes of each woman as he spoke. “Fine. Your orders are as follows. Firstly, you are forbidden from having sexual relations with mortals. There are over five hundred werewolves in town, so there shouldn’t be any shortage of potential playmates for you. You have free run of the town and the surrounding environs, but must report back to Farkas each day. He’ll need you to work an eight hour shift in the guard most days, for which you will be paid 1 silver drachma. On the topic of money, Lilith has assured me that her succubi will surrender 25% of their profits from working at the brothel to me, as their owner. I’ll ask you to do the same, though unlike the others who will come here, you don’t have a debt to pay back to the Succubus Queen.”

All of the succubi nodded along, as if everything he’d said so far was reasonable. “Was there anything else, sir?” one of the ladies asked.

The einherjar adopted a very serious expression and lowered his voice. “Yes. You have another mission directly from me. A secret one that you must share with the other succubi when they arrive, but cannot allow anyone else to hear.”

Shorty and the former leader of the succubi looked to each other, and then nodded. “What’s our mission, sir?” the senior succubus inquired.

Taking a deep breath, James levelled with her. “Basically, do what you do best. By that, I mean I need you to seduce mortals, and as many of them as you can.”

All of the women present frowned, including Acrasia. “But Master, didn’t you say they can’t have sex with mortals?”

“I did, but sex and seduction aren’t the same thing, are they?” The einherjar gave his fairy wife a devilish grin. Turning back to the demonic women, he spelled out his plan. “Seduce them. Entice them. Make them desire you to the very depths of their cores… then reject them.”

“Uh… what? How is that helpful to anyone?” Shorty asked, clearly baffled by the order.

“Once you have them hooked, tell them how much you really want to take them to bed, but you aren’t allowed to, because doing so might hurt them. Let them know how very important their safety is to you, and encourage them to accept the gift of lycanthropy. Only once they gain the power that it will grant them, can you make all of their dreams come true.” The einherjar watched as realization dawned on the faces of the demonic women, and soon the garden air was filled with diabolical laughter.

“Oh, that’s sweet, sir.” Shorty laughed. “You want more troops, so we’re the bait and the hook. I love it!”

“Plus, the more we convince to turn, the more customers we have. It’s a win-win!” their former leader cackled. “This is definitely one mission we can get behind.”

“That’s great. I’ve got one more little request as well, if you don’t mind.” James added quietly.

“Let me guess. Intelligence gathering?” Shorty asked, quirking a brow as she watched his reaction.

“Got it in one.” the ex-soldier confirmed with a soft chuckle.

“Of course. It’s basically the other half of our profession. It’s what every commander wants. Don’t worry, sir. We’ll keep you posted on all of the latest intel.” Shorty assured him.

“Perfect. Well then, unless you have any questions, I’ll leave you to enjoy your new home.” James said, planting his hands on his knees and rising to his feet.

“I just wanted to say thank you again, sir. This really is the best life a succubus could hope for.” Shorty replied, to which the other three succubi nodded in agreement. “We won’t let you down.”
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After informing Farkas of the new arrivals, James returned to Elphyne. Before he left, the Alpha promised him that he’d have the ‘volunteer count’ ready for him by the next morning. That way the einherjar could start moving more succubi in as quickly as possible. He also filled the Marshal in on the increased budget, and told the old warrior that he could hire as many soldiers as he wanted, so long as they left enough civilians to keep the town running.

Arriving behind the Temple of Hel, the Champion briefly considered his earlier proposal of studying magic for the remainder of the afternoon. Though he felt like he should make the best use of his time, it was simply a fact that he was tired. Apparently nearly draining yourself of Qi gives a fellow serious brain fog. The einherjar grumbled to himself, having experienced the sensation on numerous occasions, but never disliking it any less.

“Let’s just go home.” he said with a sigh, striding into the temple. As he passed through the back door, he heard Lāmina out front, saying a prayer for one of her parishioners. The High Priestess worked hard every day, spreading word of Hel and James, as well as their doctrine. He knew that she spent much of her time healing the wounded or tending to the ill, mimicking his initial plans to operate as a healer in town. I guess things didn’t quite work out that way, huh?

Slipping by without disturbing the young elf, James passed through the mirror portal back to Éljúðnir, then held it open for Acrasia to follow. Technically she had a lot more Qi at the moment, but he wasn’t so strained that he couldn’t hold the door for a lady.

Once he reached the mansion, he noticed how quiet it was with everyone either working or out and about. As he passed through the foyer, he saw Elina walking along the balcony, then disappear into one of the rooms on the second floor. Deciding to see what she was up to, the ex-soldier jogged up the stairs and followed after her.

Stepping into the room, which happened to be his own master bedroom, he spotted the young maid bent over the bed, tugging on one of the sheets. Though she noticed him out of the corner of her eye, the taciturn elf said nothing, and simply continued making the bed.

For whatever reason, James was reminded of the satyrs at that moment, and the freedom that they enjoyed. What the hell? Why shouldn’t I enjoy it too? he asked himself. After a few seconds of thought, he realized that there was no reason that he shouldn’t.

Acrasia, in her tiny fairy form, silently fluttered about, watching her master as he walked over to the maid. When the pretty elf moved to stand up and greet him, the einherjar placed one of his big hands on her back, and simply held her in place. He didn’t say a word as he slipped a hand under her skirt, but she saw the maid tense up and gasp when he touched somewhere sensitive.

James grinned to himself as he stroked Elina’s pussy, gently parting her folds with his thick finger. He was glad to see that the maids were following his orders properly, and weren’t wearing any underwear beneath their uniforms.

Though she was dry, the elf made no move to stop her master from touching her between the legs. She was well aware that it was his prerogative to make use of her at any time, and in any way that he might wish. As his concubine, she was to be ready for him at all times, at least insofar as biology allowed.

Hel’s Champion thrilled in the feeling of dominance over the pretty maid. He knew that she wouldn’t resist, no matter what he did to her, but as her owner it behooved him to take good care of the girl. Thus, he took his time and kept teasing her sex with his finger, rather than rushing. After a few moments his patience was rewarded, and he felt the slick wetness begin to build up in her slit.

Acrasia’s hand drifted lower, until her fingers began to slip under the hem of her dress. She found it a little strange how no one was saying anything, especially since she was so used to her master giving commands during sex. Maybe he’s excited by just taking what he wants? the blonde fairy guessed. I know that it excites him whenever he’s reminded that he owns us. That we’re his slaves. Maybe this is part of that?

Unable to resist any longer, James shifted the lappets of his pteruges and exposed his hard cock. With his other hand, he flipped Elina’s skirt up, exposing her naked backside to the cool afternoon air. Still, the maid said nothing, and remained as motionless as a statue, allowing him to do as he pleased with her body.

Shifting forward half a step, the einherjar pressed the tip of his manhood against the pale elf’s entrance. Then, without saying a word, he parted her folds with the head of his cock, before slowly pushing inside her.

Elina’s gasp was louder this time, though not nearly as loud as the groan that escaped her master’s mouth. Relaxing as much as she could, the maid felt her walls stretch as her owner’s massive shaft sank into her from behind. To be honest, his size gave both her and her sister a bit of trouble, but neither would complain openly about their master’s attentions.

James closed his eyes and shivered as he slowly withdrew, then plunged back into the woman in front of him. All of his wives and concubines were deliciously tight, but the elves and fairy were especially so. Thinking of the variety of women at his disposal only served to arouse the bestial man even more, pushing him to pick up the pace and power of his thrusts.

Acrasia watched wide-eyed as her master drove into the helpless maid from behind. She could barely hear the other woman grunt with each thrust, but that was mainly due to her own panting being so loud. By now, her slender finger was stuffed deep inside her own pussy, and she was sinking it into her wetness in time with her master’s movements. The fairy briefly considered adding another finger, but resisted the urge to do so. At 4’ 11”, when in her human-sized form, she was the smallest of her master’s wives, and took pride in being as tight as possible for him. Against his powerful 7’ frame, she felt impossibly small, but relished in his total dominance whenever he claimed her.

Elina knew that her master was getting close when he took hold of her hips and started thrusting into her with abandon. She wasn’t quite ready to hit her peak yet, but knew that her pleasure wasn’t the point of this encounter. If anything, the Champion likely found it thrilling to just use her at his whim and discard her when he was finished. This thought made the elf smirk, oddly proud that she could serve her master in that way. Still, I bet he rewards me afterwards for my service. she thought to herself. It just may not be until later tonight.

James threw his head back and roared as he exploded inside Elina’s pussy. Her soft, silky walls were like a vice on his shaft, squeezing him tight as he plunged into her depths, until he couldn’t hold back any longer.

Elina moaned as she felt his cock twitch and throb deep inside her, and knew that he was filling her with his thick seed. More than a minute passed before she finally felt him relax behind her, and slowly withdraw his manhood from her pussy. Then, as she had expected, the sticky white mess began to leak from her slit and slowly run down her leg. Even then she didn’t move, however. She knew better than to clean herself without being told to, since he might want her to stay messy like that, filled with his cum, for the rest of the day. Or, he might order another of the women to clean her out with their lips and tongue. Whatever her fate, it was his to decide.

Taking a deep breath, the einherjar took a step back and admired his handy work. He loved the sight of Elina’s pink, hairless pussy, especially when it had his cum oozing out of it. “Acrasia!” he barked, startling the fairy who was in the throes of her own orgasm.

“M-master!” she stammered, trying to speak while cumming.

“Go get Elora. She has a mess to clean up.” The einherjar grinned evilly as a drop of cum dripped from the tip of his cock.

The blonde fairy eyed the small wet spot on the floor, and knew that the Head Maid was going to have her work cut out for her. Her master appeared to be in a rather sadistic mood, and Elora was his favourite one to torture when he was like this. “Y-yes, Master.” Acrasia stuttered, still coming down from her orgasm.

It didn’t take long for Elora to show up at the door, since she knew better than to keep the einherjar waiting at times like these. Without a word, the elven maid strode across the room and dropped to her knees before her master. Parting her lips, she took the head of his cock into her mouth and began to suck.

James groaned at the sensation of the pretty elf’s lips and tongue working his shaft, but didn’t bother giving her any commands. He didn’t need to. She was well trained and knew her duty perfectly. The maid would use her mouth to clean him, licking and sucking until no trace of his pleasure could be found. Then, unless he stopped her, she would continue to please him with her mouth until he came again, filling her mouth with his seed. Only after she swallowed the second load would she free his cock from her lips.

Elora certainly wasn’t surprised when it all played out just like that. What was mildly surprising however, was his next command, after she had finished.

“That was good, Elora, but you took too long in getting here. As a result, there’s more mess than usual. What do you see there?” he asked, pointing to the wet spot on the floor.

The Head Maid grimaced, but spoke clearly when she answered. “Some of your seed has spilled on the floor, Master.”

“Yes, it has.” the einherjar confirmed with a feral grin. “How could you have let that happen?”

“My apologies, Master.” Elora shuddered, knowing that she would be ‘punished’ for the oversight, even though she hadn’t been in the room at the time. Of course, though she would never admit it to anyone but her master, these sorts of ‘punishments’ were exactly what she needed.

“Well then. What are you waiting for? Clean it up, slave.” the Champion commanded in a stern voice.

“Yes, Master.” Elora breathed. Shuddering with disgust, the elven maid bent over until her lips were hovering over the tiny pool of cum. The elf hated the taste and texture of semen at the best of times, but especially after it had cooled. Of course, that only meant she got an even bigger thrill from being forced to consume it. Not for the first time she wondered just how broken she really was, and then just like the times before, decided that she didn’t care. Master loves me just the way I am. she thought proudly.

James watched intently as the stubborn elf slowly extended her tongue, and began to lap at his fallen seed. Never before had he met a woman that would get turned on by having to clean the floor with her tongue, but he would bet a hundred gold talents that the crazy elf was already wet from being made to do so. Well, at least I know the floor is clean otherwise. the einherjar noted. She cleans the entire house every day with the Inventory Trick, so there shouldn’t be anything on the floor for her to clean up, other than a bit of cum.

Several seconds passed, and soon Elora was starting to flinch a little with each lick. The rough stone floor was torturous on her soft tongue, but it was the humiliation of the act that was really making her shiver. After another few heartbeats, her master called for her to stop.

“All right, slave. That spot appears to be clean. Now, be a good girl and help your sister. She’s been waiting patiently all this time, after all.” James leaned back against the wall, and watched the young elf tremble as she rose to her feet. Ah, yes. I really should indulge myself like this more often. he thought with a grin. Much, much more often.

[image: ]


Sometime later, after his lust was thoroughly sated, James turned into a total snuggle monster. Dragging the twins into bed with him, he cuddled them mercilessly, unable to stop himself from showering the elven beauties with tenderness and affection. In truth, at that moment, his heart was so full of love for the maids that he felt like it would burst.

“Master!” Elora protested, laughing as he kissed a ticklish spot on her neck. “Master, you have to let us up!”

“Don’t want to.” the bestial man growled, hugging her tightly.

The Head Maid sighed and laid her head on her lover’s chest. It’s crazy how he changes once he’s satisfied. the elf thought to herself. He’s almost like a completely different person. Like the beast is tamed, and then just wants to cuddle. Tilting her head so that she could gaze into his deep green eyes, Elora smiled softly.

“Master… supper. We’re maids… we must… prepare.” Elina whispered in her typical broken speech. Despite her words however, the pretty elf made no move to actually free herself from his grasp. Instead, she leaned in and began tracing his jaw with loving kisses, while pressing her body against his side.

James groaned softly, but had to acknowledge that the girls were right. Reluctantly, he started to loosen his grip, only to squeeze them tight once more; the act eliciting another round of giggles from both sisters. Eventually though, after another couple minutes of internal struggle, the einherjar stole a tender kiss from each woman’s lips, before finally releasing them.

“Don’t worry, Master.” Elora whispered in his ear, her warm breath causing the furry appendage to twitch. “We’ll be in your bed again tonight. I promise.” Letting the tips of her fingers glide down over the ex-soldier’s washboard abs, the elf shivered in delight and reiterated the promise to herself. We’ll definitely be here.

“Fine. You may go.” the Champion grumbled reluctantly, clearly not wanting to let her warmth slip away.

The Head Maid giggled again, then leaned in and stole one final kiss from her master’s lips, before darting out of the room. Like a mirror image of her twin, Elina did the same, leaving the einherjar alone in his bed, with the blonde fairy resting on the pillow beside him.

“You know, Master, if you still want to play, I’m always happy to keep you company.” The wicked smirk on the leannán sídhe’s lips left no doubt at all what kind of ‘play’ she had in mind.

“Is that so?” The einherjar growled, flashing her a feral grin of his own. “I guess you’d better get changed then.”

The fairy’s tinkling laughter echoed in the hall outside the bedroom, but soon shifted to become moans of passion and pleasure that lasted well into the afternoon.


CHAPTER 9


It was nearly supper time when James finally left the bedroom, and one could tell by the look on his face that he was very well satisfied. I guess I can’t indulge like that too often, or nothing will get done, but damn was today ever a good day. he chuckled to himself.

Descending the stairs, he met up with Autumn, who was just now returning from Elphyne.

“Good evening, Master.” the succubus greeted him with a warm smile. “I trust you had a good day?”

“An excellent day.” The einherjar grinned, but left it at that. “How about you? I believe you planned to spend the day training?”

“I did, Master. I managed to cultivate 1200 Spirit for the family. Perhaps you’ll put it to use after the evening meal?” she inquired, giving him a slightly suspicious look. I know that grin. she thought to herself. Someone had a very good day, indeed.

“I’m sure it will come in quite handy.” the ex-soldier agreed. “Maybe even for tomorrow’s mission.”

“What are the plans for tomorrow?” The fallen angel regarded her master with a curious expression.

James shook his head slightly. “We’ll go over it at supper. I’d rather explain it once, and get everyone’s input at the same time.” Stepping up to the dining room entrance, the baron opened the door and held it for his beautiful concubine.

“Thank you, Master.” Autumn smiled and nodded in appreciation.

Walking in after her, the einherjar saw that they were the last to arrive. Somehow, even Acrasia had managed to slip in and take her seat before he did. The blonde fairy saw his look of confusion and giggled, tossing him a playful wink.

Taking his seat at the head of the table, the Champion took a moment to simply appreciate his family and guests. A few of his wives were seated on his right, in an order that matched some sort of internal hierarchy that he had little to do with. Hrein, his First Wife, was sitting nearest to him, of course. She was followed by Nyakuro and Tu’apa Hyy, before Autumn took a seat to the werewolf’s right. Clarissa, his poltergeist ward, occupied the next spot on that side of the table, even though there were another four empty seats between her and the end.

Similarly, the fair folk in his family were seated to his left. Acrasia sat opposite Hrein, perhaps because she was the second to join his harem. Lāmina, on the other hand, had switched seats after she became his wife, and now sat to the fairy’s left. Elora and Elina took their seats after serving the meal, and Zahra, Lāmina’s dark elf sister, filled the seat across from her friend Clarissa.

The furthest seated from James were his two perpetual guests. Hel, being his patron deity, sat at the foot of the table, while Titania sat to Hel’s right, on the same side as the rest of the fair folk. Like the goddess, the Fairy Queen took nearly all of her meals at the Champion’s table.

Once everyone began eating, the einherjar revealed his plan for the next day. He explained that Titania had graciously tipped him off on the whereabouts of what was most likely a significant amount of treasure. This spurred a bit of excitement among the ladies, as they started discussing who should go.

“I believe that both Hrein’s and my armour will protect us from drowning, and thereby allow us to search the seabed thoroughly. I don’t think any of the rest of you are equally well suited, however.” James made the statement with a bit of a frown. He didn’t want to burst his ladies’ bubbles, but he doubted that the treasure would be in shallow enough water to simply dive for.

“Actually, Master, I want to ask for something.” Acrasia said with an unusually serious expression.

“What would that be, my pet?” the Champion inquired. It was rare that the leannán sídhe asked for anything that wasn’t sexual, so he was curious as to what she might desire.

“You know how you gave Autumn an immunity to fire, right? You said that it would work because, as a demoness, she had an affinity with that element.” The fairy began laying out her argument, hoping that she could convince her master that what she wanted was feasible. She knew that much of magic was based on intent, so if the user didn’t actually believe that it would work, an enchantment could easily fail.

“Yes, that’s right.” James nodded along, prompting the blonde woman to continue.

“Well, as a fae woman, I figured that I probably have an affinity with water, just like she does with fire.” The look that Acrasia gave her husband was equal parts hope and excitement.

“Hmm.” The einherjar hummed and stroked his beard as he thought. “It’s true that many fae have elemental affinities, especially water and wind. And it’s also true that you are so much more than just a leannán sídhe now…”

Titania sighed and nodded in agreement. “As much as I hate to admit it, young Acrasia is getting exceedingly close to becoming a Fairy Queen herself. If she had not already sworn that she would not try to usurp my throne, I would be quite concerned.” The fae monarch finished her statement with a soft smile, directed at her old friend’s daughter.

Acrasia smiled back, then turned her attention back to her husband. “Please, Master? Can we try?”

James couldn’t help but chuckle at the fairy’s childlike enthusiasm. “Sure, my pet. We can give it a shot. In fact, I think the Spirit that Autumn gathered for us today should cover it nicely.”

The succubus in question quickly ran the numbers in her head. “If I recall correctly, I believe my immunity to fire required 1150 Spirit. I would imagine that copying the immunity to water from Hrein’s armour will cost a similar amount. That means we’ll have 50 Spirit to spare.”

“I have 55 Spirit as well.” Acrasia added. “So between us, we can probably give Tu’apa Hyy a boost with the leftovers.”

“We won’t ask where you got the Spirit.” Lāmina teased with an exaggerated sigh. By that point in the meal, all of the adults knew how the einherjar had spent his afternoon, and with whom. Her comment earned her a few snickers from the other ladies at the table, as well as a couple of bewildered looks from the children.

“So, did anyone else have any news?” the einherjar prompted, hoping to change the subject.

“Actually, I should probably inform thee that Heaven hath lodged an official complaint regarding our possession of Geoffrey’s soul.” Hel stated with a small sigh.

“What! They want my father?” Clarissa choked, starting to rise up from her seat.

“They aren’t getting him.” James gently assured her.

“You promise?” The young poltergeist looked halfway to tears, so the einherjar stood up from his seat and walked over to pull her into a hug.

“I promise.” he swore. “I didn’t go to Hell to rescue my friend, only to turn him back over to his captors.”

The Goddess of Death nodded firmly. “Well said, my Champion. Thou hast nothing to fear, little one, for we shall not comply with the demands of the Heavenly Host. They may view thy father as their lost property, which giveth them the right to protest our actions, though it shall avail them naught.”

“Really?” The little girl sniffed, rubbing her face against her bestial guardian’s chest, and leaving a fine film of ectoplasm on his fur.

“Truly.” Hel promised. “His soul hath been cleansed by the waters of the River Lethe, as thou dost well know. In sacrificing his memories, he hath unburdened himself of all ties that he did possess in life. Thus, he is free to live out his afterlife as he doth see fit.”

“Yahweh does not yet know of this, I take it?” Titania inquired, taking a sip of apple juice from her goblet.

“He does not.” the Goddess of Death confirmed. “I shall notify Him of this when I send my reply. Heaven may demand proof, but as my Champion might say, they can go to Hell.” The irony of her statement wasn’t lost on the others at the table, and even the children snickered at her defiant quip.

When it turned out that no one else had any news, the gathered family and friends were content to finish their supper in silence. As always, Elora and Elina had provided an excellent meal, one truly worthy of the queen and goddess who were their regular guests. After dessert, which turned out to be a delicious crème brûlée that was very popular with the ladies, Titania and Hel retired to their homes for the evening, leaving James with their payments for the jadeite.

Once they had the mansion to themselves, the household gathered in the foyer in preparation for Acrasia’s experiment. Though the children weren’t the einherjar’s slaves, for obvious reasons, they were always interested in watching the bestial man enhance his lovers, as well as the inevitable displays of magic and power that followed.

Placing one hand on Hrein’s breastplate, James laid his right on the crown of Acrasia’s head. He then called up the Status Screens for both women, and focussed on the section detailing the valkyrie’s equipment. Once he was ready, he had Autumn step forward, and place her hands on the women’s shoulders.

“All set?” he asked in a hushed tone of voice.

The succubus nodded and closed her eyes, focussing on the somewhat difficult task of copying one of the enchantments woven into the armour, and pushing the resulting magic into the young fairy. Seconds ticked by, and sweat began to bead on the fallen angel’s forehead, but she refused to give up. Little by little, her Spirit twisted and wove itself into an exact duplicate of the water based charm, before finally sliding across the link and taking root in the fairy’s core.

Acrasia gasped at the cool sensation of the magic etching itself into the very foundation of her Crimson Palace. As soon as it finished, a sudden surge of power welled up inside the fairy, only to settle back into her soul as if it had always been a part of her, much like a wave crashing upon the sea.

“That… was intense.” the blonde fae murmured.

“Congratulations, my pet.” James grinned at the pretty fairy. “Looks like you’re coming with us tomorrow.”

Several of the women cast looks of envy towards the leannán sídhe, but none had any real jealousy in their heart. They simply wanted to go on the adventure and hunt for treasure under the sea, just as any fun loving person would.

With the experiment finished, the party moved on to other tasks. True to her word, Acrasia teamed up with Autumn to fully enhance Tu’apa Hyy’s Endurance, bringing her total score up to 40. James whistled softly when he saw this, as it was easily the highest score in the family, for someone who lacked benefit of his blessing. When he finally got around to giving it to the werewolf, she would be a tireless machine with double his own Endurance.

Not wanting to be stingy, Acrasia used the last of her accumulated Spirit to boost Elina’s Agility by a further 5%, bringing the enhancement up to 75%, and the score to 105.

With their Spirit spent and the day’s chores complete, the entire household retired for the evening, and spent the remaining hours before bed just enjoying each other’s company.
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Morning came bright and early, as it did every day since James had raised the emerald sun into Éljúðnir’s sky. After breakfast, the einherjar asked Titania if she wouldn’t mind waiting for Elina to make her delivery before they left.

“I’d like to receive Lilith’s payment, then drop it off in Guayabo before we head to the coast. That will give me the chance to get some information from Farkas, and then erect the statues in the temple. I figured you might like to see the building for yourself, so you can request any changes before I put them in place.”

“That does sound reasonable.” Titania nodded her head in agreement. “Besides, I must admit to a certain curiosity, after hearing your wives rave about your work in the town.”

James smiled and nodded in gratitude, without actually giving voice to the words. No matter how long he spent among the fae, the custom of not giving thanks would always feel odd to him.

Elina arrived a short while later, bearing Lilith’s heavy bag of coins. Once she’d handed them over, James added them to the pile in his Inventory, before giving the quiet elf another task.

“Thank you, Elina. Would you mind doing me a favour when you deliver today’s shipment of titan metal to Wayland?”

“Of course not… Master. What… would you… have me… do?” she asked in a low whisper.

“Put in an order for five hundred bows, and quivers of arrows to match. Take the money from Lilith’s contributions to pay for it. From now on, I’d like you to accept whatever bows Wayland can collect each day, after making your metal delivery, then drop them off at the keep in Guayabo on your way home.”

“Yes… Master.” The pretty maid curtsied gracefully, before taking her leave and returning to her daily chores.

“Arming your troops with bows is a wise move. Though werewolves are fiercest in a mêlée, the bows will keep them at a safe distance and make defending your walls all the easier.” The Fairy Queen nodded in approval. “Now, speaking of your walls, shall we make our way to Guayabo? Or was there aught else you wished to do before we leave?”

“I believe that’s it.” James said with a sigh. It was barely past breakfast, and already his plate was full of things to remember.
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Titania appeared in Guayabo for the first time since Michael’s attack had burned the place to the ground. Though she had sent her gnomes to help build shelters for the inhabitants, she hadn’t seen the progress herself until that very moment.

“My word…” The Fairy Queen gasped, lightly placing a hand over her heart. “Your wives did not exaggerate, Lord Fir.”

James’ heart filled with pride upon seeing the queen’s reaction. Likewise, he truly appreciated Hrein’s nods of approval, as the valkyrie scoped out the defensive works around the town.

Shaking her head, Titania began her stroll towards the keep, figuring they were going to stop there first. “Truly, you certainly do not do anything by halves.”

“I’m glad you approve, Your Majesty. It is my intent that Guayabo will become a formidable redoubt in the defence of your empire.” Stepping past the fae monarch, the einherjar reached out and opened the keep’s main door for her.

The Fairy Queen flashed her companion a brief smile, before stepping into the newly constructed fortification. It wasn’t until they reached the entrance to the throne room, that they came across any guards, however. Unsurprisingly, the two werewolves standing guard recognized James immediately, opening the large double doors to allow his party entry.

“Farkas!” James called out to the tall werewolf, who was leaning over his fiancé’s throne, whispering in her ear.

“Ah. Lord Fir.” The Alpha nodded respectfully to the Champion, but didn’t seem to recognize the auburn haired woman standing beside him.

Turning to Titania, James bowed slightly before speaking. “Apologies, Your Majesty. Please allow me to introduce you to my steward, Quetzal, and the Marshal of Guayabo, Farkas Navari.”

Upon hearing how their baron addressed the fae woman, Quetzal sprang to her feet and immediately dropped to one knee. “Your Majesty.” she breathed. The Alpha was a little slower on the uptake, but likewise knelt before the queen.

“Please, be at ease.” The regal monarch spoke in a warm voice, and waved her hand in an invitation for them to rise. “Lord Fir is merely giving me a bit of a tour before we depart. I believe you had some business with the marshal?” she asked, directing the question to her escort.

“I do, Your Majesty.” James confirmed. “I have some funds to deposit in the treasury, and need to exchange a bit of information, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course. That is why we are here.” The beautiful fairy smirked and waved him off, before approaching Quetzal.

Leaving the two powerful women to greet one another, James pulled his company commander aside. “Come with me.” he said, making his way towards the poorly hidden entrance to the vault. Once they’d descended the stairs and passed the heavy iron door, the ex-soldier summoned all of the coin that he had collected from the three women of his pantheon, less the 2000 drachma earmarked for weapons.

“You’ll have to stash them away in the chest later, when you can get the key from Quetzal.” the baron suggested. “If they’ll fit, that is.” Looking at the huge pile of gold and silver, the einherjar had his doubts.

“We may have to get a few more chests.” Farkas grumbled.

“Yeah. Go ahead and take care of that.” James concurred. “Also, I wanted you to know that I’ve ordered 500 bows, along with quivers and arrows for each. They’ll be delivered as they are acquired, until the contract is fulfilled, so expect to see Elina at some point each day.”

“Sounds good, sir.” The major nodded firmly. “While I have you here, I should let you know that I’ve finished the survey among the males of my pack. There are many who are willing to take succubus mates, just as I suspected they would. That said, we may have a problem.”

“Oh? What’s that?” The last thing that James needed was more problems, but he suspected that there would always be more, just over the horizon.

“As you may or may not have guessed, werewolves are rather… territorial when it comes to their mates.” the Alpha began.

“Ah. I see. You figure they’ll get jealous if the succubi are seeing other customers.” The einherjar sighed and shook his head. “Yeah, I should have seen that coming.”

“Yes, sir. They are likely to get very attached to their chosen woman, and may fight other males who try to hire her.” The Marshal’s warning wasn’t one that the einherjar could ignore, despite his desire to do just that.

“Honestly Farkas, your boys might have trouble nailing down a succubus. I mean, even though they are technically slaves, they are free women for the most part. They can marry, or not marry, whomever they choose. In fact, they might not be able to settle down with one man, even if they want to, to be honest. Lilith is the one supplying the collars they are wearing, and she fully intends to get her money back from them. Or more, knowing the Succubus Queen.” Frowning, James crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the wall.

“I see.” Farkas looked like he wanted to say something, but seemed to be holding his tongue for the moment.

“Look, if the males of your pack can convince a succubus to be loyal to them alone, maybe they can swing a single payment for her services each day. I mean, the girls have to feed, so Lilith will know they are lying if they say they didn’t get any customers at all. Perhaps you can sell it as buying the girls groceries every day, just… very expensive groceries.” The einherjar didn’t look convinced of his own argument, but it was the best that he could come up with. “That, and warn them, Farkas. I imagine a lot of your boys are in for some heartbreak. These are demons we’re talking about.”

The werewolf Alpha growled softly and shook his head. “I know well the nature of succubi, sir. I had many occasions to work with the harlots in the Count’s army.”

“Right. Well, if you have any other suggestions, I’m all ears.” He didn’t think the lycanthrope would have any other tricks up his sleeve, but he could always hope. When the other man shook his head again, the ex-soldier knew he’d been right.

“A little under 300 males have agreed to ‘feed’ a succubus each day, so I suggest we keep the number of demonesses under half that, just to stay on the safe side.” Farkas suggested.

“Agreed. I think I’ll have Lilith summon 100 to start, and see how it goes.”

“That sounds smart.” the Marshal concurred.

“Speaking of troops, once the succubi start arriving, I want you to boost the company roster to 500. That should leave plenty of folk to do the farming, etcetera, and we really need the guards. There are far too many holes in our defences right now.” the ex-soldier observed.

“I’ll hire on an additional 300 today.” the major stated after a moment’s thought. “That will bring us up to around 400, at least until the reinforcements arrive. Plus, it will help the boys earn some coin to spend at your brothel.”

James stood up and shook his wings out. “Sounds good. If there was nothing else, I should be on my way. I need to escort the queen to her new temple, and then we’ll be off.”

“Very well, sir. I’ll forward a report through your maid each day, when she drops off the bows.”

“Good thinking. Take care, and good luck with your pack.” The einherjar waved to the werewolf and left him to clean up the mess of coins. When he arrived back in the throne room, he found all four women deep in conversation.

“Oh! Master!” Acrasia called out to him from her perch on Hrein’s shoulder. “Did Farkas tell you that he and Quetzal are getting married on the day of the full moon?”

“No, he did not.” James replied with a chuckle. “I must have kept him too busy with military talk.”

“That is only five days away.” the queen remarked. “Have you planned a suitable wedding gift?”

The einherjar could tell by the smirk on her face that the Fairy Queen was purposely teasing him. In truth, he had put a little thought into it, but set the issue aside when he realized that the best gift that he could give them, was probably his blessing. Smirking back at the fae woman he decided to keep his gift idea to himself. “As a matter of fact, I’ve already got something in mind.”

“Probably a blessing.” Hrein muttered at the same time as Titania. The two women shared a look, then laughed together.

“Blessing?” Quetzal inquired, looking a little confused.

“You’ll see on the wedding day.” Acrasia giggled. “But don’t worry, it’s a great gift!”

“If you say so.” The steward looked a little skeptical, but didn’t argue with the fairy.

James pouted slightly, having his surprise ruined so easily by the women, but then shrugged it off as inevitable. I mean, there aren’t many gifts as great as my blessing. he told himself. Of course that’s what I should give them. Plus, then they can pass the Tower Medallion on to someone else.

After a few more minutes of the ladies conversing, the queen finally excused herself and let James escort her from the building. Once outside, the foursome took a leisurely stroll down the road, until they reached the temple.

“Impressive.” the queen remarked, shielding her eyes from the sun with her hand as she looked up at the towering spires. Seemingly satisfied with the exterior design, Titania then made her way into the temple itself. She wasn’t particularly interested in the living quarters or private chambers within the structure, so her inspection didn’t take long.

“This is where you plan to erect the statues?” The fae woman’s gaze swept over the large, sunlit alcoves as she stepped into the inner sanctuary. She barely spared a glance at the dark altar, but allowed her fingers to trail lightly over its smooth surface as she walked past.

“Yeah. Those blocks of obsidian were meant to become your graven images, but I’ll remove them and put the new jade statues in their place.” the einherjar confirmed. Walking up to the first slab of stone, he reached out and laid his palm against its cool, dark surface, then sent it to his Inventory.

“What do you intend to do with the obsidian?” Titania inquired as she watched the blocks disappear, one after the other.

The einherjar shrugged, as if he hadn’t thought about it. “Nothing much. I don’t have a plan for them. Why? Do you have a suggestion?”

“Well, you could sell them to the dwarves when you visit Myrkheimr in the future. At least then you would get something for them.” the Fairy Queen pointed out.

“True.” James nodded with slightly raised eyebrows. “Obsidian isn’t nearly as valuable as jadeite, but it isn’t exactly worthless.”

“Quite so.” Titania agreed with a smirk. “And I do believe that you are looking to gather what wealth you can, both to fund Guayabo’s military, as well as for donations to the crown.”

“That’s a very good point.” the Champion agreed. “I’ll hold onto the blocks then, and see if the dwarves want them.” Tucking the plan away in the back of his mind, James turned back to the first alcove and summoned Titania’s statue. Hers was the furthest to the left, as viewed by a worshipper, which placed her sculpture next to the block that would become James’ statue. After the Champion’s came Hel’s, which put her in the middle of the pantheon. Fenrir would be next, and Lilith would occupy the space furthest to the right.

“It truly is splendid…” Titania breathed, admiring her own statue. The way the multicoloured light glinted off its delicate wings, gave it an almost unearthly glow. Thanks to the magic that James had used to carve it, the graven image bore the finest details imaginable; matching, or possibly even exceeding, what the greatest of artists could have accomplished with a hammer and chisel.

After placing the other two jade statues, James turned to regard his work. Unlike the Fairy Queen, the einherjar wasn’t nearly as impressed. It feels like I cheated. he admitted to himself. It’s like the difference between painting a portrait and taking a photo. I wonder if I could make them special by enchanting them somehow? Frowning, the bestial man considered his options. After a moment or two, he shook his head. I don’t have time to cultivate the necessary Spirit right now anyway. Besides, I should get the ladies’ input before enchanting their statues.

Seeing her companion turn and leave the building, Titania took one last glance at her statue, nodded in satisfaction, then followed after him.


CHAPTER 10


The sound of the waves washing against the shore gave the einherjar pause. Closing his eyes, the ex-soldier just stood there and listened for several heartbeats, before letting out a sigh and turning to the others.

“Is something the matter, James?” Titania asked, somewhat reluctantly releasing his hand. The contact had been necessary in order to teleport the group, but having reached their destination, the fae woman no longer had an excuse to keep holding on.

“Not exactly.” he replied with a bit of a wistful smile. “I grew up near the coast, but it feels like a lifetime since I last time I saw the sea.”

“Thou art correct in thy feeling, Master. In a way, at least.” Hrein observed with a sympathetic smile.

James chuckled softly and nodded in agreement. “I suppose you’re right, at that.” Inhaling deeply through his nose, the bestial warrior took in the scent of the salty air, and shook off his melancholy. Now’s not the time to get homesick for a past life. he reprimanded himself Not when there’s adventure on the horizon! The thought of chests full of gold coins, just waiting to be found, did a lot to help the ex-soldier refocus his mind and regain his enthusiasm for the task ahead. “Well then! Shall we begin our treasure hunt!?”

Acrasia cheered in response, pumping a fist in the air, while Hrein just laughed softly.

“That would be the call to take my leave, I suppose.” Titania said with a smirk. “The treasure is bound to be out there in that bay, somewhere. I wish the three of you the best of luck in finding it.” After stating her piece, the Fairy Queen vanished into thin air, leaving the small party of treasure hunters to their quest for riches.

“So, how do we go about this, Master? Do you have a plan?” Acrasia asked, growing more excited by the minute. She wasn’t going to gain much personally from finding the lost coin, but there was still a certain thrill to an escapade like this.

“Well, Titania said that four ships went down in the bay. That should mean four pay chests, at the very least. I figure the best method of finding them all, is to break the area down into lanes. All three of us spread out, so that we are just within sight of one another, and swim in the same direction. Once we reach the other end of the bay, we swim back along another three lanes. If you see anything, let the others know via text in the HUD, and we’ll gather in that spot to take a closer look.” James looked between the women as he laid out his plans. Both were nodding along as he spoke, so he took that to mean that they agreed with the setup.

With the game plan set, the trio made their way down the beach, until they reached the western edge of the bay. Spreading out, so they were roughly forty yards apart, the party advanced until their feet hit the crystal clear waters.

“I can’t believe we’re going diving in the Sea of Antillia, Master!” Acrasia called out from the far right flank. “I wonder what else we’ll find in there?”

“Sea of Antillia? It’s not called the Caribbean Sea?” James furrowed his brow as he stopped his advance and turned to look at his fairy lover.

“Why would it be called that, Master?” the pretty blonde asked. “The Isle of Seven Cities is the most famous island nearby, being the Holy Empire of Castile’s western capital.”

“Wait, what!?” the Champion shouted in alarm, completely forgetting about the treasure hunt for the moment. “The Holy empire has seven cities nearby, and nobody thought to tell me!? I thought their closest outpost was Fort San Lorenzo?”

The fairy scrunched her face up as if she were a bit confused, but then shook her head. “It’s not closer, Master, just more famous. My mother told me the closest the isle ever gets is over nine hundred miles from shore.”

“That… was a very confusing statement, my pet.” James grumbled, looking to his other wife for clarification.

Hrein giggled softly and walked back to her husband. “The isle which Acrasia doth speak of is known as Antillia, Master. Though many call it the Isle of Seven Cities, so named for the seven holy cities founded by the archbishop and six bishops that rule them.”

“Yeah.” Acrasia nodded rapidly, having flown over to land on the einherjar’s shoulder. “It’s famous because the island keeps disappearing, and it’s super rich! There’s so much silver on the island that it’s in the sand on the beaches!”

“Sounds like a werewolf’s worst nightmare.” James remarked with a frown.

“Hehe.” Acrasia giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. “Yeah, I think Tu’apa Hyy would hate it.”

“Why does it keep disappearing? And you said that the ‘closest it gets’ is nine hundred miles from shore. Does that mean it doesn’t always reappear in the same place?” The more he heard about this holy island, the more concerned the ex-soldier became. If they’re close by and have vast reserves of silver, Guayabo might be in more danger than we imagined.

“The isle doth not appear in the same place twice, Master.” the valkyrie assured him. “It is said to appear at a random location within the Mystic Triangle, and remain in our world for a similarly random amount of time.”

“Mystic Triangle?” James couldn’t help but ask, feeling like these were things that he should really know about. I wonder if it’s the same as the Bermuda Triangle back home?

“Yea, Master. It is a location which all valkyrjur are warned of. The power of Yahweh’s blessing upon the isle is such that it doth affect the whole area. People and ships are known to vanish without a trace, forever swallowed by the mist that lay within. Thus, we must take care when recovering souls from that part of the sea.” Hrein stated the last with a very serious expression.

Now James was even more confused. “It’s a blessing? Not a curse?”

“Thou art correct, Master.” the shield maiden confirmed. “Yahweh placeth the blessing upon the isle to protect His followers from pursuit by their enemies. In sooth, the blessing hath been a double edged sword for the Holy Empire. Though it is considered to be the western capital, the isle is difficult to maintain contact with, and thus proves to be an unreliable base of operations for the Empire’s forces. It is for this reason that the Empire hath had such difficulty in establishing a permanent foothold in these lands.”

“Huh.” The einherjar hummed as he thought over what he’d just been told. In the end, he decided that it was just another thing that he had to keep an eye out for. Whether they come from all the way across the ocean, or somewhere a bit closer, we still need to keep watch on our coastline.

“Was there anything else you wanted to know, Master? Or should we get back to our treasure hunt?” Acrasia asked, kissing him on the cheek.

“I was just wondering where it goes when it isn’t here.” the einherjar replied, patting the top of the fairy’s head with the tip of his finger.

“Legends state that the isle doth return to Earth at those times, Master.” Hrein informed him. “In fact, it is rumoured that the isle is the very spot whereupon Yahweh’s forces were able to pierce the veil and infiltrate Terra.”

“Oh? Then… if we capture the isle, would that block His forces from ever returning?”

The hopeful look on his face made the valkyrie wish she could answer differently, but she knew that he needed to hear the truth. “Sadly, it is not as thou wouldst wish, Master. It is far too late for that now, as his follower’s prayers guide His eyes to this world. In order to bar a deity from affecting a realm, one must remove all of their worshippers, as all gods possess the right to answer the prayers of their faithful.”

“Then… how did it get here in the first place?” James wondered aloud.

“Thy guess wouldst be as good as mine own, Master.” The valkyrie shrugged. “That said, if I were to put forth a theory, it would be due to the prevalence of magic in this world. When Yahweh first blessed the isle, it sat upon Earth, and his magic shifted the land to another world. It maketh sense that the magic, like a river, would follow the path of least resistance through the cosmos. Likewise, when the other gods sought a new refuge for their people, their divinations were drawn to Terra. It was only after they arrived upon this world’s distant shores, that they took it upon themselves to reshape the land in the image of Midgardr.”

“Ah. So technically, Yahweh’s people were here first.” the einherjar realized with a sigh.

“I believe so, Master.” Hrein confirmed with an apologetic smile. “Though, most likely, they had been confined to the isle until the other gods reformed the world around them.”

“Are there any records of the Empire spreading out from the isle? Proof that it was their point of origin?” James asked, looking to both of his wives for an answer.

“My apologies, Master.” Hrein shook her head. “As thou knowest, I am not from Terra, and thus my knowledge of such things is lacking.”

“Um.” Acrasia shrugged her tiny shoulders and shook her head as well. “I know that my mom told me that the Empire’s first ships showed up on the shores of Castile, shortly after the fae began to settle this world. She said they came from Antillia, but I don’t know if there are any records.”

Hel’s Champion smiled softly at the blonde beauty. “No worries. Thanks for telling me what you know. By the way, I’m surprised that you remembered all of that. I didn’t think you paid much attention to your studies.”

The leannán sídhe grimaced slightly, then sighed out loud. “It’s hard to explain, Master. You’re right that I really didn’t care about my lessons, no matter how often my mom scolded me. And I get the feeling that if someone had asked me about stuff like this a year ago, I never would have remembered any of it. But… ever since you enhanced my Intelligence, I’ve had a much easier time remembering things, even stuff that happened a long time ago.”

Hrein nodded in agreement. “It hath been the same for me, at least in regards to mine own memory. Facts and details hath been much easier to recall, especially since thou didst grant me thy blessing.”

“Yeah! The blessing really helped, Master!” Acrasia concurred.

“Hmm.” James scratched his beard as he considered their words. “I guess that makes sense. I’ve always been good at math, but I’ve noticed that I can run calculations much faster than I used to. And now that I think about it, my memory is a lot sharper.” Tilting his head slightly, he looked at the fairy on his shoulder. “Do you think your personality has changed at all? Do you like studying more now?”

“Oh, not at all!” The fae woman laughed. “It’s still so boring! Things just stick in my head now, whether I want them to or not.”

“Fair enough.” The einherjar chuckled at his wife’s distaste for anything that resembled work, and decided that she hadn’t changed a bit since he’d met her. “Well then, now that you’ve answered all of my questions, shall we get this show on the road?”

“Yay!” Acrasia cheered and leapt into the air, zipping back to her starting position.

“Maybe you should shift to your larger size.” the ex-soldier called after his tiny wife. “Less chance of some random fish mistaking you for a meal that way.”

“Oh! Good thinking, Master!” the fairy shouted back, and quickly followed his advice.

Once the ladies were all set, James waved for them to start their advance. As soon as his toes touched the water, he realized that the ocean was surprisingly warm. Growing up on the Atlantic coast of Canada, he was used to the water being cold, even in the summer. By contrast, the Sea of Antillia was warmer than most baths he’d taken as a kid. It’s also a lot clearer. the einherjar silently noted. It’s rare to see the bottom once you get any distance from the shore, since the water is always so dark. This beach is so beautiful, though. The sea is an amazing turquoise, and there’s a white, sandy bottom beneath the waves. Not at all like the mud and rock back home.

Gentle waves lapped at the Champion’s legs as he waded into the water. Acrasia’s joyful shriek caught his attention, causing him to look her way, just in time to see the gorgeous blonde shed her green dress and dive into the water, buck naked. Wondering if his other wife was also planning on skinny dipping, the einherjar couldn’t help but steal a glance at the proud valkyrie. Much to his disappointment, the statuesque woman had chosen not to doff her clothing, and dove in with her armour still equipped. Huh. I wonder if she’ll have difficulty swimming with that on?

Deciding that his First Wife likely had the right idea, James followed suit and leapt into the water, still wearing his pteruges. It was only when he sank beneath the waves that he remembered that he needed the armour, regardless. Oh. Right. It’s our armour that’s going to allow us to breathe underwater…

After swimming for a few strokes, and keeping his eyes peeled for any sign of a wreck, James realized that he was still holding his breath. Knowing that he possessed magic that would allow him to breathe wasn’t the same as truly believing it. Opening his mouth, the ex-soldier prepared to inhale, and found that his heart began to race. Oh shit… he thought as a tiny bit of panic set in. Drawing in that first breath meant fighting against his instincts in a way that he definitely wasn’t accustomed to. This is so ridiculous. he chastised himself, still holding his breath. I don’t freeze up in battle. I had no trouble jumping out of a plane or climbing a mountain. So why is it so damn hard to just… take… a… breath!? On the last word, he forced himself to suck in a gulp of water, and immediately began to choke. Not because he couldn’t breathe, but because his lungs instinctively rebelled at the heavy liquid filling them. The dull pressure in his chest was not at all conducive to the einherjar’s inner calm, and it took him well over a minute of constant gasping and thrashing about, before his subconscious accepted that he wasn’t drowning. Even then, the sensation was so odd to him that it took a great deal of effort to concentrate on anything else.

(Acrasia: Master! I’ve found something!)

James blinked as the line of text appeared in his field of vision. What? his mind stuttered. I haven’t even started searching, and she’s already found a wreck? Gritting his teeth, the einherjar suddenly felt foolish for taking so long to adjust to the magic. She obviously took to the sea like, well, a fish to water. Sighing and releasing a small stream of bubbles, which only served to distract him further, the ex-soldier took too long to reply for the exited fairy’s tastes.

(Acrasia: Come on, Master! Let’s go!)

(James: Right. Sorry. On my way.)

It took a couple of minutes for the other two to catch up to the leannán sídhe, and by the time they reached her spot on the mini-map, she was already diving towards the splintered hull of an imperial galleon. The wreck had come to rest on a sandy slope, a good 45 feet beneath the surface. Much of the deck had been shattered and torn away, and a huge hole had been punched in the forward section of the hull.

Titania really did a number on these ships. the einherjar silently noted. He was watching Acrasia descend towards what looked like a chest, resting in the sand among a patch of debris, when a silvery flash caught his eye. By the time he realized what he was seeing, the long, slender fish had already struck, drawing a bloody line across the fairy’s arm.

Acrasia’s mouth opened in a silent mockery of a scream, as she flailed in the water, trying to get away from the great barracuda. At nearly six feet in length, the vicious predator was longer than the fairy was tall, and darted through the water like a bolt of living lightning. Its needle-like teeth had scored a nasty wound on the fae woman’s flesh, and now it was circling her as if preparing to strike again.

Seeing his wife in danger made the Champion forget all about the discomfort in his chest, and made him see red. All he wanted to do was protect her, but even swimming as fast as he could, James felt like he was struggling through molasses as he tried to make his way to Acrasia’s side. Somewhat frustratingly, Hrein appeared to be more adept at swimming than he was, and the valkyrie quickly outpaced the bestial man with fluid strokes and the rhythmic kicking of her feet.

Neither one could move through water with anything resembling the grace of a fish however, and so the barracuda was able to strike twice more before falling back to circle them at a greater distance.

(Hrein: It doth seem to be retreating. Mayhap it doth not wish to face three of us, Master?)

James merely nodded, not bothering to formulate a message in his text box. He was far more concerned with keeping an eye on the circling predator, and being prepared for another strike. Finally, after the silvery fish made a couple more passes, the einherjar checked on his injured wife. (James: Are you okay, Acrasia?)

(Acrasia: I’m fine, Master. It just hurt, that’s all. I’ve healed the wounds with my magic.)

(James: That’s good. I’ll keep an eye out for -.)

(Hrein: Master! Look!)

Hrein grabbing his arm drew the ex-soldier’s attention to his left, just in time to see a familiar silhouette come around the edge of a nearby coral reef. One peek at the triangular dorsal fin, and Dvořák’s Symphony #9 started playing in the einherjar’s head. Ah, shit… James groaned inwardly as the shark slowly wove its way through the water, coming right for them.

(Hrein: It must have been drawn by the blood in the water, Master.) The valkyrie wasted no time moving to position herself between Acrasia and the bull shark, clearly planning to act as the party’s forward defence.

When the deadly predator suddenly charged, the shield maiden summoned her spear to her right hand, and her shield to the left. The plan was to drive the point of her spear right into one of the creature’s black, soulless eyes. Unused to underwater combat and unable to brace against solid ground, the powerful woman was taken by surprise when the weight of the scutum dragged her off balance, causing her strike to miss its target - resulting in little more than a glancing blow along the monster’s gills.

The jab of her spear did manage to disrupt the shark’s charge however, causing it to miss her as well. This was good because the valkyrie was busy trying to right herself as the orichalcum shield dragged her towards the ocean floor.

Instinctively recognizing the sharp weapon as a threat, the bull shark changed targets and went straight for James. The speed at which it shot through the water might not have matched the barracuda’s, but it was still far faster than the einherjar could react. Before he could do much more than summon his sword, the shark rammed into his chest, slamming him into the hull of the wreck in a classic ‘bump’ manoeuvre, then latched onto his arm with its vicious bite.

Hel’s Champion roared, releasing another wave of silent bubbles into the shimmering blue water. The sea beast had him by the sword arm, and began to thrash back and forth; its rows of terrible teeth sawing through the einherjar’s flesh, despite his toughened hide. Lashing out with his free hand, the ex-soldier raked his claws along the animal’s head, tearing free one of its beady eyes.

The sudden pain and loss of vision momentarily drove the shark off; its sickle shaped tail stirring up the sandy bottom as it dashed away.

(James: Fall back! Use the wreck as cover!) Hel’s Champion quickly gave orders to his wives, and cast a Panacea spell on his arm, all while swimming back to the broken hull as quickly as he could. As expected, the spell took effect almost immediately, healing the ragged wound in mere seconds.

By the time that the ex-soldier had rendezvoused with his party, the bull shark had already circled around and looked like it was ready to make another pass at them. This time however, Hrein was ready for the beast. Feet planted firmly on the sea floor, the valkyrie hefted her massive shield in front of her, but sent her spear back to the Inventory, leaving her weapon hand free.

James took up a spot a little behind and to the left of the shield maiden, effectively closing the gap in the hull, and keeping Acrasia safe behind them. At least, he hoped she was safe. He knew that animals sometimes turned wrecks into their homes, and hoped that no hidden predators were lurking in the shadows, but the shark wasn’t going to give them time to search it carefully. With no time to do anything else, the einherjar simply held his sword out in a defensive stance, and waited for the bull shark to attack.

Grateful for the protection of the others, Acrasia stared out through the small gap between them, watching as the shark prepared for another attack. There must be something I can do! she thought, her mind racing to come up with a strategy that could help. She knew that neither her fire nor her lightning magic would be useful in this situation, and she seriously doubted that she could cast her sleep dust into the monster’s single remaining eye.

With her mind on the enemy before her, the leannán sídhe wasn’t paying attention to her surroundings at all. Thus, she never noticed the slightly odd shape of the ‘rock’ beneath her foot when she took a step back. In fact, her brain barely registered the rubbery texture of the object before it moved, and the next thing the fairy knew, its tentacles were wrapped around her neck. A sharp pain exploded in her shoulder as the creature’s beak pierced her flesh, followed by a numbing paralysis in her arm a few heartbeats later.

The einherjar didn’t hear Acrasia’s scream, but he did catch her movement out of the corner of his eye, just as the shark began its charge. His attention split, his reaction was far too slow to deal with either threat, giving both animals the chance to attack again.

Acrasia cried out as she tried to pry the thick tentacles off her body, but each time she managed to pull one away, several more seemed to take its place. Most worried about the one that was wrapped tightly around her throat, the fae woman gripped the rubbery appendage with both hands and yanked it away. Her moment of relief was exceedingly brief however, for a split second after she removed the writhing arm, the octopus bit into her exposed neck, causing a new wave of pain and weakness to wash over her.

Trusting Hrein to handle the bull shark, James launched himself towards Acrasia. Wrapped around her head and shoulders were numerous grey tentacles, each sporting iridescent blue-green spots and rings. Knowing next to nothing about octopi, the einherjar couldn’t even hazard a guess as to what species they were dealing with, and to be frank, he didn’t care. All that mattered was that the creature was attacking his wife, and that meant that it needed to die.

Closing the distance between them seemed to take a painfully long time for the Champion. He had grown used to fighting on land, where his enhanced agility gave his enemies almost no time to react. But here, beneath the waves, the water resisted his every movement and slowed him to an infuriating degree. The sight of his delicate wife struggling against a monster merely a few yards away, had the bestial man roaring in rage long before he made it to her.

When at last she was within reach, James grabbed at the slimy tentacles; his sharp claws rending deep furrows into their rubbery skin. The reaction of the reef octopus was immediate; simultaneously withdrawing its arms, and spraying the pair with a blast of ink. The dark cloud hindered the einherjar’s vision and burned his eyes, allowing the stealthy predator to jet out of the broken hull and escape.

Hrein’s eyes never left her foe, as the eleven foot shark sailed towards her like a living torpedo. Her breathing was steady as the beast opened its mouth, revealing rows of sharp and deadly teeth. Hunched behind her shield, the brave valkyrie didn’t move a muscle… until the very last second. Just as the apex predator prepared to close its jaws over her head, the shield maiden summoned her spear, the point already deep in its mouth, and the butt braced against the wreck behind her.

Dropping into a crouch while releasing her shield, Hrein gripped the shaft of her spear in both hands. The monster’s snout knocked the winged helmet from her head, and she felt a rush of water flow past her face; its jaws snapping shut, and missing her pert nose by a hair. Unfortunately for the shark, even millions of years of evolution did nothing to prevent the spear’s orichalcum tip from sinking into the roof of its mouth, and slicing through its spine.

By the time the ink cloud cleared and James could see what was going on, the bull shark was already in its death throes. Impaled on his wife’s spear, the end was drawing nigh for the massive beast; the subtle twitching of its body slowly giving way to the stillness of death.

(James: Is everyone all right?) The einherjar cleared the irritation in his eyes with another cast of Panacea, then scanned the immediate area for any sign of enemies.

(Acrasia: I’m fine, Master. Thank you for saving me.) Like her husband, the fairy leaned on her magic to heal her wounds, and clear away the toxins that were paralyzing the muscles in her neck and shoulder.

(Hrein: All clear, Master.) The valkyrie replied using the terms that he had taught her for military operations.

(James: Good. Heal any wounds, then cast Druid Covering to go invisible. I don’t want to deal with any more local predators if we can avoid it. Keep track of one another using the mini-map in the HUD.)

Both Hrein and Acrasia nodded in response to the commands, before vanishing from sight. With one last look around, to make sure they weren’t about to be jumped, James followed suit and cloaked himself in the druidic magic.

(James: Okay. Acrasia, since you were the one to find the chest, you get to be the one to open it.) Though the attack had put a bit of a damper on the trio’s excitement, there was still a mission to complete.

(Acrasia: Yes! Let’s go!) True to form, the fairy seemed to bounce back quickly, despite the harrowing experience a few moments earlier.

Well, it is a treasure hunt, after all. James chuckled to himself, glad to see his wife acting like her usual self. As he approached the sunken chest, he immediately noticed the disturbed sand clouding the water, and realized that an observant foe would still be able to determine their location when they were close to the seabed. (James: Stay sharp. Enemies might still be able to detect our movements in the water and sand.)

(Hrein: Yea, Master.) A quick glance at her mini-map told the valkyrie that Acrasia was directly above the chest, while her husband was slightly north of it. Shifting a few feet to her left, the shield maiden took a position to the south of the others, and kept watch for any dangers that might be lurking nearby.

In her excitement, Acrasia reached for the chest without thinking. It was only after the iron lock burned her fingers that she remembered to be careful. Ow! She silently cursed, thrusting her throbbing fingers into her mouth and sucking on them. (Acrasia: It’s locked, Master.)

(James: Let me take a look.) Swimming up next to the chest, the einherjar reached down and took the lock in hand. It only took him a second to cast Earth Sculptor on the iron device, severing the shackle and pulling the lock free. Without a key to fit it, the lock was useless to him, so he let it fall to the sea floor. (James: Go ahead, my pet. Open it up.)

(Acrasia: Hehe. Thank you, Master.) The leannán sídhe felt her body brush up against that of her invisible husband when she shifted into position. Of course, this led the lusty fairy to wonder what it might be like to make love to an invisible man, and wound up having to shake her head to clear her mind of the distracting thoughts. Reaching out once again, Acrasia gripped the lid of the iron bound chest, this time much more carefully, and pried it open. Her face immediately fell when she failed to be greeted by the sight of glinting coins, and instead found neat stacks of small leather sacks. (Acrasia: Aww. I was hoping it would be like a pirate’s treasure. You know, like in the stories.)

The fairy felt her heart skip a beat when one of the sacks suddenly moved. At first she thought it might be another octopus, hidden and waiting to pounce upon unsuspecting prey, until the sack opened to reveal its silvery contents. (Acrasia: Oh! Drachma. So it’s coins after all.)

(James: Yeah. Looks like the Empire prefers to keep their accounts organized. I’d say each of these sacks likely contains 100 silver coins.) Tying the pouch off again, he placed it back in the chest, then picked one up that bore a different marking. After opening it to check the contents, he held it out for Acrasia to see. (James: These ones hold gold talents. Given the size of the chest, it must hold tens of thousands of drachma. I look forward to getting a count once we’re done collecting everything.)

(Acrasia: That’s great, Master! Let’s keep searching for treasure!)

(James: Agreed. Let’s finish searching this wreck, just in case there’s another chest or anything else that’s worth taking with us.)

Hoping to find anything of value that might be salvageable, the trio spent the next hour thoroughly searching the shattered hull and its surroundings. While they didn’t locate anything else that James wanted to take with him, the einherjar did lament the condition of the ship itself. It’s a pity Titania had to sink these, instead of capture them. I’d love for us to have a fleet to defend our territory with. Maybe we can steal a few ships from the Empire at some point in the future.

With that idea brewing in the back of his mind, the Champion called for the broader search to continue. It was over an hour later, and nearly lunchtime, by the time they spotted the second wreck. This time it was Hrein who located the sunken vessel, which was in far worse condition than the first. The hull was little more than a splintered mess, with planks scattered over the sandy bottom and lodged in patches of coral reef.

(Acrasia: Where could the chest be, Master?) the fairy complained after nearly an hour of scouring the wreck for any sign of the gold. (Acrasia: It has to be somewhere around here, right?)

(James: It should be. I can’t imagine where it could have gone, if it isn’t.)

(Hrein: Master! Over here! I have located thy treasure.)

The einherjar grinned, glad that the dependable valkyrie’d had better luck than either of them. Swimming over to link up with his First Wife, James finally spotted the chest they’d been trying so hard to find. No wonder we didn’t see it at first. the ex-soldier grumbled to himself. It’s almost completely buried in the sand.

Grabbing ahold of the handle on one end, the Champion hauled the heavy chest free of the underwater ridge, then cleared the sand from the lock. A quick check inside determined that the contents were similar to those of the first chest, so it was swiftly sent to his Inventory to await counting with the original.

(James: Is anyone hungry? Should we stop to eat?) The time for their midday meal had already come and gone, so the einherjar was more than a little peckish, but if his wives weren’t going to complain, he’d prefer to press on with their mission.

(Hrein: Yea, but the hunger is negligible, Master. I propose that we continue our work until our mission is complete.)

(Acrasia: Yeah. I’m with Hrein, Master. Let’s just skip dinner and eat when we get home. I don’t want to have to try and find where we left off again.)

(James: All right. I think we’ve already searched this wreck thoroughly enough. Let’s start the sweep of the next three lanes. Let me know when you two are in position, and we’ll begin.)

The third wreck was easy enough to spot, being at the outermost limit of the bay, and stuck on a large coral reef. Surprisingly, most of the ship was intact, with the exception of the bottom of the hull. That had been torn asunder by the jagged rocks and coral that made up the reef.

(James: Okay everyone. Be careful searching this one. Besides predators like the barracuda, there might be poisonous fish or urchins among the coral. I’m not familiar with the area, so I really can’t tell you to watch out for. Oh, and be careful around the coral itself. It can be razor sharp, so don’t touch it, no matter how pretty it may be.)

(Acrasia: You aren’t kidding about it being pretty, Master. I never imagined that it would be so beautiful under the sea.) The fairy’s awe wasn’t that surprising to anyone who’d gone diving in the tropics. With the brilliant sun shining down from overhead, the colourful reefs looked like rolling hills and miniature mountains, complete with alien forests and schools of brightly coloured fish, slowly swimming through the watery sky. It’s like a whole other world… the fae woman thought to herself.

Taking care not to touch the coral, James prowled through the wreck, searching each deck thoroughly, in the hopes of finding the chest of gold. When an hour of searching didn’t turn anything up, neither within the vessel nor around it, the einherjar knew that his suspicions had proven true.

(James: I think the chest is somewhere within the reef itself.) Frowning, the Champion swam over the reef, looking down at it from above. Though the water was incredibly clear, and he could make out a great many details on the surface of the reef, he had quite a bit of difficulty discerning what lie beneath.

(Hrein: Dost thou thinkest the chest hath fallen into one of the crevices, Master?)

(James: Yeah. And as much as I don’t want to pass up on that much gold, I don’t see any way for use to search them. They’re far too narrow for you or I to fit in. Hell, it would be a tight fit, even for Acrasia’s slender body. I don’t think she would even be able to turn around and swim back up, if she tried to dive into one of them.)

(Acrasia: I can always return to my normal size, Master.) The fairy pointed out what should have been obvious to the einherjar. (Acrasia: I’m sure I won’t have any problem swimming through them then. I mean, if the chest can fit through the crack, it should be easy for me.)

The ex-soldier hesitated, wary of what might be lurking beneath the surface of the reef. (James: Just because it looks pretty, doesn’t mean it’s not dangerous. There could be jellyfish or any number of things that could paralyze you down there.)

(Acrasia: I’ll be fine, Master! If something like that happens, I’ll just teleport out, next to you.) The truth was, the tiny fairy was absolutely fascinated by the colourful world that she had just discovered, and couldn’t wait to go and explore it.

(James: Fine. But be careful.) It didn’t seem likely that his carefree wife was going to be dissuaded, and to be honest, he really did want the treasure if it was down there, so the einherjar stopped protesting and let her go.

(Acrasia: I’ll be back soon, Master!) The excited fairy quickly inverted herself and dove down into the narrow crevice. Ever since the watery magic had been absorbed by her core, the fae woman had felt entirely in tune with the element. She had been amazed at how quickly she had learned to swim - really swim, not the clumsy strokes she’d used to pull herself through the water before, once she dove into the sea. Now, all she had to do was vibrate her wings just so, and they propelled her through the water almost as fast as she could fly, before she was enhanced at least. She didn’t even have to kick her feet.

After descending several yards, the leannán sídhe slowed down to take a better look at her surroundings. The vibrant coral teemed with life, as tiny fish zoomed about, dashing here and there in short bursts of speed, before disappearing into this cranny or that. Mesmerized, Acrasia couldn’t help but giggle in delight as she watched the colourful displays.

Utterly relaxed, the fairy allowed herself to drift on the subtle currents of the underwater realm, only vibrating her wings occasionally to keep herself roughly on course. Down and down she went, sinking ever deeper into the bewitching seascape, eventually coming to rest against a large boulder that sat next to a dark hole in the reef wall. Looking all around her, she found that she’d entered a small cavern of bright red coral; the sun’s golden rays filtered down through the shadowy reef, seeming to light the delicate branches aflame.

Wanting nothing more than to take a piece of the brilliant treasure home with her, Acrasia reached out and pinched the coral between her thumb and forefinger. “Ow!” she shouted wordlessly, filling the water in front of her with a stream of bubbles. Tears welled up in the fairy’s silver eyes, and were lost to the sea. She could hardly believe that something so pretty had such a nasty bite, but the truth was right there on her hand. The fair skin of her finger was turning an angry red as it swelled around a deep cut.

Preoccupied by the burning wound on her hand, Acrasia didn’t notice that her reaction had caused her to drift away from the boulder, and that she was now passing in front of a small, dark cave in the reef. Oblivious to the poorly lit hollow behind her, she definitely didn’t notice the slightly darker shadow within… until it was too late. The lightning fast movement caught her eye, but she didn’t register the shape until the huge, needle-like teeth pierced her tiny body.


CHAPTER 11


James watched the hole where his fae wife descend with no small amount of trepidation. While he had full faith that she was a powerful woman in her own right, he didn’t like her going somewhere that he couldn’t follow. Especially since she didn’t seem to take his warning seriously. At least she’s invisible, so maybe that will keep any predators from finding her.

No sooner had he thought the words, than a brilliant fireball bloomed in the darkness far below. When a stream of blistering hot water rose past his face, he knew that it was the result of a Rebirth spell.

(James: Acrasia! Are you all right!?) A full minute came and went with no response; each passing second filling his heart with dread. Just when he was about to reach out to her with a Summons spell, the fairy finally replied.

(Acrasia: I’m sorry, Master. I’m okay. Can you call me back to you, please?)

Finishing the spell, the einherjar summoned his fairy lover to his side, only to have her shift to human size and throw herself at him the moment that she appeared. Rather than ask any questions, he simply held the quivering woman tight, letting her cry against his chest.

Hrein watched the smaller woman cling to her husband as he stroked her hair. She could tell from the burst of flames that the leannán sídhe must have died, which was most likely a harrowing experience, but the valkyrie still vowed to give the frivolous girl a lecture once they returned home.

Finally, once Acrasia had calmed down, James gently pushed her back so that he could look her in the eyes. (James: Are you all right?)

(Acrasia: Yes, Master. I’m sorry I didn’t listen.) The fairy pouted dejectedly and stared at her feet.

(James: Do you want to tell me what happened?)

(Acrasia: I was just looking at some pretty coral when… when something came out of a hole and attacked me. I… I think it bit me in half.)

The einherjar cringed at the image of his wife being eaten alive, and quickly dismissed it from his thoughts. (James: You say it came from a hole? I’m guessing it might have been a moray. They tend to strike from their lairs like that.)

(Acrasia: W-what’s a moray, Master?) From the look on her face, the fairy had found a name to attach to the horror that would likely haunt her dreams for some time to come.

(James: A type of eel. I think they live in these parts. I could be mistaken, though.)

Acrasia shivered as if she didn’t even want to consider more of those things hiding nearby. All of a sudden, the beautiful seascape seemed a lot less inviting.

James sighed softly, releasing yet another small stream of bubbles. (James: All right. Let’s write this one off and go look for the last chest.) He had just started to swim away when a text from Acrasia brought him up short.

(Acrasia: No, Master. I’ll go get it.) When he turned to look, he was surprised to see a rare expression of determination on the fairy’s face.

(James: You don’t have to go back down there. It’s all right.)

(Acrasia: No, Master. I do. If I don’t… I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to dive again.) Wrapping her arms around herself, the fae woman shivered, as if there were two equally terrifying thoughts vying for supremacy in her mind. (Acrasia: I’m… I’m scared, Master. But I’m more afraid of losing this. It’s so beautiful down here, and I’ve loved the water ever since you gave me the power to live freely in it. I can’t back down now, or I know I’ll never come back.)

The Champion watched his fae wife for a long moment, but finally nodded in understanding. (James: All right. You do what you need to do. I’ll be right here if you need me.)

Acrasia gave her lover a weak smile, followed by a firm nod. After returning to her natural size, the six inch fairy vanished from sight once again. This time however, she didn’t let the pretty colours and dazzling displays of the fish and coral distract her. Instead, she swam straight down until she was almost to the place where she had died. Peering over the edge of the cavern roof, the fairy eyed the dark hole where her killer had lurked moments ago. She was pretty sure the creature was dead, since nothing could survive the blast of flames caused by a Rebirth spell, but she didn’t want to take any chances.

So, instead of taking the risk of swimming past the hole once again, she stared into the crevice below as far as she could see, and locked the sight in her mind. With a pulse of magic, she activated her Teleportation spell, and found herself floating in that very spot a moment later. It seemed like a terrible waste of Qi to use Teleportation for such a short distance, but she was sure her master would approve of the tactic.

Now that she was even deeper, the amount of sunlight reaching her was considerably less than before. In fact, if it weren’t for the incredible eyesight that her master had bestowed upon her, granting her an eagle’s clarity of sight combined with the night vision of an owl, the young fairy probably wouldn’t have been able to spot the wooden chest far below. But, as luck would have it, she did.

There, some fifty feet down, the pay chest was wedged between two outcroppings of rock, suspended above a dark abyss that even her keen eyes couldn’t penetrate.

Unwilling to take any further chances, the tiny fae instantly teleported to the opening just above her target, and reached out to lay her palm upon the wooden surface the very second that she appeared. Images of monstrous eels rising from the darkness below filled her imagination, so she didn’t hesitate a moment longer than necessary. With a thought, she shunted the chest into her Inventory and teleported the hell out of there, returning to her master’s side in the sun filled waters above.
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Thankfully, the last chest wasn’t hidden in such a precarious location. That said, it did prove difficult to find, as it was well after sunset by the time the trio located the resting place of the final wreck. Leaning up against a rocky outcrop along the eastern edge of the bay, the ship had collapsed in on itself, meaning the party had to physically pull it apart, plank by plank, to search the buried decks.

To make matters worse, a small number of bull sharks had moved into the area, thus requiring at least one party member to stand watch at all times. Though the sharks circled the wreck and were drawn to the movements of the planks, they didn’t seem to be capable of spotting the invisible treasure hunters. Whenever they got too close for comfort, the person on watch would teleport as far as they could see, and summon the corpse of the bull shark that Hrein had killed earlier. Slicing a few pieces off the carcass inevitably drew the living sharks to them, whereupon they would shift the body back to their Inventory, and teleport back to their companions.

When the last of the treasure was found, James quickly sent it to join the other three chests, before grabbing the hands of his wives and whisking the three of them back to the temple in Elphyne.
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Both of the girls sighed in relief when their husband used an Inventory Trick to clean away the sticky residue that the salt water had left on their skin and hair. “I thank thee, Master.” Hrein murmured as she stretched and flapped her downy white wings. “Though it was an interesting adventure, I must admit to being more comfortable on land.”

“Agreed.” James grunted, bending over to touch his toes in an effort to stretch his back. “Fighting that water resistance all day made muscles sore that I didn’t even know existed. I feel like I spent the entire day hauling stone, instead of exploring a mystical landscape.”

“I’m just hungry.” Acrasia groaned. “And so thirsty! I don’t think I’ve ever been this thirsty in my life.”

“Yeah. Now that I think about it, pushing ourselves like that, without any breaks, was kind of a stupid thing to do.” The einherjar sighed and dragged his feet as he walked over to the back door of the temple. Holding the door for his wives, he couldn’t help but wonder what Elora had cooked up for supper. I’m sure it’ll be absolutely delicious. he thought to himself. By the time he made it to the mirror portal leading back to his mansion in Éljúðnir, the ex-soldier was practically salivating in anticipation.

“Ah. Welcome home, Master.” Elora greeted him with a curtsy when he stepped through the mirror and into the foyer. “I’ve set aside your portion of supper, along with Hrein’s and Acrasia’s, but our guests have already eaten and taken their leave.”

“Thanks, Elora. We’ll be there momentarily.” After watching the maid curtsy and return to the dining room, James turned his attention back to the day’s mission and called up his Status Screen. He’d sent the treasure chests to the basement, instead of the armoury where he normally stored his wealth. That allowed him to filter the coins in his Inventory by room, and thus get a total for the day’s haul.

“86,600 drachma worth of gold and silver.” The einherjar whistled softly, his eyebrows raised as he scanned the readout in front of him. “Not bad for a day’s work.” Walking into the dining room, the ex-soldier silently pondered his financial strategy. How much should I leave in the treasury at Guayabo? I don’t think I should store more than a year’s budget in the vault, just in case something happens. I wouldn’t want it to be stolen or lost somehow.

Taking his seat, James gave the Head Maid a grateful smile as she placed his meal before him, then returned to his thoughts as he began to eat. Let’s say I give Farkas and Quetzal that raise I promised them. That would put them at 10 drachma a day, each. So, with a company of 500 soldiers, that makes 520 silver coins per day for expenses. That comes out to 189,800 drachma a year. I already deposited 176,854 drachma yesterday, so they should only need another 12,946 to cover the yearly budget. Plus, it may take them some time to get up to full strength, so there should be a little wiggle room there as well.

Glancing up from his bowl of soup, the einherjar noticed that his lovely First Wife was watching him intently. “Is something on your mind, my love?” he asked, prompting the valkyrie to speak.

“Art thou finished with thy contemplations, Master?” Hrein inquired with a serious expression.

“Yeah. I was just calculating how much to drop off at Guayabo tomorrow. We don’t need to give them all of the treasure we found today, so we can divert some of the funds to something else. Was there something you wanted to purchase? Or perhaps just to have more money of your own for daily spending?” The einherjar felt a little guilty that he hadn’t given any of his family members spending money in a long time. He’d given them leave to buy anything that they needed with the cash in his treasury, but that wasn’t really like having savings to call your own.

“Nay, Master.” The shield maiden shook her head. “My concern was not for our wealth, though it is gratifying to know that our house hath such great reserves at its disposal.”

“Then, what were you thinking about? You looked like you had something to say.” the einherjar prodded.

The stoic valkyrie seemed to hesitate for a moment, but eventually brought herself to broach the subject on her mind. “Thou art a great warrior, Master…” she began, “but thy defences are not as formidable as they should be.”

“My defences?” The Champion frowned, a little perturbed that she saw him as weak in any way, shape or form.

“Yea, Master.” the shield maiden confirmed. “Thy battle with the shark didst demonstrate that thou art still vulnerable to attacks from men and beasts. Though the creature would be a worthy foe for any mortal warrior, thou art no longer mortal, Master.”

James grimaced at the reminder of how easily the shark had shredded his arm. “Yeah, that’s true, I guess.”

“Thine healing is a phenomenal power, Master, and thine ability to return from death is beyond legendary, but even together they are not enough to defeat truly powerful adversaries such as Þórr or Michael. Such enemies would merely harry thee until thou didst run out of Qi, or were forced to withdraw.” The look on Hrein’s face was one of dismay and concern, making it clear that it pained her to say such things. The fact that she said them anyway was a testament to how much she cared.

As much as he hated to admit it, the einherjar knew that his lovely wife was absolutely right. His offensive abilities had grown by leaps and bounds, but his defences were still sorely lacking. “So, what is it that you suggest, my love?” James asked softly, taking care to show that he hadn’t been angered by her words.

Hrein sighed in relief and gave her husband a gentle smile. She had truly worried that her advice wouldn’t be welcome, and that his pride would be wounded by her warnings. “I thank thee for understanding, Master.” she said equally as softly, dipping her head to the man she loved. “As for my advice, it would be ideal for thee to acquire armour such as mine own, which would make thee impervious to the blows of thine enemies. Barring that, I believe that thou shouldst focus on thy training to enhance thy Durability.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think we’re going to find another suit of armour like that any time soon, nor even the materials to craft one.” the ex-soldier admitted with a sigh. “Cultivating is the more reasonable course of action, but it will take a very long time for me to be able to shrug off the attacks of an archangel, let alone a god.”

“Then thou hast little time to waste, Master.” the valkyrie said firmly. “Thou needst divest thyself of the numerous distractions which divert thine attention from thy training.”

James exhaled slowly and let his head fall back against the back of his chair. He gazed up at the ceiling for a few seconds, weighing her words carefully before responding. “You want me to delegate more.”

“Yea, Master.” the valkyrie confirmed resolutely. “Thine enemies are numerous and powerful beyond measure. Thou must increase thine own power as much as possible, if thou art to face them.”

Lowering his gaze so that his eyes met hers, the einherjar finally nodded. “Guess I’ll see what I can do.”
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The next morning found the einherjar making his way through the streets of Éljúðnir. Hrein had frowned when he had announced that he would be making the delivery to Lilith that morning, and firmly reminded him of his promise the night before. It was only after he pointed out that he needed to negotiate the summoning of the succubi for Guayabo, as well as return her lock of hair, that the valkyrie had relented.

After breakfast, but before he’d left, James had given out 50 drachma to each of the women in his harem, and 10 to each of the children. When Elora had protested that there was no need for him to pay her, the Champion had insisted that it wasn’t payment, but a gift. “I want everyone in my family to be happy and have what they need.” he told her softly.

The elf had become a little emotional after hearing that, needing to be held for a few minutes before she could calm down. James had no issue embracing the beautiful woman while whispering sweet nothings in her ear, figuring that her pregnancy was likely playing hell with her hormones. Not that he would have complained anyway, but the behaviour was definitely out of character for the normally curt maid.

With the allowance for the ladies taken care of, as well as the year’s budget for Guayabo, which Elina would deliver along with the first shipment of bows, the baron gave most of the remaining treasure to Titania as a contribution towards his promotion to viscount. Easy come, easy go. the einherjar thought to himself with a sigh. From the ex-soldier’s point of view, he had gathered an absolutely insane amount of gold and silver over the past few days, but his own personal treasury hadn’t grown at all. In fact, it had shrunk by a tiny bit. Well, I suppose providing the funds to run a town for a year would eat into anyone’s savings. James chuckled to himself.

Stopping at an intersection near the centre of town, the Champion looked across the street. Situated at the corner of two major roads passing through Hel’s capital, was one of the largest mansions in the city. Of course that would be the place she’d pick for her embassy. James thought with a snort. Lilith, being the Succubus Queen, was no stranger to any of the seven deadly sins, but pride was definitely one of her favourites. Probably second only to lust. the einherjar noted.

Crossing the street, James walked up to the front door and grasped the knocker. Solid gold, huh? Why am I not surprised? he scoffed. It’s more surprising that it hasn’t been stolen. Then again, one would have to be pretty ballsy to steal from Hell’s Embassy. Pushing the pointless thoughts from his mind, the einherjar rapped on the door and waited for someone to answer it. He didn’t have to wait long, which actually was surprising, since he figured any servant of Hell would be lazy at best, and purposely irritating at worst.

“Welcome to Hell’s Embassy. How may I be of service?” The succubus that answered the door had a bored look on her face and spoke in the most disinterested tone possible, until she found the Champion’s hand around her throat.

“YOU!” James roared, barely holding back from snapping the woman’s neck. Even the silver spikes of her collar biting into his hand did nothing to dissuade the enraged Champion.

The mocha skinned demoness grasped his wrist with both of her hands, and struggled to breathe as he lifted her clear off the floor.

“Ah. I see you’ve already found my little surprise.” Lilith called out with a malevolent laugh. The Queen of Succubi strode into the foyer with a truly devilish grin on her lips.

“What is the meaning of this?” the ex-soldier snarled, only taking his eyes off Amorah for a split second to glance in Lilith’s general direction. “Are you in league with Xezbeth?”

Lilith scoffed and waved her hand dismissively. “Please. Don’t say anything that will make me lose my breakfast.” Coming to a stop a few feet away from the einherjar, the sultry succubus leaned against a marble pillar and regarded her servant with a smirk. “I can’t stand the presence of that purulent piece of shit, so I would never work with him. You can take my word on that.”

The einherjar’s eyes narrowed as he clenched his jaw. He wasn’t inclined to take the demonic woman’s word on anything, but she was supposed to be his ally. For the moment at least. he reminded himself. “Then what is she doing here?” he growled.

“A little present, from me to you.” Lilith giggled, clasping her hands in front of herself. “Though, from what I gather, Titania might be equally interested in a bit of vengeance.”

Forcing himself to calm down a notch, the ex-soldier stepped into the embassy and kicked the door shut behind him. Slowly, he lowered the captive succubus until her feet met the floor, but he didn’t release the stranglehold he had on her neck. “What do you want for her, Lilith?”

“Hmm. That’s a good question.” The Succubus Queen made a show of thinking it over, tapping her lips with her finger and tilting her head as if in thought. After dragging it out long enough to earn herself a glare from her angry guest, Lilith gave him a predatory grin. “I think a temple should suffice. A proper one, in Elphyne.”

James growled again, thus time turning most of his attention to the devious queen. Somewhere in the back of his mind, the einherjar noted that the succubus was sporting blonde hair today, which was probably her second favourite colour after black. In truth, the demoness changed her hair colour more often than the einherjar changed his underwear. At least, back when he wore such things.

“You’re looking to pick up more worshippers.” The Champion knew right away what the crafty woman’s goal was, since she’d long had her eye on divinity. She probably wants to have her girls spy on the city for her as well.

“Of course I do!” Lilith laughed, not bothering to deny it. “One measly little temple in a tiny town like Guayabo will not a goddess make!” Stepping forward so that her face was mere inches from his own, the succubus continued in a sultry tone. “I will not be the weakest member of our pantheon, James. This cannot be an alliance in name only.”

James knew that the Queen of Succubi was too intelligent by far to be outsmarted by the simple strategy that he’d engaged in until now. He’d hoped to limit her power by simply limiting her access to the realm of the living, and thereby reduce the danger of her backstabbing the others. “That will have to be up to Titania.” the einherjar hedged.

“Of course.” Lilith gave him a knowing grin. “In fact, I’ll even let you claim her now, as a show of good faith. But I don’t want you handing her over to Titania until we’ve made a deal. Fair?”

“What makes you think I won’t kill her myself?” Hel’s Champion scowled.

Lilith opened her mouth to reply, but stopped short when Amorah passed out. “Oh my. You just might, if you don’t let her breathe.”

James glanced at the limp woman in his grip, then snarled and tossed her to the floor. “I want control of her collar.” he growled.

“Of course.” the demonic monarch said again, this time raising her left hand and touching her Fiendish Master Ring to the Champion’s. There was a brief flash of red light as a spark of dark magic jumped from Lilith’s ring to the baron’s, and James knew that he’d taken control of Amorah’s collar.

“How did you capture her?” he asked after a long moment of silence.

Lilith’s ever present smirk got a little wider as she turned to step towards the unconscious demoness. “My agents overheard her snooping around in Hell, looking to make contact with an elven summoner. Those are pretty rare, as you might imagine, but when she let slip that she was seeking a way into Elphyne, well, I knew I was onto something juicy.”

“You have your followers keeping an eye out for word of Elphyne in Hell?” James asked, watching the woman’s reaction carefully.

“Of course!” she laughed. “Titania and I are allies now, are we not? And one must have her ally’s back.” The wolfish grin on Lilith’s face told the einherjar that she was well aware of his suspicions.

“Of course.” Hel’s Champion nodded slowly.

Lilith gave a delighted giggle and pranced over to stand in front of the larger man. Lightly placing her hands on his chest, the sexy succubus gazed up into the einherjar’s eyes. “I love how suspicious you are of me. It’s so gratifying that you continue to take me seriously, even after our agreement.”

James quirked a brow and looked down at the Succubus Queen. “What kind of fool wouldn’t?”

The ancient and powerful woman rolled her eyes. “You would not believe how many men underestimate me, especially after they figure they have me tamed.”

Hel’s Champion snorted and shook his head. “Tamed? You? They are foolish indeed.”

Lilith giggled lightly, clearly thrilled by his reaction. “Oh, James. You truly are delightful.” Sighing as if in contentment, the succubus took a step back and gave the einherjar some space. “So strong, so handsome…” she grinned, looking at him over her shoulder. “and so much more intelligent than your peers.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere.” James chuckled, knowing full well that she was buttering him up.

“I know. You and I couldn’t be any less compatible if we tried… though I still say a roll in the hay would be a lot of fun.” The look on her face was purely that of a predator hunting her prey, which James found that he actually appreciated. He knew that this was the woman’s true nature, and much preferred to deal with her without the masks and deceit.

Lilith shrugged when he didn’t bite at her offer, but she had been under no illusions that he would. “I meant what I said, James. You might be the first man in history to turn me down, but that doesn’t make me angry. No, I appreciate your wariness around me.” Stepping closer, she gave the ex-soldier a look that actually surprised him. He could have sworn he saw true earnestness in her eyes. “I think you may actually be the first one to understand me… or at least come close.”

James’ eyes narrowed slightly. He didn’t want to be taken in by her tricks, but he also didn’t want to completely dismiss the possibility of honest communication with the woman.

“You see.” Lilith laughed softly. “You know better than to trust me, yet you still give me the benefit of the doubt. Within reason, of course.” Spinning on her heel, the demoness strode across the room before turning to regard her guest once more. “That is the kind of respect you give me, which is something no one else does. Because you, more than any other man, understand what kind of creature I am. That if you turn your back, I will pounce. If I sense weakness, I will strike. Perhaps even to my ultimate detriment. I simply can’t help myself.” she said with a shrug. “But you work with me anyway. You play with the fire, knowing that you will be burned, but trying to balance it all in the end. Which only makes all of this so, so much sweeter.”

Deep, deep down inside, James had to admit that he did understand Lilith. That, to him, these games with her were actually fun. A part of him enjoyed the danger of it, of knowing that he couldn’t control her. Of course, it helped that he really wasn’t attracted to the woman, no matter what sexy form she took. He could tell that her soul, if she had one, was rotten to the core. Any sane man would have nothing to do with her. he admitted to himself. But she presents too much of an opportunity to pass up. One day, the pantheon may have to deal with her inevitable betrayal, but until we do, she makes one hell of a weapon against our enemies.

Lilith was nothing if not a reader of men, which made sense after thousands of years of practice manipulating them. Yes, he knows. she thought, watching his face carefully. He isn’t fooled into thinking that I can ever be placated. That I can ever have enough power. That my reach will eventually exceed my grasp, and ultimately be my own downfall. Potentially theirs as well. Yet still he plays the game… Ah. It truly is delightful.

Inhaling sharply through his nose, Hel’s Champion turned his attention back to Amorah. “I know you’re awake. There’s no point in pretending.”

The raven haired succubus slowly opened her eyes and looked up at her new owner. Through the magic of her collar, she could sense her connection to him. Or rather, to the ring on his right hand. Swallowing hard, the demoness carefully shifted into a kneeling position. “What would you have of me, Master?” she asked in a subservient tone, lowering her head as she spoke.

“Tell me why you were trying to enter Elphyne. Though I imagine I already know.” James commanded.

“I was ordered to seek the fallen angel known as Autumn.” The succubus took care to answer his question clearly and succinctly. Their encounter at the door was proof enough of his feelings towards her, and she didn’t want to give him any excuse to execute her on the spot. There may still be a way out of this, she told herself, but not if I’m dead.

“Ordered by whom?” James knew the name of the demon who held Amorah’s leash, but he needed to know if anyone else was involved.

“Xezbeth, Master.” she replied instantly. The succubus held no loyalty to The Liar, and was secretly pleased when Lilith’s agents had captured her. The pact that she’d signed with the demonic general prevented her from trying to escape his control, but she couldn’t be blamed if another faction enslaved her against her will. At the time, she’d believed it might be a way out of the mess she was in, but she had never anticipated that Lilith was in league with the Champion.

James snarled upon hearing the demon’s name. If there was one being in Hell that had earned his ire, it was The Liar. “What other forces does he have searching for her? Have any of his agents infiltrated Elphyne?”

“I know of none, Master.” Amorah shook her head. “Demons know well that knowledge is power, sir. No general would allow his followers to have information that they didn’t need. All intelligence is compartmentalized, and agents either work as individuals or in small cells. This reduces any possible advantage an enemy can gain from our capture.”

“Hmph.” The ex-soldier grunted. Of course demons employ terrorist tactics. Glancing over at his host, the einherjar frowned. “Do you have a cell I can toss her in until I leave?”

“Of course!” Lilith laughed. “Follow me.” The Succubus Queen sauntered out of the room, her hips swaying and spaded tail lashing in the air, as if she was very pleased with herself.

“Get up!” James snapped at his prisoner. “Now move.” he snarled, giving her a shove once she was on her feet. She has a lot to pay for, and I’m damn well going to make sure she pays in full.


CHAPTER 12


As they passed through the building, James noticed several succubi wearing maid uniforms. The black and white clothing bore a striking resemblance to the uniforms that he’d given the twins, causing him to suspect that they were sourced from the same seamstress. I bet Elina’s hooking Lilith up for a small profit. The thought made him chuckle, until Lilith noticed and gave him an odd look.

Following the Succubus Queen, James made his way into the basement beneath her embassy. Unlike the floors beneath Hel’s keep, the mansion seemed to be limited to a single underground level, which housed a few storage rooms, and of course, a couple of cells. The ex-soldier wanted to ask what need an ambassadorial embassy had for a dungeon, but quickly reminded himself that he was dealing with denizens of Hell. Of course they are going to break rules and cause trouble. he realized with an inward sigh.

Finally, the trio came to a stop outside a cell with iron bars, not unlike a jail cell from Earth. “In you go.” Lilith commanded, holding the door open for her former maid. Amorah briefly glanced at James, hoping to see some sympathy in his eyes, but finding none, she lowered her head and obediently entered the cell.

With a flick of her wrist, the Succubus Queen slammed the cell door shut, then produced a key from her cleavage and locked the door. “There.” she said with a small smile. “She’ll be safe in there until you come and get her.”

“Thanks.” James grumbled. “Now, if you don’t mind, we should get to the business that brought me here today.”

Lilith smirked, knowing full well that the einherjar was purposely being vague. He obviously didn’t want to give his prisoner any information that he didn’t have to. “Of course. Right this way.”

The einherjar found himself following the succubus once again, and pointedly ignoring the sultry sway of her hips as she walked in front of him. To his surprise, they didn’t return to the main floor of the building. Instead, she led him further down the hall, until they reached an iron door, set with faintly glowing runes.

“It’s in here.” Lilith said in a near whisper. Placing her hand in the centre of the door, the demoness waited for three heartbeats, then pushed on the door when the runes flared a golden light.

James wasn’t sure what to expect when he stepped inside, but the chamber turned out to be far more utilitarian than he would have imagined. Most of the floor was empty space, except for the far left corner. There, etched into the very stone, was a summoning circle. At least ten feet in diameter, the circle bore all manner of mystic symbols and sigils, each carefully inlaid with silver.

Other than the magic circle however, the only thing in the room was a small pile of wooden crates. At three feet to a side, the boxes appeared to be crafted from rough hewn timber, put together as cheaply and quickly as possible, while still being sturdy enough to carry whatever was put in them.

“Well?” Lilith asked with the tiniest hint of impatience. “Were is it? I presume you brought the fairy dust?”

Drawn from his quiet contemplation of the room’s furnishings, the einherjar turned to look at the succubus. “Oh. Of course.” Holding his hand out, he summoned the jar of crystallized Qi that made up the day’s delivery.

“Excellent.” The demoness grinned greedily as she snatched the jar from his hands. Hurrying across the room, the infernal queen came to a stop in front of the pile of crates and reached inside one. From it, she pulled a set of scales, which were already balanced to accommodate for the weight of the jar. “Only 26 ounces today?” she asked, frowning in disappointment. “Did something happen to your supplier? You’ve been sending 38 ounces for the past few days.”

James snorted and laughed. “Yes, Lilith. Only 26 ounces.” His mocking tone earned him a glare from one of the oldest women in the universe, but her ire didn’t last. Despite her complaint, it was far more fairy dust than most mages ever saw in a lifetime, let alone in a single jar.

“Very well. I hope you understand that it will only net you about a ton of titan metal today, then.” the Succubus Queen remarked, pulling a small cloth from her cleavage and draping it over the jar. When the glass container disappeared into the square of silk, the einherjar finally understood one of the monarch’s mysteries.

“Ah. So that’s how you do it.” he remarked, recognizing the artifact as a Magician’s Handkerchief. “And that should come to 2063 pounds, if I did my math correctly.”

Lilith’s eyes narrowed slightly as she tucked the kerchief back into her bosom. “It seems that you did.” she admitted. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me how you do it? Summon things to your hands, I mean. I’ve never known anyone who could do so without an artifact like my hankie, let alone such large and heavy items like these crates. And yet, both you and your maid do so as a matter of course.”

“Sorry. Trade secret.” James replied with a shrug and a playful grin. It wasn’t often that he stumped the sly succubus, so he was pleased with the small win.

“Fine.” The demoness huffed and affected a cute pout that would have drawn him in, if she were just about any other woman. “I’ll summon a succubus with your titan metal, then. If you don’t mind, place one of those empty crates in a clear space within the circle. That way she can take it back with her when she returns to hell. Oh, and be sure to stand clear once I start to cast.”

“Speaking of succubi,” the einherjar interrupted before she could start to chant, “I could use a hundred of them for my town.” Hefting one of the crates onto a shoulder, the ex-soldier lugged it across the room and plopped it down inside of the magic circle, while taking care to keep at least one foot outside at all times. He didn’t think that the Succubus Queen had designed it as a trap for him, but one could never be too careful around fiends.

“Only one hundred?” Lilith’s calm expression hid her excitement well. In truth, she never expected the Champion would agree to freeing that many of her girls from Hell.

“For now.” James nodded. “If the population grows significantly, we can look at bringing more over. I’ll still need you to bind them to my ring, though.”

“Of course, of course.” the Succubus Queen agreed immediately.

“Oh. And there’s also this.” Holding his hand out to Lilith, he summoned her lock of hair from his Inventory. “Sorry. I forgot to return it earlier.”

“I see.” The dusky skinned demoness gently plucked the silky bundle from his palm.

James quietly contemplated the woman’s face as she tucked her hair away. Hmm. Judging by her expression, I’d say she’s somewhat disappointed. I wonder why that is? Was she using it as a focus somehow? Perhaps for scrying? Or was she hoping that I might try to use it in some way?

“Thank you for returning it to me.” she said with a flawless false smile. If the einherjar hadn’t seen the look in her eyes a second before, he might have believed it to be real. Clearly wanting to change the subject, the infernal ambassador jumped right back to their previous conversation. “It will take some time to summon one hundred demons from Hell. At most, I can bring ten through a day.”

“That’s fine.” James reassured her with a nod. “I can swing by each morning to take possession of the ones you summon, and drop them off in Guayabo.” He knew that his First Wife wouldn’t be pleased with another ‘distraction’ from his training, but he really was the only one who could bind the succubi to his Fiendish Master Ring, meaning he had to be present each time.

“Very well. If you have time to do so this morning, I can call over the first batch.” Lilith offered.

“Sounds good. You call over the ten succubi, along with the titan metal, and I’ll deliver them to the brothel in Guayabo. Then I’ll inform Queen Titania of my new prisoner, as well as your request for a temple in Elphyne. Once I hear back from her, I’ll return to take possession of Amorah.” The einherjar thought about how much time he was losing with all of this running around, and had to hope that the next day would hold fewer surprises.

Lilith frowned slightly, but nodded. “All right. If you’ll excuse me a moment, I need to inform my servants that they will be coming over, as well as the quantity of titan metal to bring with them.”

“Sure, no problem.” James took that to mean that the Succubus Queen wanted a little privacy, and moved to the other side of the room to wait by the door. Part of me wants to listen in on whatever conversation she’s about to have, but let’s be real. If she wanted to relay some secret message to her agents, she wouldn’t try to do it right in front of me. She’d have already passed it on, or would do so at a later date. Thanks to his inner debate, the einherjar didn’t really catch what the ancient being had whispered, but only saw that she spoke to a small, oval mirror that she had pulled out of the same crate that the scales were stored in. From where he was standing, the surface of the mirror appeared dark and smoky, perhaps being cut from a decent sized piece of obsidian.

When she was finished speaking, the fiendish woman carefully placed the mirror back in the wooden crate, then strode over to stand before the summoning circle. Speaking in a low voice, Lilith recited the incantation necessary to summon one of her servants from Hell.

James listened carefully, hoping to hear any differences between his own Summons spell and the summoning magic that the demoness used. By the time that she had finished chanting, the einherjar hadn’t picked up on anything unusual about the magic, but that wasn’t surprising to him. It’s not like I need incantations to make my spells work anyway. What I really need to do is study the circle itself. I’m curious how it differs from the one that was used to summon Mephistopheles. Which reminds me, I really need to take time to read those grimoires that I purchased back in Elphen. Sighing inwardly, the ex-soldier lamented how little time he had to take on all of the tasks currently on his plate.

With a puff of smoke, a short and curvy succubus appeared within the summoning circle. James noticed that, like most of her kind, the demoness was wearing very little, and that her appearance had been accompanied by a strong whiff of sulphur.

Placing her foot on the outer ring, Lilith broke the circle and allowed her summoned minion to pass through the barrier. “Go stand over there,” the Succubus Queen ordered, pointing to a spot near the door, “and await further instructions.” Glancing over her shoulder, the powerful demoness nodded to James. “If you would accept the crate that she brought with her, and check to ensure the contents are correct?”

“Sure.” The einherjar nodded back, then walked over to place his hand atop the wooden container. Once again, he was careful not to step fully inside the circle, and sent the crate, along with the metal inside it, directly to his Inventory. A quick glance at his Status Screen, which was invisible to the others in the room, told him that all of the titan metal was accounted for. “Looks good.” he said with a mischievous grin.

Lilith’s eyes narrowed slightly, obviously curious about his abilities, but chose not to press him on them for the moment. “Good. Then I will move on to summoning the rest of my subjects that will be joining us today. Once they are all present, I’ll transfer ownership over to you.”

After receiving the einherjar’s consent, the Queen of Succubi did as she had promised, and conducted the summoning spell nine more times. James watched carefully each time she went through the motions, and the only variation that he noticed was the name of the individual that she summoned. Which makes sense. the einherjar told himself. But I have to wonder why she didn’t summon them all at once? It’s such a waste of Qi to cast the spell over and over again like that. Is it possible that her spell isn’t quite the same as mine, and she lacks the knowledge to do so? Or is she purposely playing down her own abilities, hoping that I’ll underestimate her?

When the last of the summoned succubi had been called over from Hell, Lilith moved to stand in front of them. “As you can see, each of my beauties is already wearing the appropriate Fiendish Slave Collar. Now, if you would be so kind as to present your ring to me, I’ll pass control of them over to you.”

“All right.” Not seeing any hint of duplicity or chance for betrayal, James did as his ally suggested. Stepping up next to Hell’s Ambassador, the einherjar let his gaze sweep over each of his new slaves, paying close attention to their collars, before raising his right hand to meet Lilith’s left. As had happened previously, a small spark of crimson lightning leapt from the demonic woman’s ring and entered the einherjar’s, transferring control of the ten collars to him.

Lilith smirked when she saw the silver spikes on each of the collars briefly grow a couple of inches, before sinking back down to their regular size. It bodes well that he still doesn’t trust me fully. the Succubus Queen thought to herself. If he is this wary of his allies, then it is less likely that he will be fooled by our foes. Glancing at him out of the corner of her eye, she let her smile widen a bit. Yes, it is good to have intelligent allies for a change, rather than the usual fools.

“All right, ladies. Listen up.” James stepped forward and addressed the gathered succubi. “I won’t waste time going over the minutiae, but suffice it to say that you are not allowed to harm the citizens of the Seelie Empire except in self defence. You will report to Marshal Navari for duty each day, and serve as soldiers in his company.”

The last bit earned a few groans from the crowd, but he cut them off with a raised hand. “In times of peace, you will only be expected to work eight hours a day, five days out of seven. You are free to do what you will with your remaining time, including work at the brothel if you desire.”

Lilith scowled at this. “I take no issue with you using them as you see fit, as soldiers or otherwise, but I thought they were all going to be working at the brothel? Why would they not?”

James glanced at the Queen of Succubi and frowned. “I’ll be honest with you, Lilith. Concerns have been raised that the werewolves might not wish to share them, if they can convince their preferred ladies to enter into committed relationships. If that comes to pass, I’ve been guaranteed that the men they marry will pay their ‘fee’ each day, out of their own wages, so you will still be getting your cut.”

His statement elicited a chorus of “Aww, how cute.” along with derisive snickers and snorts from the group of demonic women, and even Lilith found it difficult to contain her laughter.

“Marriage?” she scoffed. “To succubi? My, the men of your town are even more foolish than I thought.”

The einherjar shrugged as if it wasn’t his problem. “Yeah, I know. There’s going to be a definite clash of cultures and a lot of heartache, but it’s up to them if they want to take such risks.”

“Very well. So long as I get my cut, as you say.” Her gaze turned as cold as ice as it shifted to the ladies. “And if any of you so much as think of trying to cheat me out of my money by claiming to work less than you do… know that I have eyes everywhere, and you will suffer the consequences of your actions.”

All of the succubi straightened up under their queen’s fierce gaze, with several swallowing hard, as if she had read their minds and caught them red handed.

James saw the reactions of the demonic women and barely kept himself from rolling his eyes. Oh come on. You really didn’t believe that she wouldn’t think of such a simple trick, did you? Sighing inwardly, the ex-soldier worried for the intelligence of the succubi. I really hope I don’t regret letting them loose on Guayabo.

Taking a few steps away, the Champion raised his hand again, drawing the attention of everyone present. Several sets of eyes widened then, when a dark portal appeared in the air next to him. “This will take you directly to your new home. Settle in, connect with the women already living there, and receive the rest of your orders from them. Now move, and don’t make me regret giving you this chance.”

“Yes, sir!” each of the slaves yelled, then quickly formed a line and ran through the gate. When the last of them passed through, the einherjar waited for several heartbeats, then nodded to Lilith. “I’m going to follow them through, then go speak to Titania. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

“Then I shall eagerly await your return, Champion.” the Succubus Queen replied with an amused grin.
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“What do you mean, you have captured her?” Titania nearly shouted, standing up from her seat behind the desk.

“I currently have her bound by a Fiendish Slave Collar, and secured in a cell at Lilith’s embassy.” James explained.

The look of shock on the Fairy Queen’s face slowly morphed to one of anger. “I am sure there is a reason that you have not brought her here already.”

Hel’s Champion nodded and gave his liege a solemn look. “First there are Lilith’s demands before releasing her to you, and second, I may have my own bone to pick with Amorah.”

Titania’s eyes narrowed as she slowly sat back down. “Very well. What might those be?”

James grimaced slightly before going into the details. “Lilith wants a temple built for her here in Elphyne. No doubt she’ll also want permission to staff it with some of her succubi. You might be able to convince her to forego the latter, if you can drum up an elf willing to be her priestess, but I’m not sure that would be any better.”

The fae monarch visibly cringed at the idea of allowing the Succubus Queen to build a temple in her city. It is bad enough that I have to tolerate her being part of the pantheon and share a temple with her in Guayabo. I really do not want her influencing my people to that extent… Sighing, she gave her good friend a pleading look. “Is there no other way to convince her to release the prisoner to me? Some other demand she might make?”

“I don’t know.” James frowned and shrugged. “She may ask for something even worse if you deny her this. On the other hand, you could use me as an excuse, albeit not a great one.”

“How so?” Titania’s brow furrowed as she leaned back in her chair. “What is this personal grievance that you have with the succubus?”

“Well, before she was captured by Lilith’s agents, she was in the service of Xezbeth, The Liar. It was his straggele that attacked Elina that time, while they were searching for Autumn. This leads me to believe that The Liar, and Amorah by proxy, may have had something to do with Autumn’s fall.” The einherjar frowned and rested his cheek on his fist, casually leaning on the Fairy Queen’s desk from the other side.

“I see.” The regal fae hummed in thought. “It is certainly worth looking into, either way. Regardless of the results however, causing a single angel’s fall can hardly hold precedence over being tried for the murder of hundreds of my people. She must be made to pay for her crimes against Elphyne, and publicly so.”

James sighed and nodded. “I agree. Like I said, it was a pretty flimsy excuse.”

Titania groaned and let her head fall against the chair’s back, her gaze drifting up to the ceiling. “What do I do, James?” she asked after a deep sigh.

The einherjar growled softly, in commiseration with his queen. “Lilith’s got you trapped with this one, I think. It’s the first real test of our alliance, since the founding of the pantheon. Up until now, we’ve always worked together based on our mutual friendship and respect, but Lilith is an outsider, and she knows it.”

“I do not trust that woman.” the Fairy Queen stated, glaring at the innocent woodwork above.

“Nor should you. Honestly, I think Lilith would lose a lot of respect for you, if you did.” Shaking his head, the ex-soldier gave a defeated sigh. “It was going to happen eventually, anyway. There’s no way she would have been content to only have a single temple on Terra. It makes sense that she’ll want temples in every allied city, just like you should.”

“So I should just have a temple built for her and throw my people to the wolves?” Titania snapped, then instantly felt guilty and gave her friend an apologetic look. “Sorry. I do not mean to take my frustrations out on you.”

James chuckled softly and gave her a comforting smile. “It’s fine. I know.” Sitting up straight, the einherjar took a deep breath and gave a helpless shrug. “At least you get something out of it this way. And if it helps, we can start holding services at the palace or build you a temple too. That way you can counter Lilith’s message with one of your own.”

“Oh gods.” Titania groaned again, burying her face in her hands. “It is bad enough thinking of strangers worshipping me and treating me like a goddess, but to have to endure it in person, from people I know?” The embarrassed woman shook her head and glanced at James through her fingers. “I cannot do it, James! I simply cannot!”

The einherjar couldn’t help but grin at his friend’s discomfort. “Welcome to my world! Now you know how Lāmina makes me feel, every time she insists on worshipping me.”

“Ugh. I do not know how you do it.” After taking several deep breaths, the Fairy Queen let her hands fall away from her face and straightened her posture. “Very well. I shall have the gnomes begin construction of her temple, perhaps next to the Temple of Hermes. That way it will be easy to keep an eye on it.”

“She’ll probably like that.” James agreed. “It’ll mean lots of traffic by her doors, so better chances of drawing in petitioners.”

Titania frowned in distaste, but didn’t say anything further. She knew that her companion was already well aware of her opinions on the matter, and giving voice them again wouldn’t help. Instead, she steered the conversation back to what she considered the more important topic. “When can you bring Amorah before me?”

“When do you want her?” The einherjar growled, not at his queen, but at the thought of the treacherous bitch that he had in custody.

“After dinner.” Titania said after a moment’s thought. “I will have Effie announce her capture and upcoming trial, so that the people may attend. It will also give you time to pry her for answers, if you wish.”
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Amorah looked up to see the door to her cell swing open. Before her eyes could adjust to the light, all she could make out was the imposing silhouette of a large, muscular man with wings. “Master?” she hedged. Not that she was eager for her new owner to return, but she held onto hope that she could persuade him to let her go. Or, if not, at least let his guard down so that I can kill him and escape. she thought to herself.

“Get up.” the einherjar growled, removing all doubt as to whom the visitor was.

“Please, Master!” she began to beg, affecting an expression of sorrow and remorse. “I’m sorry for what I did! I had no choice! Xezbeth made me!”

James glared down at the pitiful girl, and almost felt sympathy for her. The way she was sitting on the stone floor, hugging her knees to her chest and wrapping her wings around herself, made the succubus look incredibly vulnerable. “Oh man. You’re truly the consummate actress, aren’t you?”

The fires of hatred flashed in the demonic woman’s eyes, briefly giving away her true feelings, before she quickly smothered them again. “It’s true though, Master.” she insisted with an adorable pout. Ugh. Stubborn male. the succubus growled internally. I didn’t figure he’d be easily seduced. I mean, he’s an acquaintance of Lilith herself, for fuck’s sake. That’s why I’m going for pity. But why aren’t you falling for it!? Despite her inner turmoil, the demoness maintained her nearly flawless performance. “Please, Master. Give me a chance to prove it.”

Hel’s Champion couldn’t help but chuckle at her persistence. “Oh, I’m sure your old master was behind most, or maybe even all, of the crimes you’ve committed against my people. That doesn’t mean you are innocent, however. But don’t worry. It’ll all come out in court.”

“Court, Master?” Amorah swallowed hard, as if she were afraid.

“That’s right.” The einherjar nodded. “Queen Titania will be trying you for your crimes against Elphyne this very afternoon.” He had considered keeping her fate a secret until he had her in chains and kneeling before Titania’s throne, but he felt no need to lie to the woman or give her false hope.

The demonic woman gasped, and hit her owner with the biggest pair of puppy dog eyes that she could conjure. It’s now or never. she decided, leaning into her magic.

James frowned slightly as he peered into the beautiful woman’s eyes. For some reason, he found her crimson gaze particularly alluring, almost like twin pools that he could fall right into. The only thing that stopped him from doing so, was the subtle pressure that he felt against his mind, as if gravity was working overtime inside his skull.

“Ha. Haha. Hahahaha!” the Champion began to laugh, blinking heavily and giving his head a shake. The horrified look on the fiendish woman’s face only made him laugh even harder. “You can’t be serious!” he bellowed, then gazed at the succubus with a wolfish grin. “You actually thought you could overpower me with your magic? Me!? Oh, you poor, foolish wench.” The einherjar finished his sentence with a low, threatening growl.

“I… I’m sorry…” Amorah stammered, honestly afraid for the first time since her capture. How!? How did he resist me!? The evil woman’s mind raced as she tried to figure out how it was possible. What… what is he!?

“Oh, you will be.” The einherjar snarled. With a thought, he inverted the silver spikes of her collar, and pressed them against her throat.

“Wait!” she screamed. “Wait! Don’t kill me!”

“Oh, I won’t. Not yet, at least. Not unless you try to resist.” Reaching out, Hel’s Champion grabbed the terrified succubus by the horn and yanked her face close to his.

“What… what are you doing?” Amorah gasped in a near panic. She knew that he could kill her with a thought, just by commanding the spikes to grow in length, but that wasn’t what truly frightened her. No, it was the way in which he was gazing into her eyes, as if peering into her very soul. “Please…” she murmured when he didn’t answer.

Long seconds ticked by in silence, and the fiendish woman’s sense of dread only grew deeper. What is he doing? she wondered. He hasn’t moved… hasn’t said a word. It wasn’t until the dull ache deep in her gut grew sharper that she began to understand. Finally paying attention to the strange sensation, the demoness let her mind drift down towards her core. There, she found an odd coil of green magic wrapped around her dantian, not-so-gently squeezing and kneading the Qi pool, and drawing something out of it.

“What…?” Amorah breathed, baffled by what she was seeing in her mind’s eye. It was then that she finally spotted the thin filament of magical energy flowing up from her core, and out past her parted lips. “No!” she screamed, and tried to wrestle free of his grasp. Unfortunately for her, his grip on her horn was like iron, and there was nothing that she could do to break it.

Wait! Stay calm. she told herself, a moment before she truly lost her presence of mind. Focus! What is he doing? Focus on the Qi… Angling her head the best that she could while under his control, the succubus managed to get a sense for the flow of magical energy escaping her mouth. She knew that closing her lips would pose no barrier to the life force, so doing so would be pointless. It… I was right. It’s entering him. He’s consuming my energy… but why? And how do I stop him? she wondered, as her mind’s eye traced the thin thread of magic from her lips and past his own. It felt like something deep inside her was unravelling, but she couldn’t fathom what it could be.

The succubus briefly considered attacking her owner physically, relaxing and clenching her fists, as if itching to lash out with her claws. She didn’t do so, however. I saw him heal instantly after he released his grip on my collar earlier. she reminded herself. And it’s obvious that he’s far stronger than me. I can’t risk it. Her mind was still scrambling, looking for options, when a sudden pang of agony resounded deep within her core. In that moment, something inside her shattered, causing her to scream.

“Mmm. Delicious.” The bestial man growled with a feral grin.

“What… what did you do to me?” Amorah sobbed, earnest tears streaking down her face.

“You tried to use your power against me, so I took it.” the einherjar cruelly informed her. “Any further misbehaviour will result in even more losses on your part. I suggest acting with greater care in the future.”

“Took… took it?” the succubus stammered, unable to believe what she was hearing. The only power she’d tried to use on him was her Hypnosis spell, so she instinctively reached for it. When she failed to find any trace of the powerful ability, that was when her horror truly set in. “No…” she gasped. “No!”

James smirked as he looked down upon the wailing succubus; her screams music to his ears.


CHAPTER 13


The einherjar released his grip on the succubus, letting her fall to the floor. Her sobs did nothing to move him, and if anything, made him feel like he’d extracted some small amount of justice for his fallen angel lover. He wasn’t quite sure what role Amorah had played in Autumn’s fall, but he had a solid hunch it was a significant part. I’ve no doubt that she was one of Xezbeth’s elite agents. he thought to himself. She wouldn’t have been the one to trick Dutty if she wasn’t.

Thinking back on the misguided bokor made the ex-soldier snarl in disgust. No matter. One thing we are sure of, is the part she played in the zombie plague. She deserves a lot worse than having her powers stripped from her, and she’s going to get it.

Turning his attention inward for a moment, he ignored the pitiful demoness and called up his Status Screen. After taking a second to scroll through his spell list, which had grown surprisingly long, he eventually found what he was looking for.
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“Not bad.” The einherjar chuckled to himself. I bet Autumn will like that one. And there’ll be a bit of poetic justice, given where it came from. Glancing down at the weeping demoness, he gently nudged her with his foot. “Get up. It’s time to leave. Unless you want me to take more from you.”

“No! Please!” Amorah begged, crawling to her knees and clutching at his pteruges. “I’ll do anything! Just don’t take more of my powers.” Unlike a few minutes before, this time her pleas were entirely heartfelt. She had no idea how he could strip a person of their magic, since it was an innate part of a demon’s very being, but the fact remained that he had done so to her, and with seemingly no difficulty.

“Then behave yourself!” The bestial man growled. “Obey me, and things will go much more smoothly for you.”

“Yes, Master.” Amorah said quickly, dropping her hands to her knees. “But please… don’t turn me over to the Fairy Queen. She’ll execute me!”

“Yes, she likely will.” the einherjar agreed, without the slightest hint of compassion. “After what you did to her people, who can blame her?”

“Please protect me, Master!” the succubus cried, visibly trembling as she knelt on the cold stone floor. “I’ll do anything! I’ll be useful to you! Just… don’t let her kill me.” When she saw the dispassionate look in her owner’s eyes, Amorah knew that her pleas were falling on deaf ears. His cold gaze reminded her of the powerful demons that she’d served over the centuries, and how cruel those masters had been, filling her anew with horror. “Or torture! Don’t… don’t let her torture me either. Please.”

Crouching down in front of his prisoner, Hel’s Champion locked eyes with the distraught demoness. “And how, exactly, do you propose to make amends, hmm? The people of Elphyne will demand justice. Unless you can give me a damn good reason to spare you, I fail to see how I could promise such a thing.”

Amorah tried to swallow, but found that her mouth had gone dry. She had been in tight spots many times before, after having pissed off one master or another, but the sultry succubus had always been able to charm her way out of them. At the very worst, she’d wound up taking a terrible beating that she’d needed months to recover from, but in most cases her masters could be placated with sexual favours. For the first time in her very long life, the demoness knew that such tactics weren’t going to work for her. I need something, anything to offer him. I have no wealth to speak of, and I’m no warrior who can slay his enemies… Such was the lot of a lowly succubus who spent her days bowing and scraping before her masters, while finding her joy in the misery of others. “I’m sorry, Master.” she blubbered, tears and snot running down her miserable face. “I don’t know anything that…” Inspiration struck the succubus like a bolt of lighting, causing her to freeze mid-sentence.

James quirked a brow, wondering what the crafty demoness had stumbled upon in her mind. “Well? What possible reason do I have to offer you such protection?”

Shaking with a mix of fear and anticipation, the succubus scrambled to her knees and pressed her forehead to the ground. “Master!” she squeaked, so worked up that her voice cracked.

“Yes? What is it?” he growled, his patience wearing thin.

A slight smile creased the woman’s lips as she dared to look up at her owner. “I have information that you might want, and I know how to get more.”
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Amorah kept her head down as she walked through the streets of Éljúðnir. Being a natural born spy, she still managed to pick up on a number of details as they passed through town, but she was careful to never fall behind and incur her owner’s wrath. I wonder what is going on behind the scenes? The succubus contemplated her surrounding as she gazed through the corner of her eye. This is definitely Éljúðnir, the capital of Hel. But what is Lilith doing here? She has a mansion, and I’m sure I heard the other maids refer to her as ‘ambassador’… Could the Legion of Hell finally be making inroads with the Goddess of Death?

Glancing up at her master’s broad back, she puzzled over the einherjar’s presence. And what is his part in all of this? He reeks of divinity, so much so that he must be a Champion. But the last time I met him, he was on Terra. So how did he come to be in the Realm of the Dead? Unless… unless he is Hel’s Champion. Yes, that is the only thing that makes sense. But still, it’s very rare for a Champion to possess the power to travel between worlds. In fact, Michael is the only Champion that I’ve heard of having that ability. The thought that he might be as powerful as the archangel made the succubus shudder with dread.

Before long, the demoness found herself following the bestial man through an open doorway and into another mansion. “Thou art late, Master.” a slightly familiar voice called out. Daring a glance at her surroundings, Amorah spotted the speaker, standing amongst a rather eclectic group of women. The valkyrie! The succubus nearly hissed. There’s no mistaking that bitch. She’s the one that was with him in Elphyne!

“Sorry. As you can see, Lilith had a little surprise for me.” James gave a tired sigh and tried to placate his wife with an apologetic smile.

Hrein’s eyes narrowed as examined the succubus following her husband. That fiend doth look oddly familiar… The shield maiden was wracking her brain, trying to remember where she had seen the mocha skinned demoness before, when her thoughts were suddenly derailed.

“”Ah! It’s you!”” Autumn and Amorah shouted at the same time. Hrein looked up to see both succubi pointing at one another with shocked expressions. That was when it clicked.

“Master!” Hrein shouted, instantly summoning her spear to her hand and pointing it in Amorah’s direction. “Ware that fiend! She is in league with the enemy!”

James raised his hands and slowly lowered them in a placating motion. “Everybody just calm down. I know exactly who she is, and that is why she is my prisoner.”

Hrein eyed her husband with obvious suspicion. Though she didn’t doubt his intelligence, it was well known that he had a soft spot for beautiful women. “And what dost thou plan to do with her?” she asked; an eyebrow arched over one steel blue eye.

“The plan, is to have her tried by Titania for her crimes against Elphyne. But what I’m more curious about is why you seem to recognize her, Autumn.” Stepping away from his shocked prisoner, the einherjar took Autumn’s hand in his and kissed the back of it. “Did she have something to do with your fall?”

Autumn nodded, unable to speak for a moment due to being overcome with emotion. When James slipped his arms around her and held her close, it did a lot to calm her nerves. After a minute or so, her breathing returned to normal, and she was able to answer his question. “She… she was the one that… that made me kill Father Brooks.”

“What? How?” Acrasia asked, rushing to her friend’s side. They had all heard the story of Autumn’s fall, but the succubus had been scant on the details.

“She somehow made herself look like him, and vice versa. Thus, when I attacked the ‘demoness’ in front of me, I wound up killing the man I was meant to save instead.” Despite being happy with her current life, the disgrace of her fall still shook the succubus to her core.

James held his beloved concubine tight, feeling her shiver against him and knowing that it had nothing to do with the cold. Glancing over his shoulder, he fixed Amorah with a glare that would kill, if he added the slightest bit of magic to it. “Why did you do this? Was it some scheme of Xezbeth’s?”

Amorah shook her head and held her hands up defensively.

“Don’t tell me you did this to her on your own!?” the einherjar growled, his anger growing by the second.

“No!” she shouted. “No, I swear, I didn’t!”

“Explain.” James ground out the word like it was difficult for him to even speak. Being naturally protective of his family, it took every ounce of discipline in him to hold back from slaughtering the fiend that made one of his women cry.

Amorah opened her mouth to answer, but realized that this was likely her last bargaining chip. “I… I want to, Master. In fact, it is related to the information that I said would be helpful to you… I just didn’t realize how helpful.”

“Then spill it!” the Champion snapped.

“I have nothing else!” the succubus shrieked. “If I tell you what you wish to know, then you will have no reason to protect me.” Falling to her knees, Amorah clasped her hands as if in prayer. “Please, Master! I swear it will be worth sparing me! You will know who your enemies are, and their weaknesses. You’ll be able to protect your family and strike out at your foes when they least expect it! Please, Master. Please!”

Autumn, a former angel who was normally filled with sympathy for others, curled her lip in disgust. “She can’t be trusted, Master.”

“A pact!” Amorah shouted back. “I’ll sign a Faustian Pact! Lady… Lady Lilith can draw one up, if you ask her. Please, Master.”

“I do not need Lilith to draw up a pact for me.” James snarled, stepping away from Autumn and striding towards Amorah.

“No, please! Please, please, please!” the demonic prisoner begged, pressing her face into the floor and clasping her hands in front of her. Just before the ex-soldier reached the blubbering woman, Autumn called out in a soft voice.

“Master. Wait.”

James turned to look at his beautiful concubine, curious what she might have to say.

Taking a deep breath, the green eyed succubus boldly strode forward to stand at her master’s side. Then, after slipping her hand into his, she gazed down at the back of Amorah’s head. “Though she cannot be trusted, and deserves any punishment that is coming to her… I forgive her for my part.”

Amorah went still the moment that she heard those words. That is, until another woman’s shout made her flinch.

“Surely thou dost jest!” Hrein yelled, stomping over and grabbing Autumn by the shoulder. “She caused thy fall, Autumn! The greatest shame of thy life. Such injustice cannot be forgiven!”

“But I do.” the fallen angel said softly. Looking the valkyrie in the eye, Autumn gave her a gentle smile filled with warmth and grace.

“How? Wherefore?” Hrein asked, utterly baffled by her friend’s behaviour.

“Because that is the person I want to be, Hrein.” Autumn said with a soft shrug. The serene look on her face left no room for doubt, and as floored as the Chooser was, she had no choice but to accept the fallen angel’s decision.

“Damn, I love you.” James rumbled, his eyes filled with admiration as he gazed at his raven haired concubine.

His words made Autumn blush, forcing her to lower her eyes in embarrassment, but the smile on her lips proved how happy she was to hear the words. “I love you too, Master.” she whispered.

Amorah listened carefully to the conversation being held above her, but didn’t say a word. Is she for real? the demoness mentally scoffed. She falls from grace, betrayed by her own kind, and what? Falls in love with the man who holds her leash? If she was anything, other than seductive, Amorah was observant. Thus, she hadn’t failed to notice the slave collar around the fallen angel’s neck, nor those around the throats of the rest of the women. Of course, Autumn addressing the Champion as ‘Master’ was also hard to miss. Truly, the elder succubus was disgusted by the earnest display of love and loyalty, enough so that she had trouble keeping her mouth shut. What a pathetic, naive fool. I can’t believe she’s caused so much trouble for me! It makes me want to hurl.

James gently caressed his lover’s cheek as he gazed at her with admiration. He was so proud of the young succubus, and the remarkable strength that she had shown since her fall. It’s too bad the rest of them aren’t like her. he thought, turning his attention back to the fiend that was prostrating herself on the foyer floor. Now what the hell do I do with this one? Titania will need to punish her in order to placate her people, let alone for any sense of justice to be served. But if she really has valuable information on our enemies, I’d hate to pass it up. Damn it all! What’s the right play here?

Hrein sensed her husband’s frustration, even though he was working hard to keep it from showing on his face. Wanting to speak with him, but not wanting the prisoner to overhear, she lightly touched Autumn’s arm to get her friend’s attention. “Watch over the criminal. If she doth move but a muscle, call out and our Master shall end her life immediately.” The valkyrie purposely spoke loud enough that the criminal in question would hear her clearly.

“Hrein?” James asked as the shield maiden slipped her hand in his.

“Come, Master. We must speak.” Hrein stated firmly, while pulling him along behind her. She wasn’t certain how the fiend’s hearing measured up to her own, so she led her husband into the dining room, just to be safe. When the door closed behind them, she leaned in close and kissed him lightly on the lips, before speaking in a hushed voice. “What are thy plans for her, Master?”

James smiled softly, glad that his wife didn’t seem angry with him, only concerned with the latest problem that they were dealing with. “I honestly don’t know yet. I was hoping one of you would have some ideas. If Autumn forgives her, that’s one thing, but Titania will want justice for her people.” he whispered back.

“Yea.” Hrein agreed quietly. “Of that we can be certain. Yet, I suspect that she hath spoken true, when she claimed to possess intelligence that may be useful to thee.”

“That’s exactly my problem.” the einherjar grumbled with a frown. “By the way, I’m sorry, but I won’t be able to attend today’s training. You ladies go ahead, but I’ll need to take Amorah to Titania’s court. Her Majesty has already declared that she’ll stand trial this afternoon.”

The valkyrie sighed softly but nodded. “I understand, Master.”

“There’s one more thing that I want to bring up, while it’s on my mind.” James added, before he forgot to mention it. “Amorah tried to charm me with her magic earlier.”

“She what!?” the shield maiden shouted.

“Calm yourself.” James said quietly, placing his hands on her shoulders, and looking deep into her eyes. “I’m fine. She failed, and I’ve stripped her of the ability, so she can’t try it again. What worries me though, was how close she came to succeeding. I think, if I wasn’t so damn lucky, I might have fallen under her spell.”

“Thou thinkest it was thy luck that saved thee?” Hrein asked with a furrowed brow.

James shrugged and called up his Status Screen to show her the spell. “It says here that it can be resisted by the victim’s Crimson Palace, but where mine only has a score of eleven, I’d say my odds were pretty slim. So I’d say luck played a part in it, for sure.”

The shield maiden grimaced as she read the softly glowing font in front of her. “So it would seem.” she reluctantly agreed.

“So, I think I need to work on my mental defences just as much as my Durability. What do you think?”

“I think that thou hast the right of it, Master.” Hrein agreed with a sharp nod. “We shall begin thy training on the morrow, as thou hast other business to attend to today. The rest of us shall do as thou hast commanded, and proceed with our training anon.”

“Good. We’re in agreement, then. With that settled, let’s focus on what to do with Amorah.” James frowned and considered his options for a moment, while Hrein waited patiently for him to continue. “We can’t risk ignoring whatever information she has, but I’m reluctant to make a deal with her. She absolutely cannot be released on Terra after her crimes, so she can’t be added to the forces in Guayabo. Nor do I want to take on the responsibility of feeding her, so she can’t stay here in Éljúðnir either.”

Hrein let out a small sigh of relief, glad to hear that her husband wasn’t planning on keeping the succubus around, or not in his bed, at least. “Mayhap thou hast another option?” she proposed. “Couldst thou not compel her to speak with the very spell that thou hast stripped her of?”

James quirked a brow, then slowly nodded. “That might work… but Autumn could pull it off better than I could. Her Charisma is far higher than mine, after all.” Locking eyes with his First Wife, the einherjar smiled, and received a beautiful smile from her in return.

“Yea. That is a most excellent plan, Master. I shall gather the ladies and take them for an hour of training. Upon our return, we shall enhance thy Hypnosis spell fully, then grant Autumn a copy to use on Amorah.” Mind made up, Hrein moved to leave, then paused to steal another kiss from her husband’s lips. “Mayhap we shall have enough Spirit left to grant Acrasia a copy as well.” she added as an afterthought.

“Sounds good, my love. See it done.” After watching his wife leave, the einherjar followed her out, back into the foyer where the others were waiting. Without saying a word, Hrein wrangled the rest of his combat party and silently led them through the mirror portal to Elphyne. The ex-soldier was proud that his wives and concubines could communicate effectively, using nothing more than the hand signals that he’d taught them. Of course, the text window in our HUD is also a wonderfully secure way for us to pass information, but it’s good that they stay sharp on the basics.

“Master?” Amorah said hesitantly, a minute or so after the other women had left. Still prostrated on the floor, the succubus was hesitant to move, lest she incur her new owner’s wrath.

“Don’t worry, Amorah. I haven’t forgotten you.” the Champion grumbled.

When he didn’t continue for a few minutes, the demoness began to wonder what was going on. “May… may I serve you in some way, Master?” she pleaded softly. The truth was, the demoness hadn’t fed in several hours, and she was beginning to feel the stirrings of her Carnal Thirst. It was an ever present curse for succubi, like a gnawing hunger that never truly went away, and could only be sated by absorbing the life filled ejaculate of a man. It didn’t matter where she received the offering of his seed, only that she took it into her body through one orifice or another, during the time of his orgasm.

“You won’t be ‘serving me’ in that way, Amorah, so forget about it.” the einherjar snarled.

“But Master…” the succubus whined. “I need to feed, or -.”

“I know all about your feeding.” James snapped. “I have Autumn to care for, if you recall.”

“Then -.” she began again.

“Then nothing!” Try as he might, the Champion found it difficult to get over his anger at the demonic woman. The fact that she’d played a part in his beloved Autumn’s fall made him want to tear her limb from limb. He’d seen how devastated the newly born succubus had been, and held her through her tears. Finally, he let his sadistic surface, and began to explain to the treacherous wench just what awaited her that afternoon. “You don’t need to worry about feeding. You’ll be tried in court after lunch, and will likely be executed shortly thereafter.”

Amorah trembled in impotent rage and fear. There was no point in running, since he could order the spikes on her collar to kill her at any moment. Worse, he’d somehow taken away her ability to hypnotize others. As far as she could tell, the only card she had left to play was the information that she held. “Do you not want to hear of your enemies, Master?” Her voice dripped with derision, despite her attempts to keep her feelings from showing.

James waved her words away with a dismissive gesture. “One of my wives is an accomplished necromancer. We can pry the answers from your corpse.” he replied, suddenly realizing that it was the truth. “Your cooperation isn’t necessary.”

This time, the shiver that passed down the woman’s spine was from ice cold fear. The single hope that she’d held onto had been cruelly snuffed out by the bestial man’s statement, and worse, she’d detected no dishonesty in it at all. Resting her forehead against the cold, stone floor, tears began to flow freely from her eyes once again.

Clenching his jaw, the einherjar tried to ignore the sobbing woman, but cursed himself when his icy heart began to melt. Damn it, man! Do not let her get to you! he scolded himself. She’s evil! Her actions led to the deaths of hundreds of elves. You can’t possibly feel sympathy for her!

Irritation caused the ex-soldier to begin pacing back and forth, a few feet away from the succubus. Of course, the demoness was more than astute enough to notice this, even in her fragile mental state. She had been manipulating men for hundreds of years, and recognized the signs for what they were. His resolve is weakening. she told herself. Use it to your advantage. Sniffling loudly, she whispered again in the softest, most pathetic voice she could manage. “Please, Master. There must be some way I can atone… I’m sorry.”

“Atone?” the einherjar growled. “How could you possibly make up for what you have done?”

“What has she done, Master?” Elora asked from the dining room door. The elf had been aware of the tension in the house, but had been too distracted by her duties to pay close attention to whispered conversations.

James paused in his pacing and turned to face his Head Maid. The lovely elf had once called Elphyne home, and it was the very plague that Amorah had caused, which had led to her being enslaved. She had thought that her family had died and been turned into zombies when she had been unable to find them, which led to her unjustly blaming James for their destruction, after he cleared the city of the undead menace. Seeking revenge, she had tried and succeeded in assassinating him, only to find herself caught up in the blast of his Rebirth spell, then reborn right alongside him. It was only afterwards, during her trial for murder, that it was discovered that her family had been safe and sound all along.

“Master?” Elora inquired again, pulling him back from his short trip down memory lane.

Taking a deep breath, the einherjar strode over to the elf and put an arm around her, guiding her back into the dining room, and out of earshot of the demoness. “Go get your sister. There’s something we need to discuss.”

“Master…?” James nearly jumped out of his skin when Elina whispered from behind him. Spinning around, he saw the slender maid tucked into the corner, behind the closing door.

Pinching the bridge of his nose, the einherjar closed his eyes and counted to three before speaking. “Elina.” he said quietly, forcing himself to calm down. “Why are you hiding behind the door, my little nightshade?”

Elina’s face broke into a brilliant smile upon hearing the new term of endearment. “Watching… Master.” she replied, panting slightly as she stared at him with wide eyes.

“Watching?” he muttered to himself, before realizing that she must have been peeking through the crack between the door and the frame. “I see.” The einherjar gave his lover a warm, comforting smile, and did his best to keep the discomfort that he felt from showing in it.

Clearing her throat, Elora brought the conversation back on track. “You wished to tell us something, Master?”

“First, let me state that Amorah, the succubus out in the foyer, will be punished. Furthermore, I intend to petition the queen to allow the punishment to be meted out by your hands, along with Lāmina’s.” The einherjar took a moment to meet each of the women’s eyes before continuing. “That would only be just, given her role in the zombie plague.”

The way Elora’s jaw stiffened told James everything that he needed to know. Her immediate family may have survived the plague, but I’m sure she had plenty of friends and extended family that didn’t. Before either one could act rashly, he pressed on with his explanation. “Titania demands that Amorah be given a public trial, and that will happen this afternoon. Furthermore, the succubus is in possession of information that may prove critical to our safety, so I will be having Autumn pry that from her before the trial.”

Turning his head back and forth, James carefully watched the two for their reactions. Elina didn’t move much normally, being as still and silent as a shadow, but the way that she seemed to have stopped breathing entirely told the ex-soldier that she was wound up like a coiled spring, ready to attack.

“Can I trust you two to wait until the proper time to dispense justice?” he asked, his voice low with a hint of warning.

There was a long stretch of silence before Elora took a deep, shuddering breath and lowered her head in deference. “It shall be as you command, Master.” Elina, on the other hand, didn’t say anything, but stepped forward and pressed her forehead to the einherjar’s arm.

Not quite sure what else to do, James raised his other and and gently stroked her hair. This caused the elf to tense up for a moment, before suddenly biting his bicep. Rather than scold her or cry out in pain, the Champion simply endured it, and after getting over the shock of being bitten by the elf, he resumed combing his fingers through her soft chestnut hair. Several more seconds passed before she released his flesh from her toothy grip, then started kissing the small wound, as if in apology for biting him.

When she finally seemed to relax, at least as much as the taciturn maid ever did, James slowly turned and wrapped his arm around her, pulling her in for a hug. With Elina snuggled up against his chest, he turned his gaze to her twin sister and gave her a questioning look. Elora huffed and rolled her eyes in response, but stepped forward into his other waiting arm, before pressing close to his side.

With the two elves in his arms, James held them tight, kissing each on the top of their heads, but not saying a word. He understood at least some of the anger, pain, and frustration that they must be going through, but knew that they needed action, not more condolences. When the two looked up at him with eyes glassy from unshed tears, he felt his heart strings pull, and renewed his vow to see Amorah punished. Leaning in, he briefly claimed each of their lips in a delicate kiss, hoping to wash away even the tiniest part of their sorrow.


CHAPTER 14


When James returned to the foyer, he found Amorah still kneeling on the floor, sobbing away. Walking over to the large staircase that led to the second floor, the einherjar sat down and observed the distraught succubus. Once again, he felt the vengeful fire in his heart cooling at the sight of a woman crying. What the hell is wrong with me? he scolded himself. Before long, he found the quiet voice in the back of his mind trying to make up excuses to protect the demoness. It reminded him that Autumn had forgiven the fiendish woman, and that it wasn’t fair to expect a demon, or any person raised in an environment like Hell, to live up to the moral standards of mortals. Hell, he thought, it’s not like you’re a paragon of virtue either, slaver.

Growling softly, the einherjar shook his head, as if to dispel the bothersome thoughts. Finally having had enough, the Champion stood from his perch on the stairs, and strode over to his prisoner. “Get up.” he snarled.

“Master?” she whimpered, looking up at him with sorrowful puppy dog eyes.

James crouched down until he was eye level with the vile woman, and met her gaze. “Autumn will return soon, and you will cooperate with her.” he growled menacingly. “Doing so is your only chance at having an afterlife.”

The succubus stared at the Champion with obvious confusion. “Master? I don’t understand… demons don’t have afterlives. Don’t you know that?”

The bestial man scowled, making his tiger-like face even more fearsome than normal, and frightening the succubus even more. “I know very well that demons don’t have souls, and so death is permanent for them… normally. But I am the Arbiter of Life and Death, and I am more than capable of bringing you to life again, after your execution.”

Amorah swallowed hard, the prospect of her own execution truly terrifying her. Still, a small bit of the anger in her gut bubbled to the surface, and forced her to speak. “You expect me to just believe that, Master?” she hissed.

James chuckled darkly and gave her a wicked grin. “You can believe it or not, that’s up to you. But you should know that, if you piss me off, you will really wish that I couldn’t bring you back from the dead.”

His words had the ring of truth to them, but Amorah forced herself to laugh it off. “Please? You’re going to threaten me with torture after you kill me?” she scoffed with false bravado.

“That’s right.” the einherjar nodded slowly. “In fact, I’ve been inspired by the punishment of Prometheus. I could bind you to a stone outside the gates of Éljúðnir, and grant you true immortality. That way, you won’t die when Garm feeds on your entrails every day, and maybe, if your screams arouse him, he’ll feed you in return.”

For once, the succubus actually paled at the Champion’s words, horrified by the idea that he might actually make good on his threats.

“Yes. Good.” James nodded slowly, while maintaining eye contact with the demoness. “You finally understand the situation you are in.”

Amorah’s lower lip trembled, but it was no act this time. “If… How… how do I earn your mercy?” she asked, her voice barely louder than a whisper.

“I told you already. Your only chance is to cooperate with Autumn when she returns. Until then, stay quiet, and don’t do anything to irritate me further.” Keeping his eyes locked on hers, the einherjar slowly stood up, then turned and walked away.
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Hrein led the rest of the women back through the portal a little less than an hour later. The valkyrie glared at the succubus as she strode by, but didn’t deign to speak to the fiendish woman. Instead, she came to a halt before her husband and gave him a firm nod. “We are ready, Master.”

Amorah wondered what the women could possibly be ready for, and where they had gone, but it didn’t seem like they would be forthcoming with the answers to her questions. Frowning, the succubus was forced to settle for watching in silence, as the women clustered around the Champion and spoke in hushed tones.

“I’ll begin now, Master.” Autumn whispered. Reaching out, the fallen angel laid her hand upon her owner’s chest, and called up his Status Screen. She obviously wouldn’t have been able to do so without his consent, but he had given his silent permission for her to make changes to the spell. Calling up his spell list, the succubus scrolled down until she located Hypnosis. She spent a couple of hundred Spirit to halve the casting time and double the effectiveness of oscillating charms, but that was about it. While she had a bit of Spirit to spare, the demoness couldn’t think of any ways to enhance the spell further, so she set about granting herself and Acrasia a copy each.

Autumn shivered as the magic settled into her soul, and the arcane knowledge filled her mind. A quick glance at her own Status Screen also informed her that she had finally reached the capacity limit for a mortal Dantian. This tidbit of news brought a smile to the sexy woman’s face.

“Something interesting happen, ma chérie?” James asked, wondering what she might be smiling about.

“It seems that I am ready for my tribulation now, Master.” Autumn grinned excitedly.

“Oh?” The einherjar quirked a brow, surprised at her having such good news, given the day he’d been having. “That’s great. You planning on taking care of that soon? Do you need any help?”

The succubus shook her head. “I’ll deal with it right after we’re done with Amorah. I don’t need any help though. I already have access to both Hel’s Gate and Glamour, so I can replicate your tactics from Acrasia’s tribulation.”

“Excellent. We’ll have to do something to celebrate later.” James offered with a happy sigh. Good. That’ll add another twelve miles to Éljúðnir’s shroud. One more step in the right direction.

“I can think of something.” Autumn replied with a saucy wink, drawing his attention back to her and away from his grand plans for Hel’s demesne.

“I bet you can.” Acrasia added with a giggle. “I hope you don’t mind if I join in.”

“Not at all.” the succubus purred, her eyes glowing a soft red as she gazed at the fairy.

Hrein couldn’t help but smirk at the pair’s playful antics, despite the disapproving head shake that she tried to give. Clearing her throat, she pulled the conversation back on track. “If thou art prepared, thou shouldst proceed with the interrogation.”

“Of course, Mistress.” Autumn replied, putting on a serious expression and inclining her head slightly to the First Wife.

The Chooser stood up a little straighter, both a little surprised by the fallen angel’s sudden switch to formality, but also from taking pride in the acknowledgement of her position within the household. When the succubus moved to stand before their prisoner, she followed along to oversee the questioning.

Likewise, James accompanied the two women, moving to take a position behind and to the right of his fiendish concubine. When Amorah fixed him with a pleading look, he refused to say a word and simply crossed his arms over his chest, figuring his steady glare would convey his thoughts to the desperate woman.

Seeing no other alternative, Amorah turned her attention to the impossibly beautiful succubus standing over her. The sight of her alone was enough to make the demonic woman spitting mad, not only because she blamed the fallen angel for most of her problems, but also because she was more than a little jealous of the happiness that she seemed to have attained for herself, despite her fall from grace.

Leaning forward, Autumn cupped Amorah’s chin in her hand and looked her in the eye. She could tell that the other woman wanted nothing more than to twist away from her touch, but was fighting the urge to do so. The fact that her lip curled in disgust, despite the unexpected show of discipline, only proved how deeply the other succubus hated her.

Being forced to stare up into the fallen angel’s serene face only served to remind the captured criminal of all the ugliness within her. Memories of people she’d tortured, lovers she’d betrayed, and even victims that she’d killed, floated to the surface of her mind. It wasn’t that she regretted those actions, but rather, the look of pity that she knew such things would earn her from the other woman, that filled her with loathing. I hate her! I hate her so much! Amorah screamed internally. For her, being face to face with Autumn was like looking into a mirror. One that presented an image of all the things that she could have been; that she could have had. An image that bore the same cursed existence she did, and yet remained pure of heart and innocent.

Before she could lose her temper and spit in the beautiful woman’s perfect face, Amorah noticed movement over the fallen angel’s shoulder. Autumn’s long, sinuous tail slowly rose behind her, its spaded tip arcing over her head and dropping down between them. Amorah couldn’t help but track it with her eyes when the black appendage began to sway back and forth in a pendulous manner. It was only at the last second, when she felt herself becoming drowsy, that Amorah snapped out of it. “No!” she shouted, turning her head to the side and breaking eye contact with the other succubus.

“Ah!” The captured succubus squeaked when James grabbed her by the horn and twisted her head back around to face him and his concubine.

“You will cooperate!” he growled, his hot breath washing over her face. “Remember what I told you.”

Amorah swallowed hard and shook with anger and fear. She knew exactly what Autumn was doing, and if she let the other demoness into her mind, she would never be able to get her out. “Please!” she begged, making one last ditch effort to convince her captors to change their minds. “Please, Master! I’ll tell you everything I know! Don’t let her hypnotize me!”

“It’s the only way to ensure your honesty. Unless you’d prefer for us to kill you and ask your corpse?” The einherjar’s stern look made it clear that he wasn’t bluffing, and that his ‘alternative’ was truly on the table.

Faced with no other options, Amorah shifted her gaze and glared at Autumn defiantly. If that’s how it’s going to be, I’ll just have to show her whose mind is stronger. There’s no way a softie who spent her time in Heaven has a mind as sharp as someone raised in Hell. Despite the woman’s self assurances, the demoness was truly afraid; and she had good reason to be. Lacking any sort of magical defence, Autumn’s spell took hold of her mind with an iron grip. Sure, it was slow to cast, but after a mere five seconds of prying, Amorah felt her mental barriers collapse.

Autumn looked down at the dazed succubus, noting her slumped posture and relaxed jaw. “Listen carefully, Amorah.” she said in a calm, steady voice. “From here on, you will obey your master in all things. You will answer all of his questions honestly, and volunteer any information that you think he may desire. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Amorah replied quietly, her voice sounding sleepy and deprived of energy.

Glancing at her lover, the fallen angel sent him a quick text message. (Autumn: Do you want to interrogate her while she’s in this state? It might be easier to get truthful answers out of her.)

James nodded in response to Autumn’s question, then crouched down in front of Amorah again. “Do you hear me, Amorah?” he asked softly.

“Yes, Master.”

Her monotone voice was a little disturbing to the einherjar, but he supposed it was better than arguing with her, or listening to her endless pleading. After thinking for a few more seconds, he decided to start with the obvious line of questioning. “Why did you engineer Autumn’s fall?”

“I was hired to.” the succubus said simply.

“Who hired you to trick Autumn?” he pressed.

“Uriel.”

Autumn’s gasp nearly broke the spell, causing the mesmerized demoness to twitch.

James glanced at his demonic lover to make sure that she was okay, and saw Autumn covering her mouth with her hands. Tears were welling up in her emerald eyes, and she visibly trembled as she fought the urge to cry out loud. He knew, from previous conversations with her, that Uriel had been her commanding officer in the Heavenly Host. He’d also gotten the feeling that she had been somewhat enamoured of the fellow. Clearly, there was more to it than that. he thought bitterly.

Hrein slipped closer to her friend and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Thinking she might be better off without hearing any more, the valkyrie attempted to lead the succubus away, but Autumn shook her head and refused to move.

(James: Are you sure you want to hear any more?)

(Autumn: Yes, please. Let me hear what she has to say.)

James nodded to his lovely concubine, and pressed on with is questioning. “Why would Uriel wish for Autumn to suffer like this?” He’d meant to ask something more pertinent, but the einherjar’s anger was getting the better of him.

“He didn’t want her to suffer. He wanted to possess her.” Amorah answered calmly.

“Tell me more.” James prodded, annoyed that she wasn’t volunteering more information.

The succubus scrunched up her face, as if she was experiencing something unpleasant, but relaxed again after a few seconds. “The Keeper of Beauty lusts for her, and was upset that she had resisted his attempts at seduction. He plotted her fall, so that I could capture her and deliver her to him.”

“No!” Autumn cried, breaking the spell and burying her face in her hands.

Amorah shook her head, casting off the mesmerizing effects of the spell, then looked up at the sobbing succubus in front of her. “You interrogated me.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement. She had no memory of what was discussed while she was under, but judging by Autumn’s reaction, she knew she must have spilled at least some of the beans.

The kneeling demoness glowered at Hel’s Champion, and wrapped her arms around herself, as if she felt cold or violated. “I imagine you compelled me to tell the truth?”

“That’s right.” James confirmed. “And we aren’t finished yet.” Turning his attention to his concubine and the valkyrie comforting her, he asked the question that was most important to him at the moment. “Are you all right, ma chérie? Perhaps you should -.”

“No.” Autumn cut him off. “I… I’m sorry, Master. I need to hear this.” Though her face was streaked with tear stains, the fallen angel lowered her hands and stood her ground resolutely.

James frowned but nodded. He knew that he would need to have a conversation with his lover, and soon, but he forced himself to focus on his prisoner for the moment. Unfortunately, he found that his anger and concern for Autumn made it difficult for him to think straight, and he had trouble coming up with another question for Amorah.

Thinking this was an opportunity to earn some brownie points with her captors, the sly succubus decided to help them out and volunteer some information. If I’m going to tell them everything, I might as well try to get something out of it. she told herself. “Uriel is still looking for her.” she said, taking a stab at what they might have asked already. “He knows that she didn’t reach Hell, though.”

“How does he know that?” The einherjar scowled. “And why were you working with an archangel?”

Amorah grimaced, as if the idea of her collusion with the powerful celestial were distasteful, but didn’t hesitate to answer for long. “He knows because I told him so. He had me searching high and low for your pet, and punished me for failing to find her.” She gave the bestial Champion a pained look, hoping to earn a bit of sympathy, but failed to find even a trace of such in his eyes. When he just kept looking at her expectantly, the succubus took the hint and continued with her story. “I had approached him in the hopes that, in exchange for a favour, he would be willing to slay Xezbeth, and free me from his service.”

“But what would possess you to approach an archangel in the first place?” James looked at Amorah with an expression of confusion. The idea that angels and demons were making back room deals seemed more than a little preposterous to the einherjar. He’d seen how fanatical Michael was, and found it hard to believe that someone like him could be so flexible in their thinking.

Amorah shrugged, as if it weren’t such a strange thing at all. “It’s well known among the succubi that, if you want something from Heaven, Uriel is the guy to approach. If you don’t believe me, just ask Lilith.”

“You lie!” Autumn snapped, clenching her fists in anger.

Amorah smirked and scoffed at the fallen angel’s naivety. “He orchestrates your fall from grace, and you’re still in love with him? Pathetic.”

Autumn gasped and looked to her master in horror. “I… I’m not…” she stammered, unable to complete the sentence.

James closed his eyes and tried to smother the ache that forming deep in his heart. Amorah saw this, and despite needing his sympathy, the demoness couldn’t help herself. “Oh? What’s this? You didn’t tell him? You didn’t tell your Master how much you loved your former commander? How you pined for him for decades?”

The einherjar’s low growl was the only warning that Amorah got, but it was the only one that she needed. No matter how much she revelled in amplifying another person’s misery, it was clear that she was on thin ice at the moment. Think I’d better hold back a little… she told herself. He looks like he’s ready to rip my head off.

“Master… I…” Autumn murmured, her lips trembling.

“No. It’s fine.” the Champion lied.

“It’s not fine!” his lover shouted back. Stepping forward, she dropped to her knees and hugged him from the side. “I love you, Master!” she wailed. “It’s true. It’s the truth. Please believe me.”

Her tears on his neck reminded him of loves from his past life, but he refused to let old mistakes make him doubt her sincerity. Shifting slightly, he turned so that he could wrap the sobbing succubus up in his arms, and held her tight. “Shh. It’s all right. I know you wouldn’t lie to me. You wouldn’t deceive me. You’re not like that.”

It took a couple of minutes, but his soft assurances and gentle stroking of her hair eventually helped the fallen angel to calm down. When she finally looked up at him, her eyes were red and puffy, but even that couldn’t take away from her incredible beauty. If anything, the vulnerability that he saw in them only made the einherjar want to protect her even more.

Leaning in, James kissed her tenderly. Her lips were salty with the taste of her tears, but they were just as soft and pillowy as ever. Moreover, the way that she clung to him and kissed him back with an almost desperate fervour, demonstrated the veracity of her words. Finally, when the moment ended, Autumn drew back, albeit a bit reluctantly.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, Master.” she whispered, lowering her gaze to the floor.

Despite the touching, intimate moment that they had just shared, the ex-soldier couldn’t ignore the small stab of jealousy in his heart. “Do you still… love him?”

Autumn shook her head violently, but refused to meet his eyes. “No, Master. You’re the only one that I love. The only one that I will ever give myself to.”

Reaching out, James gently cupped her chin in his hand and raised her head until he could look her in the eyes. “You sure?” he asked, trying desperately to ignore the ugly fear that was roiling deep in his gut.

Taking a deep breath, the fallen angel steadied herself and met his gaze. “I swear it, Master.”

The einherjar’s face twitched as he clenched his jaw, but he managed to keep from tearing up; preventing even the manliest of tears from clouding his vision. He did not, however, resist scooping her up in his arms all over again.

Hrein watched with a slightly pained smile. It hurt her to see her dear friend tormented so, but she was glad that the issue had been resolved. This brought to mind the woman’s tormentor, or at least one of them. Her smile shifting to an angry glare, the valkyrie turned her attention to the succubus kneeling a few feet away. Unexpectedly, the look on Amorah’s face quelled her anger somewhat. She looketh… confused. Perchance, is that envy that I espy in her eyes?

A turbulent mixture of emotions swelled within Amorah’s chest. Mostly it was disgust at seeing such a pathetic display of vulnerability and codependence. But there was also a lonely ache there. A secret longing to feel that way for someone, and to be loved in return. Not that she would ever admit such a thing, least of all to herself. Her destructive nature almost caused her to lash out in an attempt to ruin the moment, but her instinct for self preservation barely won out.

Taking another shuddering breath, Autumn slowly pulled back after stealing one more tiny kiss from her owner’s lips. “Thank you for believing me, Master.” she whispered.

“Always, ma chérie. I always will.” he rumbled, his voice thick with emotion. Looking into her eyes and seeing that she was okay, James decided to finish the interrogation and get it over with. “Is there anything else I need to know?” he asked Amorah with a scowl.

“Uriel isn’t the only one looking for her. At the very least, Xezbeth is as well. It’s likely that any demon in Hell that has heard of her fall, is at least keeping an eye open for her.”

James furrowed his brow at that. “I don’t get it. Why are so many people after her?”

Amorah shrugged as if it were obvious. “Besides the fact that she’s ridiculously beautiful, you mean? Well, there’s also the fact that she’s a virgin, or at least, she was.”

The einherjar could understand the romance behind the idea of claiming a woman’s first time, but that still didn’t explain the energy that these powerful beings were putting into chasing Autumn down. “I don’t get it.”

The captive succubus sighed and rolled her eyes, unable to help herself despite the situation that she was in. “Everyone knows that virgins make the best sacrifices, right? That’s common knowledge. Well, that’s because their purity and innocence is a form of power unto itself. Many in Hell know of rituals that can tap into that power at the moment of desecration. Besides, with beauty like hers, she’d make an excellent tool to seduce your enemies, aside from keeping her chained to your own bed.”

Hel’s Champion growled at the thought of another man using one of his women in such a way, but was calmed a moment later by Autumn’s hand gently coming to rest on his shoulder. Her soft, gentle smile reminded him that such a thing would never happen.

“Is that all?” he snarled.

“Sure, if by ‘all’ you mean the ‘ultimate weapon’.” Amorah shrugged again. “As much as I hate to admit it, she’s exactly what we succubi were created for. Of course the powers that be will want her.”

“I meant ‘all’ as in all of the information you have.” James frowned, not liking the idea that Autumn was still in such danger.

“Oh. Sorry.” Amorah quickly apologized, as soon as she remembered that she was supposed to be acting servile and penitent. “Uh, I mean, this is good knowledge to have though, right? It’s not just that you know which enemies are hunting for you, so you can prepare, but it’s also a weakness in Heaven that you can exploit. A chink in their armour, if you will.”

“Hmm” The ex-soldier hummed, reluctantly finding himself in agreement with his prisoner. “I suppose. But that would mean I’d have to be willing to risk sending someone to seduce Uriel. That’s a damn dangerous position for the spy to be in.”

“Right?” Amorah concurred, barely hiding her excitement. “And you wouldn’t want to risk one of your beloved concubines, right? You’d need someone who knows their way around the secret ways into and out of Heaven, as well as Uriel’s private quirks.”

“A spy like you, you mean.” The einherjar’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the succubus with suspicion.

“Precisely.” Amorah confirmed with a huge, victorious grin.

James was silent for a moment, as he thought over the implications of her offer. I really can’t trust her, though. I have no idea how she might do it, but if she manages to slip free of my collar, I’ll have no way to control her. And there’s certainly no guarantee that she wouldn’t try to play double agent. In fact, I’m almost certain that she would.

Amorah watched his eyes as they shifted back and forth, finding it amusing how he appeared to be reading whenever he was deep in thought. Finally, his eyes locked on hers again, and he gave her a menacing scowl.

“Very well. You’ve earned yourself an afterlife. But what manner of afterlife you will have, remains to be seen.” he said with a threatening growl.

Amorah couldn’t help but smile. It was the best outcome that she could have possibly hoped for. She was still terrified of being executed, but the succubus had to admit that there was no way that she could avoid it. There’s no reason for him to lie about being able to bring me back. she assured herself, attempting to quell the fear in her heart. Bowing deeply, so that her forehead pressed against the floor, the fiendish woman prostrated herself before her owner once again. “Thank you, Master. You won’t regret this.”

“We shall see.” James grumbled, standing up and walking away.


CHAPTER 15


James led Amorah into Titania’s throne room on a leash. He’d bound her wrists in the black steel handcuffs that he usually had clipped to his headboard; not that he was under any illusions that she couldn’t slip free of them if she wanted to. It’ll just be harder for her to do so without me noticing. he silently noted.

Amorah did her best not to look around like a tourist, but it was difficult for her to keep from doing so. Being a demon, she’d never been in a room with such a diverse collection of fae before. And those satyrs are so damn distracting… she thought, trying to squeeze her legs together as she walked. The naked half-goats had her sopping wet, and her Carnal Thirst had her on edge even more than usual. Really though, every seat in here is packed… are they all that excited to see me hung?

“Your Majesty!” James called out, dropping to a knee when he reached the end of the aisle. His firm tug on the leash was a quick reminder for the succubus to follow suit, which she did in the hopes that it might earn her a little bit of leniency.

“Approach, Lord Fir, and bring the accused with you.” Titania’s rage was barely concealed beneath a thin veneer of calm as she gazed down from her throne. It was her first time laying eyes on the succubus that had caused such devastating death and destruction in her city, but she didn’t doubt her baron’s word that the fiendish woman was the one responsible.

James stood and tugged on the leash again, urging his prisoner forward. He’d warned the succubus before bringing her to Elphyne that any misbehaviour at all would lead to a not-so-quick and rather painful death. The reminder that he could bring her back to life however many times he wanted, to ensure that justice was meted out, made her reconsider trying to get it over with quickly.

Once Amorah was in place, kneeling to the left of James, Titania lifted her chin slightly and announced the beginning of the proceedings. “Amorah of Hell, you are hereby charged with the murder and defilement of over nine hundred citizens of Elphyne. How do you plead?”

Amorah hesitated for a moment, glancing between the Fairy Queen and her captor, before taking a deep breath and responding clearly. “Not guilty, Your Majesty.”

Her reply caused a wave of shouts and curses to be hurled from those in attendance, with more than one fae throwing rotten fruit at the back of her head.

“Enough!” Titania snapped, her voice like thunder from the throne. “We will have order in our court.” Her warning was enough to settle the crowd for the time being, but it was obvious to any that looked, that their anger was still simmering beneath the surface. The fae, and especially the elves who were present, were demanding justice and wouldn’t settle for less than blood.

James stood calmly at Amorah’s side. He’d suspected that was how she would plead, and he’d warned the fae monarch of such, shortly before the trial. The einherjar and his family had taken their lunch early, which had allowed him to deliver a bowl of stew to Titania before court was in session. As he’d suspected, the beautiful fae had intended to work straight through dinner with no break. By delivering the meal, he’d been able to cajole her into eating something (under the pretence of not wanting to waste food), as well as discuss what he’d learned from Amorah since he’d last spoken with her. This had also allowed him to float his ideas by Her Majesty, in regards to giving the succubus an afterlife, as well as allowing his wife and concubines to carry out the execution. At first, Titania had been enraged by his suggestion that the demoness be granted any sort of leniency at all, but the Fairy Queen had calmed considerably by the time he’d finished explaining his plans.

“Very well. The court has noted your plea.” Titania’s face might as well have been a mask of stone as she spoke, but her golden eyes burned with fury. Ordinarily, the fae court was a place of elegance and intrigue, where immortal nobles waged Byzantine political games. It seemed like, as fae got older, they matured from practical jokes and simple pranks, to engaging in deals and contests of wit that spanned decades, with consequences that sometimes took centuries to come to fruition. Thus, the fair folk were naturally drawn to politics, to the point of it becoming something of a national pastime for the more patient among them. But the case before them today was anything but ‘the usual’. For once, everyone present was taking things more seriously than many thought possible for the flighty inhabitants of Elphyne. On this one occasion there was no scheming or plotting, and no twisting of the facts would be allowed. Only a single objective was sought by the members of the Seelie Court: Justice.

Shifting her gaze slightly, the Fairy Queen gave James an almost imperceptible nod. “You may make your case, Lord Fir.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” The einherjar took a step forward, still holding onto Amorah’s leash. “Though the defendant claims to be innocent, I will present the court with the reasons I believe she is guilty. I first encountered Amorah here, in Elphyne. It was during the final battle, where my wife Hrein and I were clearing the city of the undead scourge that wiped out most of the elven populace. During our fight with Dutty, the bokor that caused the zombie plague, he revealed that he had done so in order to secure the release of his lover: Amorah.”

The Champion’s statement caused a wave of murmurs to ripple through the gallery. It was common knowledge that the magical epidemic had been caused by a human, and that over nine hundred elves had died as a result of the cursed disease, but the identity of the culprit had been kept secret up to this point.

“Dutty claimed that the soul of his beloved Amorah had been abducted by Xezbeth, The Liar - a powerful general in the Legion of Hell. According to him, Xezbeth would only release her soul if he provided the life force of the citizens of Elphyne as a sacrifice. It was in the bokor’s final moments that Hrein and I actually met Amorah. She appeared in her natural form just before he died, intent on claiming his soul and dragging it back to Hell with her. Her name was the last thing on his lips as he perished.”

Everyone in the room stared intently at James as he related the story, their faces rapt with attention. Even Amorah seemed caught up in his telling of the tale. “Upon her appearance,” the einherjar continued, “the succubus called out Dutty’s name and laughed gleefully. She clearly stated that he had failed his mission, and that Xezbeth would be pleased with his soul. Thus, it was by her own words that she confirmed the bokor’s story.” Turning slightly, so that he could level an accusing glare at the kneeling succubus, the Champion concluded his arguments. “She has since confessed to being an agent of Xezbeth, as recently as this morning. Therefore, it is clear that it was by her actions that the bokor known as Dutty was manipulated into committing the terrible crimes that he did.”

Titania took a deep breath and turned her attention to Amorah once again. “And what does the accused have to say in her defence?”

“All is as the Champion has said.” the succubus admitted. As expected, her confession caused quite a ruckus among the crowd, with many calling for her immediate execution. The Fairy Queen allowed the noise to continue for a moment, before silencing it with a raised hand. While she required an orderly court, the ancient fae understood the people’s need to vent their emotions.

“Does this mean that you wish to change your plea?” the monarch inquired.

“No, Your Majesty.” Amorah replied, keeping her gaze lowered. Once again, her words stirred up the audience, but this time Titania shut it down quickly.

“Explain yourself.” The command was short and spoken with an icy edge. Titania cared deeply for her people, and the deaths of so many weighed heavily on her heart. Her patience for the succubus was wearing thin.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Amorah bowed just a little deeper. “By the Champion’s own words, it was Dutty who committed the crimes, not I.”

“He did it because he loved you!” the einherjar roared, drowning out the rage of the crowd. Yanking on her leash, he drew the woman’s face close to his own, so that she had no choice but see the fury in his eyes. “You seduced him. You lied to him. You tricked him into believing you were in danger. Every single step of the way, you manipulated him! Do NOT try to claim that you were not responsible.”

Amorah wanted to argue that it wasn’t her fault that the bokor had been so foolish, but she knew that argument would fall on deaf ears. The Champion was obviously a man who wore his heart on his sleeve, at least when it came to the women around him, so he no doubt sympathized with Dutty to an incredible degree. Not for the first time, the succubus worried that he would end her life before she even had a chance to be judged. Luckily for her, Titania stepped in before she was forced to respond.

“Lord Fir.” the Fairy Queen called out softly. Unlike when she spoke to the accused, her voice was gentle and filled with understanding.

The einherjar’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the prisoner’s leash, but he forced himself to get under control and slowly backed away from the kneeling succubus. “My apologies, Your Majesty.” James ground out the words and refused to meet the Fairy Queen’s eyes. It wasn’t that he didn’t respect her decision, he just didn’t want her to see the pain and anger reflected in his own. As appalled as the ex-soldier was at the slaughter of hundreds of innocents, the crime of love’s betrayal hurt him most deeply of all.

Feeling for her friend, as well as the people of her queendom, the powerful fae chose to put an end to the proceedings. “Amorah of Hell. We find you guilty of the charges laid against you. You may not have brewed the potion that took the lives of our people, but you most certainly pulled the strings of the one who did.”

Amorah hung her head in defeat. She had known it was a long shot, but she had hoped that the fae might have some obscure law that might allow her to receive a lesser punishment. I guess all I can do now is hope that the Champion has been telling the truth about his abilities. The thought that she was forced to trust someone and embrace hope brought an ironic smile to the fiendish woman’s face. Try as she might, she couldn’t stop the tiny burst of laughter from bubbling up within her, and soon she was cackling like a loon. Nearly everyone in the courtroom thought that she must have gone mad, though a few believed that she was merely mocking them.

“Take her out to the square in front of the palace.” Titania commanded, gritting her teeth. Regardless of the reason behind it, the fiend’s behaviour pissed the Fairy Queen off. “Prepare her for execution, Lord Fir. We will join you momentarily.”

James led Amorah out of the throne room, and only the risk of hitting him kept the audience from pelting her with stones, rotten fruit, or even less savoury things. It didn’t take long to get her outside and into the square that Titania had mentioned. It was the same place that he had saved the Fairy Queen’s life… by burning them both to ashes. Spotting his wife and concubines among the crowd, which had already gathered on either side of the plaza, he waved for the three of them to come forward.

Both of his elven maids stepped away from the rest of the onlookers, and were followed closely by his most devout wife. As usual, Lāmina was dressed in her miko-like uniform, where the traditional colours of red and white had been swapped for green and black. Unlike usual, however, the elven priestess carried a sword at her side. James instantly recognized the slender weapon as the Sword of Freyr. She must have borrowed it from Acrasia. the einherjar silently noted. The black metal of the naked blade glinted dully in the early afternoon sun, drawing stares from those who spotted it. No doubt they were wondering how the magical artifact remained at her side, floating in the air by her waist with no sign of a baldric or scabbard.

When Titania appeared in the palace doorway, everyone in the square dropped to one knee. It wasn’t until she took her place at the opposite end of the plaza and nodded to her herald, that they were called to stand again.

James leaned forward and whispered in Amorah’s ear while unclipping the leash from her collar. “This is going to be the worst day of you life.” he growled in warning. “Endure it. Pay for your crimes, and don’t do anything stupid. Do that, and I will resurrect you afterwards. You have my word.”

Amorah didn’t reply because he didn’t give her time to. Instead, the large, bestial man turned and strode away, calling to his Head Maid over his shoulder. “Elora! Bind her arms and legs.”

“Yes, Master!” the slender elf shouted back. Raising her arms over her head, Elora concentrated on controlling the ghostly chains that dangled from her wrists and ankles. Many of the folk in Elphyne had grown used to seeing the spiritual fetters during her frequent shopping trips about town. The glowing blue bindings were ever present, after all - floating in the air around her, and twisting as if they had a mind of their own.

The elven maid slipped behind the captive succubus, her chains snapping forward with precision. In an instant, the spectral links coiled around the fiend’s wrists and ankles, hoisting her into the air and spreading her limbs taut.

Amorah groaned under the strain, her arms and legs being stretched to the point that she feared being drawn asunder. But no matter how much she struggled, she simply didn’t have the strength to resist the unrelenting pull of the chains; leaving her completely at the elf’s mercy.

The corner of Elora’s mouth curled into a small, sadistic smirk as she watched the fiendish woman’s futile attempts to resist. While the delicate elf would certainly have had difficulty matching the strength of the demoness physically, her ghostly chains were at no such disadvantage. As extensions of her very soul, the spiritual irons were as strong as the mind that wielded them.

“Elina!” James shouted, having taken his position next to the queen. “Strip her bare, then proceed with her punishment!” The einherjar knew better than to expect a verbal reply from the taciturn maid, and settled for the subtle nod that he received instead.

Amorah looked down at the second elf as she silently approached from the front. The maid’s wide eyed, unblinking gaze made her wonder if the woman was all there mentally. When a creepy smile slowly split the small brunette’s lips, her fears were confirmed in the worst possible way. Her heart began to race when the elf started poking each article of clothing with the tip of her finger, somehow causing them to disappear into thin air. Not because she was shy or had any issues being naked in public, God knew she’d never had a problem with that before, but because of the slow, methodical way the maid acted. She’s going to take her time, isn’t she? the succubus thought with a shudder.

James watched as Elina slowly undressed the prisoner, and came to the same conclusion that Amorah had a second ago. He’d instructed his devoted concubine to punish the demoness thoroughly, but left the method up to her. When the maid’s favourite boning knife suddenly appeared in her hand, the ex-soldier realized what was about to happen. “Shit.” he grunted. “She’s going to dress her.”

“Dress her?” Titania frowned in confusion. “She just removed her clothing.”

“Not like that.” The einherjar shook his head. “Dress her like game.”

The succubus began to hyperventilate a little when Elina placed the long, slender blade against her skin, just below her navel. Despite her desire to remain quiet, a loud whine escaped Amorah’s lips as the tip slowly pierced her abdomen; the sharp knife easily parting the flesh without puncturing any of the organs beneath. No, the maid was far too skilled to do something so amateur.

Elina watched in fascination as black blood slowly oozed from the wound, running down the length of the blade and dripping onto the ground by her feet. She’d dressed many animals over the years, and had tended to wounded fae, so she was quite familiar with blood that was red or blue, but hadn’t seen ichor the colour of pitch since her battle with the straggele.

Amorah looked on in horror as the knife began to work its way up her stomach, inch by agonizing inch. As she had predicted, the mad elf seemed intent on drawing the torture out as long as humanly possible. By the time the blade’s tip reached her sternum, the fiend’s voice was already hoarse from screaming. But if the demoness had thought that the sight of her own belly being slit open was horrifying, she was completely unprepared for when the elf parted the incision with her fingers… then slowly pushed her hand inside.

The elf’s arm sank into Amorah, all the way up to the elbow; her hand rooting around in the fiendish woman’s organs, poking and squeezing, as if checking a basket of fruit for ripeness. When at last she found what she was looking for, the vicious maid took hold of the slimly ligaments that bound the stomach to the diaphragm between her fingers, meticulously tearing each one as she located it.

Amorah screamed and thrashed, pulling against her bonds with everything in her. She was a demoness, a denizen of Hell, and had tortured hundreds of mortal souls, and other, less fortunate beings, over her long life. She had thought that she knew all there was to know about pain and torture, but for the first time in centuries of existence, she was on the receiving end of it. Oh sure, she had been beaten and tormented many times by more powerful fiends. Endured broken bones, rape, and almost every humiliating act that a demonic mind could conceive. But never… never had she ever felt so violated. So, so much agony.

Finished with her careful preparations, the elven maid smiled up at her prisoner, and slowly wrapped her fingers around the top of Amorah’s stomach. Then, with one great heave, she yanked her hand out of the woman, tearing the organs free, and causing them to tumble out onto the ground in a glistening, gory heap.

The wet squelch of Amorah’s entrails hitting the paving stones echoed throughout the plaza, and Titania’s hand shot to her mouth as she struggled to keep from getting sick. The Fairy Queen had witnessed more than one execution in her day, and some had been truly gruesome, but none of the executioners had been so methodical and deliberate as the elven maid.

Even James, an ex-soldier who by now had seen more combat than most would see in two lifetimes, wasn’t unfazed by the scene. Making a fist and pressing it to his lips, the einherjar diverted his gaze, at least until his lover came skipping over to him, her right arm drenched in blood.

“Master!” she whispered with a huge, brilliant smile. “All done!”

“Y-yes. Thank you, Elina. You did great.” Though he fought to keep from losing his lunch, the Champion made sure to praise the psychotic maid’s work with a smile. He wasn’t sure just how convincing the smile was, but he did his best to appear pleased.

As he’d hoped, the obsessed elf preened under his praise, grinning from ear to ear as she clung to his arm. The einherjar tried not to think about the disgusting ichor that she was smearing all over his side, and turned his attention to her twin sister. “Elora! Bring her to her knees!”

Having been standing behind the succubus the entire time, Elora hadn’t been in a position to see what her sister had been doing. At least, not until the reeking mass of offal had plopped onto the ground beneath the fiend. Parting her lips slightly, so that she could breathe through her mouth instead of her nose, in an attempt to mitigate a tiny bit of the stench, the elven maid did as commanded. With a thought, she lowered Amorah to the ground, while still keeping her limbs under control. The demoness immediately fell to her knees, and her head slumped forward as if she was about to pass out. Only her continued gasps and moans indicated that she was still among the living.

At last, the time had come to end it. Nodding to the wife that he had kept waiting, the einherjar gave one final command. “Lāmina! Finish her!”

The High Priestess of Shadowheim acknowledged her husband with sharp nod, then strode forward, drawing her sword and gripping it in two hands. Coming to a stop next to the prisoner, she raised the adamantine blade over her head, and focused on the back of the fiend’s neck. In one fell swoop, she brought the blade down and severed Amorah’s head from her body, causing it to tumble to the ground and come to rest at her feet. The last thing that Amorah saw was her headless body collapse into a pile of her own innards.


CHAPTER 16


The crowd around the plaza was surprisingly quick to disperse. Now that justice had been served, most had no desire to see the gruesome sight any longer, let alone deal with the awful stench that was spreading in the air. Taking advantage of the situation, James strode forward and swept Amorah’s corpse into his Inventory, allowing people to think that he was merely clearing away the mess that the execution had left behind. Of course, Titania was both grateful for the quick clean up, and fully aware of the einherjar’s plans for the dead succubus.

“Do not make the afterlife too easy on her, James.” the Fairy Queen whispered as she strode by.

“Don’t worry. There’s no chance of that happening.” he muttered. The regal woman nodded slightly without looking back, and continued on her way to the palace. Gathering the three women who had participated in Amorah’s execution, he led them back to the Temple of Hel. The trip was short and silent, allowing each of the ladies to contemplate what they had just witnessed, as well as their own actions. Though none of them regretted their involvement, nor the final outcome for the demoness, it was still a heavy burden for them to carry. Well, for two of them, at least. Elina was unusually light in her step, and seemed to have been somewhat energized by the experience. This wasn’t entirely surprising to the einherjar, as he was well aware of the mad maid’s proclivities.

When they finally reached the temple, James activated the mirror portal and held it open for the maids to pass through. Lāmina, on the other hand, continued on deeper into the building, after kissing her husband on the cheek. “I will be tending to my duties as your priestess for the rest of the day, Master. I’ll see you at supper.”

James smiled briefly at her show of affection, then allowed his grim expression to return as he stepped through the portal. He wasn’t finished dealing with the events of the day, and there was still more work to be done even after. Striding into the foyer of his mansion, the einherjar spotted his succubus lover waiting for him by the stairs.

“Is it over, Master?” Autumn inquired, standing up from where she’d been seated on the steps.

“The first part is.” the Champion confirmed. Coming to a stop in the middle of the room, the einherjar held his hand out level with the floor, and summoned Amorah’s corpse from the basement.

Autumn visibly blanched at the sight of the eviscerated body, but refused to turn away. “I gather the twins got their revenge, then?”

James nodded silently as he regarded the dead succubus. An idea had popped into his head when he summoned the corpse, and he was tempted to experiment a little.

“What about Lāmina? Did she participate?” his lover asked with a slight frown.

The einherjar nodded again. “Yeah. She’s the one who beheaded her.” he replied, glancing at Autumn out of the corner of his eye in order to gauge her reaction.

“I see.” she said in a somewhat solemn voice. Lifting her head slightly, she forced a neutral expression onto her face and spoke a little more clearly. “The cut looks clean. She must have done so in a single blow.”

“She did.” James confirmed, still watching his succubus lover.

“Good. She did her duty then, and no more.” Autumn stated with a firm nod. “Well then, are you going to resurrect her, as promised?”

“I’ll make good on my word.” the einherjar grumbled. “Though not likely in the manner that she would hope.” Reaching down, the Champion retrieved the Fiendish Slave Collar from Amorah’s severed neck. Next, he summoned his Buck knife to his hand, and began to make an incision along her sternum. It wasn’t an easy task, but with the sharp knife and his inhuman strength, it didn’t take him long to split the ribcage. As he did, more tar-like ichor ran out onto the floor, and the air filled with the stench of brimstone.

“That… doesn’t look like resurrection, Master.” Autumn commented with a look of disgust.

“True.” The einherjar chuckled and kept at his macabre work. “But you know me. I never waste a resource.” Setting the blade down, he gripped the fiend’s ribs in his hands and ripped them apart. “There you are…” he muttered under his breath. Retrieving the knife, he quickly severed the aorta and vena cava, and pulled Amorah’s black heart from her chest.

“You… wanted her heart?” Autumn asked, clearly a little baffled that her master would want such a thing.

James shrugged. “Certain parts of a demon’s anatomy are bound to be useful to alchemists and mages. No reason I shouldn’t collect them from her carcass before I turn it all to ash.”

The fallen angel’s eyebrows rose at his overly pragmatic statement. “You don’t feel… I don’t know… guilty, or maybe at least a little bad about desecrating her corpse like that?”

“Nah.” The einherjar waved a bloody hand in denial. “She’s already dead, so she doesn’t need them. Besides, Amorah was an absolutely vile woman. I already think she’s getting off too easy.” Setting the heart aside on the floor, the hunter took up his blade once more and went to work removing anything that he thought might be valuable from the fiendish woman’s body. It only took him about half an hour to finish butchering the demoness, and soon he had a small pile of claws, fangs, a pair of wings, a tongue, and a pair of eyes next to the heart. Looking up at his lover, who had patiently stood by while he worked, he asked her opinion on the topic. “What do you think, ma chérie? Should we keep anything else? I plan to use an Inventory Trick to store the blood in a large bottle, too.”

“Uh… no. I think that should be fine, Master.” the succubus replied, giving her lover a troubled smile.

Glancing down at the pile of ‘resources’ that he’d claimed from Amorah’s body, James reached out with the intent to send them down to the basement for storage. Just before he triggered his magic however, his eyes fell on the heart once again. Suddenly, he was reminded of the stories of Sigurd and Böðvarr, and wondered if he might not do the same. Letting his hand fall to the demonic organ, he grasped it between his claws and noted that it was still suspiciously warm.

Autumn’s curiosity quickly shifted to horror when the Champion brought the heart to his mouth. “Master!” she screamed, as he bit into it like an apple. The einherjar’s huge fangs sank into the tough flesh, and black blood dribbled from the corners of his mouth as he chewed.

“Blech.” James grunted in disgust at the taste of the hell-spawned ticker; but despite his distaste, the ex-soldier forced himself to swallow and take another bite.

“Master! What are you doing!?” Autumn cried out again.

“Eating.” The einherjar grunted between mouthfuls. “Lots of stories about gaining strength from eating the hearts of powerful creatures.” he informed her as he chewed. With but a single bite remaining, James began to wonder if maybe eating a demon’s heart wasn’t so great an idea. His stomach roiled in rebellion as sweat began to bead upon his brow. Ugh… feel like I’m going to be sick…

Taking a steadying breath, the einherjar willed his stomach to settle, and popped the last bite into his mouth. The foul, sticky ichor clung to his teeth and tongue, and he was sure that he wouldn’t be able to get the awful taste out of his mouth for days. Chewing the fiendish heart was like trying to eat rubber, and it seemed to fight him every inch of the way; forcing him to swallow several times to get it all the way down.

When the final lump of fiendish flesh hit his gut, it was like a small bomb went off inside him. The bit of sweat on his forehead bloomed into a full blown fever, and his entire body began to tremble. Ignoring the disgusting mess on his face and hands, Autumn rushed to his side and wrapped her arms around him, helping to support her owner, lest he collapse right then and there.

It took every bit of discipline that the ex-soldier possessed to keep from hurling, and wasting his efforts by bringing the heart back up. Waves of nausea washed over him, and the room seemed to be spinning, while being warped and twisted at the same time. Nope. Not going to puke. he told himself over and over.

Autumn watched her lover with worry writ large upon her face. She hadn’t known the man for all that long in the grand scheme of things, but it seemed like he was doing something outrageous every time she turned around. “What am I going to do with you?” she muttered. The fallen angel could feel the heat coming off the bestial man in her arms, and knew that he must be suffering a terrible fever. “Of course!” she nearly shouted as inspiration struck. Placing her hand over his stomach, the succubus cast Panacea, focussing on the spell’s ability to purge the body of toxins.

This time James did lurch, his willpower losing the battle against the magical emetic, vomiting up a putrid mess that reeked even worse than it did on the way down. Luckily for him, it was only the toxins that permeated demonic flesh that were expelled, and not the essence that he sought. Wiping his mouth with the back of his arm, and then using an Inventory Trick to clean himself up once he thought of it, the einherjar sighed in relief and leaned against his quick thinking lover. “Thanks. I needed that.”

“I don’t doubt that you did.” Autumn stated with an angry scowl. “That was foolhardy in the extreme, Master.”

The einherjar chuckled softly, humbly accepting the much deserved admonishment. “Yeah, it was. But look at this.” he stated, calling up his Status Screen and sharing it with her.

Autumn’s brow furrowed as she read through his stats. She noted that they were all absurdly high for one who started out as a mortal, but she didn’t recall the minutiae of his abilities from past viewings. “What am I looking for?” she asked, not seeing whatever it was that he was so proud of.

“I gained 15 basis points to my Charisma.” James pointed out. “With the blessings, that brings my total to 138.”

“Oh.” the fallen angel said, sounding completely unimpressed. With a score of 240 Charisma herself, she really didn’t see the benefit as being worth the risk involved. “Well, I’m glad things worked out for you, Master.” she added, patting him lightly on the back.

The einherjar felt that her reaction was a little patronizing, and was a bit insulted that she didn’t see it as a significant gain. “Hmph.” he grumped. Every point in a stat is a step in the right direction. Seeing that he wasn’t going to get any further response out of the succubus, James turned his attention to cleaning up the mess he’d made. Of course, as soon as he sent the parts that he was saving to the basement, he was reminded of the other corpses he’d been keeping down there. Oh yeah… those black and red buggers are still down there, aren’t they? Hard to believe that was just over a week ago. I bet they are getting a bit ripe though, eh? I should probably do something with them soon, then. I wonder if I should I try eating their hearts?

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of Autumn’s foot tapping impatiently. “You look like you are considering something foolish again, Master.”

“Uh… maybe. But if you’re here to keep an eye on me, what’s the worst that could happen?” he asked with a playful grin.

The icy glare that she gave him told him exactly what she thought of that attitude, but it didn’t last long before it melted. “Master. I understand that you are seeking strength, not just for your own sake, but for ours too.” she admitted with a sigh. “Still, I’m sure that Hrein would agree that you shouldn’t be reckless in your pursuit of power.”

“I know.” he replied, dropping the playful act. “I was just trying to lighten the mood. To be honest, it just occurred to me that we still have those two ifrit corpses in the basement. I thought that maybe they would be helpful to eat. Their hearts, I mean.”

Autumn frowned again, and crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, I don’t think they’ll be as poisonous as a regular demon. Ifrit are born in the mortal realms, after all, and are among the few beings that can travel freely between them and Tartarus.”

“How do they do that, I wonder?” James asked, growing even more curious about their powers.

“I don’t know.” the succubus replied with a shrug. “It is a mystery whose answer is closely guarded by their kind. Most likely, they found some secret passage through, like the one that Lady Lilith uses.”

“Hmm. That does seem to be the most probably answer, doesn’t it?” the einherjar grumbled. He’d been hoping that he might gain some powerful new ability if he ate the hearts. Well, there’s still a good chance that I might get something interesting. Sigurd gained the ability to understand birdsong, after all. Thinking it over, the einherjar decided that it was too good an opportunity to pass up. “So, if I do eat their hearts, what do you think I’ll gain?”

Autumn sighed, resigning herself to the fact that her lover was going to continue eating the hearts of other beings, regardless of how dangerous it might be. Well, I suppose he wouldn’t have become as powerful as he has, if he was averse to taking risks. she silently admitted to herself. Fortunately, being a former angel, she was quite knowledgeable about Yahweh’s creations, including the various forms of djinn. “Well, you gained Charisma from eating the heart of a succubus, so it stands to reason that you acquire some portion of the being’s power. Given the fact that your stat went up by fifteen, I’d say it’s a small amount. Maybe ten percent of the original’s?”

James nodded along as he listened. “The Black King looked pretty powerful. He was huge and built like a body builder, so maybe I’ll get a boost to Strength?”

“Hmm.” The succubus bit her lip in thought. “While it is true that ifrit are known to be physically strong, it is their sorcerous might that they are most renowned for. Perhaps you would gain one of their spells, or maybe a portion of their magical capacity?”

“Oh.” The einherjar’s eyebrows raised as a new thought occurred to him. “I hadn’t thought of that. I’ve been looking for a way to expand the capacity of a person’s dantian after their tribulation. Speaking of which, how did yours go?”

“My Heavenly Tribulation?” Autumn asked, continuing only after he nodded in confirmation. “It went well. Almost disappointingly so.”

James chuckled. “I guess our method does make it less of a trial, and more like just another way to gather resources. We can’t really afford to pass up on the power that those bolts offer though, nor would I recommend risking one’s life and soul just to feel tested.”

“Oh, I can’t disagree with you there, Master.” the fallen angel concurred. “It just feels a bit like cheating, that’s all.” The soft smile on her lips told the einherjar that she didn’t mind all that much.

“I can understand that.” the einherjar agreed. “Now that you’ve brought up the possibility that eating ifrit hearts could potentially expand a person’s dantian, I think we’d be better off saving them for Hrein, rather than have me scarf them all down.”

“That’s… a good idea, Master.” Autumn nodded in agreement. “As a former warrior of Valhalla, she probably won’t object to the idea as much as your other wives might… well, except Nyakuro. I doubt she’d take any issue with it at all. Or maybe Tu’apa Hyy… ugh.” The succubus pouted slightly, realizing that only half of her harem mates would likely feel the same way about the gruesome act that she did.

“Heh. Yeah. Thankfully, you’re probably right about that. What I was thinking about though, was how Hrein’s dantian has been stuck at a smaller capacity than the rest of ours, due to how she’d been forced to rush her tribulation.” The einherjar grimaced slightly, suddenly reminded of how the brave valkyrie had thrown herself into danger, in order to cover up for his own shortcomings.

“So…” Autumn hummed as she turned her attention to Amorah’s butchered remains. “Are you going to resurrect her now?”

“Yeah, but I’m going to perform another little experiment when I do.” Bending over, the Champion picked up Amorah’s decapitated head, and carried it across the room. “I want to see what happens when only part of the body is targeted with Rebirth. It would be good to know if there are any limitations to the spell, as well as if we can create duplicates of a person with it.”

“Duplicates?” The fallen angel blinked in surprise. “Why would the spell create duplicates?”

“Well, I doubt that it would for a human or other mortal race, like elves. They only have one soul, after all. But beings like you and I don’t have souls per se. Our souls and corporeal bodies are one and the same, right?”

“That’s correct.” the succubus confirmed. “So, you’re essentially wondering where our ‘essence’ is stored, and if by separating the body parts, part of that essence is likewise kept separate.”

The bestial man tapped the side of his nose and grinned at his lover. “I do love a smart woman.” he remarked, tossing her a wink. “By the way, I want your help with this.”

“With what, exactly?” Autumn asked.

“Well, I had to take the collar off her neck, since it would probably be melted in the flames of the Rebirth spell. That means she’ll be free the moment that she is reborn. I need you to strike her with a Paralysis spell, so that I can get the collar back on her. It’s either that, or I hit her with Petrification right away.”

“I see. That makes sense. Very well, Master, I’ll get ready.” Summoning her whip to her right hand, Autumn moved to stand about ten feet away from Amorah’s corpse. She needed to be within striking range of the weapon, while remaining a safe distance away, to ensure that she wasn’t caught up in the burst of flames that Rebirth would cause. “All set.”

“Thanks.” With Amorah’s head a safe distance from her body, the einherjar extended his arm and pointed at the grisly remains. It wasn’t strictly necessary for him to do so, but he felt like it helped him focus the spell on the target that he wanted. With a thought, Hel’s Champion cast Rebirth on Amorah, and waited with bated breath.

Autumn watched as the impossibly hot flames reduced the fiendish woman’s corpse to ashes in an instant. Then, a moment later, the ash pile shifted as Amorah sat up, gasping for air. The fallen angel didn’t hesitate for a second, immediately lashing out with her whip and striking the reborn succubus in the back.

Amorah froze as the spell sank into her flesh, paralyzing her completely. Her mind raced despite her inability to move; the memories of her final moments on Terra came rushing back to her in a horrifying jumble of pain and terror. The next thing that she knew, cold metal was being pressed against her throat, and an ominous click echoed in her ears.

“Welcome back, Amorah.” James growled as he crouched down in front of her. “In case you are wondering, I’ve resurrected you, just as I promised.”

The panicking succubus trembled, the small, involuntary muscle movements apparently not hindered by Autumn’s magic. In truth, even her eyes seemed unaffected, since they were darting to and fro, as if she was trying to get a grip on where she was and what was happening.

“Don’t worry. The spell will wear off in a couple of minutes.” the einherjar informed her. “You should be a bit calmer by that point, so I’ll have you stand as soon as you can. Don’t try anything stupid though, or I’ll be forced to kill you with the collar. After all, I only promised to resurrect you once, and I’ve already done that, so I don’t recommend pushing your luck.”

Amorah took his warning to heart and tried to nod, but found that she couldn’t. Instead, once her mind relaxed enough for coherent thought, she focused on trying to think her way out of the mess that she currently found herself in. In the end, the wily succubus decided that it was best to play it safe for the first while, at least, and figure out what his plans were for her.

At last, the spell faded, seemingly seeping from her body and into the ground, leaving her muscles feeling lethargic, but free to move. Hoping to appear to be on her best behaviour, the demoness slowly stood and gave her owner a beseeching look. “I… I’m ready to serve, Master.”

“Good.” the einherjar replied, his eyes briefly flashing with yellow light.

Autumn watched as Amorah stiffened, the colour of her skin quickly becoming grey as her flesh turned to stone. “You… petrified her, Master?” the succubus asked in surprise.

“Yeah. To be honest, I don’t have any immediate use for her, and I don’t want the responsibility of feeding her. As far as I’m concerned, she isn’t dead, so I’ve made good on my promise, but now I can stick her in storage until my first son comes of age.” Walking over to his new Amorah statue, the einherjar lightly tapped it on the shoulder and sent it to the basement.

“Your first… son?” It seemed that, of everything he’d said, those words had baffled the fallen angel the most.

“Yeah. She can’t be sent to Terra, since that would break the agreement that I have with Titania for Amorah’s afterlife. I’m technically the only ‘living’ male here in Éljúðnir, and you’re the only succubus I need.” he told her with another wink. “That doesn’t leave me many options. Sure, she might still be a valuable source of information, but we can’t trust her enough to use her as a spy. I thought about it, and ruled it out pretty quick, to be honest. That said, I won’t lie. She is a very beautiful woman, and I think one of my eventual sons would likely enjoy having her in his harem.”

Autumn’s expression shifted from that of confusion to one of mild disgust. “You’d really trust her around a young man? Your own flesh and blood, no less?”

“Oh no, not as she is!” James corrected her with a wave of his hand. “Nope. If that day comes, she’ll be getting a good dose of water from the River Lethe. That way, her mind, heart, and body will all be pure for him. It’ll be a true rebirth for her, more akin to a proper reincarnation. I won’t be setting my sons up with random succubi that can manipulate them, that’s for sure.”

“Oh.” Autumn blinked in surprise. She hadn’t expected the bestial man to have thought it out to such an extent. That said, the fallen angel still wasn’t sure that she was fully onboard with the idea, but figured it was a better fate than Amorah truly deserved, and hoped that it would serve as a chance for the demoness to find redemption. “I guess that’s all right, then.”

“Good. I’m glad you agree.” James nodded. “Now, let’s wrap up this little experiment, shall we?” Pointing at Amorah’s original head, where it sat on the floor, the einherjar triggered his Rebirth spell once again. This time, after the brilliant flash of white flames, nothing was left but a small pile of ashes. Walking over, the ex-soldier spread the ashes with his foot, searching them for any sign of the head being reconstituted. When he found nothing of the sort, he shrugged his shoulders and used an Inventory Trick to clean up all of the mess that he’d made in the foyer.

“Nothing?” Autumn asked, coming up to his side.

“Nah. My guess is that the spell draws in all of a creature’s ‘essence’ when it rebuilds the body the first time. Looks like we can’t use it to make duplicates of immortals. That’s a pity, since I’m sure that they would have had some uses, at least. On the other hand, it means that folks like you and I are safe, even if our heads are lost, or only a small amount of our bodies remain. A single Rebirth spell can still restore us to life. Personally, I’d rather that be the case, so I can’t say I’m too disappointed with the results.”

“That makes sense.” Autumn agreed, glad that the grisly work was over. “So, what will you do now?”

“Now, you and I should join my wives in Elphyne. Hrein’s right that we need to get some training in, so we should focus on that while we have time. I never know when something else is going to pop up and demand my attention, so I can’t afford to let the day go to waste.”

Autumn sighed but nodded in agreement. “You’re right, Master. Though it feels like it’s already been a long day, we still have several hours until supper. Let’s go catch up with Hrein and the others, and see what progress they’ve made. I’m sure that will make the First Wife happy.” she added with a smirk.


CHAPTER 17


“Welcome, Master.” Hrein looked up at her husband with a serious expression. She didn’t mind that he had interrupted the group’s meditation, since it meant that they could now move on with their earlier plans.

“Hey, my love.” James greeted his warrior wife with a smile. “I’m here to train, as promised. That said, we’re going to have to change locations if we’re going to focus on cultivating Earth Qi. Also, there’s something I want you to do before we get to it.”

“Of course, Master. What wouldst thou have of me?” the valkyrie asked.

“Well, I took the liberty of running a few experiments after Amorah’s execution, and after consulting with Autumn, I think I should have you eat the hearts of the ifriti that we have stored in the basement.”

“I beg thy pardon?” The valkyrie gave her husband a look like he had suddenly sprouted a second head. “Wouldst thou mind explaining how thou hast come to such a conclusion?”

The einherjar spent the next several minutes going over the events of the past hour or so, including his theories in regards to eating the hearts of powerful creatures.

“Thou art correct that both Sigurd and Hjalti did gain power from devouring the hearts of monstrous foes, so mayhap there is some merit to thy proposal.” Hrein’s brow furrowed as she considered the possible ramifications of his discovery.

Autumn looked a little uncomfortable, and glanced around the clearing before speaking in a low whisper. “I don’t really want to encourage this but, I suspect that this may be how the ruling demons in Hell have gained much of their power.”

“That… makes a lot of sense.” James whispered back. “Especially since the gods seem to keep the secrets of cultivation under lock and key, so to speak.”

“I don’t doubt that some in Hell have figured out any number of those secrets, but a simple and brutal method like this… that is much more their style.” the succubus admitted.

Turning his attention back to Hrein, James gave his wife a questioning look. “Well then? What do you think?”

“Art thou certain that thou hast no desire to keep the hearts for thyself?” she asked.

James smiled, feeling his love for the valkyrie swell even greater in his heart. Even now, she is trying to put my own needs before her own. he realized. “No, I’m sure. The stronger you and the rest of our family become, the safer you will be. And that is what is most important to me.”

The shield maiden smiled back, then nodded firmly. “If thou wilt, then I shall devour the hearts of thine enemies, to gain strength for thine house.”

“Thank you, my love.” The einherjar chuckled. Of course she’s still making this about the family, and not her as an individual. She has to be one of the most selfless women to ever walk… well, anywhere.

Extending his hand over the mossy ground beside them, James summoned the corpse of the Black King. As soon as it appeared, he summoned his knife to his hand and got to work removing the heart. Surprisingly, it was a much cleaner affair than his butchering of Amorah, and when he pulled the ifrit’s heart from its chest, he noticed that it hardly resembled an organ at all.

“Is that… coal?” Acrasia asked, scrunching her face up in distaste.

“Looks like it. I suppose that makes sense for a being made from smoke and fire.” he replied.

“Is that… truly edible, Master?” Tu’apa Hyy inquired. The doubtful look on her face spoke volumes of her own opinion on the subject.

“I… couldn’t tell you.” James answered honestly. “Hrein? What do you think?”

“I think it is worth the attempt, Master.” the valkyrie stated firmly. Reaching out, the proud warrior woman plucked the coal-like heart from her husband’s hand, and brought it to her lips. With only the slightest hesitation, Hrein opened her mouth and bit into the organ, causing it to crack and crumble between her teeth. As one might imagine, the dry, powdery substance was unpleasant to eat, to put it mildly. Worse still, it seemed nearly impossible to swallow. The chalk-like stone got caught in her throat several times, and the Chooser was forced to summon multiple glasses of water from her Inventory, just to wash it down. Fortunately for her however, despite the heart sitting heavy in her gut, it didn’t appear to be poisonous like Amorah’s had been.

James watched as his wife trembled slightly and began to pant. “Are you all right, my love?”

Hrein nodded quickly as she held her stomach. “I am fine, Master.” she said, her voice cracking slightly as she spoke. “It seemeth as though thine hypothesis wast correct. My dantian hath most certainly expanded. Also, it would appear that mine eyes have been enhanced.”

“Oh? Let’s see.” the einherjar prompted, genuinely intrigued by her statement.

The valkyrie was quick to obey, and called up her Status Screen, thoughtfully sharing it with everyone present.
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“Oh, wow. That could be incredibly useful.” James stated, his eyes widening slightly.

“Verily. It should allow me to see that which is hidden from the eyes of mortals. Mayhap it would even pierce thy mystic invisibility.” Hrein surmised as she re-read the entry.

“Yes!” the einherjar exclaimed, thumping his fist into his palm. “That’s how he did it!”

“How who did what, Master?” Autumn pressed.

“What was his name again? The red ifrit? Argon? Aragorn?” James muttered, trying to recall a name he’d only heard once.

“Arghan, Master.” the succubus answered with a giggle. “You slay one of the most powerful and famous ifriti in Hell, and you don’t even remember his name.”

“Eh.” Jame grunted with a shrug. “It’s not like we had a conversation or anything. Anyway, his name isn’t important. The point is, he could see me when I entered his pavilion, even though I was invisible.”

“If that be the case, then I shall set about granting everyone a copy posthaste.” Hrein stated, then immediately followed up her words with actions. Due to the fact that many of them had spent the better part of the day cultivating, they had plenty of Spirit to get the job done, even though they had initially planned to use it for something else.

Autumn was the second to receive a copy, right after James, so she departed straight away to grant copies to the twins, and let Lāmina know that she should join them in the glade to get hers as well. All told, it took less than five minutes to disseminate the new technique to everyone in the household, with the obvious exception of the children. This was due to the fact that, by now, all of the women were well accustomed to the Champion’s peculiar method of growing in power, and empowering those he loved right along with him.

While the ladies did that, James sent the Black King’s corpse back to his Inventory, and called out Arghan’s. He made swift work of the butchering, and soon had the red ifrit’s black heart in hand.

“Art thou certain thou dost not desire this one, Master?” Hrein asked again.

“How much did the last one increase the capacity of your dantian?”

“Quite a significant amount, I must admit.” the valkyrie answered with a sigh. “150 Qi, to be precise.”

James whistled softly. “That is a big jump. But that still doesn’t put you at max for a mortal. I want you to eat this one too.”

“Very well, Master. And… I thank thee.” she said, accepting the heart graciously.

Rather than watch his wife suffer through eating a second lump of coal, the einherjar busied himself with cleaning up and contemplating what to do next. By the time that she’d finished choking it down, he’d settled on where he thought the best spot would be to cultivate Earth Qi.

“I am finished, Master.” the valkyrie declared. “And thou shalt be pleased to know that devouring the heart had the desired effect. It hath pushed the capacity of my dantian to the mortal limit, but sadly, not a single mote beyond.”

“That’s fair. It was a good use of the hearts, then.” James assured her. “While it would have been nice if we could break the limit, at least we know that it can’t be done with that method, and my trying would have been a waste of resources.”

“I’d say we gained a lot from your experiment, Master.” Acrasia added cheerily.

“I agree, my pet.” the bestial man chuckled. “So, before we head out, I need those of you who have passed your tribulations to ensure that your Crimson Palaces are clear of unused Spirit. Otherwise, when you help me gather Earth Qi, the elemental essence may be diluted and it may become unusable as such.”

“Hmm.” Autumn hummed. “I only have 80 Spirit left after granting the twins copies of Spirit Sight. I guess I’ll go enhance a few of their stats with it, since they don’t often get the chance to train.”

“Good idea.” James nodded to his generous and kind hearted concubine. “If I recall correctly, you should be able to finish off Elina’s Agility stat, and pump some into Elora’s as well.”

“I’ll do that. See you in a few minutes, Master.” The succubus stole a quick kiss, then was off, jogging for the back door of the temple.

“Meowster.” Nyakuro purred, rubbing herself against her husband’s side. “May I use the Spirit that Hrein has gathered?”

“I take it you have some grand plan in mind?” the einherjar asked, stroking her silky black hair.

The nekomata nodded and playfully swatted him with her tails. “If everything goes well, I should be able to face my tribulation soon.”

“Oh. That would be great. You certainly have my permission then, unless there was something else you ladies had in mind for the Spirit. Hrein?” James turned to his First Wife for confirmation, just to ensure he wasn’t messing up any of her plans.

“She hath already discussed her plans with me, Master, and I have approved them. We needed only be certain that thou hast no immediate plans in that regard.” Hrein assured him.

“Oh, I have plenty of plans, but nothing that is more important than helping our ladies finish their foundations. I’d like to see everyone pass their tribulations as soon as possible.” the einherjar informed them.

“Thy will be done, Master.” Hrein said solemnly, bowing her head in deference to her husband.

With her master’s permission granted, Nyakuro set about working on the spell she had in mind. The first thing that she did was have copies of the Instant Soup and Running Water spells given to Tu’apa Hyy. Then she had Hrein change the words ‘Irish Stew’ in the spell description to ‘pufferfish poison’. Next, she had the wolf girl combine the spells into one, and gave her a couple of minutes to recover from the resulting headache that doing so had inevitably caused.

“Okay, now delete the phrase ‘2 gallons of’ from the spell description, please.” Nyakuro asked of Hrein. “Then change ‘flow from touched target’ to ‘coat claws’.”

“Very well, but that shall use up most of my remaining Spirit.” the valkyrie warned her.

“That is fine. Arigatou, Hrein.” Nyakuro replied with a huge grin. “The spell is far from finished, but we have made a lot of progress already.”

“It sounds like it will be interesting.” James admitted, calling up Tu’apa Hyy’s Status Screen to take a peek.

[image: Poison Claw]


“It will be much, much better when I am done.” the nekomata assured him.

“I look forward to seeing it, then.” the einherjar said with a chuckle.

“I’m back, Master. Elina says that her Agility has capped out at 120, and Elora’s is now 93.” Autumn called out, stepping clear of the temple’s back door.

“That’s great. Thanks for the update.” James yelled back with a lazy wave.

“And the capacity of my dantian is now 700, Master.” Tu’apa Hyy informed him, not wanting to be left out.

“I saw that. You’re making great progress, Tu’apa.” her husband replied with a warm smile.

“I shall grant my remaining Spirit to Elora, Master.” Hrein stated, standing up from where she’d been sitting on the moss. After brushing the dirt from the back of her skirt, the valkyrie met the einherjar’s gaze to confirm that he was all right with waiting, then strode off to complete her task.

It didn’t take the Chooser long to visit the maids in Éljúðnir and then return. “Elora’s Agility hath finished its enhancement, Master.” Hrein reported as she took her place by her husband’s side. “Thus, I did place the final 10 Spirit into Elina’s Strength.”

“Good work. Thanks for that.” James said, giving his wife a grateful smile. Her firm nod in return was typical of the stoic valkyrie, so he didn’t worry that she was displeased with his gratitude or anything. “Now, with all of that out of the way, let’s get moving. I’m going to teleport over, and then call the rest of you to me with a Summons spell. See you in a bit.”
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James materialized in a dank but familiar cave. Wishing that he had a more Qi efficient spell, but currently lacking one, the einherjar cast Glamour to create a glowing ball of light, and set it hovering in the air above him. It’ll only last twenty minutes, but we won’t need light once we start meditating. he reminded himself.

With the lighting in place, the ex-soldier proceeded with the plan and cast Summons to bring his ‘party’ to his side. A second later, five glowing red circles appeared on the stone floor, and immediately filled with beautiful women.

“Where are we, Master?” Acrasia asked, looking around the dark and dirty room. “Eep!” The fairy squeaked when her eyes landed on the skeleton of a massive monster lounging on an even bigger altar. “Is… is that…?”

“Yeah. I think it was a dragon, once upon a time.” the einherjar confirmed. “And to answer your earlier question, this is a buried temple of some kind. I found it shortly after coming to Terra, back when I was tracking down the demonic cultists who stole Huáng’s egg.”

“Is that why there is a large summoning circle on the floor over there?” Autumn inquired, immediately on guard against possible hidden foes.

“Correct. That was used to summon Mephistopheles. I think his plan was to resurrect the dragon corpse over there, and then possess it.” he informed them. “Now that I think about it, we probably shouldn’t leave those bones lying around like that. Heck, they may even be valuable.”

“I assure thee that they are.” Hrein said with a sigh. “I shall collect them before we leave.”

“Sounds good.” James stated with a nod. “Now then, if you, Autumn, and Acrasia will join me in a cultivation circle, we can get started. Nyakuro, Tu’apa, you two will need to do your own thing.”

A chorus of “Yes, Master.” echoed through the chamber, and the ladies quickly moved to take their places. Arranging himself to be between the valkyrie and the succubus, James sat down and took up the lotus position. Of course, being the tiny fairy that she was, Acrasia simply sat in his lap, as usual.

Closing his eyes, James began the now familiar process of reaching out with his mind, and connecting with the Qi all around him. His breathing soon calmed to a deep, slow rhythm, and he focussed on the earth and stone, not just beneath, but also above and on all sides of him. His contact with the earth wasn’t nearly as intimate as it had been, when he’d been encased in stone deep within Tartarus, but it was still far greater than it would have been above ground.

Reaching farther still, the einherjar mediated on the nature of the earth, and the qualities of the Qi that he desired. The strength and durability of the stone. The crushing weight, and the ability to support life. Not least of all, he thought of the tremendous age of the rock, and the primordial forces that shaped it.

At last, he felt the connection that he sought slide into place, entering his mind like an old friend. Drawing on that, he coaxed the elemental Qi into his dantian, then cycled it through his meridians, just as he would any other Qi, allowing it to become refined and purified, before depositing it into his Crimson Palace.

Time passed slowly and peacefully in the darkness, the light having long since been extinguished. The three women assisting the einherjar went through a very similar process, except for the final step, where they pushed the refined Spirit into their master’s middle dantian, instead of their own. Ordinarily, such a thing would be impossible for a cultivator, but the bonds that made them his, connected their souls much more intimately than any two individuals could normally achieve.

James was still deep in his meditative trance when a sudden message interrupted his concentration.

(Elora: Master. You wanted me to let you know when supper time arrived. This is your notice. I hope your training has gone well.)

Blinking his eyes in a futile attempt to adjust to the darkness of the cave, James flexed his wings and sent a message back. (James: Thank you, sweetheart. We’ll be back shortly.)

The einherjar’s subtle movements were enough to stir the three women from their own meditative trances, and Acrasia flew over to rouse the wolf and cat girls from theirs.

Standing up, the ex-soldier went through a series of quick stretches, to loosen his muscles after sitting completely still for three hours. All of the women joined him, although Nyakuro first used 100 of the Spirit that she’d gathered to double the amount of Endurance damage that Tu’apa Hyy’s new spell did, furthering her own goals by a small step. Likewise, James used almost all of the Earth Qi that he and his lovers had gathered, to quickly enhance his Durability.

1400 Spirit for 140 Durability. Not bad… he thought to himself.

“Didst thou put the Qi to its intended use, Master?” Hrein inquired, noticing that he was fiddling with his invisible Status Screen.

“I did. It brought my Durability up to 250. Now, let’s see what that means, exactly.” Mentally tapping on the stat to bring up its description, he found that it was an equivalent hardness to slate. “Ugh.” he grunted.

“Is something wrong, Master?” Autumn asked.

“No, not really. It says that my flesh and bones are about as strong as slate now. Certainly an improvement, I guess, but according to this chart, I have a long way to go to even reach the toughness of tooth enamel, let alone something like steel.”

“You will get there, Meowster.” Nyakuro assured him. “We can train for a couple more hours after supper, then again tomorrow, unless something important interferes.”

“That’s always the issue, isn’t it?” James sighed, then chuckled softly.


CHAPTER 18


James rolled his shoulders as he stepped out of Lilith’s embassy. The previous evening had been fruitful, netting him another 100 Durability, and finally surpassing the vaunted level of tooth enamel, even if falling far short of porcelain. Maybe I’ll even make it to ‘glass’ one day. he thought with a sigh. “Well, let’s get back to the mansion and -.”

I am sorry, my Champion. Hel’s voice rang out in the einherjar’s head.

“Wait, what?” James stopped in his tracks and turned in the direction of Hel’s keep.

I am aware of how many tasks thou art attempting to balance, but I have waited as long as I could. the Goddess of Death continued in a somewhat remorseful tone.

“Hel, if you need something, you never have to wait. Just tell me what it is that you desire, and I’ll make it happen. I’m your Champion, after all.” the ex-soldier replied, knowing that she could hear him speak, regardless of the distance between them. “So tell me, what’s going on?”

It is Maria, my priestess. She is in danger, and thou art the only one I can send to save her. the deity informed him.

“Then send me an image of where I need to be.” The Champion only hesitated for a split second, initially confused that Hel’s priestess was anywhere that he could go, since the last and only time that he’d met the woman, she’d been on Earth. He’d almost instantly dismissed the concern though, since he figured Hel wouldn’t come to him with this, if he had no way of helping.

What? Hel’s response was brief and sounded somewhat confused.

James smiled softly, and clarified his request for her. “Send me a vision, my goddess. I’m asking you for guidance.”

Ah! Yea. Of course!

A heartbeat later, the einherjar experienced a waking dream. In it, he saw a long, paved road that passed through a thick jungle. There was a lone woman there, struggling against a group of smaller beings, but all of the people in the vision were blurry and indistinct. That didn’t matter though, because he could clearly see what he needed to. With a thought, he cast Hel’s Gate and opened a portal to the realm of the living, targeting the area he saw in the vision.

The einherjar spread his wings and leapt into the portal, sending a message to his party as he flew. (James: Red alert, ladies! Heading into battle. Prepare to be summoned in ten seconds.) Ten seconds was all he needed to traverse the tunnel of darkness, and burst into the light on the other side. Flaring his wings, the bestial man stalled his flight, and attempted to take in the situation on the ground below. There, he saw the woman from his vision, whom he assumed to be Maria, lying on her back and being assaulted by several ugly little creatures.

The hideous little men, if you could call them that, were roughly three and a half feet tall with putrid green skin, black oily hair, and mouths full of needlelike teeth. In other words, they were…

“Goblins.” the einherjar grunted. Not wasting another second, Hel’s Champion swooped in and summoned his sword to his hand. With a single swipe, he took the head off the goblin that was standing on her chest, and trying to force her mouth open. At the same time, he cast his Summons spell, and called his women to his side. “Kill them all!” he roared, figuring that they would understand that he didn’t mean the woman.

“Goblins!” Hrein shouted, her spear and shield already in hand. With a warrior’s cry, the valkyrie leapt forward and drove her spear through the creature kneeling between Maria’s legs. Likewise, the rest of the ladies attacked with a fury that almost astonished the einherjar.

Nyakuro hissed like a pissed off cat, and forewent any weapons at all, save for her claws. She didn’t even think to use her spells or try to kill the ugly little creatures from a safe distance. No, like the animal that she was, the cat girl pounced on the nearest enemy and ripped him to shreds.

The goblins shrieked, both in excitement at being faced with so many females, and also in pain and terror, as those very women laid into them with a vengeance. In the span of a few seconds, the small scouting party had gone from capturing and attempting to rape a lone traveller, to being slaughtered like pigs.

Black blood flew from Acrasia’s sword, as the blonde fairy uncharacteristically waded into battle. The look in her eyes spoke of a deep and unrelenting rage that disturbed the ex-soldier when he saw it. I… I think I’ll need to talk to her about this later… he thought as he ran another of the vicious creatures through.

Not unlike her sisters, Autumn entered the fray with abandon, lashing out with her claws and tearing throats out with every swing. When one goblin had the audacity to duck, the succubus speared him in the eye with the barbed tip of her tail.

Tu’apa Hyy didn’t even need to shift. She regularly kept her claws these days, even in her ‘human’ form. The thought did briefly cross her mind, but the idea of biting into a goblin was so disgusting to the werewolf, that she dismissed the notion just as quickly as it came. Instead, like her sisters, she used her claws and pummelled the abhorrent beings with her fists and feet.

The goblins, for their part, did make some attempt to fight back, at least at first. Armed with crude weapons of bone, and naked as the day they were born, they really didn’t stand much of a chance, though. Whenever one scored a lucky hit on the bestial man or one of his women, the wound seemed to heal almost instantly, and the strike was always repaid with a far more lethal blow. This meant that, in under a minute, over a dozen of the monsters laid dead on the highway, which was more than enough to break the morale of the cowardly creatures.

“Don’t let them escape!” James roared, flinging himself at the nearest goblin, and crushing its skull with a hammer fist to the top of its head. Despite his intentions however, his party only numbered so many, and the crafty critters were smart enough to split up and run in different directions. The einherjar cursed as the last of them disappeared into the rainforest, and briefly thought about giving chase, but gave up on the idea when he remembered his true mission.

“Damn it!” Hrein cursed, which was so out of character for her, that James did a double take, and stared at his valkyrie wife.

“Uh, you okay, my love?” James asked, suddenly very calm in the face of his lover’s fury.

“I detest goblins. All women do.” she stated, literally spitting on the nearest corpse.

“‘K. I’m getting that. Loud and clear. Uh, let’s uh, let’s take a breather and check on the victim, shall we? Can I count on you ladies to keep watch?”

A series of grunts took the place of the usual ‘Yes, Master’s’, which further solidified James’ conclusion that his women were out of sorts. Striding over to the woman cowering on the ground, the einherjar crouched down beside her. “Hey. It’s going to be all right.” he assured her. “My name’s James. If you’re wounded, I can heal you.”

Maria glanced up at the einherjar, and immediately shrank back. “What… what are you?” she asked, visibly trembling with fright.

James grinned, which in retrospect probably looked more fearsome than friendly, and introduced himself properly. “I am James Fir. Champion of Hel, and Baron of the Seelie Court.”

“Hel!? Hel, as in… the Goddess of Death?” the raven haired woman squeaked.

The einherjar nodded with a smile. “One and the same.” he told her. “I believe that means that we both serve the same goddess, does it not?” he asked, extending a hand to her, offering to help her up.

Maria glanced briefly at the large, clawed hand before hesitantly accepting it. Leaning on him for support, the young priestess slowly climbed to her feet. “Ow!” she suddenly hissed, looking down at her ankle. Everything from her right knee down was swollen and badly bruised, reminding her of how the green maniacs had initially attacked her.

“Oh. That looks painful. Would you like me to heal it for you?” James offered.

Still not trusting him fully, Hel’s priestess looked around at the group of women who had surrounded her and the bestial man, or rather, their backs. All of the ladies appeared as fierce in her eyes as they were diverse. Moreover, they seemed to take no issue with having the strange man at their backs, and seemed fully focussed on scanning the woods for danger.

Biting her lip, Maria considered her options. Is it possible that Hel sent him for me? she wondered. I mean, he did introduce himself as her follower… and that would be weird if she didn’t, right? I mean, he couldn’t have known that I follow her otherwise, right? Taking a deep breath, the dark haired woman nodded. “Yes, please help me if you can. I am Maria, Lady Hel’s High Priestess. You should serve me if you wish to earn her favour.”

James quirked a brow and tried his damnedest not to chuckle. Her statement did earn her a lot of incredulous glances from his women though. “Ahem.” the einherjar cleared his throat. “I don’t know about serving, but I can certainly heal your wounds.” Lightly brushing his fingers over her leg, the Champion cast Panacea and healed her every hurt in seconds.

Maria was so surprised by the powerful magic that she momentarily forgot her haughty attitude. “W-wow. How did you do that? Did Hel grant you that spell?”

“In… a manner of speaking.” he replied, thinking back to how the goddess had deposited him on Terra, practically on top of the skeleton that was carrying a scroll of Heal.

“Well then, it is only right that you should use it to tend my wounds.” Maria stated, nodding firmly.

“Uh, sure.” James really didn’t feel like arguing with the self important woman, so he let her believe whatever she wanted to. “So, let’s just head back to -.”

Do not bring her to my demesne. Hel’s voice echoed in the einherjar’s mind, cutting him off mid sentence.

Uh, what? The Champion blinked, more than a little surprised at the firmness of the deity’s tone.

“Back where?” Maria asked, frowning as she looked up at him.

“Er. Give me a second.” James replied, holding a single finger up and looking away. Hel? Is everything all right? I thought you wanted me to rescue her?

I did desire for thee to fly to her rescue, my Champion. the Goddess of Death confirmed. Now that she is safe however, I care not where she goes, but she must remain in the realm of the living.

Okay… Is there something I should know? the ex-soldier inquired, truly baffled by his patron’s demands. Isn’t she your priestess?

James heard Hel’s sigh in his head. Thou art correct that she is my priestess, James. But as a living mortal, she hath not earned the right to enter my demesne.

Oh. Damn. Have I been breaking your rules by allowing visitors to come to my mansion in Éljúðnir? I didn’t realize… Hel’s Champion frowned, feeling like he might have made a major misstep without even realizing it.

It is fine, my Champion. Hel assured him. Thou art the Arbiter, and thou hast earned the power to cross the veil between realms by thine own efforts. Consequently, thou dost possess the right to choose whom thou shalt allow to pass through the boundary. That said, I do request that thou dost not bring Maria into thine home, as that would inevitably lead to her seeking an audience with me.

I see. And you don’t want to meet her yet. Is that correct? the einherjar asked to confirm.

“Hey? Why’d you suddenly stop talking? You okay in the head?” Maria asked, interrupting his conversation with Hel.

“Just wait a minute, okay?” the einherjar growled softly, causing the woman to take an involuntary step back. Damn, she’s annoying.

Hel allowed the tiniest bit of a giggle to pass through their connection. Thou art correct on both counts, my Champion. But back to the matter at hand. Thou must realize that the gods seldom speak to mortals. Elsewise, if we were to guide them directly, there would be no test of faith.

I suppose. James grumbled a bit mentally. I guess I’m lucky that you speak directly to me, then. I’m sorry if I took that for granted.

Not at all, James. the goddess said softly. Thou art my Champion, so the rules are a bit different for thee. The Champions are the gods’ right hands in the realms of the living, and thus we must be able to connect with them personally. We may answer the prayers of priests and priestesses, but should not be as clear and direct with them, else we risk contaminating their faith. Thus, we usually interact with them through dreams and prophecies. Before thou dost ask, I made exceptions for those in thine harem, such as Lāmina, because I saw the truth in her heart all along. Though her love for me is genuine, thou wert always the true object of her worship.

Thanks for that, my Lady. the einherjar replied earnestly. Not that I mean to be argumentative, but wouldn’t speaking with a goddess bolster one’s faith?

Come now, James. Thou dost already know the truth of this. Thou hast met several of the gods in thy journey. Dost thou possess any faith in them?

No. the Champion admitted.

Of course not. There is a great difference between knowledge and faith, as thou knowest well. Hel concurred. And, as thou hast come to learn, it is faith which powers us; the deeper the faith the more power a deity gains.

So, if a priest’s faith, which should be a big source of power, is diluted by knowledge…

Thou hast the right of it, my Champion. the Goddess of Death confirmed.

“Hey. Are we going to stand around here all day, or what?” Maria interrupted again, finally regaining a bit of her courage. “I’m tired and I’m hungry. You need to take me somewhere that I can get a bath and get some proper sleep, after a good meal.”

Good luck, my Champion. Hel out. James could almost feel the goddess’ smirk as her voice faded from his mind.

Scrunching his eyes closed and pinching the bridge of his nose, the einherjar found that his good will towards the demanding priestess was quickly wearing thin. After taking a deep breath and then slowly exhaling, he turned back to face her with a forced smile. “Listen. I know that you’re new here, but it’s rude to interrupt people when they are talking. And for your information, I was doing just that. Mental communication is a thing here, so get used to it.”

“What? Like telepathy?” Maria asked, her brow furrowed in disbelief.

“Yes, like telepathy. I know it’s not generally believed to be real on Earth, but there are a lot of things here on Terra that may surprise you.” the Champion informed her.

“Terra? Is that what this world is called? I knew I wasn’t in Kansas anymore. And how did you know that I’m from Earth?” the young priestess rambled.

This time, the ex-soldier chuckled. “Believe it or not, we’ve met before, Maria.”

“We have? I seriously doubt that. I would remember a mon… I mean, someone like you.” Despite his friendly manner, Maria kept her distance and looked at him askance. Luckily for her, the bestial man didn’t take any offence to her slip of the tongue.

“Hehe. I didn’t always look this way. As a matter of fact, it’s only because of you that I became an einherjar.” James told her. “We last met on Earth. You were being chased by a rather ornery lizard, and I was forced to put it down… and died in the process.”

Maria’s eyes widened in sudden recognition. “You!? You’re the guy with the rifle?”

“That’s me.” the ex-soldier said proudly, standing up a little straighter. “Though I’ve kind of traded in the SKS for a rapier.” he added, giving his sword a shake.

“That isn’t a rapier.” Maria said flatly, rolling her eyes and sighing loudly.

“What?” The einherjar was more than a little flabbergasted by her response.

“It’s not a rapier. If you’re going to use a sword, at least learn what kind it is. God.” The arrogant priestess shook her head in disgust.

“What do you mean it’s not a rapier?” James argued. “It’s got a straight blade, a basket hilt, a -.”

“It’s an 1897 British Infantry Sword. For crying out loud, how stupid can you be?” Maria corrected him sharply.

Hel’s Champion bit his tongue, and refrained from putting his ‘British Infantry Sword’ to use on the little bitch in front of him. Who knows? She may be right. he told himself, leaning heavily on his discipline to keep calm. The tag on it did say 1897 British when you bought it at the gun show. “Fine.” he grumbled at last. For a moment, he truly considered just leaving the woman there on the road, but figured that Hel would just wind up asking him to save her again at some point, and decided to save himself the trouble.

“Shall we depart, Master?” Hrein asked, clearly thinking along the same lines that he was.

“Master?” Maria scoffed. “You seriously get her to call you ‘Master’? Pathetic.”

This time, the woman’s sass went too far, at least in the shield maiden’s opinion. Spinning around, the valkyrie lashed out and struck the priestess in the face with the butt of her spear.

“Ah!” Maria cried out, instantly being sent ass over teakettle. Lying there on the road, the human woman looked up at the Chooser with horror. “You hit me!” she yelled, holding her cheek with her hand.

“Thou art lucky I did not send thee to meet thy goddess.” Hrein snarled, levelling the tip of her spear at Maria.

“You… you wouldn’t!” the priestess gasped.

“I most certainly will, if thou dost not watch thy tongue! Have a care how thou dost speak to our Master, lest I be inclined to remove it for thee.”

James could tell that the valkyrie’s threats weren’t idle, and he wondered how Hel would feel about Hrein turning the little bitch into a mute.

Deciding that the goblins weren’t likely to return any time soon, Autumn abandoned watching her arcs and turned to join the conversation. “Look, Maria was it? I get that things are different on Earth, so there’s bound to be a bit of what you would call ‘culture shock’, but you really do need to adapt quickly. Terra isn’t nearly as kind or forgiving of those who make mistakes as the world that you are used to.”

Maria’s eyes went from the valkyrie to the succubus, then back to James. Not only could she not help but notice how astonishingly beautiful both women were, but also that the women were wearing obvious slave collars. “I see.” she said with a little less defiance. Maybe I should be careful… I don’t want to wind up a slave, after all.

Glad that the girl wasn’t quite as stupid as she had initially thought, Hrein grunted and pulled back her spear. “How didst thou come to be here, so far from anywhere?”

“I… I arrived in San Lorenzo, then was forced to leave.” she answered, deciding to keep the part about Michael tossing her through a portal to herself, at least for the time being.

“San Lorenzo?” James remarked, suddenly far more interested in the conversation. “How far is it from here?”

“I don’t know.” Maria glared at the einherjar. “I’ve been walking for about four days.”

“So, less than a hundred miles.” the ex-soldier stated, scratching his beard. “Ladies, I want everyone to mark this spot on their maps. We’ll put that information to good use as soon as we can.”

A quick chorus of “Yes, Master.” let him know that his party was doing as he’d instructed. Turning back to Maria, he gave her a choice. “Do you want to become a werewolf, or live among the elves?” he asked. Secretly, he didn’t want her anywhere near his territories, but he really didn’t see any other options.

“Uh, the elves, I guess? Who would want to become a monster?” Once again, the young woman was looking at him as if he were some sort of weirdo.

Not bothering to answer what he figured was a rhetorical question, or perhaps a dig at him for his own choices, the einherjar simply nodded. “Fine. Elphyne it is. Come here.” Reaching out, he placed his hand on the priestess’ shoulder, only for her to recoil and try to shake him off.

“I’m not going to hurt you.” the Champion growled. Glancing at Hrein, he sent her a text message. (James: See the others home, would you, my love?)

(Hrein: Of course, Master.) the valkyrie replied with a subtle nod.

Stepping forward to grab hold of the human woman’s arm, the einherjar glared at her and silently dared her to resist. This time, the priestess was cowed and didn’t struggle. With her firmly in his grasp, James cast Teleport, and whisked them away to the Titania’s city.
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Maria blinked and looked around in awe. One moment she was standing in the middle of a highway that ran through the wilds of some ancient rainforest, and the next she was amidst a crowd of people bustling about in a vibrant city.

“Welcome to Elphyne.” James said with a businesslike smile. “The capital of the Seelie Court. By the way, since you chose to live here, you technically have to find an elf to marry, in order to be allowed to stay in the city. So good luck with that.”

“What!?” the priestess squawked. “You never told me I had to get married!”

The einherjar shrugged, not really caring what she did. “You’re always free to leave the city, though I wouldn’t recommend it. The forests around here can be pretty hostile, as you may have noticed. Or would you rather go to Guayabo?”

“Where is that?” Maria asked with a frown.

“The city of werewolves.” the ex-soldier answered simply.

“Ugh. Aren’t there any other cities I could go to?”

James briefly considered dropping her off in Elphen, but wasn’t sure how Queen Iolanthe might feel about that. “Not at the moment.” he replied with a shake of his head.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” the priestess pressed, planting her hands on her hips.

“It means,” James said with a soft growl. “that this is as far as I feel like taking an entitled brat like you today.” Summoning a couple of drachma to his hand, the einherjar slapped them into Maria’s palm. “These silver coins are known as drachma. Each one is roughly a day’s pay for a skilled labourer. Don’t waste it.”

“Wait. Where are you going?” Maria yelled as the bestial man turned and walked away.

“Home!” he growled without looking back.

“Can’t I come with you?” she asked, taking a step forward as if to follow him.

“No!” The bestial man’s immediate reply made the woman stop short of racing after him, and a moment later, he disappeared into the crowd.

“Well. How rude.” Maria huffed, then slowly turned in a circle to get a better look at her surroundings. The vast majority of the people on the street appeared to be elves. To a man, they were short, with the tallest among them being barely over five feet in height. Most had light brown or blonde hair, with green or brown eyes being the most common, and a few sets of blue thrown into the mix here and there. Their most distinctive features of course, were the delicately pointed ears the peeked out from beneath their long hair, straight hair.

“I really have left Earth, haven’t I?” the priestess muttered to herself. For the most part, the elves went about their business, and seemed to be actively ignoring the human in their midst. She wasn’t sure if it was because they were busy, or they just didn’t particularly enjoy the company of humans. Either way, the young woman couldn’t help but admire the easy grace with which everyone moved. It was as if they were trained dancers, one and all.

“Not really what I would have expected from an elven city, though.” she murmured as she took in the sights. High white walls surrounded the city in the distance, very obviously made from stone. The same white stone, in fact, that most of the houses and shops were built from. It certainly gave the city a clean, polished look, but she would have imagined a more fantastical style of architecture. Well, at least there’s a lot of green. she silently admitted, looking up at the canopy that covered much of the city. While the elves of Elphyne didn’t live in the trees themselves, the ancient guardians stood tall among the buildings, while their younger cousins lined the streets and walkways in every direction. Likewise, plants of all kinds adorned windowsills and gardens in front of every home, and even most of the rooves.

“Well, I guess I’d better look for an inn or something.” Maria said with a sigh, and set off down the street, hoping someone would at least speak her language.


CHAPTER 19


Titania spotted James take a seat in the back of her audience chamber, and decided to call a recess as soon as the current petitioner was finished speaking. Once they were in her study, and James had closed the door behind him, the Fairy Queen took a seat behind her desk. “Tell me, what is on your mind today, James?” Titania asked with a smirk.

“What makes you think I have anything on my mind?” the einherjar laughed. “Maybe I just wanted to enjoy attending your court.”

The fae monarch rolled her eyes and sat back in her seat. “James, you are the singular most busy individual I have ever met. There is no way that you have time to just ‘attend my court’ without reason, and let us be frank. You would not choose to spend your leisure time doing so, even if you did.”

“Guilty as charged.” The Champion chuckled, raising his hands in surrender. “Thanks for calling the recess.”

“It was no problem.” The fairy dismissed his taboo gratitude away with a wave of her hand. “I was tired of listening to Wenceslaus whine about gold production anyway. Ever since the mint was set up in the new Temple of Hermes, the gnomish ‘king’ has been after me to increase quotas.” Sighing, the beautiful woman gave him an expectant look. “Well, what troubles have you found in my queendom today? Do not keep a lady waiting.”

“Heh. You know me too well, Titania.” James shook his head with a sigh. “I just brought a trouble maker to Elphyne. Her name is Maria, and she is something of a priestess of Hel.”

“Something of? Is she, or is she not?” Titania asked with a frown.

“She is, technically. She was Hel’s High Priestess on Earth. Her only priestess.” James added with a knowing look.

The Fairy Queen’s grimace deepened slightly. “May I ask what she is doing on Terra?”

Hel’s Champion shrugged. “I have no idea how she got here, only that Hel sent me to save her. She was on the highway between Fort San Lorenzo and Guayabo, when she was assaulted by a group of goblins.”

“Wait. Goblins!?” Titania sat up straight, clearly on edge. “Are you certain they were goblins?”

“Uh, ugly little green bastards with big ears?” James answered, a little surprised by her reaction.

“Damn.” Titania cursed, briefly letting her gaze fall to her desk, before looking up at him again. “How far away were they? From Elphyne, I mean.”

“Do you have a map of the region?” the ex-soldier asked.

Titania nodded and opened a drawer in her desk. Reaching in, she pulled out a large, rolled up piece of parchment, before unrolling it and placing various objects on the corners to hold it down.

“There.” James pointed to a spot roughly a hundred miles north of Fort San Lorenzo.

“So they are still several hundred miles away from Guayabo, let alone Elphyne.” the queen muttered, studying the map. “Still, they must be destroyed before they can spread any further.”

James was a bit taken aback by the ferocity in the fair woman’s eyes. “I mean, sure, but why the rush? They weren’t difficult to kill.”

“It is not the ease with which they die that concerns me, James.” Titania corrected him with a shake of her head. “It is how rapidly they spread. Goblins are more voracious than wolves, and more fecund than rabbits.”

“So they’re more like pests, then.” The einherjar nodded in understanding.

“An infestation would be a more apt way of putting it.” The beautiful queen’s lip curled in distaste.

“You know, Acrasia had a very similar response to them as you do. To be honest, I was more than a little surprised at my little fairy’s ferocity when fighting them. Is there something I should know?” James inquired, thinking that maybe there was something between the goblins and the fae.

Titania took a deep breath, then sighed, visibly forcing herself to relax. “My apologies, James. Once again I have forgotten that you are unaware of certain things.”

“Hey, no worries. So long as you continue to forgive me for not knowing, I’ll forgive you for forgetting.” The einherjar teased her lightly, in the hopes of lightening her mood, if only a little.

A tiny smile briefly graced the lovely woman’s lips, but it disappeared just as quickly when she returned to the topic at hand. “Technically, goblins are fae.” the Fairy Queen admitted.

“They are?” James blinked, a little surprised by the revelation.

“Or twisted, horrible mockeries of fae, I should say.” Titania corrected herself. “You see, the first goblins were created by witches. Vile practitioners of black magic, who corrupted the bodies of brownies and red caps that they had captured, mutating them into servile, cowardly, and ugly little monsters, fit only to do their bidding.”

“So they created them to be servants.” the einherjar stated, receiving a nod from his queen.

“Just so. Unfortunately, black magic is not well suited to the production or preservation of life. As a result, goblins are unable to reproduce amongst themselves. You see, every goblin is born male, and they always breed true, no matter the race of the mother. And as you might imagine, few women lie with such creatures willingly.” Titania took a moment to let her words sink in for her companion.

“I see.” James grunted, finally understanding why his women hated the little green bastards so much.

“As if that were not bad enough, all of the goblins today have inherited the insatiable bloodlust of the original red caps used to create their species. Thus, they seek to do violence whenever the opportunity presents itself, taking the greatest of pleasure in causing their victims as much pain as possible.” The haunted look on Titania’s face made the ex-soldier think that perhaps the Fairy Queen had witnessed that violence herself.

“Titania… I hope you never…” James stumbled over his words, unsure of how to voice his concern.

The regal woman shook her head and gave her friend a troubled smile. “No. I have never been captured by goblins. But few are the fae or elves who do not know of someone who was.”

There was a long pause, a heavy silence between them for a moment, before the Champion made a solemn vow. “I will purge your lands of this menace, Your Majesty.”

This time Titania’s smile was genuine. “Thank you, James.” she said, breaking her people’s taboo. “I will truly appreciate it if you do.”
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James and his party exited the tunnel in the sky, and flew straight for Guayabo Keep. He had planned on heading straight back to the spot where they’d saved Maria to start the goblin hunt, but Hrein had suggested that they check in with Farkas, to see if there had been any sightings near his barony.

“I wonder what is going on?” Tu’apa Hyy asked aloud as they came in for a landing. A long lineup of people had formed outside the main doors of the keep, and Quetzal seemed to be speaking to them while Farkas stood by.

When the older man spotted his daughter and her new husband, he leaned over and whispered something in his fiancé’s ear, before walking out to greet them. “Now you have wings?” the werewolf Alpha called out to Tu’apa.

The wolf girl giggled cutely. “They are temporary, father. My husband has given all of us the ability to fly.”

“I can see that.” Farkas stated with a frown. When he finally met up with James and his group, he gave the baron a quick salute in the form of a fist over his heart. “My lord. What brings you here again?”

“We’ve spotted some goblins far to the south, and wondered if your scouts had reported any nearby.” James answered, skipping any preamble.

“Goblins?” The marshal snarled at the mention of the little green monsters. “None have been seen around here, but I’ll be sure to pass it on if that changes. As well as deploy a hunting party right away, of course.”

“Of course. Glad to hear you’re on top of it.” the ex-soldier replied with a brief smile. “But what’s all this?” James nodded towards the lineup.

Farkas inhaled sharply and looked the taller man in the eye. “It’s all very strange, sir.” he rumbled. “People have been showing up, asking to be turned. More and more of them each day.”

“Huh. I guess that’s a bit strange.” the einherjar hummed.

“People that were deathly opposed to becoming lycanthropes, sir.” the Alpha added, continuing to stare directly into the Champion’s eyes, as if trying to get a read on the larger man.

James frowned, confused as to why that would be the case, until he suddenly remembered the secret mission that he’d given the succubi.

“From the look on your face, I take it you know why this is happening?” Farkas did not look happy. He clearly took issue with the people under his care being manipulated in any way, even if they were supposed to leave soon.

“I have an idea.” the einherjar admitted. “But it shouldn’t be anything you wouldn’t approve of, Farkas. Just a little seduction, is all.”

The Alpha’s eyes narrowed. “Is that truly all it is, sir?”

“That’s definitely all I asked for.” James stated firmly. “I’ll check in with the ladies, just to be sure.”

“Please do, sir.” Farkas growled softly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have ‘gifts’ to give out.”

James watched as the older werewolf turned on his heel and walked away.

“Forgive my father, Master.” Tu’apa Hyy whispered. “He is just wary of magical manipulation. He has told me stories of how the Count would charm women into becoming his brides, and even force men to do his bidding on the fields of battle, ultimately leading to their deaths.”

“Sounds like this Count is a real charmer.” the ex-soldier quipped darkly. Sighing softly, James turned his back on the lineup and started walking towards the brothel. “Let’s go have a chat with Lilith’s girls.”

It wasn’t a long walk to the brothel, so the party arrived at the doors within a few minutes of departing the keep. At the bottom of the steps, he spotted a sign that hadn’t been there before.

	Innkeeper! Let’s settle the bill! 

	You’ve had a bottle of wine and bread: 15 Obols. Relish: 6 Obols. 

	Okay. 

	The girl, 50 Obols. 

	That’s okay too. 

	Hay for the mule, 5 Obols. 

	That bloody mule will be the ruin of me. 




James couldn’t help but snicker at the sign, and found himself shaking his head as he walked inside. Creative way to advertise their prices, I suppose.

“Oh! Sir! I wasn’t expecting to see you today.” Shorty called out to him as he entered the central lounge.

“I wasn’t expecting to come.” The ex-soldier knew that he’d made a mistake as soon as the words left his mouth.

“Oh, sir… you can always count on cumming here if you want to.” the succubus teased with a saucy wink.

The einherjar groaned softly, then waved towards one of the empty alcoves that dotted the perimeter of the room. “We’ll need a little privacy for our conversation.”

“Of course, sir.” Shorty batted her eyes and gave him a playful smirk before turning and sauntering over to the furthest niche.

Hel’s Champion shook his head again, and tried not to stare at her ass, or the seductive sway of her hips as he watched her walk away. When he caught up to her, she was standing next to one of the quartz arches, waiting for him to enter first, before walking in and drawing the curtain closed behind her. Due to the small size of the chamber, only Hrein joined them inside, while the other four women stood guard just outside the cloth barrier.

“What would you like to talk to me about, sir.” Shorty asked, dropping the playful act. Though she was a creature of lust, the demoness was more than smart enough to know that the einherjar hadn’t come to play.

“There has been some concern that you ladies have been a little bit excessive in your persuasion of certain townsfolk. Is that true?” James asked, getting straight to the point.

The succubus hesitated only for a second, having to fight her natural inclination to lie and deceive the man that she was speaking to. “Yes, sir.”

“I see. And what all did you convince these men of?” the einherjar pressed.

“Only that which you instructed, sir. That they should desire the power of lycanthropy.” she replied smartly.

James briefly considered stripping her, and her cohort, of their powers of hypnosis right then and there. In the end though, he held back on the instinct to do so. If I take away every weapon they have because it is dangerous, I won’t have a very effective army, now will I?

“I apologize if we went too far, sir.” Shorty added, bowing deeply. “But before you get angry, you should know that we have nipped one problem in the bud.”

“Oh?” The ex-soldier quirked a brow.

“There were a little more than seventy individuals who intended to rebel against your rule, sir.” the succubus informed him.

“Is that so?” The einherjar growled softly, slowly clenching his hand into a fist.

“Yes, sir. They planned to attack tomorrow night, after the planned exodus.”

“Attack how? I had no plans to be here tomorrow night.” the Champion stated, furrowing his brow.

“Not you, sir. They are at least intelligent enough to know that they cannot harm a god-like being such as yourself, and would only wind up getting themselves killed.” Shorty corrected him.

“Then whom did they plan to attack?” James asked, thinking that he likely already knew the answer.

“Marshal Navari and his fiancé, Steward Quetzal, sir. They intended to ‘take over’ in protest, claiming that they would not be ruled by ‘monsters’. They had even gathered a small collection of silver that they were in the process of smithing into blades.”

The einherjar thought about Shorty’s revelation, and prodded her for more information. “And you stopped this from happening how? You convinced them that they had no desire for bloodshed?”

“Not at all, sir.” Shorty shook her head in denial. “We simply followed your orders and convinced the would-be rebels that they did, in fact, wish to be ‘monsters’. Lycanthropes specifically, of course.”

“I see.” James said, nodding slowly. “Thereby undermining their cause.”

“Precisely, sir. We increased the number of soldiers at your disposal, while simultaneously destroying their legitimacy in the eyes of their supporters.” the succubus confirmed with an evil grin. “The best part is, we did so without dismantling their little cabal.”

“And how exactly is that the ‘best part’?” the einherjar inquired.

“Dissent and sedition pop up in every society, sir, no matter how well run. Most rulers try to stamp them out, mercilessly if necessary, but they always keep coming back, like cockroaches in the pantry.” Shorty sneered in disgust, proving that even demons hated the creepy little devils.

James chuckled as he caught on. “Ah. I understand. By allowing their little clique to continue to exist, you give those who would rebel an outlet, and one that you can easily keep an eye on.”

“Precisely, sir. And may I say it is an absolute pleasure to work for a man who sees things so clearly.” Shorty stated, flashing him a devilish grin.

“Hmph. Well, it’s definitely good to have such intelligent operatives. Very well. Please carry on with your work. Farkas won’t like it if he catches wind that you are using magic to sway the populace, but if you restrict its use to furthering my own goals, I can hardly complain, now can I?” Once again, James realized that he was slipping deep into the darker ‘grey’ of moral territory. I feel like I have my own secret police. he thought with a modicum of chagrin. It was only when he reminded himself that every government and regime the world over had done the same, that he forgave himself a little bit. I’ll just have to look at it as drafting. he told himself.

“Of course, sir. We’ll make sure that none of this leaks. Trust us, we’re professionals.” she assured him.

“I suspected that might be the case.” The einherjar gazed at her with narrowed eyes.

Shorty just laughed at his scrutiny. “Of course we are, sir! Did you think that Lilith would send anything less to accompany you through Hell?”

“Of course not.” James scoffed. “Just like I’m sure that the girls she is sending to Guayabo are among her best, and the most devoted to her.”

A slowly, predatory smile creased Shorty’s lips. “As I said, sir. It is a pleasure to serve one who sees so clearly. Just remember however, that you are the one that holds our leash now, no matter what we may owe to the Queen.”

Trust a demoness to try and play both sides. The einherjar chuckled to himself. “Of course. Thank you again for your hard work.” Giving the scantily clad woman a quick salute, which she surprised him by returning just as smartly, James turned and left the alcove with his wife in tow.

“All right. Enough with the side quests. Let’s go hunting.” he growled, his feral grin matched by the women who followed him.


CHAPTER 20


James appeared on the old legionary road first, then quickly summoned his party to join him. It still feels weird to think of the girls that accompany me as my ‘party’. he thought idly as he scanned his arcs for any sign of the enemy. But I can’t think of another term for our group. ‘Harem’ isn’t right, because the twins and Lāmina don’t usually join me on these little adventures. Likewise, ‘wives’ would be incorrect, because I’m not married to Autumn, at least not yet. And with only six people in our group, we don’t meet the threshold of eight troops to form a section. Well, that’s probably a good thing. Just imagine how crazy my life would be with a whole platoon of wives and concubines.

The small group of women fanned out around the einherjar, looking in all directions for hidden foes.

“Okay, ladies. Here’s the plan.” James began in a hushed voice. “First up, everyone use Druid Covering to become invisible. We’ll use our mini-maps and Spirit Sight to keep track of one another. As a matter of fact, bring that up now, so that we can take a moment to familiarize ourselves with each other’s auras. I don’t want any mistakes or friendly fire in the field.”

Everyone did as they were asked, and soon they found themselves staring at indistinct silhouettes instead of the detailed shapes that they usually recognized as people. Hmm. It kind of reminds me of looking at someone through a tent wall with thermal vision. James noted to himself. Each of them had a slightly different aura however, which the einherjar found interesting. Autumn, Nyakuro, and Tu’apa Hyy had white auras, though the cat girl’s was almost twice as bright and dense as the werewolf’s, and Autumn’s was brighter still. Hrein, on the other hand, had a very faint purple hue to hers, while Acrasia’s had a solid blue tint. Looking down at himself, James found that his was deep brown in colour, and had a gold outline that was so faint, that it was just barely visible.

“What do you think the colours mean, Master?” Acrasia asked, lifting her arms and inspecting herself all over.

“If I had to guess?” James hummed in thought for a second. “I’m thinking they reflect the elements we’ve cultivated the most.”

“That would make sense, Master.” Hrein agreed.

“Well then. Once everyone has gotten a good look at each other, we can set out.” the Champion stated, getting back to the mission. “I’m thinking that we should break into three teams, so we can cover more ground at the same time. Each pair will have someone who can track by scent, which is probably our best chance of finding the little bastards.”

When everyone hummed or nodded in agreement, the einherjar continued. “Hrein, I want you with Tu’apa Hyy. Autumn, you’re with Nyakuro. That leaves you with me, Acrasia. Sound good?”

Though each of the women would have preferred to go with their master, they all understood his reasoning. It was clear that he was putting the most powerful combatants with the least experienced, in an effort to balance out the teams and keep everyone as safe as possible.

“Stay in contact via the text box, but keep chatter to a minimum. Make sure you report in before engaging any enemies though, so the rest of us can note your position and move to support if necessary.” the ex-soldier added.

“Understood, Master.” Hrein said, speaking for all of the women.

“All right. Fall out.” Having given his orders, the ex-soldier made for the western side of the road. Seeing that he was taking that side, Nyakuro went east, while Tu’apa Hyy went northwest. The three teams couldn’t really cover all directions, but they could get most of them.

The search began with the hunters looking for any sign of the goblins’ passage. Tracks, blood, or scent were the primary giveaways, and it didn’t take long for the three more primal members of the group to catch wind of their quarry. The hunt was on, and soon the six warriors were making their way through the brush with an impressive level of stealth.

Nyakuro was the first to find something, and it didn’t take her long to do so. She had only moved a few hundred yards into the forest when she came upon the desiccated corpse of a goblin.

(Nyakuro: I have found one, Meowster.)

(James: Do you need backup, or is it alone?)

(Nyakuro: There is only one, and it is dead.)

(Autumn: There’s a puncture wound in its neck, and it appears to have been drained of blood.)

(James: Hmm. Chupacabra?)

(Nyakuro: That would be my guess, Meowster.)

(James: All right. Keep your eyes peeled. Kill any goat suckers you come across, but they aren’t our primary targets, so don’t bother trying to track them down.)

(Autumn: Yes, Master. One Charlie out.)

James snorted at the call sign and couldn’t help but smirk. When he had been teaching the girls about comms procedure, they had insisted that he use the call sign One Alpha, and that Hrein take One Bravo. Since neither of them were on Autumn’s team during this mission, that left her as One Charlie. Of course, since they were operating with secure comms which displayed the names of the speakers, using any sort of call sign was utterly pointless. It was just the fallen angel’s way of teasing him a bit, and reminding him that she remembered her lessons.

The einherjar was the next to locate an enemy. He and Acrasia had managed to follow a pretty clear path, and wound up spotting two goblins hiding in the trees. The creatures weren’t paying overly close attention to their surroundings, but James guessed that they were supposed to be acting as lookouts.

(James: Two goblins spotted in the canopy. They may be acting as guards. Reminder to keep watch in all directions, not just at ground level. One Alpha out.) After posting the warning to the group chat, the ex-soldier snuck a little closer to the enemy.

(Acrasia: What do you think, Master?) the fairy asked from right beside him.

(James: I want to take them out silently, so we don’t alert any others that may be nearby. The canopy is too thick to fly up there, though.)

(Acrasia: Perhaps for you, Master, but if I return to my normal size, I’ll be just fine.)

(James: You have a point. What’s your plan once you reach one, though? Ideally we’ll kill them both at the same time, so neither has the chance to raise any sort of alarm.)

(Acrasia: Hmm. True. Maybe we should just use our bows?)

(James: Probably the best option we have at the moment, without wasting Qi. Let’s get into position for the best shots that we can, and fire at the same time.)

(Acrasia: Sounds good, Master.)

With the plan laid out, the two moved a little further down the path, while being careful to disturb the foliage as little as possible while they did. At one point, when they were almost in position, one of the goblins looked their way and scowled.

He must have caught the movement of the brush. James thought to himself as he stood stock-still.

When the undergrowth didn’t rustle anymore, the disinterested sentry assumed it was a rabbit or something similar, and returned to picking his nose for tasty treasures.

(James: All right. I’ve got a clear line of sight. What about you, Acrasia?)

(Acrasia: I’m all set, Master. Gods, that thing is disgusting.)

(James: You won’t get any argument from me on that. Okay. Fire on one. Three.)

(James: Two.)

(James: One.) As planned, the pair released their arrows within a split second of each other, with both hitting their marks. Ordinarily, it was best practice to target for the centre of mass, but with the superhuman aim both archers possessed, it simply wasn’t necessary.

Neither goblin made more than a dull grunt, as their right eyes sprouted arrow shafts at the same time. Thankfully, they only made marginally more noise as they tumbled from their perches, and plummeted to the forest floor below.

Moving forward, the pair of hunters retrieved their arrows by using an Inventory Trick, thereby eliminating the risk of breaking them during removal from the goblins’ skulls. I really should buy us more arrows. the ex-soldier suddenly realized. Maybe stock up on a few hundred or so. Best quality I can find.

(James: Targets eliminated. Proceeding with the mission. One Alpha out.) Once again, the einherjar updated his party on their progress, before pressing deeper into the rainforest.

(Tu’apa Hyy: Sit Rep. The trail we followed went in a circle and brought us back to the road. Searching for new entry points.)

(James: Roger. One Alpha out.)

(Nyakuro: We are heading back to the road, too. Area around the corpse is clear.)

(James: Very good. Keep me posted. Out.)

James and his blonde companion didn’t have to travel much further before finding exactly what they had been looking for. Most of the brush in a large clearing had been torn away, revealing a small watering hole at the base of a large oak in the middle of the glade. Dozens, if not hundreds, of green skinned goblins lazed about, basking in the late morning heat. Some were squabbling, while others were picking at the half rotten carcasses that posed for goblin cuisine, and none of them were wearing a single stitch of clothing. At most, some wore small necklaces of bones, or similar accoutrements in their filthy black hair. Their most outstanding feature however, was the stench. The einherjar was practically gagging from the reeking musk in the air, and was certain that even a skunk would steer clear of the place. Thank Hel I’m upwind of them… he thought to himself.

(James: Enemy camp spotted. All units RV on my location, unless you’ve made contact with the enemy. Approach from the west.)

(Nyakuro: On our way. Nothing to report from our end. No further trails found.)

(Tu’apa Hyy: Same here. All clear.)

(James: Good work. See you when you get here. Out.)

Since they knew exactly where they were going, thanks to the green dots on their mini-maps, the four women didn’t take long to reach James and Acrasia.

(Autumn: Woah, that reeks!) the succubus remarked, and James could almost picture the beautiful woman holding her nose and waving her hand in front of her face.

(Nyakuro: Try having my sense of smell.) the cat girl griped.

(Tu’apa Hyy: Right!? Ugh… I think I am going to be sick…)

(James: Hold it in if you can, ladies. Hopefully this shouldn’t take long, and we can get the hell out of here.)

(Hrein: What is thy plan, Master?)

(James: I’m thinking the best thing to do is surround the area with a thin stone wall, to keep any of them from escaping. Then, we can all do a flyover and firebomb the shit out of them.)

(Hrein: That doth sound like the most expedient method, Master.)

(James: Glad you agree. Any questions? Anyone?)

(Acrasia: Wait! Don’t you see that, Master?)

(James: See what?)

(Acrasia: Take a close look at that big oak with your Spirit Sight, Master.)

Doing as she asked, the einherjar saw just what she was talking about. While all of the trees and plants had given off a dull glow, proving that they did possess some Qi of their own, the oak in the centre of the glade was glowing quite a bit more brightly.

(James: Hmm. I’d say its aura is at least as bright as Tu’apa Hyy’s. You’re right, my pet. That is very suspicious.)

(Acrasia: It must be special somehow. What do you think it is?)

(James: No idea. Maybe a totem of some kind? Though I doubt that. I don’t see any carvings or whatnot with my regular vision. Ladies? Any of you have any thoughts on the matter?)

(Nyakuro: Perhaps a forest spirit of some kind?)

(Tu’apa Hyy: I was thinking the same thing. My people often speak of the earth having a soul of its own. All of the plants and animals have gods and spirits that represent them.)

(Autumn: Either way, I don’t think we should just burn it down, Master. At least not until we can determine exactly what it is.)

(James: Hmm. True. Worst case scenario, we could be harming an innocent. Best case, we’d likely be wasting a potential resource. All right. Sounds like we need a new plan.)

(Hrein: I still believe that thy plan to encircle the enemy with stone is valid, Master.)

(James: Agreed. I’ll be sure to kick things off with that. I’ll make the wall a foot thick and twenty feet tall, so they won’t bother trying to climb out.)

(Autumn: All right, but then what? There have to be over a hundred goblins in there. While I doubt they could harm us much, it would be exhausting to try and kill them in hand to hand combat.)

(Hrein: Couldst thou not cover the ground with spikes of stone, Master? It would slay or maim the enemy, whilst leaving the tree safe.)

James raised his eyebrows at the valkyrie’s suggestion. (James: Have I mentioned lately how much I adore your brutal mind, my love?)

(Hrein: Not recently enough, Master.) the shield maiden teased back.

The einherjar barely held back a chuckle and turned his attention to the earth beneath his feet. (James: All right. Let’s go with that. Unless anyone has any better suggestions?) After several seconds passed of no one else offering up any other opinions, the ex-soldier reached out to the stone with his mind. A soft rumbling in the earth was the only warning the vile creatures got, before grey stone walls sprang up all around them, trapping them like rats in a cage.

The goblins’ cries of alarm quickly changed to howls of pain and agony, as James shifted to Hrein’s more ruthless part of the plan. Ensuring the little green bastards wouldn’t have anywhere safe to stand, the einherjar filled the clearing with razor sharp spikes of varying length. Placing them a mere four inches apart, he left no room for even the smallest of feet to slip between them. Further, every third spike was twice as long as the previous two, extending a full foot from the ground.

(James: Done. Let’s go take a look.) As one, the party took flight and circled the enclosure, before alighting on the wall to watch the chaos below. Crouching down as he perched on the narrow slab of stone, James scanned the area for signs that he’d allowed any of the goblins to escape. Seeing none, he silently congratulated himself on a job well done, while also wishing that he could have been a bit more efficient in killing the wretched creatures.

“Will the wailing never cease?” Tu’apa Hyy said aloud, wincing at the sight of the goblins twitching and flailing about as they slowly died, impaled on the vicious stone spikes. “Truly, Vlad would have been impressed.”

“Thou dost not approve?” Hrein asked, sensing that the need for silence had passed. Still, the valkyrie didn’t abandon all caution and retained her cloak of invisibility, just as the others did.

“No. It is not that I think that the strategy was flawed, I simply wish it could have been… quicker?” the werewolf answered with an unseen shrug and grimace.

“Thou shouldst feel no pity for them.” the valkyrie insisted, tightening her grip on her spear. “The vile beasts live only to torture and cause sorrow for others. It is only just if they suffer a while before the end.”

“I know.” Tu’apa said quietly. But I do not have to like it. she thought, keeping the latter to herself.

“Well, if you ladies want something else to do, you could do me a favour and scour the area for any that might have been outside the ring of stone during the attack.” the einherjar suggested, giving them the opportunity to do something other than watch the grisly show below.

All of the women save Hrein took the Champion up on his offer, and descended to the forest floor to search for more goblins. He didn’t think that they’d find many, but it was best if they were thorough and didn’t let any escape. Meanwhile he and his First Wife watched the scene in silence, until neither one could spot any further movement within the circle.

After a minute or two had passed since the last sign of life, James focussed on the stone through the soles of his feet, and retracted the spikes into the earth. “Let’s go down and take a closer look, shall we?”

“Of course, Master.” Hrein concurred.

No sooner had they landed, than the rest of the women started returning. A couple announced that they had found and slain a goblin or two, but there was no indication that any significant number of enemies had evaded the trap.

One thing that they only noticed after a much closer inspection, was the presence of several small holes in the ground, each dug in such a way that they were difficult to spot from above.

“Do you think they live in them?” James asked, trying to peer into one of the tiny tunnels.

“Yea, Master. They are undoubtedly warrens.” Hrein confirmed, poking into one of the holes with her spear. “They will all interconnect far below the surface, much as an ants’ nest doth.”

“Hmm. They’re far too small for any of us to walk in, other than Acrasia, and I’m not sending her in alone.” the einherjar noted.

“I don’t recommend crawling in either, Master.” the silver eyed fairy added with a shiver. “They purposely make their tunnels small to keep enemies out, and make it hard for their victims to escape.”

“Victims?” James asked, quirking a brow.

“Women.” Hrein hissed, her knuckles turning white as she gripped her spear even tighter. “The foul creatures doth kidnap any woman that they come across, and drag her back to their warrens to breed with. It is how they doth continue their vile existence.”

The ex-soldier shuddered involuntarily, unable to keep himself from imagining the horrors that such a woman would go through. “I… see.” he said quietly.

“Thou shouldst collapse the tunnels with thy magic, Master.” the valkyrie suggested.

“Shouldn’t we see if there are any victims inside first?” the einherjar asked. “We might be able to save them.”

“No.” Acrasia replied, even before Hrein did. “If there are any women down there in that dark, cramped space, they won’t want to live anymore. Not after… no. Just do as Hrein asked please, Master.”

James grimaced, but nodded in understanding. Crouching down, he laid his hand upon the earth, not to call out to the stone this time, but to send his thoughts and sympathies to anyone beneath who might have suffered so. After a moment of silence, the ex-soldier triggered his spell and compressed all of the earth to a depth of fifty feet, collapsing all of the tunnels near the surface, and hoping that none ran any deeper than that.

When the soft rumbling of the earth finally passed, James stood and dismissed his invisibility magic, which signalled to the ladies that they could drop their cloaking spells as well. “Mission accomplished.” he stated, looking around at his women. “If no one objects though, I’d like to take a closer look at that tree before we leave. I won’t blame any of you who want to escape the stench and carnage immediately though. You can just wait for me on the road.”

None of the ladies left, though several were tempted; more from the disgusting smell than the blood and gore. Instead, they gathered ‘round and followed behind their owner as he picked his way through the corpses, until coming to a stop a few feet from the mysterious tree.

“Truly magical.” the bestial man remarked, admiring the natural beauty before him. The oak stood tall and proud, adorned with a crown of ferns and orchids around its base, while streamers of green moss clung to its trunk and limbs. High above, golden sunlight filtered down through a thick canopy of leaves, painting a mosaic of dancing shadows on the forest floor.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it Master?” Acrasia whispered in awe as she stepped a little closer. Laying her hand upon its trunk, the fairy found that its bark was unusually warm, despite a thin mist that seemed to cling to the oak, like some sort of mystical shroud.

“It is. I’ve never seen such a beautiful tree.” he replied honestly.

“Thank you.” a soft voice replied, catching the einherjar by surprise.

“It spoke!” Hrein gasped in astonishment.

“Uh, hello.” James stammered after a moment of shock. “My name is James. Might I ask yours?”

“Hmm. I don’t recall having one.” the voice answered, perhaps sounding a tiny bit sad.

“Oh. Sorry.” the einherjar apologized. “Uh, I hope you didn’t mind us clearing out the goblins.”

“Not at all.” the tree replied with a feminine giggle. “Though I do hope that you will clean up the mess. They were absolutely awful while they were alive, but I fear that they will foul the soil if left to rot where they are.”

“Yeah… we could do that, I suppose.” The ex-soldier glanced over his shoulder and contemplated the easiest way to do so.

“Are you a dryad!?” Acrasia suddenly shouted.

“Huh?” James blinked and turned back to face the tree. “Really? Are you?”

The oak was silent for a long moment, but for the rustling of its leaves. “Yes.” she finally admitted with a nervous tremble in her voice.

The einherjar frowned and dropped to a knee in front of the tree, before reaching out to gently caress the trunk with his hand. “Why are you afraid?”

“I don’t know you.” the dryad said quietly. “Though they were evil, and used to poke and carve at my trunk with their blades, you killed the goblins without mercy. And… and…”

“And?” the Champion prodded gently.

“And I can see the collars around your companion’s necks. I… I have no wish to be a slave.” she said a little more firmly, seeming to find a bit more of her courage.

James sighed softly and shook his head. He opened his mouth to promise the dryad that he had no intention of enslaving her, but Acrasia beat him to the punch.

“Hehe!” the fairy giggled. “See, Master! You’re so intimidating!” Quickly getting over her laughter, the leannán sídhe stepped even closer to the oak, and wrapped her arms around its trunk in a warm hug. “It’s okay! My Master doesn’t enslave people that don’t want to join his harem.”

Several of the women blushed a little at the fae woman’s blatant comment, but none of them disputed her words.

“Truly?” the dryad asked hesitantly.

“Ahem.” Hrein cleared her throat and nodded firmly towards the tree. “Acrasia hath spoken true. I give thee my word.”

“I don’t understand.” the dryad stated, sounding a little more confident. “Why would anyone wish to be a slave?”

Acrasia tilted her head and gazed at the oak with an expression of mild amusement. “Because we love him, silly! We want to be with him forever.”

“… And, being his slave allows that to happen?” the dryad asked, clearly baffled.

“Yup!” the fairy confirmed with a huge smile. “He’s Hel’s Champion, after all. That’s Hel the goddess, not the place. Totally unrelated.”

“Hel?” the dryad inquired. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I don’t know much about gods or goddesses. In fact, I know little about the world at all. The only reason I knew about the nature of the collars is because I saw the goblins using similar ones to haul women away.”

“Wait. What? When was this? Do you know where they took them?” James pressed, perhaps a bit too aggressively.

“Uh, ah…” the dryad stammered.

“Master. Go easy on her.” Acrasia gently chided him.

“Oh. Sorry. I… I just wanted to save the women if it wasn’t long ago. And I do need to know if there are more of them.” The einherjar sighed, feeling a little bad about frightening the timid fae.

“I… I understand.” the dryad stated quietly. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know where they went. Only… in the opposite direction of the mid morning sun. And it was many days ago.”

“Damn.” the Champion cursed, curling his hand into a fist. After a moment, he realized that he might be frightening the dryad again, so he forced himself to relax. “Sorry. I need to let Titania know that the mission wasn’t a complete success after all. There must be more of them in the area, and who knows how far they’ve spread.”

“Who is Titania?” the dryad asked, her curiosity clearly piqued.

“She’s the Fairy Queen.” Acrasia answered, seeming a little confused herself. “I’m surprised that you don’t know that.”

“I’m sorry.” the dryad apologized sheepishly. “I’ve never spoken to anyone else before. I’ve been here, all alone in this forest, ever since I was an acorn. Well, except for the goblins and their prisoners, but I dared not speak to any of them.”

“Is… that not normal for a dryad?” James asked, looking to his lovers for an answer.

“No, Master.” Acrasia told him with a shake of her head. “Dryads don’t usually leave the grove until they are older, and then only if some disaster strikes their tree.”

“I… I remember being carried. Flying over the tree tops, and being dropped to the earth. It took some time for my acorn to sprout and grow roots, and much, much longer still before I grew into the tree you see before you.”

“That’s… really weird.” Acrasia said with a deep frown. “You shouldn’t have any memories from your time as an acorn. Like, at all. Dryads don’t usually become conscious until their tree is mature.”

“I… I’m not lying!” the dryad insisted loudly.

“No one thinks you are.” James said calmly, holding his hands out, palms towards the tree. “We’re just trying to figure out the mystery of what happened, that’s all. Right, Acrasia?”

“Yeah.” The fairy nodded firmly. “It’s all right. We believe you. It’s just weird, that’s all. Like the fact that you can talk, even though you’ve never spoken to anyone.”

“That… I don’t know!” the dryad cried. Sounds of sobbing started to emanate from the tree until Acrasia hugged it again.

“Shh. It’s okay. We’ll help you figure things out. Won’t we, Master?” the fairy asked, giving her husband a pleading look.

“Of course we will.” he assured them both. “We can either bring Titania here to meet with you, or maybe find a way to take you back to the other dryads. Whatever you want to do, we’ll make sure it happens.”

“Other dryads?” The oak sniffled.

“Well, yeah. There’s a whole grove of them in Elphyne. In fact, Hel’s temple is right in the middle of the glade they call home.” the einherjar informed her.

“More… like me?” she asked again, this time with a hint of hope in her voice.

“Yup. They’re generally pretty reclusive, so I’ve only met a few, but there are other types of nymphs and fae there as well. All kinds, really.” James added with a smile.

“And… and I can go? How could I though? I can’t go far from my tree. You aren’t lying to me, are you?” she pressed.

“I’m not lying. Promise. As for how… hmm.” The einherjar looked around, as if the forest could give him some clue.

“Mayhap thou couldst simply teleport the tree, Master?” Hrein suggested.

“That… could work.” the Champion agreed with a slow nod. “We’d want to dig out a proper hole for her roots before we did that, though. Get her planted nice and firm to keep her safe.”

“We should consult with Balanus first, Master.” Autumn said, cautioning her owner. “Besides, you shouldn’t be so hasty when dealing with trees.”

James paused and turned to stare at the succubus for a moment. “Did you just…”

The fallen angel tossed her lover a saucy wink and playful grin, but admitted to nothing.

Chuckling, the einherjar forced himself to get back on topic. “You’re right. I’ll speak to Titania and let her know what’s going on, then I’ll visit the dryad baroness. Maybe there’s somewhere she’ll want our friend here to be planted, or maybe she’ll know something about a missing acorn.” Turning back to the tree, he gave her a gentle smile. “How does that sound to you?”

“I… I’ll trust you.” she whispered, as if unsure she was making the right decision.

“Then please wait here with my wives… and concubine.” he added, glancing at Autumn. “I’ll be back soon.”


CHAPTER 21


James entered Titania’s audience chamber for the second time that day. He didn’t even get the chance to sit down this time however, before the queen called a recess until after dinner.

“I did not think to see you back so soon.” Titania remarked, taking her usual seat behind the desk.

“I didn’t think I’d be back so soon.” the einherjar replied with a small sigh. Taking the seat opposite her, the einherjar frowned. “I have good news and bad news. I’ll start with the good.”

“Very well. Please, tell me what has happened.” the Fairy Queen prompted.

“Well, the good news is that we have located the goblin camp, and eradicated the hundred plus little green bastards that lived there. That includes collapsing the warrens that they had dug beneath the surface.”

“And the bad?” the regal fae inquired.

“We’ve been told that there are more in the area. We’ve even been given a direction. Unfortunately, that direction points them straight at Elphyne.” the Champion replied with a sour look.

“You are correct. That is most unpleasant news. Might I inquire as to the nature of your source?” Titania frowned and steepled her fingers over her lips, while leaning back in her chair.

“That’s the weird part.” James answered cryptically. “You see, after we wiped out the goblins, we discovered a dryad that was living smack dab in the middle of their camp.”

“A dryad!” the queen exclaimed.

“Yeah. Don’t worry though. The ugly buggers didn’t seem to harm her any. I’m pretty sure she hid from them by staying in her tree the whole time. In fact, she’s so shy that even I haven’t seen her.”

“But… she has spoken to you?” Titania asked hesitantly.

“Yup. She hasn’t come out of her tree, but she has asked about meeting the dryads that live here. She says she’s been alone ever since she was an acorn.” the einherjar informed her.

“An acorn?” The fairy’s lips parted in a small gasp. “No… it couldn’t be…” Biting her lip, Titania shook her head slightly, as if arguing with herself. Finally, she looked James in the eye and asked a question that she was clearly afraid to give voice to. “Did… did she give her name, by any chance?”

“Sorry.” The ex-soldier shook his head. “She said she didn’t have a name. In fact, she doesn’t recall ever speaking to anyone in her life. Before my women and I, that is.”

“I see…” The Fairy Queen continued to worry her lip. “You said acorn. Does that mean that her tree is an oak?”

“Yes. It’s definitely an oak of some kind. I’m sorry, I’m not much of a botanist, so I couldn’t tell you what kind of oak it is.” the einherjar replied.

“That is fine.” the monarch said quickly. “But you should definitely speak to Balanus about this.”

“I intend to.” James agreed with a nod. “The plan is to go see her, as soon as I’m done here with you.”

“Very well. I might accompany you for that visit, if you do not mind.” Titania suggested.

“Not at all. I’m always happy to have your company.” the einherjar replied with a smile.

The Fairy Queen couldn’t help but flash him an equally warm smile. “Before we go however, I should like to hear your plan to pursue the remaining goblins.”

“Well, I’m thinking of sending Chimalma’s battalion after them. A large number of troops could cover a lot larger area than just me and my party, and to be frank, Hrein’s right. I really should start delegating more.”

“That would be wise.” the regal fairy concurred. “I know that you have a lot on your plate, and to be equally honest with you, I was surprised that you volunteered to take care of the goblin issue personally. Though perhaps I should not have been.”

“Yeah. You’re right.” James admitted with a sigh. “When I see a problem, I just want to jump in and fix it. It doesn’t usually occur to me to push it off onto someone else until after it’s done and dealt with. That’s just not the type of guy I am.”

Titania giggled softly. “That much is obvious. Not that I am complaining, mind you. If not for your heroic tendencies, neither I nor my queendom would be here today. That said, you are my general, James. You really should become more comfortable in deploying our troops to handle various affairs.”

“You’re right, of course.” the einherjar agreed again. “I’ll brief Chimalma on the mission after the issue with the dryad is resolved, then transport her and her troops to the site when they are ready.”

“Very well. I leave it in your hands, Lord Fir. Please keep me apprised of any important developments.” Titania stated, placing her hands on the desk and standing up from her seat. When the einherjar didn’t immediately move to follow, the queen looked at him with a curious expression. “Was there something else, James?”

Hel’s Champion frowned slightly, then looked his queen in the eye. “Don’t you think it’s weird, Titania?”

“Think what is weird?” she asked, taking her seat again. “Tell me what is on your mind, my friend.”

“Well, what are the odds that I go into a random spot in a huge forest to hunt goblins, and then find a lost dryad there?”

“I doubt the odds of such a thing happening are quite high.” the Fairy Queen admitted. “But what of it?”

“You don’t suppose this is a trick or a trap of some kind, do you?” the ex-soldier asked.

“I suppose that is possible… but I do believe it is unlikely.” the fae woman replied. “Why? Are your instincts telling you that the dryad is dangerous?”

“No… that’s not it.” the einherjar grumbled. “It’s just that… I don’t know. So many things have happened since I died and became an einherjar, it’s just too much to be coincidence. Don’t you think?”

“Do you think Fate has some plan for you? Perhaps the Norns have been placing things in your path?”

“No, I don’t… I don’t think it’s anything that grand.” The einherjar chuckled in disbelief. “I don’t know. It just seems strange.”

Titania smiled softly, and reached out to lay her hand atop her friend’s. “You know, not everything is about you, James.” she teased.

“What do you mean?” The Champion’s brow furrowed.

“It is perfectly possible that it was the goblins that were guided to that place, not you. As fae, twisted though they are, the goblins may have been drawn to her magic, without even knowing it.” the Fairy Queen explained.

“I suppose. You’re right. I’m probably just reading into things too much. Sorry.” he laughed, giving her an apologetic smile.

“No worries, as you are so fond of saying.” the pretty fae teased. “Now, let us go see Balanus. I am certain my old friend will have something to say about this.”
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“Sir!” Chimalma called out to her commanding officer from across the plaza.

“Lieutenant Colonel.” The einherjar returned the salute of the approaching werejaguar. “Funny that I should run into you. I was planning to look for you in a little bit, since I have new orders to give you.”

“Your Majesty.” Chimalma stopped and saluted the queen as soon as the much smaller woman stepped out from behind the Champion. Receiving a nod of acknowledgment from the monarch, the warrior woman continued her approach. “Orders, sir? Are they in relation to the woman?”

“Woman? No… has something happened?” James asked, his gut warning him that he was about to have another problem to deal with.

“Yes, sir.” the officer stated, finally coming to a halt in front of him. “A human named Maria is insisting on being permitted into the Fae Quarter. She claims that she has a right to do so, since she is supposedly the High Priestess of Hel, and that is where the Temple of Hel is located. Further, she claims that she was brought to this city by you, personally.”

The einherjar groaned and rubbed his eyes with his finger and thumb; a futile attempt to ward off the headache that had started forming the moment that he heard the name ‘Maria’. “I see. Please inform Ms. Maria that she has no such right, and that humans are not permitted to enter the Fae Quarter under any circumstances. Tell her that this is as much for their own safety as it is for the comfort of the fae. As to the rest… that’s partially true. She was the High Priestess of Hel on Earth, and I did bring her to Elphyne, much to my chagrin. This is Terra, however, and the position is already taken. You can inform her of that also.”

“Yes, sir. I will do so at once. Would you like to give me my new orders now as well, sir?” Chimalma inquired.

James began giving the battalion commander a quick rundown of the morning’s events, and laid out his plans for her unit to sweep the forest. He was just about finished wrapping up the details, when a painfully familiar voice called out to him.

“There you are! Why didn’t you tell me that there is a temple here? Why should I have to rent a place in town, when I should be given accommodation at the temple? That’s my right as High Priestess, after all.” Maria strode towards the group with a small number of elves trailing behind her. That changed however, the second that the elven guards spotted Queen Titania standing next to James. One minute she was walking forward with her hands on her hips and nose in the air, and the next she was staring at a small wall of swords, the points of which were mere inches from her face.

“Who let her past the gate?” the Champion growled, sending a shiver down the spine of every guard present. When no one answered, the bestial man stepped away from his companions and called out in an icy tone. “I asked a question. Someone had damn well better answer it.”

“S-sir!” a male elf squeaked. “She… she claimed to be an acquaintance of yours!”

“And? Did the lieutenant colonel not inform you that she would check with me?” the baron pressed.

“I… that is…” the elven guard stammered.

“Make sure you report this error to your commanding officer.” the einherjar snarled. “I’m sure they will have at least a week’s extra duties for you.”

“Sir!” The elf quickly saluted, turning bright red in the face.

“Ugh. If you’re done throwing your weight around and bullying this poor guy, you should take me to the temple now.” Maria interrupted.

“You!” James roared, nearly poking the woman in the face with a clawed finger. “Do not give orders here!” Leaning in close, he spoke in a much lower, though no less menacing voice. “You may be a priestess of Hel, but you have no authority on Terra. She already has a High Priestess here, and you are not her.”

Maria swallowed hard and stared at the sharp, black claw for a moment, then looked at the einherjar with strained smile. It was clear that she wanted to shout and make demands, but it seemed that fear had knocked a modicum of sense into the girl. “N-now, there’s no need to get angry. We’re both worshipers of Hel, right? That mean’s we’re allies. I just wanted to make a pilgrimage to the temple and pray to the goddess.”

Gritting his teeth, the Champion slowly lowered his hand and focused on calming his anger. He opened his mouth to order the woman out of the quarter, when Titania interjected on the woman’s behalf.

“We suppose that a single pilgrimage could be allowed, Lord Fir.” the Fairy Queen stated, stepping up beside him.

Maria’s eyes flicked to the jewel studded crown resting on Titania’s brow. The large emeralds and sapphires glinted in the late morning sunlight, drawing her attention and making it obvious that the auburn haired woman was a member of the royal family.

James looked like he’d bitten into something sour, bit still inclined his head slightly to the fae monarch. “Very well, Your Majesty. I’ll have Chimalma guide her to the temple while we tend to our business.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” The priestess performed a clumsy curtsy and flashed the Champion an arrogant smirk. When she straightened up again, the smile quickly vanished from her lips, as she noticed that the queen was looking at her with something of a predatory grin.

“My, my.” Titania tittered, getting quick the kick out of outplaying the clueless human. “Did you hear that, Lord Fir? She thanked us. That must mean that she feels deeply indebted to us, does it not?”

“I would say it must, Your Majesty.” the einherjar concurred, not bothering to hide his own feral grin.

“Er…” Maria stammered, unsure what to say or what exactly was transpiring.

“Well then. We shall make sure to call in this debt when it is most appropriate to do so. Until then, we do hope that she will follow future instructions more carefully.”

“That would certainly be wise of her, Your Majesty. Now, if you would do me the honour?” James agreed, offering the queen his arm.

“Of course! We would be delighted to have you escort us, Lord Fir.” The smile that Titania gave him was earnest and full of warmth, as if the unpleasantness with Maria was already completely forgotten.

“Come.” Chimalma whispered, drawing Maria away. “You have been dismissed.”
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“So, was that the queen or something?” Maria whispered once they were well out of earshot.

Chimalma glanced at the human woman out of the corner of her eye. “Yes.”

The priestess of Hel frowned and was silent for a moment as the two walked down the marble tiled path. “What do you think she meant by ‘debt’?” she finally asked.

All the werejaguar wanted to do was drop the rude woman off at the temple and be done with her, but they still had a bit of a walk before they reached the building, so she figured she might as well enlighten the self proclaimed priestess at bit. “You thanked a fae. That is not something you should ever do. It is taboo among them, and they will either take it as an insult if they think it is insincere, or take it be a declaration of debt. You are fortunate that Queen Titania chose to view it as the latter, although you will likely pay a steep price for your foolishness.”

“What? That’s not fair!” the spoilt woman protested. “How could I have known that?”

Chimalma stopped and spun on the petulant priestess, getting right in her face. “This is entirely your fault!” the werejaguar hissed. “If you had listened to the guards and remained outside the Fae Quarter, this never would have happened! Did it never occur to you that the ban was for your protection, as well as the that of the fae?”

“I… I thought you were just being racist.” Maria huffed, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Ridiculous.” the warrior woman scoffed. “As if that were an excuse to break the law.” Turning her back on the foolish woman, the werejaguar resumed marching down the path. “I suggest you comply with the guards from now on, and do not get yourself in further trouble. Remember, you are a guest here, and what you think is ‘right’ does not matter.”

Maria desperately wanted to argue, but held her tongue for the moment. Eventually, the pair reached a lush and vibrant forest, then turned right down a gravel path. After travelling for several more minutes, the temple finally came into sight.

“Wait… that’s not the temple, is it?” The priestess frowned as if she didn’t approve. The tall, slender building was built from dark stone and had a definite skull motif, but the overall design closely resembled that of a far eastern pagoda.

“Of course it is.” Chimalma snapped. “What else would it be? Now wait here and be quiet. I shall go let the High Priestess know that you desire an audience.”

Maria opened her mouth to tell Chimalma that she didn’t need an ‘audience’, but the werejaguar had already left her behind. Continuing at her own pace, the priestess watched in frustration as a young lady stepped out of temple to greet the warrior. At first, the human woman felt a twinge of jealousy, much like when she had first seen the Fairy Queen. Why are the women here all so damn beautiful? she silently griped. Back home, the pale skinned beauty had grown accustomed to being the prettiest girl in the room, wherever she went. But I’m barely above average here. she huffed.

Finally catching up to her guide, Maria decided to ignore her, and examined the new woman in front of her. The first thing that she noticed, aside from the shrine maiden-like attire, was the slender collar around the elf’s neck. This, combined with the youthful appearance of the girl, made her dismiss the woman as a servant of some kind. “You there. Go and tell your priestess that the true High Priestess of Hel has come to inspect the temple.”

The elf quirked a brow and allowed a gentle smirk to play across her lips. “Is that so? I suppose that would make you the one attempting to claim my position?”

“Your position?” Maria stared at the shorter woman with a furrowed brow.

“I am Lāmina. High Priestess of the Pantheon of Shadowheim. That includes Lady Hel, of course.” The elf inclined her head slightly to the taller woman, purely out of politeness.

“You!?” the human priestess shouted. “You barely look eighteen, if that. And you’re a slave!”

“I assure you that I am an adult.” The High Priestess scowled at the rude visitor with a look of distaste. “As to my position as a slave, why yes, of course I am. I bear my husband’s collar proudly, and it is my greatest honour to serve him.”

“Ugh. Disgusting.” Maria made a sound as if she wanted to retch. “What’s with this world and the men enslaving women?”

Chimalma crossed her arms over her chest and lifted her chin, proudly showing off the collar around her own neck. “Lord Fir is a great man. Any woman would be fortunate to serve him.”

“Wait? Lord Fir? As in that beast who brought me here? Don’t tell me you two belong to him as well!”

The werejaguar’s hand shot out like lightning, and she had the human woman by the throat before she could even blink. “That beast to whom you owe your life? Perhaps you should learn to curb your tongue, you ungrateful wretch, lest one of his pride take offence and waste his generosity.”

Lāmina briefly considered coming to the supposed priestess’ aid, but dismissed the notion almost as soon as it popped into her head. She needs to learn. Not just gratitude, but tact as well.

“L-let go of me.” Maria choked out, trying vainly to pry herself free from the warrior’s grip.

“Not until you apologize for your attitude towards my Master.” Chimalma growled.

“F-fine! I’m sorry!” Whether it was sincere or not, the werejaguar must have accepted the apology, because she released Maria and let her stumble away. The human woman coughed and choked for a few minutes, before looking up at her guide with an accusing glare. “None of this makes any damn sense.” she cursed, taking another step back, just to put a little more distance between her and the other two women.

“How so?” Lāmina asked patiently, even though she didn’t truly care to hear the other woman’s thoughts.

“Why would Hel, a proud Goddess of Death that even the other gods must eventually obey, allow her followers to be enslaved by a man?”

“You clearly know nothing about the man in question, nor the goddess that you purport to serve.” The elf sighed and shook her head.

“Ha!” Maria laughed sardonically. “This is all bullshit. There’s no way you’re actually a priestess of Hel. I mean, just look at this temple. It’s more Japanese than Norse by far, just like your stupid shrine maiden outfit. It’s obvious that you’re a fake, and Hel is going to punish you for your blasphemy!”

Lāmina’s eyebrows rose slowly, as Maria’s voice grew louder.

“Seriously. I’m not going to let you get away with this. I’m going to tell everyone that you’re just a bunch of frauds. Some… some… culture appropriating cult!” the supposed priestess screamed, then turned and fled back down the path through the woods.

“You should probably keep an eye on her, at least until she’s out of the Fae Quarter.” Lāmina suggested calmly.

“Want me to kill her and rid us of the nuisance permanently?” Chimalma offered with a snarl.

The elf giggled softly and shook her head. “No need for that, my friend. The poor woman is lost, and has no idea the foolishness of which she speaks. The truth will become apparent to her in good time.”
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James and Titania landed in the glade behind the Temple of Hel, having flown the rest of the way, instead of taking the same path as the unpleasant priestess.

“Are you familiar with the location of Balanus’ tree?” the Fairy Queen asked.

“No. To be honest, I’ve been a pretty poor neighbour. I haven’t really gone around and introduced myself to the dryads that live in the grove, even though I should have.” the einherjar admitted, scratching the back of his head in mild embarrassment.

The pretty fae woman giggled and held her hand out towards east. “Come this way, then.”

James followed the regal woman through the woods, dodging tree branches and roots as he picked his way through the thin undergrowth. There really wasn’t a trail to speak of, but he assumed that the Fairy Queen knew where she was going, and just walked behind her in silence.

Less than ten minutes later, the pair entered a spot in the woods that resembled a very small clearing. Really, it was more that the canopy of the giant oak in the middle spread so high and wide that the other trees had to keep their distance, lest they be stuck in its shade.

“Balanus, my old friend. We would speak with you, if you are in the mood for guests.” the fairy called out in a friendly tone of voice.

“Titania. James.” the hamadryad replied as she emerged from her tree. Though her skin was the colour of bark, and her hair was the same verdant shade as the leaves of her tree, the ancient fae was truly a creature of beauty. At roughly five foot eight, she was taller than many of the other fae in Elphyne, while still being curvier than most as well. “What brings you to my home?” she asked, her voice light and airy, like the wind in the leaves.

“James here has made a discovery that I think you must hear about.” Titania informed her with a serious expression. Turning to the man beside her, the Fairy Queen nodded for him to go ahead.

“As I told Her Majesty, I recently encountered a dryad, far to the south of here.” he began.

“Oh? That is passing strange. Most of my people set down roots here in Elphyne, so that we may enjoy the Queen’s protection. What manner of tree was she?” Balanus inquired.

“She’s an oak.” James said carefully. “An oak that has no memory of ever meeting anyone before me, and yet has the ability to speak. Moreover, she has no name, or at least no recollection of having one.”

Balanus frowned at the strangeness of his claim, at least until the implications of his words dawned on her. “Wait… no memory, you say?” she asked, her slender hand trembling slightly. Clutching the shaking hand to her chest, the hamadryad took several steps forward, until she was looking up, directly into the einherjar’s eyes. “What does she look like?”

“I honestly don’t know what her womanly form looks like.” the Champion admitted with a shake of his head. “She seems very shy, you see, and only spoke to us from within her tree.”

The dryad seemed to become agitated and impatient, stepping back and starting to pace back and forth in front of him. “Could it be?” she muttered to herself.

“That is what I was thinking.” Titania said softly.

Balanus glanced at Titania, and James could see tears beginning to well up in her eyes. “After all this time…” Turning to the ex-soldier, she stepped close to him again and gazed up at him with a pleading look. “How far away is she? Could we meet if we ranged from our trees as far as we could?”

“Actually, I was thinking of bringing her here, if that’s okay with you.” the einherjar offered with a gentle smile.

This caused the hamadryad to frown. “How? Trying to remove her from her tree would kill her.”

“Well, I had thought that perhaps you could help me pick a spot here in the grove to plant her oak.” the ex-soldier suggested.

Balanus’ eyes widened and her expression became a mix of horror and hope. “You plan to uproot her?”

“Not in the traditional sense.” James said, holding his hands up in an effort to calm the dark skinned woman. “I thought I could use my magic to dig a hole in a clear spot, here in the grove. Then I could teleport her tree directly into that hole, and cover her roots with soil again. That way, we minimize the risk of damaging any of her roots during the move.”

The dryad glanced at her friend, only to receive a supportive nod, then reached out to grasp the einherjar’s hands. “If you do this… if you bring my daughter home without hurting her, I will owe you a great debt.”

“Daughter!” James exclaimed.

“You did not know?” Balanus asked, furrowing her brow in confusion. “Is that not why you came here and spoke with me?”

Titania giggled softly, and placed her hand on the dryad’s shoulder. “I did not tell him. James sought you out of his own accord, seeking only to assist the dryad that he’d found in the forest.”

Balanus inhaled sharply, then exhaled slowly, after a pause. “Yes, she is most likely my daughter, Arbuscula.”

“Then… how? How did she wind up hundreds of miles to the south?” James asked, astonished by the news.

Though she was impatient to see her daughter, the dryad felt that she should humour the bestial man’s curiosity, at least for a few minutes. “Arbuscula grew up here, in this very grove. But a few short decades after she matured and emerged from her tree, a mysterious fire broke out in these woods, and my poor daughter was caught in the flames.”

James felt sorry for the woman, because it was clear that the memory was still painful for her, even as she shared her story with him.

“Her tree was dying, which was a death sentence for her as well. Thus, I did the only thing that I could do. I guided my only daughter through a secret ritual known as re-budding. It is only possible if there is an acorn or other seed still attached to the dryad’s tree, and it strips the dryad of all her memories, but it saves her life. This is done by forcing her essence into the acorn, which can be replanted, allowing her to grow again. It is much the same as human reincarnation.” Tears streaked down Balanus’ cheeks as she told the tale, and it was clear to James that it would be cruel to make the woman wait any longer for her reunion.

“Perhaps some day you can tell me how her acorn wound up so far away, but I think it’s time for us to dig that hole. What do you say?” The bestial man did his best to give the forest dwelling woman a comforting smile.

Balanus searched his eyes for a moment, and then shook her head softly. “It is no wonder that Titania is so taken with you.” she whispered.

The Fairy Queen opened her mouth as if to protest, but a single glance from her friend told her how futile it would be. Instead, the auburn haired beauty huffed and puffed her cheeks, while folding her arms over her chest. “I am not that taken with him.” she muttered to herself, noting how the words rang false, even to her own ears.

The ancient dryad smiled softly, and turned her attention back to the man before her. “There is no grand tale to tell, only one of fate and misfortune.” Balanus said with a sigh. “I carefully planted my daughter’s acorn, only to have it dug up by a wily squirrel who had been watching. When I chased after the rodent, it leapt in to the trees, only to be scooped up by a great eagle as it passed from one branch to another. And that… that was the last I saw of my daughter…”

“Well, unless I miss my guess, this tale will have a happy ending very, very soon.” the einherjar assured her.

“Yes.” Balanus sniffled, but nodded firmly and gave him a brave smile. “Come. I shall show you where to dig. I know just the place.”


CHAPTER 22


James followed Balanus the very short distance to the spot that she wanted dug up. It was so close, in fact, that it was just barely outside the area covered by the canopy of her tree. When the hamadryad came to a stop, the einherjar noted that she was standing in front of the blackened husk of a once proud oak.

“Is this… your daughter?” he asked softly.

The baroness nodded without speaking, and a single tear rolled down her cheek. After a long moment of silence, she turned to him with a pleading look. “Would you be able to remove the tree without damaging it further?” she asked, her voice soft and meek.

“I should be able to.” the einherjar scratched his beard in thought. “Removing the earth from around her roots won’t be a problem, but I’m concerned that she might just topple over once I do. If we had some ropes to secure her, and keep her upright, then it would be fine.”

Titania, who had accompanied them on the exceedingly short trip, hummed in thought. “I suppose I could send for someone to fetch some rope from the market. Otherwise, we might have to make-do with weaving that ivy together to make a larger, thicker vine.”

“Oh. Sorry. I hadn’t been paying close attention to my surroundings. The ivy should work just fine.” Walking back to Balanus’ tree, the Champion began to carefully peel the ivy from her trunk and branches.

“Here. Allow me.” the dryad said, making a curious expression.

“Oh, okay. Just be careful not to uproot it, please. I just need to wrap the end around your daughter’s tree.” he told her as he walked to the next nearby source of the vine.

“But… it will not reach.” Balanus stated with a frown. “And how do you intend to strengthen it?”

“Hmm?” James blinked and turned back to look at the dryad, then gave her a warm smile. “With the magic that you taught me, of course.”

“Magic I taught you?” The fae woman’s brow furrowed in confusion. “I do not recall teaching you such a thing.”

“Oh, not directly, no. I learned it from the magic bean that you gave me as a wedding gift.” The einherjar chuckled.

“You learned magic… from a bean?” Balanus gave the bestial man a look that said she thought he was losing his mind.

“James is… unique.” Titania interjected. “That is why I suggested that you give him a minor artifact as a gift at that time.”

“Right. Well, anyway, once you have the vine unravelled, I’ll take ahold of it and guide it to your daughter’s tree.” the einherjar explained.

“There is no need for that.” the dryad stated. “Please prepare your spell.” Stepping up to her ancient oak, the fae baroness began to hum and wave her hands in the air. As she did, the ivy wrapped around its trunk began to slither and unwind, as if it were a charmed snake. When it began to stretch out and reach for the dryad, Balanus curled her fingers and gently scratched the vine beneath its leaves.

“Whenever you are ready, my lady.” James called out to her.

“What? You have not even begun to cast your spell.” the dryad pointed out.

Giving the ancient beauty a playful smirk, Hel’s Champion walked over and lightly tapped the vine with his finger. In response, the ivy immediately began to grow; extending a full sixteen feet in just under a minute, while simultaneously becoming dozens of times thicker.

While the growth was astonishingly rapid, it wasn’t so fast that the dryad didn’t have time to adjust. Once she got over her shock at his instant casting of the spell, Balanus was easily able to guide the direction of the plant’s growth, and had the ivy gently wrap its tip around her daughter’s former tree.

“Excellent. Now, if you don’t mind repeating that procedure a couple more times, we’ll have the tree nice and secure.” the einherjar told her.

“How did you do that?” the baroness asked with a firm gaze. “That was easily four times as fast as my own magic would allow a plant to grow.”

“Oh. Uh, I just improved the spell a bit, after I learned it from the bean. It’s uh… one of my specialities. Improving spells, that is.” James said, by way of a half baked explanation. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the hamadryad, it was simply that he didn’t feel that it was the right moment to go into the details.”

“Teach me.” she said insistently, stepping so close to him that their bodies were nearly touching.

Titania coughed, drawing the dryad’s attention away from the einherjar, looking slightly miffed. “Balanus.” she said with a forced smile. “Perhaps now is not the time?”

The hamadryad frowned, but bowed slightly to her queen. “Of course. We must hurry so that my daughter can return.” Then, almost as an after thought, she looked back at James with that same intense stare. “But we will speak of this again.”

As James had suggested, the pair used their spells in conjunction a few more times, growing and winding ivy around the old trunk, to secure it in place. When that was done, the einherjar moved to the base of the tree and willed the soil to recede, leaving the roots exposed. The movement of the earth was smooth and fast, like a wave upon a lake, but gentle enough that it parted around the delicate roots without causing them any harm.

“There. That’s done. Now, where would you like to place it?” he asked, turning to face the hamadryad.

“So quickly does the earth respond to your call, Champion.” the ancient fae remarked, clearly impressed with his abilities.

“I get a lot of practice.” he joked, flashing the woman a warm smile and tossing a wink to Titania. The queen fought down a smirk and merely shook her head.

Balanus studied him for a moment, then turned her mind to answering his question. “I… do not know. I only thought to have my daughter take her place again, at my side. And… I did not wish to see her old tree harmed, despite… despite…”

“It’s okay. I understand.” James said softly. “It’s no different than how humans treat their loved ones.”

The dryad gave him a weak smile and nodded in appreciation. “But, now I am forced to realize that I neither want her old tree to be nearby, nor far. My apologies.” she said with a shake of her head. “I am not making any sense.”

“It’s quite all right. In fact, may I make a suggestion?” the einherjar offered.

“Please do.”

“Among humans, there are a number of ways to preserve loved ones who have passed away, or at least the memory of them. Sometimes they bury the body, but I think we should go with the next most common practice in this case.”

“Cremation?” Titania asked, taking her best guess.

“Exactly. Now, feel free to reject the notion if it seems callous or cruel, but I thought that, if we reduce the old tree to ashes, it could provide nourishment for the new tree. Have the two rejoin, in a manner of speaking.” the Champion explained.

Both the queen and her baroness seemed rather surprised by his suggestion, but neither appeared to be offended by it.

“That… would be most fitting, would it not?” Balanus stated, blinking away her tears. “Yes. Yes! Please proceed with your plan, Champion. That is nature’s way, and it should have been obvious to me.”

“All right, then. Just give me a moment.” Taking several steps back from the small hole he’d dug, the einherjar focussed on the tree and prepared to cast Rebirth. Fae are like demons in that they don’t have souls. he thought as he brought the spell to mind. I didn’t want to mention it to her, but if the new tree isn’t her daughter, then this magic might bring her real daughter back. And if the dryad that we met down south is her daughter, then this tree should be reduced to ash, just like Amorah’s head was.

Titania quietly slipped her hand into her friend’s, clasping it gently as she watched James work. The einherjar stood there silently, not moving a muscle, and then the little burnt oak suddenly burst into flames and, was reduced to ash in seconds.

Balanus gasped as the flames struck, instantly reminded of the day that she had lost her daughter. It took a great deal of willpower not to scream, leaving her none to fight back the torrent of tears that spilled from her eyes.

Understanding the woman’s pain, at least on some level, the einherjar quickly turned and gave her an earnest look. “I’m going straight to your daughter, and will bring her back as quickly as possible. I promise.”

The hamadryad nodded and sniffed, unable to form words at the moment due to the lump in her throat. Then, without another word, the bestial man vanished, as if he had never been there in the first place.

“He will be back soon.” Titania whispered encouragingly, giving the dryad’s hand another squeeze.
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The stench of the goblin corpses, and the filth they left behind, was almost overwhelming when James appeared in the southern clearing. It took a great deal of effort on the einherjar’s part not to hurl and lose his lunch on the spot. Note to self: enhanced senses are not always a blessing. Grimacing, the ex-soldier strode forward, stepping over the twisted fae.

“Master! You’re back!” Acrasia called out to him from where she sat in the tree’s bough.

“Yes, and we’ve created a spot to plant our new friend in.” he replied with a bit of a forced smile. It wasn’t that he wasn’t pleased to be helping, it was just hard to make any expression other than disgust, given the current state of the glade.

“Is it with the other dryads?” the tree asked in a hopeful tone of voice.

“It is. In fact…” James debated whether or not to tell the young dryad about her mother. On one hand, it might frighten her. he thought to himself. Put even more pressure on her. But on the other, she may want to be prepared for what she’s walking into.

“In fact?” the dryad pressed.

The einherjar bit his lip and hesitated only for another second. “In fact, we may have figured out some of your history. Perhaps who you were, before waking up in this glade.”

“Truly!?” the oaken spirit exclaimed.

“Truly. Though, I think I will leave the rest to Balanus to explain, if you don’t mind.”

“Balanus? Who is that? Someone who knows me?”

James almost blurted out ‘your mother’, but managed to hold his tongue. “Quite… quite possibly, yes. Either way, she’s the baroness who sees to the needs of the grove.”

“I see…” The einherjar could almost hear the frown in the woman’s voice. “Why does her name sound so familiar?”

Hel’s Champion doubted that he was supposed to hear that last bit, as it was muttered in a very low whisper, but his hearing was far superior that of an ordinary human, or even most fae. Rather than let on that he had heard, he stepped forward and placed his palm against the trunk of the tree. “If you’re ready, I’ll take you there now.”

“Yes, please!” the dryad replied quickly, her voice trembling with excitement.

“All right.” Glancing at Hrein, who was standing to his left, the einherjar nodded. “I’ll summon you ladies as soon as I get there.”

“We shall be waiting, Master.” The valkyrie inclined her head towards her husband in a show of respect.

“And away we go…” the Champion muttered.
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Balanus thought her heart would fail the moment a large, healthy tree appeared in the spot where her daughter had stood for so many years… and then immediately began to topple over.

Quick as thought, James called on the earth to create supports for the young oak, and beams of stone came shooting out of the ground to pin it in place. Then, once it was no longer in danger of falling over, the rocky protrusions slowly extended, until the beautiful tree was perfectly upright again.

“Way to nearly give a guy a heart attack.” the einherjar muttered, finally releasing the breath that he’d been holding. With a wave of his hand, the bestial man urged the soil to wash over the roots like water, and bury them securely within the earth. Then, just to make sure it held, he lowered the supports and allowed them to become a stone lattice overtop the soil, before anchoring itself to the bedrock again. I made sure to leave plenty of room for the trunk to expand, but now even a hurricane shouldn’t be able to knock her over. he thought as he examined his handiwork.

Finished with his magical ministrations, Hel’s Champion took a step back and gave the young dryad some room. Of course, that was when he remembered that he was supposed to summon his women, and quickly called them to his side.

“Arbuscula?” Balanus called out softly, her hand trembling as she raised it towards the new oak.

“Do you… know me?” the younger dryad replied, emerging from her tree. It was the first time that the einherjar had laid eyes on her, but he could already see the resemblance to Balanus. The new fae was several inches shorter than the baroness, but she possessed the same deep brown skin tone as her mother, as well as the same green eyes and hair. She didn’t inherit her mother’s figure though, did she? the man silently noted. In truth, where Balanus was fairly curvy for a fae woman, Arbuscula had the kind of lithe and graceful build that was more common among faeries and elves. Regardless, anyone could tell at a glance that the two were closely related.

“Arbuscula!” Balanus cried, rushing up to the younger woman and crushing her in a hug. The poor young dryad looked stunned as the older fae sobbed and clung to her as if her life depended on it.

Glancing over at Titania, he spotted the Fairy Queen wipe a tear from her eye as she watched over the two of them with a warm smile.


CHAPTER 23


“Let’s leave them in peace. I’m sure they have a lot of catching up to do, and we can connect with them later.” the einherjar whispered to his lovers. All of the women around him nodded silently, and followed behind the ex-soldier as he turned and left the grove.

When they finally exited the wood, and entered the clearing that held Hel’s temple, Hrein moved to his side and stood on her tiptoes to plant a kiss on his cheek. “Thou hast accomplished a wonderful thing, Master.” she whispered, earning her several murmurs and nods of agreement from the other women.

“What are your plans now, Master?” Tu’apa asked, stepping up on his other side. The way her tail slowly wagged behind her, told the einherjar that she was hoping for some attention.

Leaning forward so he could steal a kiss from her lips, he wrapped his arm around the werewolf’s waist and pulled her close. “I need to catch up with Chimalma to see her off. Once her battalion is ready, I’m transporting them all down to where we first encountered the goblins on the road.”

“Thine intent is to have them sweep the area for the remaining goblins, Master?” the shield maiden inquired.

“That’s the plan, yeah. Why the doubtful look on your face?” the ex-soldier asked, noticing the valkyrie’s puzzled expression.

“Whilst thy soldiers should have little trouble navigating the forest, how dost thou intend for the wagons to accompany them?”

The einherjar opened his mouth to say that the soldiers should just hump their gear on their backs, like he did back on Earth, but then he realized that there were several problems with that. “They don’t have modern rations, do they.” he muttered with a sigh. “And I doubt they have the means to carry or purify much water, either. Shit.” In his eagerness to stamp out the goblin threat, he’d forgotten that ancient armies were massively dependant on wagon trains and camp followers. There were no air drops of supplies, nor even an effective way to carry more than a combat load of arrows.

“Are the armies of Earth truly able to take on such monumental tasks, Master?” Tu’apa Hyy asked, wide eyed. “There must be hundreds of miles of trackless forest to search. And surely you don’t intend for the army to cut paths through all of it?”

James shook his head and rubbed his face with his hand. “No. I mean, yes, Earth’s armies can search mountains or forests with far less trouble. We have aircraft, flying vehicles, that can drop supplies to us, or even move troops great distances in a short amount of time. But no, I don’t want our troops destroying the forest by cutting it down in a hunt for the goblins. There has to be a better way to pull this off.”

Hrein tapped her lip in thought. “Mayhap there is a way, Master.”

“Oh? Thought of something, have you?” the einherjar asked, impressed that the valkyrie had come up with something so quickly.

“Perhaps thou shouldst assign one of the rooms on the third floor of thy mansion to Chimalma, and give her access to thy Inventory blessing. That way, she could distribute food and supplies to the troops, whilst someone on this end acquires it in Elphyne.” the shield maiden suggested.

“Hmm. I suppose I could lend one of the twins to the army for the duration of the mission but…” The Champion frowned, feeling like he was failing at delegating the duties properly. He didn’t want Titania’s armies completely dependant on his house to function, and when he saw the scowl on Hrein’s face, he realized that she was of the same opinion.

“There is a better way to proceed than that, Master.” the valkyrie scolded him lightly.

James tried to think of what she could be hinting at, but could see no way for anyone else to put the supplies in the Inventory every day. “They need to have access to my blessings, which means it has to be someone I’ve collared with the Enslave spell… oh.” The einherjar groaned softly as he finally caught on to what the Chooser had in mind.

“I see that thou hast figured it out for thyself.” Hrein stated with a subtle smirk.

“You want me to move ahead with binding more people to the Order, don’t you?” the ex-soldier grumbled.

“Precisely.” the shield maiden confirmed with a sharp nod. “There are two such women currently awaiting thine acceptance, if I may be so bold as to remind thee.”

“Ocythoe the harpy and… who was the other one?”

“A banshee named Bás, Master.” the valkyrie reminded him. “Thou hast never met her.”

“Right. Now I remember.” the einherjar said with a frown. “Very well. I’ll go inform Chimalma of the plan, then meet you back home for lunch. In the mean time, I’d like you to go and inform the two ladies that I’m willing to interview them after dinner.”

“As thou wouldst have it, Master.” Hrein bowed deeply, then flashed him a teasing smile before taking wing.

James shook his head as he watched the beautiful woman fly away. The things she gets me into… he thought, chuckling to himself.
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James waited patiently on his ‘throne’, such as it was. In truth, the einherjar was feeling a tiny bit nervous, though he would never admit it. Try as he might, he couldn’t stop his mind from circling back to the same thought over and over. I can’t believe she wants me to get a blowjob from some woman I’ve never met.

“We really should do something about that throne, Master.” Autumn stated with a look of displeasure. “Not that I approve of excessive pride, it is a sin after all, but a man of your standing should comport himself in a more noble manner.”

“What? Oh. Yeah, maybe we can get it fixed someday.” the bestial man grumbled, having been pulled from his thoughts.

“I have returned, Master.” Hrein announced from the doorway to the dungeon. “May I present to thee Ocythoe the harpy, and Bás of the banshee.” Stepping aside, the valkyrie revealed two lovely young ladies.

At roughly 5’ 6”, the harpy was the taller of the two. Despite this, her demeanour was by far the most timid. The shy maiden curtsied when his gaze fell on her, hiding her eyes behind long bangs of silky hair. The colour of deep midnight with stark white tips, the hair did little to hide the girl’s pretty face. In fact, if it weren’t for her inhumanly wide mouth and slightly oversized eyes, the monstrous woman might have passed for a magazine model back on Earth. Well, aside from the fact that she has wings instead of arms, her legs are those of a vulture from the knee down, she has lustrous tail feathers sprouting from the small of her back, and… she has no belly button? Huh. I guess that makes sense. the einherjar noted.

The banshee, on the other hand, had an even less human appearance in the bestial man’s opinion, despite lacking any truly monstrous features. Coming in a five foot nothing, the pale woman was cadaverously skinny, with silky white hair that fell all the way to her ass and lacked any volume at all. Likewise, her eyes were completely white, with no sign of irises or pupils to be seen. That said, the woman was far from ugly. To be fair, she could hardly be called sexy, being little more than skin and bones without any curves at all, but she was undeniably very pretty about the face.

“It is an honour to meet you, Lord Fir.” Bás stated coldly, without even the barest hint of a smile.

James forced a smile and nodded to the expressionless woman. “You as well, Bás. Now, if the two of you would kindly step forward, I would like speak with each of you about your reasons for being here.”

The two young women did as commanded and approached the small dais that his throne rested upon. As they got closer, the harpy’s nervousness seemed to intensify even further, and she began wrapping her naked body in her wings, as if she were cold.

“Are you all right, Ocythoe?” the Champion asked in a gentle voice. He’d only met the young harpy once, and she had been painfully shy even then.

“Y-yes, my lord.” the former messenger stammered as she nodded.

“Let’s start with you then, if you don’t mind.” the baron offered with a comforting smile. “Could you please tell me why you wish to join the Order of the Arbiter? I hope this isn’t solely to please your mother.”

“N-no!” Ocythoe protested, waving her wings in the air and nearly knocking over the woman beside her.

Glancing at Bás, the einherjar was surprised to see that the banshee made no outward sign of displeasure, despite being buffeted by the feathery appendage. Huh. Interesting. I wonder if she’s really that calm, or she just has a great poker face?

“I… I really do want… want to… to serve you… my lord.” The poor harpy’s voice grew quieter with each word that passed her lips. Worse still, the shy woman was now blushing fiercely, which made the einherjar think that her words were likely true.

“I apologize if this interview is making you uncomfortable, Ocythoe, but would you mind telling me why? This is an eternal commitment on your part, and I merely wish to ensure that you are making the decision for the right reasons.” the Champion gently pressed.

The young woman whispered something, but it was so quiet that even his tiger-like hearing couldn’t pick up the words.

“I’m sorry, but could you repeat that a little louder, please?”

“I… I… I, I, I, I…” Completely flustered, the bird girl began to flap her wings and recite the same word over and over, growing a deeper shade of red with each passing second.

Worried that he might have broken the girl mentally, the einherjar moved to stand up from his throne, when the harpy suddenly screeched at the top of her lungs.

“I love you!!!!”

James blinked, frozen in an awkward position, half risen from his seat. Many of the women standing around the room covered their mouths or otherwise tried to stifle the grins and laughter threatening to escape their lips. Meanwhile, Ocythoe seemed completely oblivious to their reactions, staring at him with wide eyes and panting heavily.

Several seconds passed by in silence, before the baron finally relaxed into his seat once more. “Ocythoe…” he said gently, “you don’t know me. We’ve hardly ever met.”

“You’re a hero!” the harpy cried, flapping her wings excitedly and doing an odd little dance. “You’ve saved so many lives! You’re so big and strong! You’ve got more powerful magic than anyone! I’ve listened to Lāmina’s sermons! You’re practically a god! I love the colour of your fur! You’re so nice, and kind, and gentle, and generous, and smart, and handsome, and tall! And, and, and… I want to lay eggs for you!”

“Whoa… boy.” James exhaled slowly, more than a little overwhelmed by the fierce change in the woman’s demeanour. Yup! Pretty sure I broke her…

Clearing her throat, Hrein interjected with a point that she felt she had to make clear. “Ocythoe, we have discussed this. Thou shalt not be bearing Master’s children unless he doth request that thou dost join his harem.”

The harpy looked to Hrein and nodded rapidly. “I understand, Mistress. But this is the first step. I’ll get into the Order, then work hard so that he notices me!”

“Uh, you do know that none of my wives or concubines went that route, right?” the Champion pointed out. “Joining the Order of the Arbiter is not meant to be a path to my harem.”

“I understand, Master.” Ocythoe replied, dropping to her knees and bowing her head. “But it is my best chance.”

James wanted to correct the girl and tell her that he wasn’t her master yet, but held his tongue. No need to upset her unnecessarily. he thought to himself. “Ocythoe, I can’t guarantee that you will ever make it into my harem. You might just spend your life alone if you take this path. Isn’t that too cruel? Just to keep you waiting like that?”

Ocythoe shook her head violently. “No, Master! I don’t want any man but you! Besides, if I bond with you, then I get to keep trying for eternity!”

The intensity of her stare, and the fervour with which she spoke, sent a shiver down the bestial man’s spine. If she pants any harder, she’s going to pass out from hyperventilation… Looking to Hrein for support, he found that she, and all of the other women present, had taken a sudden and intense interest in their surroundings, looking anywhere and everywhere but at him. You’ve got to be kidding… he groaned internally. Hrein must have known she was secretly like this. Why would she recommend her for bonding, then? Unless she thinks I’ll actually accept the girl into my house one day… Sighing the einherjar lowered his head and began to massage his temples.

“Are you all right, Master!” Ocythoe chirped. “I can’t cast any spells that can heal, but should I get you something? A glass of water? Food? Would you like a pillow to lie down on? You can use my lap if you want. My lower legs aren’t as smooth and soft as human legs, but my thighs are nice and plump, and if I put my wings over them then -.”

“I’m!” the einherjar began to shout, but brought his voice back under control at the last second. “I’m fine, Ocythoe. Thank you.” he grumbled.

The bird girl waited for a few seconds with bated breath, but quickly ran out of patience. “Do I pass, Master?” she asked in a trembling voice. Her eyes were so wide and pleading that the einherjar just didn’t have the heart to say no. It felt like turning her down would be the mental equivalent of kicking a puppy.

“If you are certain…”

“Yes! Yes, yes, yes!” The harpy jumped to her feet and leapt for joy.

Not knowing what else to do, and unsure how long it would take the crazy woman to calm down, the Champion chose to ignore her bouncing around the room and direct his attention to the other applicant standing before him. “Please don’t tell me that you are in love with me as well, Bás. I’m certain that we’ve never laid eyes on each other before.”

“No, sir. I couldn’t care less about you.” the banshee said stiffly.

“Oh. How nice.” James muttered, wondering if there were any sane women left in Elphyne. “Then why, pray tell, would you want to bind your soul to mine for eternity?”

“I love the queen.” Bás stated firmly.

“I beg your pardon? What does Her Majesty have to do with this?” the einherjar pressed.

For the first time, the young banshee showed some level of emotion by rolling her eyes. “Everyone knows that you and the queen will be wed one day.”

James coughed upon hearing the girl’s blunt statement, accidentally choking on his own spit. “Excuse me?”

“It’s obvious.” Bás said with a bit of a forlorn sigh. “The queen fancies you like she has no other for centuries. You’ve even saved her life.” The banshee frowned when admitting the last bit, as if it left a sour taste in her mouth.

“And?” the Champion prodded again.

“And I wish to serve Her Majesty for all time.” The fae woman stood tall, or at least as tall as she could, and made the declaration proudly.

“Oh. You meant love her in that way. I see. Your loyalty is commendable, but -.”

“No. Do not misunderstand, sir. I love her in all ways.” Bás corrected him before he even finished. “Just as Ocythoe hopes to one day join your harem, I too hope that Her Majesty will one day look upon me with similar desire.”

“Wait.” James grimaced and held his hand up. “Let me get this straight. You want to bind yourself to me in the hopes that you will join my harem, not for my sake, but for that of a woman who may one day join it?”

The banshee bowed deeply, and spoke in a steady voice. “That is essentially correct, sir. I swear that I will service you whenever you demand it of me, even going so far as to bear your children if you command me to. Such is the sacrifice I am willing to make for Her Majesty.”

“For crying out loud, woman…” the einherjar grumbled. “This is getting out of hand. People joining the Order to try and get into my harem, or even my harem’s harem?”

“It is not only for that reason, sir.” Bás argued. “It is also so I can protect the queen with your power.”

“How so?” the einherjar frowned. “Do you think I am falling short in that regard?”

“Not… exactly, sir.” the banshee answered a bit hesitantly. “But I was thinking that, with our powers combined, we could safeguard the queen against anything.”

James quirked a brow, intrigued by the fae woman’s statement. “Go on.”

“It occurred to me sir, that while you can heal any wound, or even bring her back to life, there are things that even you may not be able to fix. If, for example, she were to be kidnapped, cursed, or who knows what else, you might be unable to save her. However! If I am ever at her side as a faithful servant and guardian, then I will bear witness to anything that may come to pass. And, if something untoward should happen to Her Majesty, I could instantly take my own life, confident that you would return me to my rightful place at her side. Thus, I, or another banshee, would foresee my death, and know that something foul would soon befall the queen.”

The einherjar’s eyebrows rose slightly upon hearing the banshee’s explanation. That’s some serious dedication… he silently noted. “I see. So, aside from hoping to one day become Titania’s lover, you also wish to protect her by acting as an early warning system of sorts.”

“Yes, sir.” the fae woman confirmed, nodding sharply. “Of course, I would make myself useful the rest of the time as well. I could act as her assistant, since I would be nearby and free to do so.”

“Have you spoken to Her Majesty about this?” James asked.

The banshee’s cheeks heated immediately, turning bright red as her eyes darted off to the side. “I… I have not spoken to her of… of all of it.”

James didn’t know whether to sigh or to chuckle. These two are like awkward teens with their first crush. I’m not sure what Hrein was thinking, accepting their applications. It was only then that the einherjar realized that the valkyrie herself was technically a teenager, and that he might well be her first crush also. Let’s not think too deeply about that now… he told himself, quickly switching his attention back to the banshee. “Which parts is she aware of?”

“The warning system, as you called it, sir.” Bás admitted.

Now the einherjar did sigh. “You know, I can raise you from the dead without you being bound to me for eternity. In fact, I’ll make you this offer right now. If you die in the service of Her Majesty, I promise that I will resurrect you as soon as possible.”

Bás grimaced slightly and shook her head. “Your offer is most generous, sir, but I truly do wish to spend an eternity at Her Majesty’s side. And besides… she’ll never take me as a lover unless I gain entry to your harem. It is well known that you do not share your women, sir.”

Hel’s Champion grumbled. I don’t like this at all. he thought to himself. “If you’re in love with someone, shouldn’t you want your first sexual experience to be with them? Or am I misreading something? Perhaps you have already…?”

The banshee’s eyes flashed with anger as she glared at the baron. “I assure you, sir, my flesh is as pure as driven snow.”

“Okay! I didn’t mean to insinuate anything.” James immediately apologized, holding his hands up in front of him. “But my point stands, then. Also, why are you so concerned about eternity? Aren’t you fae nearly eternal as it is?”

Bás frowned, but allowed her scowl to soften a little. “Nearly eternal is not the same as eternal, sir. We can die, but if we are bound to you, we will certainly gain an afterlife at the very least. As for the other… point… yes, of course I would prefer that all of my firsts be experienced with Her Majesty. In fact, I truly wish I would never have to touch another, especially not a man. But that is not the fate that has been chosen for me. It is clear that Her Majesty lo… lo… is… is very fond of you, sir. She has her heart set on being with you, and I would not take that from her, even if I could.”

James exhaled softly and gave the young woman a gentle smile. “I’m sorry. I underestimated your love for Titania. Truly, you have a noble heart.” Turning his attention to his Chooser, the einherjar asked her opinion on the matter. “What do you think, my love? Would we be doing right by these two by accepting their applications to the Order?”

“I believe so, Master.” Hrein replied, placing her hand over her heart and bowing deeply to her husband.

“Very well. I hereby formally accept the applications of both Ocythoe and Bás. If the two of you are prepared, you may remove your clothing and come kneel before me.” the Champion declared.

Really, the order to get undressed was only meant for the banshee, since the harpy was already naked, as was the norm for her people. As Bás mechanically doffed her silken black robes, the einherjar noted that both of the women had similarly small busts. Ocythoe, harpy that she was, almost seemed to be naturally designed to be aerodynamic, leaving her with cute little A-Cups that would barely be a handful. Bás on the other hand, seemed to lack any breasts at all. There were no mounds to speak of, merely a pair of pale pink nipples resting atop her boney ribcage.

They kind of remind me of sakura lying in a field of snow. the einherjar thought as he observed the banshee’s naked body for the first time.

While the harpy looked ecstatic, nearly bouncing with each step as she approached, the banshee’s body language was far more measured. In fact, if anything, her face looks resigned. Like she’s on a funeral march, not being awarded something that she desires. Sighing inwardly, the einherjar chose to accept it, since Bás had clearly chosen this for herself.

When each of the women reached the top step of the dais, both fell to their knees and bowed their heads before their chosen master. Looking down at them, the einherjar decided that, if he was going to be doing this, he really should come up with some sort of standardized ceremony. It had been quick and dirty with Chimalma, and he almost regretted that he hadn’t put more thought into it for her. No, scratch that, I do regret it. he realized. Well, maybe Hrein will let me make it up to her someday. But for these two, let’s start with something a little sweeter.

Reaching out, James gently cupped Ocythoe’s face in his hand. The bird girl immediately started to nuzzle his palm as soon as he touched her, making it clear to him how much she appreciated the small act of affection. Tilting her head back, Hel’s Champion smiled softly as he gazed into her eyes. Then, he leaned forward and placed a tender kiss on her lips.

Ocythoe sighed happily, receiving his kiss and parting her lips in an invitation for him to go further. Happy to oblige the pretty girl, the einherjar slipped his tongue past her lips and allowed himself to explore her mouth to his heart’s content.

By the time he broke off the kiss, he could hear the harpy’s heart hammering away in her chest. It was so loud, in fact, that he briefly worried that the woman was going to have a heart attack. After seeing the blissful look on her face however, he was satisfied that the girl wasn’t in any pain.

Turning next to the banshee, James repeated the process of cupping her cheek and tilting her head back so that he could look into her eyes. This time, the einherjar did not see the pure unadulterated joy that he’d seen in the harpy’s. Instead, he saw a whirling mix of pain, anger, resignation, and oddly, hope. This made the Champion second guess kissing the woman, as his thoughts wavered between being as clinical as possible with her, and trying to show her enough affection to make her feel appreciated, even if her hopes didn’t come true. Being a romantic at heart, the einherjar settled on the latter.

The ex-soldier’s kiss started off as tender as possible, his dark grey lips pressing against the soft pink of the banshee’s. When he probed her lips with his tongue, she hesitated only for the barest of moments, before parting them and granting him entry to her mouth. Slowly, the einherjar searched her mouth with his tongue, as if laying claim to every inch of it, before finally releasing her.

Bás shivered when he finally pulled away, and let her gaze fall to the floor. He couldn’t be sure what she was feeling, but if he had to guess, it could have been a number of things. Perhaps she feels violated? Maybe she’s just glad it’s over? Or maybe she actually enjoyed it, and she feels guilty about that? the einherjar pondered. Either way, I think kissing her was the right thing to do. It was a small taste of what comes next. If she has any doubts at all about what she’s doing here, that should solidify them in her mind.

James waited several seconds to see what the banshee’s reaction would be, but when she finally looked up at him again, he saw nothing but firm resolve in her pale eyes. Well then, I guess that’s my answer. Nodding to the fae woman in a show of respect, the einherjar took a beep breath and leaned back in his throne.

“I will now have the two of you service me. You may do so at the same time, but you are only permitted to use your mouths. This is because your hands will be busy exploring each other. Do you understand?”

Ocythoe blushed deeply, but rapidly nodded her head, while Bás merely muttered a simple “Yes, sir.”

Reaching down, the bestial man parted his pteruges for them, exposing his erect manhood. If he were being honest, and there was no point in lying, it really did excite him to have the two beauties on their knees before him.

Ocythoe was the first to move, leaning forward and placing a shy kiss on the very tip of his cock. Then, as if trying to be polite to her partner, the harpy glanced at Bás out of the corner of her eye.

Bás sighed softly, but showed no outward signs of anger or disgust. In fact, the Champion was impressed with how slowly and reverently she placed a kiss on the very same spot. I would have expected her to rush it, but she really took her time there. he silently noted. Maybe she doesn’t hate me as much as I thought?

Perhaps the girls had been coached by Autumn or Acrasia before hand, because both seemed to know what to do next. Leaning in at the same time, both Ocythoe and Bás began kissing along the length of his shaft, slowly working their way from the base, until they once again kissed the tip. Then, as they reached the end, the young women parted their lips and leaned closer still, kissing one another passionately, but with the head of James’ cock between them.

The einherjar groaned as the girls’ tongues warred with one another, dancing and stroking the head of his cock which was stuck in the middle. Finally, the harpy seemed to win the battle, because she turned her head and swallowed his cock in a single motion. Taking that as her cue to move on, the banshee lowered herself slightly and began lightly kissing and licking his hairless balls.

It was at this point that one of the girls remembered that her hands were supposed to be busy too. Not wanting to mess things up, Bás somewhat reluctantly reached out and began to fondle and caress Ocythoe’s breasts, going so far as to pinch her nipples lightly.

Though the order had been to ‘explore’ each other’s body, the banshee was careful once her hands moved lower. She didn’t want to spoil the other girl’s virginity, so her fingers didn’t delve too deeply into the harpy’s pussy. Instead, she did her best to please Ocythoe with gentle strokes and by teasing her clit. Of course, lacking hands entirely, the harpy in question had no way to actually follow the order, so she merely enjoyed the sensual touches of the other girl, while focussing all of her attention on pleasing her new master.

James closed his eyes and just enjoyed the sensation for a moment, but when he opened them again, he saw his entire harem watching with rapt attention. It doesn’t seem like they’re terribly jealous. More like… taking notes? The einherjar couldn’t help but grin as he came to the realization that that was just how dedicated his lovers were. There was an opportunity to see what turned him on, so they were paying very close attention.

“Master.” Acrasia whispered in his ear, having appeared on his shoulder. “Don’t forget to cast the spell.”

Oh, shit! the einherjar thought. He’d been so caught up in the pleasure of the dual blowjob, that he’d completely forgotten his part. “Do the two of you accept me as your lover?”

“Yes!” Ocythoe exclaimed, releasing his cock from her mouth.

“Yes.” Bás murmured, with substantially less enthusiasm.

Thankfully, the two didn’t stop when the slender leather collars appeared around their necks. Rather, seeing that his member was free, the banshee took Ocythoe’s place and drew his cock into her mouth, sucking gently as she moved her lips up and down his shaft. Unlike the harpy, she made no effort to swallow the head, or slide it down her throat. Instead, she focussed on using the tip of her tongue to probe the small slit at the end, and to caress every sensitive spot that Acrasia had told her about.

When the Champion felt himself nearing his peak, he warned the two in a low growl. “I’m cumming soon. Make sure you share it.”

“Mhm.” the banshee hummed, then backed off to let her partner take another turn.

When the harpy went to swallow the entire length of his cock, Bás pinched her clit lightly in warning. “Didn’t you hear him? We have to share! So don’t make him cum down your throat.”

Ocythoe moaned in protest, but nodded and pulled back a little; which was a good thing because time had run out. With a loud groan, James gripped the arms of his throne and came hard, his orgasm ripping through him like a tidal wave.

The former messenger hummed happily as his sticky seed filled her mouth, and she just barely remembered in time not to swallow it. And so, she knelt there, feeling absolutely thrilled as jet after jet of her master’s cum landed on her tongue. When at last his cock stilled, the harpy carefully withdrew it from her mouth, her lips making a soft pop as they passed over the head. Then, as ordered, she leaned forward and shared her prize with her partner.

Extending her tongue, Ocythoe pushed the bestial man’s seed into the banshee’s mouth. At first, the fae woman seemed to be a bit of a reluctant recipient, but after a few moments she began doing her part, slipping her own tongue into the harpy’s mouth, and seeking out the last bits of cum therein.

Bás, having expected to hate the taste of semen, was pleasantly surprised by how salty and bitter it was. She certainly wasn’t thrilled about how she had obtained it, but the banshee definitely felt that it could have been worse.

James watched as the two young women kissed each other passionately. He was about to call for them to stop, when the two parted of their own accord. Then, spotting the last few drops of cum on the tip of the einherjar’s cock, Bás leaned forward and sucked them up.

“That was incredible, ladies.” The Champion sighed in contentment. “Welcome to the Order of the Arbiter.”

“Thank you, Master!” Ocythoe cheered in excitement, then immediately went back to being the shy bird girl that he’d first met, hiding her eyes behind her bangs.

“Mhm.” Bás hummed again as she continued to suckle the tip of his cock.

“Uh, you can stop now.” the einherjar told her, even though he didn’t really want her to.

“Uh-uh.” the banshee grunted and didn’t stop.

“Uh, what?” James blinked, surprised that she had disobeyed.

Letting go of his cock for a moment, the fae woman looked up at him with a serious face. “You only came once. There are two of us. That isn’t fair.”

“I… didn’t think you would mind?” the einherjar asked more than said.

For the second time since he’d met her, Bás rolled her eyes. “Not for us. For you. I may not like you, but I took an oath to serve you, Master. That means that I will serve you with the same level of competency and devotion that I do Her Majesty. Moreover, you need to understand that I take great pride in my work, so I will never allow myself to leave a job unfinished.”

“Yeah! Plus, I want more cum!” Ocythoe protested, quickly stealing the banshee’s place on the tip of his cock. Bás grimaced and looked like she wanted to say something to the harpy, but just shook her head instead.

“There you have it, Master. So just relax and let us see to our task.” the banshee said with a frown. Then before he could argue further, the pretty fae dipped her head down and went back to licking his balls.

“Well then. I guess I’ll just lose…” The einherjar muttered and let himself relax against the back of his throne, knowing full well that by ‘losing’, he was definitely winning.


CHAPTER 24


After the ‘ceremony’ had finally wrapped up, James had to admit that he was exceptionally pleased with the dedication of his new disciples. As they exited the dungeon, he turned to his gathered women and gave them directions. “Hrein, I’d like you to take the battle party and begin training with our new recruits. They’ll need the same three enhancements that we gave Chimalma to start, as well as instruction on meditation and cultivation. In the mean time, I’ll go get the First Disciple, and inform her of our plans.”

“We have already learned the basics, Master.” Bás informed him.

“You have?” he asked, somewhat surprised to hear that was the case.

“Yes, Master.” Ocythoe confirmed with a shy nod. “We started training with Chimalma the very night you accepted her into the Order.”

“Well, that certainly speeds things up. Good work.” the ex-soldier complimented them with an earnest smile. “In that case, perhaps it would be faster for me to send for Chimalma -.”

“I’ll go get her!” Ocythoe suddenly chirped, waving her wing in the air. “It can be my first duty as your herald!”

“Herald?” The einherjar’s brows furrowed until he recalled their first meeting. “I suppose I did say that, didn’t I?”

The harpy nodded her head rapidly as her wings flapped at her sides.

“Hmm.” The Champion hummed in thought. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t really prepared to take on a herald today, so you’ll have to wait for any sort of uniform. Perhaps I can commission another sash from the queen’s seamstress or something. That said, I will start your pay immediately, if you’re willing to begin work right away.”

“Of course, Master!” the former messenger said excitedly. “I am always ready to serve!”

The einherjar noticed that, despite her obvious excitement, the harpy was making a clear effort to speak more formally. Though he wanted to tell her to relax, he held back on the impulse, figuring that it was probably good for her to practice, especially given her introverted nature. “Very well, then. Do you have any idea what a herald makes? Do any of you?”

James looked around, hoping that one of the women would have an answer for him. He noticed Bás glance at her fellow disciple, and turned back to face the two new girls. “Well? Do you?”

Ocythoe curled in on herself and seemed to be trying to hide under her wings, so the banshee sighed and spoke for her. “Ocythoe has been training under Effie, in an effort to learn all that there is to know about being a herald, in preparation for today.”

“Bás…” the harpy whined.

“Then you likely have some clue what a herald can expect to make. Why not tell me?” The baron frowned, crossing his arms over his chest. “There’s no reason to keep it secret, is there?”

“It… it is expensive, Master.” the herald said quietly. “But… but I can work for free! Just give me some food once in a while, and somewhere warm to sleep and I -.”

“Nonsense.” the bestial man grunted, shaking his head. “Maybe I haven’t made myself clear, but I truly value the commitment you are showing to me. Both of you.” he added, making sure to lock eyes with Bás or a moment. “You will be paid properly, and you certainly won’t be left in need of meals or housing.”

“I appreciate the offer, Master, but Her Majesty has already agreed to pay my salary… unless you won’t allow me to serve as her assistant?” The banshee declined his offer, but looked a little concerned that he might not grant her wish.

“No, that’s fine, then. I’ll still want you to train properly with the Order, so you won’t be able to spend all of your time with Her Majesty, but I approve of you serving as her assistant and guardian.”

“I understand, Master. That is most wise and reasonable.” the banshee accepted, bowing deeply to her new owner.

“Then that just leaves you.” James stated, turning back to Ocythoe. “Be honest with me. How much does Effie make?”

The harpy swallowed hard, fearful that the baron might change his mind once he heard the sylph’s salary. Still, she forced herself to answer him honestly, if out of respect for her new master, if nothing else. “Effie is given three drachma and seventy five obols per day, Master.”

Hel’s Champion quirked a brow, more than a little surprised by the rather high wage. “All right then. You’ll receive the same.”

“But Master!” the herald squeaked. “Effie is the herald for a queen!”

“And?” The bestial man gave her a questioning look.

“And… forgive me, Master, but you are only a baron. Such high wages cannot be expected for someone of my station.” Ocythoe said sheepishly.

“Only a baron, eh?” The einherjar chuckled. “Perhaps, within the Seelie Court I hold the humble rank of baron, but I am also Hel’s Champion, am I not?”

The harpy’s eyes widened slightly, and she began nodding fervently. “Of course you are, Master!”

“And would a Champion’s herald be seen as lesser in any way, to one that serves royalty?” the baron pressed.

“Of course not, Master!” Ocythoe shook her head, looking afraid that she might have offended her lord.

“Then you should receive the same wages.” James stated, shrugging and giving her an easy grin.

Ocythoe sighed in relief, then looked up at him with a shy smile. “As you command, Master.”

Holding out his hand, the einherjar summoned one of his old Tupperware containers, and filled it with coins. “Sorry I don’t have anything fancier to give this to you in, but you may at least find the container useful.” The bestial man chuckled. “But yeah. 27 talents, 18 drachma, and 75 obols. That should cover your wages for the year.” With a thought, he called up the calendar function of his HUD and marked down a reminder to pay Ocythoe again in a year’s time.

The harpy squawked as she accepted the roughly two pounds of money, and began looking around, as if trying to find a place to put it.

“Oh. Right. I guess I should assign you a room, eh? Or were you planning to stay somewhere else?” the einherjar asked with a frown.

“A room!? I get to stay here?” Ocythoe exclaimed.

“Well, ordinarily I wouldn’t ask members of the order to live with me, but if you’re going to be my herald, I kind of need you on hand, don’t I?” James stated with an apologetic smile.

“This… this is true, Master.” the harpy readily agreed.

The Champion maintained his smile, but he could tell that the bird girl was becoming a tad over stimulated, by the wild way that her pupils were dilating. “All right. I’ll show you to your room, then I’ll have you go fetch Chimalma. Oh, and I’ll need to show you both how to operate the mirror portals before you go. Anyway, then the two of you can meet us behind the temple for training. Sound good?”

““Yes, Master.”” the pair of young women intoned at the same time.

“Right then. Let’s get started.”
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As it turned out, there was a lot to do that afternoon. Once he got the ladies set up with their enhancements, he taught all three members of the order how to access the various blessings that he had received from Hel. Chimalma was amazed by their potential military applications, and was quite eager to test them out, but the ex-soldier reminded her that he was limiting their Inventory use to the single room that he’d assigned to them for that very purpose.

“It is still an amazing ability, Master.” the werejaguar sighed. “Hunting the goblins with a force this size wouldn’t be just difficult without it, it would be impossible. Your blessings will allow our battalion to operate in ways this world has never seen.”

The einherjar smiled and placed a hand on the lieutenant colonel’s shoulder. “Well, I’m glad I’m able to support you in this way, but it’s still you and your troops that will be doing the hard work.”

“We won’t let you down, sir!” Chimalma swore, slamming her fist to her chest in a sharp salute.

James nodded and return the werejaguar’s salute with one of his own. “I know you won’t. I have full faith in you and the third battalion. Now, return to your unit and send me a message when they are ready for deployment.”

“Yes, sir!” The werejaguar saluted her commanding officer one more time, then spun on her heel to march away. Only once she reached a distance of ten paces, did she spread her wings and take flight.

As the einherjar watched her go, he silently hoped that her mission would be successful. The last thing we need is another enemy force within our borders. he thought to himself. Dismissing the worries with a grunt, the ex-soldier turned and walked back to where his party had gathered. “We probably have another hour or so before the battalion is ready for transport. Let’s get back to our cultivating until then.”

“Are we just training to further our goals in general, or do you have something particular in mind, Master?” Autumn asked.

“I’ve been thinking it over, and I believe that we have been focussing on defence a bit too much. Now that we have the walls up around Guayabo, I think it’s time we made a strike at the enemy.” the Champion explained.

“Oh? What dost thou have in mind, Master?” Hrein inquired, obviously intrigued by the idea.

“Thanks to our little excursion to save Maria, we now have a location that we can teleport to, that is much closer to the enemy’s base.” the einherjar stated with a feral grin.

“Ah. Thou art correct that it should be within striking distance.” the valkyrie agreed with a nod. “But what is the purpose of more training? We have very few hours of daylight left. Should we not get underway as soon as possible?”

“Not at all.” the ex-soldier replied, shaking his head. “We’re going to engage in a night raid of Fort San Lorenzo. Furthermore, if my plan is to succeed, we’re going to need all of the Spirit we can get…”

Each of the women glanced at one another, before allowing their own predatory grins to split their lips. “Yea, Master. Tell us more of thy plan.” Hrein intoned in a conspiratorial whisper.
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As it turned out, James and his ladies didn’t launch a raid that night at all. Nor even the next night. Once the women heard his plans, they all told him the same thing: he was insane. Each and every woman present assured him that if his ideas were even possible, they would require an extraordinary amount of Spirit. Thus, the einherjar was forced to concede that they would need more than a single evening to prepare. In fact it was two nights hence before they felt that they had prepared ‘enough’, and even then the girls remained skeptical.

“I want to wish you luck on tonight’s raid.” Titania stated, dabbing her lips with a napkin.

James chuckled and raised his glass to the Fairy Queen. “I’m sure we’ll need it. The ladies have all warned me that I’ll very likely be disappointed, but I still think it’s worth a try.”

“Worst case scenario, we still hit them where it hurts.” Autumn added. “It just won’t be as profitable for us if things don’t go Master’s way.”

“I still think he’s crazy.” Elora muttered, clearing away Titania’s dish.

“I heard that.” the einherjar teased her with a faux scowl. “But seriously though, even if it doesn’t pan out, it’s not like the Spirit will be wasted. In that case, I’ll just have to continue feeling ‘full’ until the mission is complete in.”

“And I still cannot believe how much Spirit thou art able to store in thy middle dantian.” Hrein remarked with a sigh.

“Verily.” Hel concurred. “Thou shouldst act with caution in thy pursuit of power, my Champion. Whilst thou might only feel ‘full’ at this point, it is not the norm to hold such large quantities of Spirit, whilst thy Crimson Palace is possessed of so little structure.”

“I understand, my Lady.” James said solemnly, inclining his head to the Goddess of Death. “I’ll try not to make a habit of it, at least not until I have built up my Crimson Palace a bit more.”

“That would be wise.” the deity stated with a hint of warning.

“Well then, let’s start spending some of this Spirit then, shall we? Acrasia, if you’ll come here for a second.” The einherjar grinned, rubbing his hands together gleefully.

“Yes, Master.” The tiny fairy giggled and flew the short distance to land on the table before him. “This is so exciting, Master! I don’t know of anyone who has ever granted a fairy gift, without losing it themselves!”

“Truly, James. If you pull this off, it will be quite the feat.” Titania added, leaning forward in her seat.

“Well, I don’t see why it would be much different than granting a copy of a spell to one of you.” the Champion argued. “But, I’ve taken your advice and prepared extra Spirit, just in case. And don’t worry, Nyakuro. If this works, you’ll be getting a copy too. I just need to wait until after tonight’s op, in case I need more Spirit than expected down there.”

“Thank you, Meowster. I believe it would suit my powers as a shinobi.” the cat girl purred.

James nodded in agreement, then gave all of his attention to Acrasia. Opening up her Status Screen, as well as his own, he selected his Earth Sculptor spell and attempted to move a copy of it to her spell list. As his lovers had surmised, the magic was resistant to moving at first, but, much to the einherjar’s delight, it did eventually submit to his will. Unfortunately, Hrein and the others had also been correct that doing so would only happen at significant expense. Thus, he wasn’t too surprised to see the cost for copying the spell to jump to 1100 Spirit, instead of the 101 that it should have been.

Allowing the Spirit to be siphoned away from his middle dantian, the ex-soldier followed through on his plans, and granted Acrasia a copy of the spell. “There.” he said, finally releasing the breath he hadn’t realized that he’d been holding. “Now you should have all of the tools that you need to complete your part of the mission tonight.”

“Thank you, Master!” Acrasia cheered, launching herself into the air and kissing him on the lower lip.

“Most intriguing…” Hrein muttered. “Thine aura hath changed colours again, Acrasia. It hath become a dark green, reminiscent of an oak’s leaves.”

“Oh? That’s interesting…” The fae woman smiled, but didn’t really seem to care that much.

“Well, it seems that you have done it again, James.” Titania sighed, shaking her head. “At least this time I cannot say that I am overly surprised.”

The einherjar chuckled. “Wait until you see my surprise in the morning.”

“Yes… you have me quite curious about this plan of yours, I must admit.” The Fairy Queen eyed her subject with suspicion.

“I think it will be worth the wait for you to find out.” he teased. “Now, if everyone is ready, let’s get this show on the road!”
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James flew out of the portal and landed on the lonely stretch of highway. The moon was nearly full, which gave the bestial man plenty of light to see by, and briefly reminded him that Farkas and Quetzal’s wedding was going to be the next day. I’d better not forget that, or they’ll never let me live it down.

Nyakuro and Tu’apa Hyy landed next to him, having already shifted into their winged animal girl forms earlier that morning, and maintained them throughout the day. Next came Hrein and Autumn, quickly followed by a streak of green that resolved into Acrasia when she came to a stop.

It can be hard to track her when she’s in her normal form and moving so fast. the einherjar noted.

Last but not least, Lāmina descended from the portal to join the group. James hadn’t expected the elven priestess to join him on this mission, but she had insisted, claiming that she too needed to ‘get out sometimes’. When she’d argued that more hands would make things easier, and then quickly followed up by asking if he thought that she would be a liability, the older warrior found himself painted into a corner. Thus, he’d had no choice but to agree and allow her to come along.

“All right, everyone. Cast Druid Covering, and get into formation. Once everyone’s ready, we set off. Remember to keep track of each other on the mini-map if you get separated, and speak only through the text box. We’re going silent… now.” The ex-soldier barked out his orders, then set about casting the spell for himself.

Once everyone was in position, the einherjar leapt into the air and took flight. The girls followed almost immediately, fanning out into a large V formation as they flew south, along the old Legionary road.

As predicted, the party had been flying for just over an hour when the fort finally came into sight. Perched atop a tall cliff that overlooked a small harbour, Fort San Lorenzo appeared positively menacing at night. Scores of torches lit up the high walls, leaving almost no area covered by shadow.

They’re thorough, I’ll give them that. James thought as he began his approach. (James: All right everyone. Stay in formation until we do a couple of flyovers. I want a clear image of the layout before the operation begins.)

Each woman sounded off with a “Roger.” in the text box, letting the einherjar know that they had received the instructions and would follow them.

The flyover turned out to be the right move. As it happened, the enemy position was a fair bit larger than the Champion had initially imagined, though not exactly huge. Moreover, it wasn’t just a single castle, but a sprawling complex. From what he could see, there was only a single entrance to the main fort, and that passed through an elevated firing position that was bristling with ballistae and mangonels. If one continued west, through the battery, they would come to a bridge that spanned a thirty foot deep dry moat, only to come upon a drawbridge that was currently shut. Beyond that was the castle proper. With tall stone walls, the impressive fortification played host to no less than eight huge trebuchet that were positioned to cover all seaward approaches. Lastly, the ex-soldier could make out another, smaller battery further to the east, detached from the fort itself. It possessed the same types of armaments as the closer battery, though fewer in number with only three of each.

That’s a lot of weapons… the Champion exhaled softly. Wait. What’s that? (James: Hey, do you ladies see that statue down there in front of the bridge?)

(Hrein: Yea, Master.)

(James: Am I the only one that thinks that statue isn’t just a statue?)

(Autumn: Given its size, and the steel helmet on its head, I believe it may be a golem, Master.)

(James: That’s what I was afraid of.) The ex-soldier eyed the twelve foot tall stone sentinel, but didn’t want to try flying in for a closer look. I wonder if we could build a few of those to defend our strongholds?

It quickly became apparent that, not only was the fort well designed, but it was also armed to the teeth and crawling with soldiers. Even late at night, there appeared to be at least a couple hundred troops manning the walls and patrolling the fortress.

(James: It looks like every second weapon system is currently manned. I’m sure that’s just because things are relaxed right now. If someone sounds the alarm, and the soldiers are called to stand to, we could be facing three times as many or more.)

(Hrein: Art thou satisfied with thy reconnaissance, Master? Shall we initiate thy plan?)

(James: Yeah. Besides, I really can’t pass up such tempting targets.) The einherjar grinned as he let his gaze fall to the harbour, which he could see was the mouth of a large river, now that he was closer. There, bobbing in the water, were the two galleons that had escaped Titania’s wrath. I’m glad I was right, and that this turned out to be the port they sailed to. he thought to himself.

(Autumn: I want to reiterate that we should not attempt an assassination of the enemy commander. Given what we’ve heard from Titania, he is likely backed by a powerful priest, and possibly even watched over by a guardian angel.)

James frowned at the reminder from his succubus lover. (James: I thought the angelic host was barred from Terra for a hundred years?)

(Autumn: Guardian angels are not regular members of the host. They exist primarily as incorporeal beings while in the realms of the living, and aren’t generally direct combatants. Think of them more like personifications of luck with a will of their own. At the very least, if one is watching over the admiral, it will wake him if he is in danger, which could spoil your plans, Master.)

(James: Fine. We stick to the plan, then. Acrasia, you’re up. Good luck, but remember that your safety is far more important than the success of your mission. The rest of you, come with me.)


CHAPTER 25


Acrasia zipped through the night sky, glad that she was invisible to the naked eye. If she hadn’t been, some keen eyed soldier might have spotted her as she drew closer to the courtyard. I’m curious to see if that really was a golem, but Master would be mad if I accidentally woke it. I think I’d best steer clear of it for now. the inquisitive fairy thought to herself.

Dropping down, low to the ground, the leannán sídhe passed between two large, rectangular buildings, and ignored the stairs and ramp leading to the top of the walls. Where or where did the little door go? she hummed in her head. There were two doors set in the wall on the north side of the courtyard, but she dismissed them as unlikely to be important. They’re not guarded, and they aren’t very close to the main… whatever that area is called. the fairy silently noted.

Pausing in the very centre of the fortress, the tiny woman slowly turned in a circle, looking for any clues that might help her find her target. Once again, she dismissed the stand alone structures, since she figured that they were probably the barracks and the castellan’s house, neither of which were her relevant to her mission.

Hmm. Master was right, this place really is crawling with soldiers, and there are guards posted all over the place. Especially over there… Her attention was drawn to a row of doors that appeared to lead deeper into the fortress itself, beneath the terreplein and gatehouse. Let’s take a peek inside, then, shall we? The invisible fairy fought hard not to giggle as she flew across the courtyard and wove between the legs of marching soldiers.

It didn’t take her long to reach her destination, and soon she was hovering unseen, but a few yards from the guards’ feet. Opening the door would draw far too much attention, so the fae woman settled on using the technique that her master had taught her, shortly after granting her the Earth Sculptor spell. Flying up to the base of the wall, the fairy reached out and laid her hand upon the stone. It was cool and damp to the touch, but it responded easily to her magic. With a thought, she bored a tiny tunnel into the wall, to a depth of perhaps a yard, before turning left to intersect with the open space behind the door.

Ducking low, the miniature blonde stepped into the dark opening and was instantly reminded of the holes that rats sometimes chewed through the walls of people’s homes. No wonder it’s called mouse holing. she thought to herself. Thanks to her keen night vision, the leannán sídhe was able to see where she was going, but only for the first few feet. After she turned the corner, she found that the darkness was far too thick to pierce, even with her magically enhanced eyes. Hmm. Should I risk creating a light? she wondered. After a few minutes’ consideration, the fairy decided that she really didn’t have much choice. It’ll be impossible to search if I can’t see a thing.

Calling upon her Glamour spell, Acrasia created a small, glowing light that bobbed in the air and followed along behind her. She didn’t make it too bright, not wanting to alert the guards outside, but just bright enough that her eyes could pierce the gloom. To a human, it would only appear to be akin to the flame of a single candle, albeit without the stick or a person to hold it aloft.

“Who’s there?” a raspy voice called out.

Acrasia froze for a moment, but after several heartbeats without the sound of guards rushing in behind her, she decided that it was safe to continue. Thankfully, the voice didn’t call out again, although another of her senses was soon assaulted. The stench of the unwashed was thick upon the air; so much so that the tiny fairy found herself gagging, and having to cover her face with a summoned bit of cloth.

Ugh. Do I really need to keep going? she asked herself, not wanting to proceed any further. Yes, yes you do, Acrasia. the fae woman scolded herself. You have a mission to complete. You don’t want to disappoint Master, do you? He gave you this amazing gift, just so you could take care of it for him. Stifling a groan, Acrasia forced herself to press on.

As she moved deeper into what was apparently a tunnel of some kind, the conditions only grew worse. A thin puddle of water had spread to cover much of the floor, and the sound of constant dripping echoed lightly in the darkness. Mold and mildew seemed to grow unchecked on the walls and ceiling, adding to the dismal feel of the place.

Finally, after several minutes of careful movement down the hall, she spotted the source of the weak voice. Hanging from chains bolted to the wall, was an older man who had definitely seen better days. What remained of his clothing was naught but tattered rags so filthy, that not even a goblin would consider wearing them. What’s more, he wasn’t alone, nor was his state any worse than that of his fellows.

Shoot. Acrasia silently griped, realizing that she had found the dungeon, rather than what she had been looking for. Up ahead, the tunnel opened up into a larger chamber, but that was sectioned off with a door made from iron bars. Several people, both men and women, sat or lay on the floor, each chained to the wall by way of an iron manacle around their ankles. As uncomfortable as that sounded, they seemed to be far better off than those outside the cell, since those unfortunate souls couldn’t lie down at all. Like the first man she had seen, several more prisoners decorated the walls of the tunnel, suspended from chains that didn’t quite let their feet touch the ground. Maybe it’s some form of punishment? the fairy thought, her lip curled in disgust.

“What… what is that?” one of the prisoners croaked.

“Is… is that a ghost!?” a feeble looking woman called out in alarm.

Thinking quickly, the fairy pushed the light closer to the cell door and higher into the air. “I am not a ghost.” she said in a calm, clear voice. This, of course, caused quite a stir among the people imprisoned in the dungeon, with those who had been asleep quickly waking up. “I am here to help you, but if you cry out and alert the guards, I will abandon you to your fates.”

“Help us, please!” one woman shouted, only to get swatted by the man next to her.

“Be quiet! Didn’t you hear her?” he hissed. “If the guards hear you, I swear I’ll wring your neck the next time they aren’t looking!” The young woman gasped by didn’t make another sound after that.

Once Acrasia was sure she had everyone’s attention, she intoned the familiar words of her Summons spell. “All ye who hear my voice take note. When the time doth come that I call for thee, thou shalt heed my summons, and hasten to my side forthwith!”

“What was that?” The first man groaned, shifting in his chains.

“I have marked all of you with a spell.” the fairy explained. “It will allow me to whisk you away, free from this place, once I have completed my goals here. Fear not, it won’t be long.”

With that, the invisible woman turned and flew back down the hall. I don’t have time to chat with and reassure them. she told herself. Reaching her little ‘mouse hole’ in much less time than it took her to explore the tunnel, Acrasia dove inside and cast Earth Sculptor once again. This time, she sealed up the last few inches of the hole leading outside, as well as the exit to the dungeon, while extending her little tunnel a few yards ahead of her.

As soon as her magic breached the wall, she realized that she could see light at the other end. No longer needing her little glowing orb to see, she dismissed it with a wave of her hand. Okay. The last tunnel was a bust, but maybe this will be the right one. Sticking her head out of the mouse hole, the tiny fairy peeked to the right, then the left.

Once again, she found herself in a long tunnel, but this time it was well lit by torches, and some care seemed to have been put into maintaining its cleanliness. On her right, the fae woman found exactly what she had expected: a closed door that led back out to the courtyard. Down the tunnel, to the left, she saw another closed door with a soldier standing guard on either side. Wow. That looks like one sturdy door. she thought as she eyed the heavy, iron bound portal. Good thing I’m not going to bother going through it.

Grinning to herself, the pint sized infiltrator zipped down the hall way and landed near the feet of the guards. Even though she could have ‘mouse holed’ through the wall at a much greater distance, the mischievous fae simply loved playing tricks far too much, and couldn’t help but want to work her magic right under the proverbial noses of the guards.

Boring a hole into the wall perpendicular to the door, the fairy urged her magic to mold the tunnel into a horseshoe shape, thereby allowing her to bypass the door entirely, without having to touch it. Just to be safe, she cast the spell again and sealed the entrance behind her, as soon as she was through.

Yet again, Acrasia found herself standing in darkness. Though she hated to waste the Qi, the fairy saw no alternative but to cast her Glamour spell once more. Doing so revealed the room around her, and immediately brought a smile to her face. There you are. she silently sang. Skipping across the room, the delighted fae came to a stop before a set of three large, ironbound chests.

I know Master said to just send them to the Inventory, but I can’t help but be curious! Rubbing her hands together greedily, the tiny fairy allowed her excitement to get the better of her. Knowing it was going to hurt, Acrasia reached out and poked the first lock with her finger, using Earth Sculptor to sever the shackle.

“Ouch!” she whispered, immediately sticking her sore finger in her mouth. It only took a second for her Immortal Regeneration to heal the iron burn, but the initial touch still stung like a wasp. Summoning one of her master’s handkerchiefs to act as a protective barrier, the fairy carefully manipulated the lock, until she managed to pull it free from the chest. After tossing the broken device into her Inventory, Acrasia gripped the lid of the chest, again with the handkerchief, and lifted it up.

“Ooh. So pretty.” she giggled quietly. In truth, the contents of the chest weren’t particularly eye catching, because all the fairy could see were numerous small sacks. Of course, thanks to her little treasure hunting adventure under the sea, Acrasia knew very well what was in those sacks.

Though she was sorely tempted to inspect each and every purse, the pretty blonde resisted the urge, and quietly closed the lid of the chest. Master is waiting. Acrasia reminded herself. There’s still a lot of work to do, and this was only the first part.

Humming a happy little tune in her head, the leannán sídhe danced around the room, touching the chests one after another, and sending them to her master’s Inventory. Let’s see how long the enemy troops will fight if they’re not being paid!
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James only watched Acrasia descend towards the courtyard for a moment, before turning his attention to his own mission. Leading the remainder of his party down towards the harbour, the einherjar carefully watched the deck of the largest galleon for any sign of movement.

(Hrein: I see six enemies on deck, Master.) the valkyrie reported, flying over the smaller ship.

(James: Same here. I think that’s the night watch. I had hoped there would be fewer within view of each other, but we weren’t so lucky.)

(Autumn: Does that change the plan, Master?)

(James: Yeah. With six of them, we’ll need everyone present to attack at the same time. Then we can go clear the deck of the second vessel, and split from there.)

(Lāmina: It must have been fate that I joined you on this adventure, Master. Else you would have been one hand short.)

The einherjar almost snorted, but caught himself at the last second. Damn. That girl’s getting cheekier every day. (James: I suppose so, darling. Now, let’s focus. Everyone get into position for a standard sentry take out.)

Though they had all trained on the techniques that the ex-soldier had shown them, executing them in real life was significantly more complicated, especially with moving targets. The goal was, of course, to kill all six sailors simultaneously, and to do it as silently as possible.

Despite his best efforts, James landed on the deck with a soft thump, which turned out to be loud enough to draw the attention of his target. The weathered sailor peered over his shoulder, carefully scanning the area behind him for the source of the noise, but merely grumbled something about ‘damn rats’ when he didn’t see anything.

(James: Sound off when you are in position.) It didn’t take long for the girls to signal their readiness, no more than a few heartbeats if truth be told, but it felt like an eternity for the hunter as he crept behind his quarry. When everyone was finally in place, the ex-soldier began the countdown. (James: On one. Three.)

(James: Two.)

(James: One.) Reaching around his victim from behind, the bestial man clasped his hand over the sailor’s mouth, and simultaneously drove the point of his blade into the side of the man’s neck. Then, without a second’s hesitation, he pushed the blade of the knife forward, cutting through the trachea and carotid arteries, along with the jugular.

Blood sprayed from the gaping wound, coating the einherjar’s arm as his opponent struggled against his grip. Unlike in the movies, his victim didn’t die instantly, and continued to fight and thrash about for a good fifteen seconds, before finally passing out.

As James slowly lowered his target to the deck, carefully preventing the body from collapsing under its own weight, he spotted most of his women doing the same. Only Lāmina’s opponent was still conscious; the short elf having partially botched the initial attack, due to the difficulty that she’d had getting the angle right.

(James: Everything all right, Lāmina?)

(Lāmina: It’s fine, Master. One moment, please.) Frustrated that she alone had failed to perfectly execute the attack, the High Priestess raised her knife and drove the long, thin blade down behind the larger man’s collarbone, and deep into his subclavian artery. Ten seconds later, the sailor went limp in her arms and she was able to let him fall quietly to the deck.

With the last of the watchmen down, James stood still and listened for any sign that their attack had been detected. The only sounds that reached his ears were the subtle creaking of the deck, and the rhythmic noise of the harbour’s waves smacking against the hull. Satisfied that they hadn’t woken the crew sleeping below, the bestial man reached down and quietly dragged his fallen foe into the shadows, dumping the body next to some barrels that were lashed to the rail.

(James: All clear?)

A series of positive responses rolled in from each of his lovers, and saw that they had imitated his tactic of hiding the bodies. While it would still be easy for them to be found by anyone searching, none of the dying men would be spotted by casual observers, such as those in the fort above, or on the deck of the other ship.

(James: All right. Let’s repeat the process on the other galleon, before separating to continue the mission. We’ll make an effort to match our targets height-wise this time. Any other questions or concerns before we begin?)

When none of the ladies raised any issues, the Champion led his team across the water, and executed the next attack. Less than a minute later, a second imperial ship sat defenceless in the harbour. This time, everyone had managed to perform their sentry take outs without a hitch, successfully leaving the crew below unaware of the peril that they were in.

(Hrein: Shall we proceed with thy plan now, Master?) the valkyrie inquired.

(James: Yes. Kill Squad 2 will remain on this boat. Kill Squad 1 with me. Good luck ladies.) Without waiting for a response, the bestial man spread his wings and took to the air. Nyakuro and Lāmina quickly followed in his wake, leaving Hrein, Autumn, and Tu’apa Hyy behind.
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Though she would much rather have been part of the hunting team, Tu’apa Hyy quickly made for her post. The werewolf moved as silently as a mouse as she worked her way across the deck, quickly adjusting to the subtle movements of the floor beneath her feet. It was a strange feeling, as far as the native woman was concerned, but she was more than nimble enough to maintain her balance as she walked. A few seconds later, she was standing next to the ship’s bell, completely silent and invisible. I will not fail Master. she told herself. It may not be as glorious as the roles that the others get to play, but I have to ensure no one reaches this bell and raises the alarm. Inhaling deeply through her nose, the wolf girl scented the air as she stared out into the darkness, determined to keep anyone from slipping beneath her notice.

Meanwhile, Hrein and Autumn headed for the hatch that led below deck. Readying her spear, the valkyrie stood on one side, poised to strike, while the succubus yanked the wooden cover open. No sounds of alarm or hidden enemies greeted them, so the shield maiden crept forward and peered into the darkness below. “I cannot see a thing.” the Chooser whispered, silently wishing that her master had granted her the same night vision that he’d given other members of his harem.

“Allow me.” Autumn whispered back, taking the lead and stepping onto the ladder. Reaching the bottom, the demoness turned and peered into the gloom. There were no lamps burning, and very little light was streaming in from the open hatch above, which challenged even her owl-like ability to see. It wasn’t until she activated her Spirit Sight that the succubus was able to discern the locations of her sleeping foes. Still, the Qi sensing ability didn’t make non-magical objects visible, meaning that she would have to be extremely careful as she moved about, lest she trip over something unseen in the darkness.

Balancing on the ladder, Hrein reached up and slid the hatch back into place, plunging the deck into total darkness once again. After descending to stand beside Autumn, the valkyrie used her Spirit Sight to assist her in navigating through the lightless room, but quickly found that she had the same problem that the demoness had.

(Autumn: This is a problem. I’d expected that there would be at least some dim lamplight or something.)

(Hrein: Yea. This doth present us with something of a challenge. What say thee? Hast thou a solution in mind for this dilemma?)

(Autumn: Hmm. I count twelve Qi auras, seemingly suspended in midair and obscured by something. Perhaps sleeping in hammocks?)

(Hrein: I concur. Mine eyes doth reveal the same.)

(Autumn: If they’re curled up in hammocks, we likely won’t have a clear shot at their throats. I don’t think the techniques that Master taught us will be as easy to pull off here.)

(Hrein: Once again, I find that I must agree with thine assessment. Mayhap we should use a Glamour spell to blanket ourselves in silence? It would not do to alert the enemy to our presence before we have the chance to strike.)

(Autumn: That’s a good point. Could you take care of that, please? I have an idea for what we can do.)

(Hrein: Very well.) Reaching deep inside herself, the valkyrie drew the necessary Qi from her dantian, and pushed it through the mental pattern of her Glamour spell. The effect was instantaneous, and everything within thirty feet of her shield was smothered in a heavy, unnatural silence. Gone were the sounds of the waves lapping against the hull, and even the soft snores and breathing of the sleeping crew.

Autumn grimaced slightly, and considered the spell that her companion had just cast. Before she could say anything however, the valkyrie interrupted.

(Hrein: Mayhap next time, I should create a Glamour that doth replicate the current sounds of the area, rather than perfect silence.)

(Autumn: Yeah. I was just thinking the same thing. No need to waste the Qi to redo it this time, though. Let’s just act quickly. Follow my lead, and finish them off as I move on to the next.)

The shield maiden’s nod went unseen, but the two had trained together for more than long enough to make such confirmations unnecessary. Without further ado, the succubus pressed forward into the darkness, moving at a slow and methodical pace as she carefully picked her way past support beams, clothing chests, and other assorted obstacles.

It didn’t take long for the demoness to reach the first sleeping sailor, with the valkyrie coming up right behind her. She knew that time was of the essence, not just because of the risk of detection, but also because the Glamour spell would only last twenty minutes. If she didn’t want to waste Hrein’s Qi by asking her to cast it a second time, that meant that they had less than two minutes per enemy to act.

As soon as Autumn was within reach of the crewman, she reached out and lightly scratched his cheek with her claw. The pain of which immediately woke the sleeping man of course, but the magic that she’d infused the sharp nail with prevented him from moving a muscle. Paired with Hrein’s glamour suppressing any sound that he might make, his ability to warn his comrades was completely neutered.
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Waking to the sudden sting of pain on his face, and finding himself unable to move or make a sound, the young sailor quickly found himself in a state of panic. Long had there been stories of hags or other night monsters that would hunt men in the night, often climbing atop their backs or chests, and paralyzing them in their sleep. He’d always dismissed the accounts as naught but wives’ tales or yarns spun by drunken sailors, since he’d never met anyone harmed by such a thing. The storytellers claimed to find the experience terrifying, or perhaps leaving them feeling a bit tired and drained, at worst. Probably just the effects of a nightmare and getting a bad night’s sleep. he’d thought to himself.

Straining to move, or even open his mouth to scream, the young man’s terror spiked when he felt fingers grip his hair and yank his head back. He didn’t have long to contemplate the horrors hiding in the darkness, however, because agony blossomed in his throat a second later, as cold steel entered his neck and severed all hope of him living to see the dawn. He felt, more than heard, the presences move away then, as his bedding grew wet and sticky against him. The seconds ticked by and his heartbeat slowed; a strange peace settling over the sailor’s mind, as he came to accept the fact that he would never again see the smiling faces of his sister, or the young lady who’d stolen his heart back in Seville. At last, death clasped his heart in her cold fingers, bringing the vital organ to eternal stillness and rest.
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Autumn and Hrein worked their way through the crew, methodically slaughtering each of the sailors while they were still in their hammocks. In truth, the nearly effortless killing troubled the fallen angel significantly. She couldn’t help but wonder if their lives couldn’t have been spared, but knew that both Hrein and her Master would argue that these were enemies who had sailed across the sea with the singular goal of killing the people of the Seelie Court, and deserved no mercy.
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Unbeknownst to the succubus, James also had another, far more sinister motivation for the killing. Though he hadn’t mentioned it to any of the women, knowing full well that some might object, Hel’s Champion had no intention of wasting the resources available to him. “Leave no enemy behind you.” was the excuse that he’d given them, and it was tactically sound advice of course, but was far from his primary objective.

The Qi from this many souls should definitely help power the spell. the bestial man thought as he sliced another throat. It hadn’t taken long for he and Nyakuro to reach the same conclusion that the valkyrie and succubus had on the other boat. Of course, this being a larger ship, they’d had to contend with twice as many sleeping sailors as Hrein and Autumn had, which meant taking twice as long to complete their task.

(Nyakuro: That was the last one, Meowster.) the nekomata reported, having taken it upon herself to finish off the final sailor on her own, rather than wait for him to do the wet work.

(James: Excellent. Good work, kitten. Hrein and Autumn reported in about ten minutes ago, so they are finished up on their side as well.)

(Nyakuro: That is good, Meowster. We should return to the main deck quickly, then. I am sure that Lāmina is getting bored, guarding the bell.)

(James: No doubt.) he replied, resisting the urge to chuckle and break the silence protocol. Picking his way back to the ladder through the maze of hammocks and other obstacles, the einherjar went over the next steps of the plan in his head. There was a lot hinging on his theories working, but all he could do was hope at this point.

Pulling himself up through the hatch and emerging onto the main deck, James spotted another Qi aura standing next to his elven wife. A quick glance at his mini-map confirmed that his fairy lover had returned. (James: Welcome back, Acrasia. Did your mission go well?)

(Acrasia: Yes, Master! I took all of the treasure in their vault. I also marked a bunch of prisoners they have in their dungeon, so we can rescue them later with a Summons spell!)

(James: Prisoners, eh?) The bestial man stroked his beard. (James: We’ll have to interview them and see if they have any intelligence we can use. They might even be willing to work for us as troops. Good work, my pet.)

(Hrein: Art thou finished with thine work, Master?) the valkyrie inquired, noticing the chatter on the main text channel.

(James: Yeah. We just arrived on deck. Everyone get into position for Stage 3, but don’t strike until I give the signal.). Once again, positive responses rolled in from each of his lovers, as the einherjar climbed up to the quarterdeck, to stand before the ship’s wheel. Reaching into his Inventory with his mind, the Champion sought the artifact that he needed for the next step in his plan, just as his keen ears caught the subtle sound of a body diving into the water. Good. Now comes the hard part…
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The water was dark, with the nearly full moon doing little to light its depths. Still, Acrasia wasn’t overly perturbed. After her recent treasure hunting adventure, the leannán sídhe was feeling rather at home beneath the waves. Down and down she dove, following the rode all the way to the anchor, at the bottom of the harbour. The beautiful fae grimaced slightly, upon spotting the massive chunk of iron, but resigned herself to enduring the agony that would result from touching it. I won’t let Master down! she told herself with a firm nod. Summoning her favourite sword, the small woman laid the adamantine blade against the thick rope, right where it looped through the shackle of the anchor, and waited for the signal.
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Tu’apa Hyy crouched next to the burning brazier. The soldiers on watch were completely unaware of her presence, at least thus far. Just a little closer… she silently urged herself, reaching for the barrel containing long, iron tipped bolts. The moment that her finger tips brushed against the wooden keg, she sent it to her Inventory. It is a good thing that Master has the twins clearing the lobby of everything that we send. she thought as she crept away. Otherwise, there would never be room for the bigger prizes to come.

A wicked smile curved the werewolf’s lips as she slunk into position beside a pile of stone shot next, and began sending the rocks to her waiting companions. It wasn’t that the projectiles themselves were valuable, she was merely denying the enemy a minor resource while she and the others waited for the signal to begin the next phase. Between her, Autumn, and Nyakuro, the ladies had already stripped both batteries of bolts for the ballistae, so she figured she might as well rob her enemies of ammunition for the mangonels while she was at it.
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James exhaled softly. This is going to be tougher than I realized. he thought with a grimace. He had the artifact known as Hussain’s Tapestry unrolled and laid flat on the deck beneath him. The magic carpet possessed two forms of magic that he’d hoped to copy onto the galleon, once he’d seized it from his enemies. The first was Teleportation, but he had been rather dismayed with the result, the moment that he’d imbued the ship with the incredible enchantment.

25,000 Qi!? That’s insane! Well… I knew it would take a lot of power to teleport an entire ship, which was why I wanted to use the crew as an energy source, but thirty one souls would only give me 310 Qi to work with. Not nearly enough. Another quiet sigh escaped the Champion’s lips. It was clear that Plan A definitely wasn’t going to be achievable. I’d hoped to steal the ships by teleporting them away. They’re obviously too large to put in my Inventory, since they’d never fit in my house. I guess we’ll have to go with the other, slower method.

Refocussing his efforts on the second enchantment held within the rug, James pushed a copy of the flight magic from the carpet into the deck of the galleon. It wasn’t too difficult, though it did take longer to execute than normal, since the enchantment had to infuse the entire vessel, and thus cost 1150 Sprit. Though invisible to the naked eye, the tiny runes glowed brightly to the einherjar’s Spirit Sight, as they burned themselves into every beam in the boat’s frame, like a blue fire that spread rapidly through the ship.

Once the enchantment process was complete, James tucked the artifact away; safely storing it in his Inventory once more, before continuing his work. Next, I’ll double the flight speed. he thought to himself as he stood and gripped the ship’s wheel. The moment that his hands wrapped around the handles, he noticed that something had changed. The pedestal now had a joint in it, that allowed the wheel to be tilted forward or backwards, though not very far, and with some measure of resistance. Huh. Now that’s interesting. I wonder if it handles like a plane, then? Pushing forward to dive, and pulling back to gain altitude? Now I’m even more excited to get this thing off the ground! …er, water. Whatever! Let’s get back to work!

Following through with his plan to enhance the flight speed of the vessel, James dumped 100 Spirit into the ship’s wheel and checked its Status Screen.

Airship: Artifact. Galleon (Tonnage: 1050. Length: 180’. Beam: 35’.). Flight: 110 mph (1000 Qi / min.). Teleport: 25,000 Qi.

“A thousand Qi a minute!” the ex-solder accidentally shouted, then cringed at his own outburst. Talk about shit mileage. Okay. That needs to be fixed ASAP, otherwise I’ll only be able to fly this thing for a minute and a half before I’m out of gas. Taking a deep breath, James poured an enormous amount of his saved Spirit into the ship’s wheel. 6000 Spirit later, the word ‘minute’ changed to ‘hour’, then he used another 100 Spirit to halve the cost to five hundred Qi.

“Fuel efficiency at its finest.” the bestial man snorted sardonically. Okay. This one’s all set. Now, I just have to repeat the process for the other ship, then we can move on to the next phase. The einherjar couldn’t help but grin as he stepped away from the wheel. There was just something about robbing the enemy blind that put a smile on the ex-soldier’s face.

[image: ]


(James: Now!)

Hrein reacted instantly, having been ready and waiting for the order from her master. With quick, sure motions, the valkyrie sawed at the rope with the orichalcum blade of her spear. She’d needed to grip the weapon high on the shaft, making it rather awkward to wield in this manner, but it was by far the sharpest blade that she owned.

In seconds, the amazing weapon parted the final strands of the anchor rode, freeing the galleon above from the heavy iron weight. Without a moment’s hesitation, the shield maiden dismissed her spear back to her Inventory, and grabbed ahold of the anchor itself. A heartbeat later, the massive piece of metal followed her weapon to the Realm of the Dead, and the valkyrie reported her success.

(Hrein: Objective complete!)
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Nyakuro noted the time on her HUD, and waited for a twenty count after seeing the signal, before reaching out and tapping the ballista beside her. James had explained how important timing was on this mission, back when he’d briefed them all on his plans. She was to act at the 20 second mark, while Autumn would move on 40, and Tu’apa Hyy on 60. This would allow the maids back in Éljúðnir to safely clear the objects they sent from the mansion’s foyer, rather than risk trying to stuff more than one of the massive siege engines into the room at a time.

The cat girl was already on the move, aiming to snatch up one of the mangonels next, while the guards freaked out about the sudden disappearance of the ballista she’d just sent to her Inventory. Panic was quickly spreading among the enemy ranks, with shouts of “The Fae!”, “We’re under attack!” and “Demons!” rang out in the night.

Tanoshii! The nekomata laughed as she darted from one target to the next, moving invisibly among the enemy soldiers, and enjoying a night that she would never forget.
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“Captain! Something is happening at the batteries!”

“What!? Are we under attack?” The grizzled veteran turned away from where he had been watching the harbour, to see one of his men running towards him.

“I don’t know, sir! The weapons… they’re just… disappearing!” The imperial soldier came to a stop a few feet away from his commanding officer, and snapped off a salute.

“The weapons? What do you mean they are disappearing? What weapons? Speak clearly!” the officer barked.

“The siege engines, sir! The ballista and mangonels are vanishing into thin air!”

“Vanishing!?” The imperial captain clenched his jaw, gritting his teeth in frustration. Damn fae magic, I’ll bet. he thought to himself. He was well aware of the mission that the Holy Empire of Castile had sent them on. The plan was to build up their forces here in Fort San Lorenzo, then march north to assault the town of Guayabo, before searching the forests for the hidden city of Elphyne. Cardinal Cisneros himself had seen the fleet off, informing the men that they were doing God’s work by cleansing the land of the evil fae menace, and claiming the New World for Yahweh. He had been there, on the flagship, when the Fairy Queen had interrupted their landing, and sank most of the fleet with her terrible magics.

“Sir?” the soldier pressed, obviously eager to receive new orders, now that he’d made his report.

“Wake Admiral Cortés and Saint Ignatius. Only God’s power can ward off the evil magics that are plaguing us tonight.” the captain commanded. Deciding that he had better try to get a grip on things himself before the admiral arrived, the middle aged man took a step forward, only to be caught off guard by a shout from the wall.

“Captain! The ships are moving!”

“What!?” the officer exclaimed, spinning on his heel. Rushing to the wall, he leaned forward and peered over the battlements. Sure enough, the two galleons appeared to be moving upriver, despite having their sails furled. Then, right before his eyes, the bows of both vessels angled upwards and the ships lifted off, rising into the air as if riding an invisible wave. Despite having seen numerous battles and countless strange things in foreign lands, the experienced officer could do nothing but blink in confusion, as the two massive galleons sailed into the night sky, their black silhouettes sharp against the moon.
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Lāmina nearly shook with excitement and anxiety as she pulled back on the ship’s wheel. The old vessel’s planks creaked loudly as it lifted out of the water, as if warning her that she had to take it slow or risk tearing the ship apart. Unbeknownst to the land-loving elf, the galleon wasn’t designed to endure the kind of speed that it had been enchanted with, so the hull was under incredible pressure while it was still pushing through the water. Of course, the massive boat began to hydroplane almost immediately, but the bow was still under an immense amount of stress until the ship cleared the water completely.

Lucky for her, the ship was extremely well built, and suffered only minor damage as the bottom of the hull skimmed the tree tops, pulling ever higher into the sky as she raced forward. I can’t believe that Master gave me this job! He’s letting me fly the flagship! This is incredible! The young woman’s thoughts were a whirlwind as she tried to steer the huge, cumbersome vessel, turning it south to follow the highway, which would eventually curve north and lead them back to Guayabo.

Spurred on by a sudden thought, the elven priestess sent her husband a question via the text box in her HUD. (Lāmina: Master? Why do we have to follow the highway? Couldn’t we just use the compass in our mini-maps to navigate?)

(James: Neither Guayabo nor Elphyne are directly north of Fort San Lorenzo. I haven’t had time to teach you ladies about bearings yet, so it’s simpler to just follow an obvious marker, like the coast or road.)

(Lāmina: I see. Very well, Master. Promise that you will teach us about these ‘bearings’ soon?)

(James: I’ll add it to the list.) The einherjar chuckled and shook his head, as he steered the smaller vessel to follow his wife’s lead. And the to do list just keeps growing…
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Acrasia burst from the water and zipped through the air, back towards the fort.

(Hrein: Where art thou going? Thy part in the mission is complete!) Rising from the water herself, the valkyrie spotted her junior wife speeding towards the enemy base, rather than following after the airships, as per the plan.

(Acrasia: We have to kill that golem! We can’t leave such a powerful weapon in the enemy’s hands.)

Hrein grimaced, agreeing with her sister wife, but reluctant to deviate from the plan that their master had set out. She briefly considered messaging their husband and asking for his orders, but decided against it in the end. I know that he doth trust our judgement. she told herself, and flew after the impulsive fairy.

(Hrein: Dost thou have a plan?) the valkyrie inquired when she finally caught up. Acrasia hovered in the air a good twenty feet above the golem, and it was staring straight up at her, despite her cloak of invisibility. (Acrasia: Not really. How can it see us?)

Unable to hover like her more nimble comrade, the valkyrie circled the area like a bird of prey. (Hrein: Mayhap it doth see in a manner similar to our Spirit Sight?)

(Acrasia: I guess that makes sense. It doesn’t have eyes, after all. Not real ones, anyway. Do you think I could cut it apart with my sword?)

(Hrein: Thy blade is forged of adamantine, the strongest metal in existence. Certainly, thine weapon shouldst suffer no ill effects from clashing with monster, but dost thou possess the strength to cleave through several feet of stone?)

Acrasia frowned and shook her head. Despite being stronger than any leannán sídhe in history, she knew that she didn’t have that kind of muscle power. Dismayed at the thought that she might not be able to defeat the enemy after all, the fairy was just about to give up when inspiration struck. (Acrasia: I’ve got it! I’ll need your help, though.)

(Hrein: Tell my thy plan, and I will do my utmost to assist thee.)

The pair quickly conspired, knowing that they didn’t have long to act before enemy reinforcements arrived. The last thing that they needed was to face off against whatever priest had saved the fleet from destruction, and he was almost assuredly nearby.

When the plan was set, Acrasia remained hovering in the air, while Hrein dropped down to face off against the massive foe. The valkyrie had little hope of doing any real damage to the construct, even with her orichalcum spear, simply because it had no vital organs or real weak points to target. At least, none that she knew of.

The giant guardian wasted no time in attacking the obvious intruder. Swinging its giant fist, the golem hammered into Hrein’s raised shield with the mother of all haymakers. Sure enough, even the redoubtable shield maiden couldn’t withstand the force behind such a punch, and the valkyrie instantly found herself smashing into the ground, cratering the stone bridge beneath her.

Hrein let out a loud groan as the wind was knocked out of her. Never in her life had the valkyrie been subject to such a blow, and if it hadn’t been for the invulnerability bestowed upon her by her armour, she was certain she wouldn’t be anything more than a bloodstain on the bridge at that moment.

Seeing her chance, Acrasia dove down at the golem’s back. She hadn’t been confident that she could get near the monster without getting crushed like a bug, and that was why she’d needed Hrein to distract it, if only for a moment. In the blink of an eye, the tiny fairy descended on her foe and slapped her hand against it’s stony shoulder. Then, with a simple thought, she pushed her Qi through the arcane pattern held in her mind, and cast Earth Sculptor.

A thunderous crack split the night air, as seams appeared all over the golem’s body, severing its head and limbs from the torso, and causing it to fall into a heap in the middle of the bridge.

Pushing herself to move, Hrein fought through the discomfort of being unable to breathe and climbed to her feet, leaning heavily on her spear. As soon as she saw Acrasia slap the golem’s disembodied head and make it disappear, the valkyrie triggered the spell that she’d been holding onto, and teleported away to safety.


CHAPTER 26


James called for a halt after ten minutes of flight. He figured that being fifteen miles out should put enough distance between him and the enemy base to safely summon his lovers to his side. The plan had been to rendezvous back at Guayabo, but the einherjar found that he was eager to hear everyone’s reports, and confirm that they were safe with his own eyes.

Pulling up next to the flagship, the Champion mentally commanded his vessel to hover in place, while he triggered his Summons spell. Magic circles drew themselves on the deck in front of him, and his party appeared within the glowing sigils a moment later.

“Greetings, Master.” Hrein said with a soft smile, as the arcane diagram beneath her feet faded from sight.

The einherjar hesitated to respond, instead taking a moment to let his gaze sweep over each woman present, carefully inspecting them for any sign of injury or distress. When he was finally satisfied that no one seemed the worse for wear, the ex-soldier let out a soft breath that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Welcome back, my love.” he said finally, returning her gentle smile.

“Aww. Were you worried about us, Master?” Acrasia giggled.

James gave the tiny fairy a mock scowl, but didn’t bother to deny it. “There were a few unexpected developments, like that golem that we saw. I just wanted to make sure that everything was under control.”

“And we all know how much you like to be in control, Master.” Autumn teased, taking a turn at verbally poking their master.

The bestial man’s eyes narrowed as he turned his false glare on the succubus, but that just made the sensual woman giggle along with her fae companion.

“Oh! Speaking of the golem, I brought you this, Master!” Acrasia shouted, suddenly summoning the monster’s head from her Inventory.

“Oh?” The einherjar’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “I’ll definitely want to take a look at that later. But for now, we should get the ships underway again. We may be safe for the moment, but I don’t want the enemy to catch up. Everyone from squad one will remain onboard with me, and squad two can report to the flagship. Tu’apa, you’re switching to squad one to replace Lāmina, since she’s flying the other ship.”

“What about me, Master?” Acrasia inquired. “I wasn’t part of either squad.”

“You can stay here with me, so I can debrief you and we can discuss the golem.” James replied.

“Okay!” The fairy cheered in a singsong voice, then flew over to land on his shoulder.

Once Hrein and Autumn had flown over to the other ship to join Lāmina, the Champion called for their journey to resume. (James: It’s going to take about five hours to reach Guayabo by following the road, so everyone get comfortable. If you need to transfer from one ship to the other for any reason, make sure you call for a stop first. None of us can fly fast enough to keep up with these airships, and I don’t know if we can safely teleport or summon onto a moving object. We don’t want anyone materializing inside a mast or bulkhead, after all.)

“Meowster?” Nyakuro whispered, slipping up beside him.

“What is it, kitten?”

“May I take a turn flying the ship?” The way that she asked with wide, pleading eyes, felt almost unfair to the einherjar. There was no way that he could say no and not feel like a complete ogre, so the bestial man reluctantly stepped away from the helm and surrendered the controls to the cute cat girl.

The nekomata giggled happily, her black tails swaying excitedly behind her. It was clear that she had been hoping to try her hand at flying the airship, and it wouldn’t surprise the einherjar if all of his women felt the same way. Hell, it’s not like I can blame them. I’ve wanted to fly the damn things ever since I came up with this idea.

“Hehe. It’s very nice of you to share your new toys with us, Master.” Acrasia teased from his shoulder, planting a kiss on his cheek.

“Thanks.” he grumbled, trying not to sound too bitter. After sighing softly, the bestial man shook his head and laughed at himself. “I’ll get plenty of time to play with them in the future, I’m sure.”

“I’m sure.” the fairy agreed. “Besides, I think there are other things that can make you happy right now.”

James quirked a brow, suspecting that the leannán sídhe had something naughty in mind, as usual, but was surprised when she called up her Status Screen and flicked it over to show him.

“102,000 drachma and 6321 talents!?” the Champion exclaimed.

Acrasia giggled again. “The treasury heist was very lucrative, Master.”

“That is great news, my pet!” James laughed out loud.

“Just imagine how pissed off the commander is going to be when he figures out that he can’t pay his troops! Ah, I wish I could be there to see his face at that moment.” The tiny fairy had to hold her stomach, she was laughing so hard, and needed to flutter her wings to keep from toppling off her master’s shoulder.

When the pair’s laughter died down, the einherjar couldn’t help but shake his head. “It’s feels crazy, dealing with this much treasure. I feel like we’ve been handling massive fortunes of late.”

“And yet, you do not live like a rich man, Master.” Tu’apa Hyy interjected, joining the conversation.

“That is true. You have been putting it all towards running your barony, or your ‘contribution’ to the queen’s coffers.” Nyakuro added, glancing over her shoulder for a split second to flash him a grin.

“I think I’ll do the same with the gold talents in this case, but maybe we’ll hold onto the silver for a rainy day.” the einherjar remarked, receiving nods of agreement from most of his lovers.

“Perhaps you should donate the hundred thousand drachma to the queen as well, and only keep the remaining two thousand.” the wolf girl suggested. “That would get you significantly closer to reaching your goals.”

“Hmm.” James hummed and stroked his beard in thought. “That would bring my contributions up to over twelve thousand talents, which is more than a quarter of the 40K needed. And I suppose keeping two thousand drachma on hand is probably plenty for most needs…”

“Far more than enough to be honest, Meowster.” Nyakuro concurred.

“Fine. Let’s go with that, then.” The einherjar sighed at the thought of all that gold and silver just slipping through his fingers once again. Ah well. Easy come, easy go, I guess.

“It’s okay, Master. I’m sure the empire will send more gold, and then we can just steal it all again!” Acrasia cheered.

James chuckled at his wife’s antics. “You make it sound like we’re becoming regular pirates.”

“Aren’t we though?” the fairy asked, tilting her head.

The einherjar coughed, and tried to look innocent. “Well, maybe more like privateers, since we are only targeting the queen’s enemies.” he argued. None of the women disagreed, since they weren’t the type to quibble over semantics such as these. All any of them truly cared about was keeping their home and family safe, which meant degrading the enemy’s ability to wage war on them.

“Do you want to look at the golem’s head now, Master?” Acrasia asked, summoning the helmeted head from her Inventory once again.

It was clear that the fairy was excited to show off her accomplishments, and James was happy to indulge her after such an impressive performance. “Sure, my pet. Let’s have a look.” Bending over, the einherjar regarded the heavy stone block, then picked it up off the deck. “Hmm. By the looks of it, the enchantment is still active. There’s a lot of Qi circulating within the carving. Let’s remove the helmet and see what we’re working with.”

Placing it back on the deck, the Champion carefully plucked the oversized iron headpiece off of the disembodied head. The first thing that he noticed was that the helmet had been covering an inscription on the forehead, perhaps protecting it from damage. “I wonder what language that is?” the einherjar muttered as he studied the unfamiliar glyphs. Thanks to his blessing, he was able to sound out אמת as ‘Emét’, and translate it as ‘Truth’, but that still didn’t explain the origin of the text.

As the ex-soldier studied the golem’s head, the monster appeared to be studying him in turn. It stared at him with glowing yellow eyes while groaning softly through its open mouth, but didn’t seem capable of intelligible speech.

“Is it… alive, Master?” Tu’apa Hyy whispered, almost as if she wanted to avoid drawing the creepy thing’s attention.

“Not as such.” James replied, shaking his head. “It’s more like a facsimile of life. A fake.”

“I see.” The young werewolf frowned, not truly understanding how such a thing could be possible, but didn’t ask any further questions.

“Well, Master?” Acrasia pressed, gently touching his cheek to get his attention. “Is it useful? The head I mean. I thought I should take it to make the golem harder to repair, if nothing else, but hoped you would be able to find some use for it.”

“Oh, I definitely think you made the right decision.” he assured her, turning his head to give her a grateful smile. “In fact, if I’m not needed right away, I’m going to sit down and see if I can cultivate from it. While I work on that, please make sure that someone is always on watch for attack, preferably from the crow’s nest, and that the pilots switch out every hour. I don’t want anyone completely drained from fuelling the ship.”

When no one objected, the curious einherjar settled in for an impromptu cultivation session. He focussed his efforts on deciphering the mysteries of the enchantment that gave the golem a semblance of life, and learning that magic for himself. A little under half an hour later, the golem’s eyes dimmed as the head returned to being nothing more than lifeless stone, and a new spell was added to the Champion’s list.
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“Well. Let’s adjust that a little, and double the amount of material affected by a single point of Qi.” James muttered aloud, while dumping 100 of his stored Spirit into the spell. Deciding that he probably couldn’t enhance the spell any further at that point, the einherjar turned his thoughts to how to put it to use. It’ll still be a very expensive spell to use, but if I can get better at using my Earth Sculptor spell to create statues, I could craft some truly impressive defences for our territory. Unsleeping sentinels that neither feel pain, nor fear death would be a massive advantage, if I can pull it off. Realizing that he’d just added yet another project to his already insanely long list of things to do, the Champion couldn’t help but laugh. I know. I do it to myself, but… I can’t say that I regret it. he silently admitted. The truth was, as hectic as his new life seemed, the einherjar truly enjoyed the feeling of constant progress, and especially seeing the results of his efforts come to fruition.

Since, for once, he seemed to have some time and Spirit to spare, James decided that Tu’apa Hyy deserved a little attention. The young werewolf hadn’t had the opportunity to train and make the kinds of gains that his other wives had at that point, and the einherjar felt that was a little unfair. She’s been working hard to support me, just like the rest of them, so I really should help her along the path of her development when I can.

Spotting the wolf girl standing near the prow, the bestial man walked up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist. “Hey there, beautiful.”

Tu’apa’s ear twitched, his warm breath tickling the sensitive part of her body. “Master?” she asked, blushing slightly.

“Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. A beautiful woman like you, with her hair blowing in the breeze and the starry sky as a backdrop… the scene was simply too striking to ignore.”

The lycanthrope’s blush deepened even further, but the gentle smile that she wore spoke volumes about how his words made her feel. “I see.” she said quietly. After a moment of just enjoying the silence, the wind in her face, and the warmth of her husband’s arms wrapped around her, Tu’apa tilted her head back and kissed him on the cheek. “There was truly nothing else on your mind?”

“Well…” the einherjar chuckled, knowing that he’d been caught. “I did have some training that I thought you might benefit from.”

Tu’apa Hyy giggled, having guessed from the start that he’d had something like that in mind. “Of course you did.” Turning in his arms, the wolf girl pressed herself against him, and placed her palms on his broad chest. “Tell me, Master. What kind of training do you intend to have me perform tonight?” she asked after stealing a kiss from his lips.

James gazed down at his lovely wife, and thought again that he was the luckiest man in the world. Not only because of the beauty of his women, but also their incredible grit and loyalty. “To be honest, you don’t have to do much yourself, just relax while I use some of my Spirit to enhance your stats and spells.”

The werewolf’s brows furrowed slightly at that. “Are you sure you would not be better served by using the Spirit on yourself, Master?”

She’s so selfless that it never ceases to amaze me. James thought to himself. “I’m sure.” he assured her. “The main reason that I desire power is to protect that which is dear to me. In other words, you and the rest of our family. That being the case, it only makes sense to strengthen all of you when and where I can, as that will make all of us safer.”

Tu’apa Hyy smiled softly at his words, and laid her head against his chest, allowing the sound of his heartbeat to wash over her. The strength of the rhythmic beating filled her with a sense of warmth and security like nothing else ever had. “Do what you think is best, husband.”

With one arm still wrapped around his wife, the einherjar called up her Status Screen. The first thing that he did was read over her spell list again, and singled out changes that he wanted to make, as well as took note of the spells that he had yet to copy for himself. Let’s start with Rain Dance. We’ll halve the cost, change ‘diameter’ to ‘radius’, and reduce the casting time to five minutes instead of ten. After quickly following through on his plans, he stole a copy for himself and moved on. While he was at it, he grabbed copies of Spirit Animal and Divination for himself as well.

Next, James had the wolf girl lie down on deck. “This next part might hurt, since I plan to enhance a lot of your stats, all at once. I want you to be as safe and as comfortable as possible when I do.”

“Very well, Master.” Tu’apa Hyy complied, lying down as she was told and giving her husband a firm nod when she was ready. A moment later, her body was wracked with pain as every part of her, other than her brain, was flooded with Spirit. Unable to hold back, the werewolf howled in agony, digging her claws into the wooden deck just to keep from thrashing about. Thankfully, she only had to endure the nauseating cramps for a couple of minutes before they eventually began to fade away.

“What… did you do to me?” she gasped, panting heavily.

“I fully enhanced all of your remaining stats, except for Intelligence. I’m sorry, but I had to hold one back, to ensure that you didn’t trigger your Heavenly Tribulation. We still need your dantian to grow a lot more before you should solidify your foundation.” the einherjar explained.

Tu’apa Hyy smiled weakly as she gazed up at her husband. “Thank you, Master. I am happy to endure this pain if it means growing stronger.”

After James wrapped up with his werewolf wife, he sent her to take a nap. With Acrasia in the crow’s nest, and Nyakuro at the wheel, both positions were currently filled, and he figured that it would be best for anyone not currently on watch to catch some shuteye when they could. It’s going to be a long night, after all, and there’s plenty to do tomorrow. Deciding to take his own advice, then einherjar summoned his Z-Rest from his Inventory and laid it out on the deck. Right after closing his eyes, realized that the bodies of the slaughtered crews should be cleaned up, lest they start to rot and stink up his newly acquired toys. Guess I had better take care of that first. he thought with a sigh, climbing to his feet once again. As he made his way below decks, he sent a quick message to all of the ladies, reminding them to wake him for his watch, and that they should try to be rested up for the next day’s festivities.
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“We are coming up on Guayabo, Meowster. It should be visible any second now.” Nyakuro called down from the crow’s nest.

“Thank you, kitten!” James yelled back. It was only then that the ex-soldier realized that it was very strange that he could hear her while they were moving at such speeds. Wait a minute… why don’t I feel strong winds buffeting me while standing here on deck? Quickly calling up the airship’s Status Screen, he delved into the artifact’s description, pressing it for more information. Ah. Okay. I see. he hummed to himself. The magic creates an invisible windshield of sorts, that directs the air below the vessel, helping to give it lift while protecting those onboard. Seems like it will only deflect gasses though, so we can’t really use it for defence.

Dismissing the illusory text, he instead focussed on the view ahead. Just as Nyakuro had predicted, James spotted Guayabo’s imposing walls rising from the jungle canopy below. In truth, the forty foot basalt walls were significantly shorter than many of the trees that grew in the region, but the town’s placement on the steep foothills of the Turrialba volcano, combined with the clearing of the forest around the settlement to create fields for farming, allowed for a spectacular view of the fortifications, even from a distance.

(James: All vessels, slow to ten miles per hour. Hrein, you go on ahead and let them know we’re coming. I don’t want to spook the guards on the walls.)

(Hrein: Yea, Master.) The valkyrie’s response was immediate, and he spotted her white-winged form leap from the deck of the flagship a moment later. He didn’t have to wait long before she signalled that the town was ready for their arrival.

Hundreds of werewolves stood upon the ramparts and stared up in awe, as they watched the slow moving airships pass over the walls. That… is far more soldiers than should be on watch tonight. the einherjar silently noted. I wonder if they woke everyone that was sleeping, just to let them know what was happening?

Sure enough, it wasn’t just the walls that were crowded with curious folks, but also the streets themselves. It seemed like everyone, from the youngest cubs to the town elders, had turned out to see the spectacle of ships flying through the night sky.

(James: The rivers are too shallow to put down, so we’ll have to hover near the ground during the stop. Acrasia, take over for me at the helm. Autumn, are you good to continue flying the flagship for another hour?)

(Autumn: Yes, Master. That won’t be a problem.)

(James: Excellent. Hrein, if you’ll join me, we’ll go speak to Farkas.)

(Hrein: Yea, Master. Farkas is here, at the southern gate. Wouldst thou like to meet us here?)

(James: Oh good. Yeah, I’ll be right there.)

After passing off control of the ship to his fairy lover, the einherjar took wing and flew to the southern gatehouse. It didn’t take long to spot the tall, muscular werewolf standing beside his valkyrie wife.

“Farkas! Sorry for waking you in the middle of the night. That wasn’t my intention.” James apologized as he approached.

“There is no need for concern, my lord.” the lycanthrope rumbled in his uncannily deep voice. “Though I must ask, what brings you to Guayabo tonight?” Try as he might, the powerful werewolf couldn’t keep his eyes from slipping to the pair of massive galleons hovering nearby.

The ex-soldier chuckled. “I bring presents!”

“Presents?” Farkas parroted with a furrowed brow. “Shouldn’t those wait until tomorrow?”

James laughed and shook his head. “Not wedding presents. These are spoils from a raid that we performed earlier tonight. I thought you could put them to good use.”

“A raid on whom?” the marshal pressed.

“Fort San Lorenzo. The ships were part of the booty.” the einherjar replied with a mischievous wink. “But not the part that you will be getting. Follow me.”

Farkas fell in behind the baron and his First Wife as they made their way up the stairs, leading to the top of the gatehouse. When the three finally arrived, James asked the guardsmen standing watch to move aside, clearing the space atop the building. A moment later, the einherjar raised his hand and suddenly that same space was filled with a massive siege engine, causing the werewolf’s jaw to drop in surprise.

“Are you familiar with mangonels, marshal?” the ex-soldier inquired.

“I am.” Farkas replied, after snapping his mouth shut and blinking away his shock. “You captured this from the enemy?”

“This, and several more like it, as well as a number of ballistae. I’m thinking that we can put a mangonel atop each of the gatehouses, but they are too big to mount on the towers. A ballista should fit on them, though.” James said with a grin.

Marshal Navari quirked a brow as he regarded the larger man. “Just how many did you steal?”

“We acquired seven mangonels and eight ballistae from the enemy fortifications.” the baron answered, emphasizing a word that didn’t imply theft. “There are also a total of sixty eight ballistae aboard the ships, which should be enough to ensure that every tower has one. We also liberated a significant amount of ammunition for each, of course.”

Farkas whistled softly, then shook his head. “I really shouldn’t be surprised at this point, should I?”

“Probably not.” Hrein agreed with an amused smirk.

The werewolf chuckled softly, then let out a tired sigh. “It’s going to take a significant amount of training to get our troops proficient at using the siege engines, but it will be well worth the effort. They will go a long way to improving the defences of this town.”

“That’s what I figured.” James concurred. “I’ll leave their training in your hands, of course. For now though, you should probably get back to sleep. You have a big day tomorrow, after all.”

The lycanthrope’s eyes narrowed at the comment, but he held back the snarky comment that was on the tip of his tongue. Instead, he simply confirmed his suspicions. “I take it you will be placing the rest of the weapon systems before departing?”

“Yeah. It shouldn’t take long. And don’t worry, we won’t be late for the wedding tomorrow.” the einherjar teased his father-in-law.

“Very well.” Farkas replied gruffly. “I’ll see you tomorrow then, my lord.”

James watched the older man walk off, then turned to his wife. “Think you ladies could help me place the rest, to make this go faster?”

“Of course, Master.” Hrein quipped with a grin.
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With the help of his lovers, it took less than an hour for James to get the catapults and giant crossbows set up, and was happy to see that he had several left over. That leaves ten ballistae per ship, and five mangonels that I can place somewhere else. I wonder if Titania will want some for her walls? I’ll have to ask her in the morning.

His business wrapped up in Guayabo, the einherjar and his party re-boarded the airships and set course for Elphyne. Given that the fae city was only about eighty miles from the fortified town, the last leg of their trip only took about forty five minutes to complete.

Just like he had during the approach to his barony, the ex-soldier sent a messenger ahead to inform the city guard of their imminent arrival. Unlike the werewolves, however, the elven soldiers didn’t wake the populace to view the incoming ships, and merely watched in awe as the einherjar and his First Wife flew the ships over the sleeping city, and set them down in Lake Fortuna on the other side.

Since the main anchors on the starboard side of the bows of both ships had been cut off, and neither James nor his women had a clue how to properly reattach them, they were forced to drop the port anchors instead. This led to an interesting dilemma.

“I don’t suppose any of you know how to drop anchor, eh?” the ex-soldier asked as he stared at the massive piece of iron.

Silence and troubled frowns were the only responses that he got, so it quickly became obvious that they were in a bit over their heads. “Um… I don’t think this is going to work, Master.” Acrasia said hesitantly. “None of us are sailors and well… we really don’t know how to take care of a ship.”

“I believe she is correct, Master.” Hrein concurred with a sigh. “The vessels will undoubtedly require maintenance, the nature of which we are certainly ignorant, in addition to the general running of the ships. Thus, it is my opinion that, if thou dost desire to retain these galleons for thy personal use, thou must acquire knowledgeable crews to run them.”

James groaned softly, but couldn’t argue against her logic. Though he had correctly assumed that magical flight would require far fewer hands than actual sailing, it did not eliminate the need for a crew entirely. “I guess I’ll have to ask Titania if she knows where I can hire some sailors. In the meantime, does anyone have any suggestions as to how we can keep the ships from running aground?”

“Hmm.” Acrasia tapped her lips in thought. “Maybe being on the ground is what we need? Do you think we could create cradles for the galleons using our Earth Sculptor spells, Master?”

“Oh! That’s not a bad idea at all. We’d just need a clearing large enough…” The einherjar frowned as he scanned the lakeshore for a spot that might suffice. Unfortunately for him, the shoreline didn’t reveal any large, open areas, instead giving way to forests pretty close to the water’s edge.

“Mayhap thou couldst raise stone from the lake bottom, like giant fingers to support the ships and keep them stationary?” Hrein suggested.

“That could work.” James admitted, nodding his head. “I’ll just have to make sure that we don’t disturb anything below the surface, like the homes of people in the Undine Quarter.”

“Let me take care of it, Master!” Acrasia volunteered rather excitedly. “I’ve never visited the Undine Quarter!”

The einherjar quirked a brow as he gazed upon his fae lover. “We don’t have time to tour around and explore the bottom of the lake. We need to get these ships moored right away.”

Acrasia pouted and her shoulders slumped, but she didn’t retract her offer. “Fine. I’ll be quick about it.” she sulked.

James thought about it for a moment, but then nodded for her to go ahead. “All right. Head down and take a look to see if we’re in a good spot. If we’re not, let me know how far to move the ships, and in what direction.”

“Yes, Master.” she replied obediently, then flittered off the deck and dove into the water. A few minutes later, she sent the first report. (Acrasia: It’s so beautiful down here, Master! Um, I mean… you’ll need to move the ship about 20 yards to the northwest.)

James moved to stand at the helm and did as his tiny wife had instructed, shifting the position of the ship and then holding it in place while she used her magic to create the cradle. Just as Hrein had envisioned, large fingers of stone rose from the lakebed and slowly closed around the hull, putting just enough pressure on the timbers to keep the vessel from moving in any given direction. It’s probably not great for the hull, but I don’t think it should do too much damage in the short term. the einherjar thought to himself. It’s not like the boat can build up any inertia if it can’t move an inch. That said, I really shouldn’t take my time finding a proper crew.

After the smaller ship was in place, the ex-soldier repeated the process with the flagship. Then, with the galleons secure, he and his party left their plundered vessels behind and went home to catch a few hours of much needed sleep.


EPILOGUE


Maria sipped on her glass of water. Though she would have much preferred to try some of the fancy wine that the elves were apparently famous for, there was no way that she could afford anything more than water and local fruit on her current budget. In fact, she was very fortunate that fruit grew on trees, vines, and bushes all over the city, and was free for anyone to take, else she would have definitely been starving by this point.

I can’t even tempt a man into buying dinner for me. she silently cursed as she nursed her drink. Damn these inhumanly beautiful elves and fae. Why did humans have to get the shitty end of the stick? They must be cheating with magic or something…

The bitter woman watched the crowds pass her by from her seat on the lip of a public fountain. Deep down, she had been truly impressed with the elven city, but she was loathe to admit it, even to herself. There were no signs of poverty or starvation, no rampant crime, and even the water in a public fountain was clean enough to drink.

Maria tensed up for a moment when a guard patrol appeared on the other side of the square, and only relaxed once they had moved on down another street. I need to move quickly. she reminded herself. I’ve been warned repeatedly that I won’t be welcome here unless I snag an elven husband… but what kind of bullshit is that? How is that fair? Why should I marry some man who has who knows how many other wives, and let him boss me around? This is all that damn beast’s fault…

A loud noise snapped the young woman out of her internal rant, drawing her eyes to the glass in her hand, which now had a long crack running down the side. “Shit.” Maria cursed quietly. She’d only just stolen the glass from a shop earlier that day, having slipped it under her shirt when the shopkeeper hadn’t been looking. “I wouldn’t have had to steal it if that damn beast had given me more money.” she muttered, making the same excuse to herself that she’d made when she had first contemplated taking it. “And these damn elves are at fault too. No one will hire me because I’m not a citizen. How am I supposed to take care of myself if I can’t get work?”

As selfish as she was, it didn’t occur to human woman that the elves didn’t want her or her problems in their city, and that they had absolutely no obligation to care for her. To make matters worse, she spent the majority of her time proselytizing on the street, declaring herself Hel’s one true priestess, and denouncing the “supposed Champion” as nothing more than a fraud. This, of course, didn’t win her many friends in a city that viewed Hel’s Champion as their saviour. As a result, despite only having been in Elphyne for a few days, her reputation among the locals was already at rock bottom.

“They’re all fools. They never listen to what I say, and always either argue with me or just ignore me and walk by as if I’m not even there.” Maria hissed while gritting her teeth. It wasn’t until she felt the pain, that she realized that she was clenching her fists so tight that her nails were starting to cut into her palms. “Ouch. Damn it. No, don’t cry.” she whispered as her eyes began to water.

Taking a deep breath, the emotional woman attempted to shake off the growing despair that was threatening to envelop her. “You’re strong. You don’t need anyone to support you. You can do this.” she repeated, attempting to reaffirm her convictions.

Once she had calmed down enough that tears no longer threatened to spill from her eyes, the priestess returned her thoughts to the plan that she had been developing. Hel is worshipped here, so I have an advantage. I just need the people to see that I am her true priestess, and that the beast and his followers are fakes. Once I can pull that off, I’ll have everything that I need to grow in power here, and I’ll have my revenge on that bastard as a bonus. But first, I need to find out who exactly supports him, and if he has any enemies. Yes…

Maria’s dejected frown slowly morphed into a vicious grin.
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A pewter stein smashed against the wall, splashing its contents all over the place. “Get that useless ‘saint’ in here now!” Cortés screamed, nearly frothing at the mouth.

“Yes, sir!” a young soldier shouted back, snapping off a quick salute before running out the door.

The pissed off admiral stormed across the room and screamed as he swiped all of the papers off his desk. “Aaargh! Damn it! Damn it all to Hell!” Picking up the inkwell, which was the only item left sitting on the desk, he hurled that against the wall too.

For a long moment, the imperial commander merely stood there, staring at the new ink blot on the wall, while breathing heavily through gritted teeth. The truth was, Cortés had never dealt well with loss, and there was no way to view recent events as anything other than that. The enemy had perfectly executed their raid on his fortress, not only robbing the treasury, but also managing to steal most of his siege engines, and even the last two ships of his fleet. They even took all of the prisoners in my dungeon, though god only knows how!

“Damn it!” he cursed again, kicking over the chair next to him. As concerning as the loss of money was, and it was incredibly concerning, the loss of the prisoners was potentially even more troublesome. Among them was one of his former senior officers, who had significant intelligence that the enemy could use to their advantage. If he tells them when the new fleet is expected to land, that damn bitch might intercept them again! Worse, if he somehow gets a message back to the empire about my loss of the gold and ships, it’s my head that will be on a pike! If there was one thing that the Holy Empire of Castile did not permit, it was incompetence on the part of their commanders. Officers that failed in their missions didn’t usually live long enough to try and make up for their mistakes.

“I can’t wait for the fleet to arrive, but I need more men… or at least an ally behind enemy lines.” Cortés stroked his beard and his rage cooled as a plan began to form. “Yes… that just might work…”


AFTERWORD


Hello again, everyone! Thank you for reading Book 6 of The Einherjar! I really hope all of you are still enjoying the series. My initial plan was to have this be the penultimate book before giving the series a soft ending in Book 7… but there is still so much more that I want to do! I haven’t even come close to wrapping up all of the plot points that I still have dangling out there, let alone the new ones that I intend to introduce. I guess that means that you guys are going to have to put up with at least another two (or possibly more) books in this series before I am satisfied.

In other news, I’m sorry that this book has taken so long to get written. My progress has been extremely slow this year (this is only the second book of 2025), and the year is already more than half over. I’m determined to get at least one more book out before year’s end, which will be Book 7 of The Einherjar. After that, I plan to work on Book 2 of M.AR.I.A. The response to my first Sci Fi novel has been pretty good, so I feel like it is definitely worth writing a sequel. But what do you think? Please feel free to leave a comment on my Discord server. Lastly, I’ll give you an update on the audiobook - it’s stalled. I’m being assured that the project will see completion, and that the narrators are making progress, so I’m still holding out hope that it will see the light of day. All I can do at this point though, is wait. The narrators are professionals, and well liked in the community, so I do have faith that they will finish… it’s just hard to wait when you are as excited about something as I am for this audiobook.

Well, I don’t have any other news at the moment, so I will wish all of you a great day and hope to see you again in the next novel. Take care,

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: Artifact. 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: Artifact. 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.

Airship: Artifact. Galleon (Tonnage: 1050. Length: 180’. Beam: 35’.). Flight: 110 mph (500 Qi / hour). Teleport: 25,000 Qi.

Harem: Hrein, Acrasia, Nyakuro, Elora, Elina, Autumn, Lāmina, Tu’apa Hyy

Disciples: Chimalma, Ocythoe, Bás.
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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.
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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
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Techniques

Spirit Sight

Immortal Regeneration

Wolf’s Appetite
Curse of Lycanthropy

Full Moon’s Curse

Shifter’s Discipline

Selective Breeding

Energy Siphon

True Cultivation

Quad Casting

Effect

User can see Qi as an aura around objects. The more Qi an object has, the
denser the aura.

User automatically heals wounds at a rate of 2 cubic feet per second.
Qi: 1 / cubic foot.

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 seeing a full moon, and cannot
shift back to human form until 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 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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Name: Nyakuro Fir

Height: 5" 2"

Race: Nekomata Sex: Female Tails: 2

Weight: 110 Ibs Fur: Black Eyes: Hazel

Titles: Slave / Wife of James Fir, Lady of the Seelie Court

Attributes
Strength
Endurance
Aim

Agility

Speed - Running
Speed - Flight
Intelligence
Charisma
Beauty
Dantian

Luck

Current Status (Positive):

Base Enhancement % Total
220 100 440
6 100 12
60 100 120
80 100 160
25 100 50
50 100 100
102 100 204
72 90 136
85 100 170
620 100 1240
50 - 50

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Techniques

Spirit Sight

Shifter’s Discipline

Selective Breeding

Immortal Regeneration

Wolf’s Appetite

Energy Siphon

True Cultivation

Quad Casting

Effect

User can see Qi as an aura around objects. The more Qi an object has, the
denser the aura.

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 automatically heals wounds at a rate of 2 cubic feet per second.
Qi: 1 / cubic foot.

User recovers Qi at a rate of 2 per ounce of meat eaten.

User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneously.
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Spirit Sight User can see Qi as an aura around objects. The more Qi an object has, the
denser the aura.
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Immortal Regeneration | User automatically heals wounds at a rate of 2 cubic feet per second.
Qi: 1 / cubic foot.
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Hypnosis

Caster gazes into target’s eyes for 10 seconds, rendering them open to
suggestions. The target must follow whatever commands the caster gives
them while they are ‘under’. Target has a chance to outright resist the
hypnosis (Percentage = Crimson Palace. -10% if an oscillating charm is
used.) Afterwards, they must resist the commands each time (Charisma -

Caster’s Charisma). Qi: 15.
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Name: Lamina Fir | Race: Elf Sex: Female Age: 18

Height: 5’

Weight: 85 lbs Hair: Light Brown  Eyes: Sapphire

Titles: Slave / Wife of James Fir, High Priestess of Shadowheim, Lady of the Seelie Court.

Attributes
Strength
Endurance
Aim

Agility

Speed - Running
Speed - Flight
Intelligence
Charisma
Beauty
Dantian

Luck

Base Enhancement % Total Blessing

45 00 90 360
8 95 9 39

70 00 140
70 00 140
10 00 20
50 00 100

120 00 240 288
75 00 150 180
85 00 170

435 100 870
50 - - 60

Current Status (Positive): Immune: Curses, Possession. Polyglot.

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Blessings

Arbiter’s

Hel’s

Natural Traits
Night-Vision
Eagle Eye
Techniques
Selective Breeding
True Cultivation

Energy Siphon

Effect

+20% INT, CHA, Luck, and +300% STR, END. Immunity to all Curses and
Possession, and full knowledge of all languages.

HUD. Functions: Time, Date, Mini-Map (Compass, Tracking), Text Box.
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 miles away.

Effect

User can control her own ovulation.

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.





OEBPS/image_rsrc3YV.jpg
Sleeping Beauty

Elf Shot

Shapeshifter

Love Potion

Chastity Potion

Zombie Potion

Natural Traits
Night-Vision
Eagle Eye

Tiger’s Hearing
Bear’s Smell
Lion’s Refractory
Wolf’s Endurance
Dragon’s Wings
Techniques

True Cultivation

Energy Siphon

Wolf’s Appetite

Immortal Regeneration

Quad Casting

Enchanting Music

Caster creates golden sand, which can be dusted in a target’s eyes, causing
them to fall into a cursed sleep. This lasts for 100 years, or until the target is
freed by a condition set by the caster. Qi: 50.

Caster enchants an arrow to become an Elf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
external wounds) which inflicts Elf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Qi: 5.

Caster can change shape into a tiger, wolf, bear, eagle, 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.

Caster creates a potion from Viola Tricolour. This potion causes any who
have it smeared over their eyelids to fall hopelessly in love with the next
living thing they see. Qi: 15.

Caster creates a potion from Artemisia. This potion acts as an antidote for

Love Potions when smeared over the eyelids of the target. Alternatively, it
can be used to cool the target’s natural lusts. Qi: 15.

Caster creates a potion from his own blood, mixed with Pufferfish poison.
This potion curses the imbiber to become a zombie under the caster’s control.
These zombies are infectious, and can turn others by biting them. Qi: 25.
Effect

User can see in darkness like an owl; 100 times better than a human.

User can clearly see details on a 1' diameter object 2 miles away.

User can hear 5 times better than a human.

User can smell prey up to 20 miles away.

User can ejaculate up to 50 times per day.

User can run at full speed for (Endurance) minutes, rather than seconds.
User’s wings are immune to the effects of fire.

Effect

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.

User recovers Qi at a rate of 2 per ounce of meat eaten.

User automatically heals wounds at a rate of 2 cubic feet per second.
Qi: 1 / cubic foot.

User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneously.

User can weave magical effects into compatible music.
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Poison Claw Caster causes pufferfish poison to coat claws. Poisoned targets lose 1
Endurance per hour. Qi: 80.
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Spirit Sight User can see Qi as an aura around objects. The more Qi an object has, the
denser the aura.

Quad Casting User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneously.
Spells Effect
Rebirth Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot

radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50.

Panacea 1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.
3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genetic code.
4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.
5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Quicken Caster’s touch transforms 2 cubic feet of stone into flesh. Qi: 160.

Instant Soup Caster transforms 2 gallons of water into Irish Stew. Qi: 5.

Running Water Caster causes 2 gallons of fresh water to flow from touched target. Qi: 10.
Dancing Flames Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)

within 10 yards. Qi: 20.

Flaming Chains Caster imbues up to two of her Ghostly Chains with 2400° C. flames. The
caster is protected from the heat generated by this spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

Paralysis Caster imbues her Ghostly Chains with a curse. Target struck with said curse
becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi: 10.

Pain Caster enchants her Ghostly Chains to inflict painful cramps and aching on
the target. Qi: 10.

Elf Shot Caster enchants an arrow to become an Elf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
external wounds) which inflicts Elf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Qi: 5.

Druid Covering Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi: 25.

Polyglot Touched target can speak and understand the spoken and written words of

any language for 24 hours. This spell does not solve ciphers. Qi: 10.

Summons 1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear her voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Scarlet Taurus Touched target is given wings that last until dismissed. Qi: 15.
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Thunderbolt
Hurricane Force Gust

Rain Dance

Running Water
Instant Soup
Verdant Growth

Earth Sculptor

Battle Cry

Hypnosis

Faustian Pact

Enslave

Binding

Animation

Dance of the Dead
Necromancy

Summons

Teleportation

Hel’s Gate

Paralysis

Petrification

Caster hurls up to 2 lightning bolts at his targets. Qi: 50.
Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi: 10.

Caster dances for 5 minutes to gather rain clouds above a circular area.
Qi: 5 / mile radius.

Caster causes 2 gallons of fresh 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 minerals from the ground and shape them as he desires.
Alternatively, he can reshape existing mineral constructs.
Qi: 1 / 1000 cubic yards of minerals.

Caster’s roar can give courage to his pride, and strike fear into the hearts of
his prey, within 14 miles. Qi: 5.

Caster gazes into target’s eyes for 5 seconds, rendering them open to
suggestions. The target must follow whatever commands the caster gives
them while they are “under’. Target has a chance to outright resist the
hypnosis (Percentage = Crimson Palace. -20% if an oscillating charm is
used.) Afterwards, they must resist the commands each time (Percentage =
Charisma - Caster’s Charisma). Qi: 15.

Caster creates an eternally binding contract on a blank piece of parchment or
paper. Qi: 25.

Target who agrees to become caster’s lover becomes permanently enslaved.
Qi: 50.

Caster can bind a soul or spiritual being to a flawless gem or container by
touching them with it. Qi: 25.

Caster animates a sculpture of a living creature that can be given simple
commands. Qi:1/ 21b.

Caster gains 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 targets. 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. Qi: 50.

Caster imbues part of his body or weapon with a curse. Target struck with
said curse becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi: 10.

Caster curses up to 2 targets within 10 yards, and transforms 4 cubic feet of
their flesh into stone. Qi: 80.
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Name: James Fir Race: Einherjar Sex: Male Age: 45
Height: 7' 0” Weight: 300 Ibs Fur: Black / Green Eyes: Emerald Green

Titles: Champion of Hel, Baron of the Seelie Court, Arbiter of Life and Death

Element Ability Stats Blessings
Earth Strength 1250 5000
Endurance 20 80
Durability 350
Water Intelligence 250 300
Aim 170
Empathy 2
Wind Agility 120
Speed - Running 50
Speed - Flight 100
Levitation 0
Fire Charisma 115 138
Beauty 100
Regeneration 1
Luck 50 72
Dantian 1500
Crimson Palace il
Third Eye 0
Blessings Effect
Lady Luck Lucky: 25% Boost to Luck Stat.
Hel Analysis: Allows user to read and manage Status Screen of self and any

object owned. Primarily, this allows the user to learn Spells from Artifacts
and scrolls, as well as assign Spirit to Abilities and Spells, thereby Enhancing
them at a cost of 1% per Spirit point.

Hel Inventory: Allows user to summon and send non-living items he owns to
and from his abode in Hel. All worn and held equipment will be sent to
user’s inventory upon death. Also allows user to see a list of items stored.
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Quad Casting

Caster touches target, and attempts to expel an entity from a victim of
possession. Entity has a percentage chance to outright resist expulsion
(Crimson Palace - Caster’s Charisma). Otherwise, Caster has a percentage
chance of success equal to (Caster’s Charisma - Entity’s Charisma). Qi 15.

Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, as well as immunity to all
Curses and Possession for 24 hours. Qi 25.

Touched target becomes invisible until they purposely end the spell. Qi: 25.
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.

Effect

User can clearly see details on a 1' diameter object 2 miles away.

Effect

User can control her own ovulation.

Souls are treated as solid objects for valkyries.

User can see Qi as an aura around objects. The more Qi an object has, the
denser the aura.

User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User automatically heals wounds at a rate of 2 cubic feet per second.
Qi: 1/ cubic foot.

User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneously.
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Fairy Wings
Carnal Cultivation
True Cultivation

Energy Siphon

Immortal Regeneration

Quad Casting

Enchanting Music

User generates 2 ounces of Fairy Dust per hour.
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 refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.

User automatically heals wounds at a rate of 2 cubic feet per second.
Qi: 1 / cubic foot.

User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneously.

User can weave magical effects into compatible music.
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Element Stats Cost Notes
Earth Strength +10 / 100 Spirit

Endurance +1 / 100 Spirit

Durability +10 / 100 Spirit Measured in HK
Water Intelligence +1 / 100 Spirit

Aim +1 / 100 Spirit

Empathy +1 / 100 Spirit Measured in feet
Wind Agility +1 /100 Spirit

Speed +5 / 100 Spirit

Levitation +5 / 100 Spirit Measured in pounds
Fire Charisma +1 / 100 Spirit

Beauty +1 / 100 Spirit

Regeneration +1 / 100 Spirit Natural healing sped up

Aging slowed
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Immortal Regeneration = User automatically heals wounds at a rate of 2 cubic feet per second.
Qi: 1 / cubic foot.

Enchanting Music User can weave magical effects into compatible music.

Quad Casting User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneously.
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Teleportation
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Effect

Caster can alter any part of her body to become more human or panther-like,
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. Qi: 20.

Caster imbues up to two parts of her body, or two mélée weapons, with 2400°
C. flames. The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

Caster hurls up to 2 lightning bolts at her targets. Qi: 50.
Caster creates a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi: 10.

Caster imbues part of her body or weapon with a curse. Target struck with
said curse becomes paralyzed for 2 minutes. Qi: 10.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’'s DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Caster 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. 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
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Immortal Regeneration

Soul Touch

Spirit Sight

Quad Casting
Spells
Seidr - Memento Mori

Seidr - Diagnosis

Rebirth

Panacea

Exorcism

Blessing

Lorica

Polyglot

Scarlet Taurus
Druid Covering

Binding

Faustian Pact

Necromancy

User automatically heals wounds at a rate of 2 cubic feet per second.
Qi: 1 / cubic foot.

Souls are treated as solid objects for priestesses of Hel.

User can see Qi as an aura around objects. The more Qi an object has, the
denser the aura.

User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneously.
Effect
Can view target’s last 10 minutes of life and cause of death. Qi: 5.

Caster can see illusory overlay of touched target’s body, which displays all
current Negative Status effects and locations. Qi: 5.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’'s DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Caster touches target, and attempts to expel an entity from a victim of
possession. Entity has a percentage chance to outright resist expulsion
(Crimson Palace - Caster’s Charisma). Otherwise, Caster has a percentage
chance of success equal to (Caster’s Charisma - Entity’s Charisma). Qi: 15.

Touched target gains a 20% boost to Luck Stat, as well as immunity to all
Curses and Possession for 24 hours. Qi: 25.

Caster’s prayers can give courage to her allies, and strike fear into the hearts
of her enemies, within 14 miles. Qi: 5 / minute.

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 target is 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 with it. Qi: 25.

Caster creates an eternally binding contract on a blank piece of parchment or
paper. Qi: 25.

Ask two questions of a dead person. Qi: 5.
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Animation Caster animates a sculpture of a living creature that can be given simple
commands. Qi:1/11b.
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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 / Silver Eyes: Brown

Titles: Slave / Wife of James Fir, Lady of the Seelie Court

Attributes Base Enhancement % Total
Strength 300 100 600
Endurance 20 100 40
Aim 60 100 120
Agility 70 100 140
Speed - Running 40 100 80
Speed - Flight 50 100 100
Intelligence 120 0 120
Charisma 75 100 150
Beauty 70 100 140
Dantian 350 100 700
Luck 50 - 50

Current Status (Positive):

Current Status (Negative): Allergic to Silver. Enslaved.

Natural Traits Effect

Wolf’s Night-Vision User can see six times better than a human in darkness.
Wolf’s Hearing User can hear four times better than a human.

Wolf’s Smell User can smell prey up to 1.5 miles away.

Wolf’s Endurance User can run at full speed for (Endurance) minutes, rather than seconds.
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User can cast and maintain concentration on four spells simultaneously.
Effect

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Caster'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. fres (with a 2 yard radius)
‘within 10 yards. Qi 20.

Caster imbues up to two parts of her body, or two mélée weapons, with 2400°
C. flames. The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated
by this spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

(Caster enchants an arrow to become an Elf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
external wounds) which inflicts Elf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Qi:5.

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.

Touched target is given wings that last until dismissed. Qi:15.





OEBPS/image_rsrc40E.jpg
Enslave

Nympholepsy

Paralysis

Pain

Flaming Fists

Love Potion

Spell Songs

Pied Piper’s 1st Mvt.

Battle Anthem

Natural Traits
Night-Vision
Immunities
Techniques
Soul Touch

Spirit Sight

Selective Breeding
Carnal Thirst
Carnal Cultivation
True Cultivation

Energy Siphon

Target who agrees to become caster’s lover becomes permanently enslaved.
Qi: 50.

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 imbues part of 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,
but instead inflicts painful cramps and aching on the target. Qi: 10.

Caster imbues up to two parts of her body, or two mélée weapons, with 2400°
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 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.

Effect

Charms rats for the duration of playing. Qi:1 / minute.

Caster’s song can give courage to her allies, and strike fear into the hearts of
her enemies, within 14 miles. Qi:5 / minute.

Effect

User can see in darkness like an owl; 100 times better than a human.

Fire (Except Flames of Rebirth).

Effect

Souls are treated as solid objects for demons.

User can see Qi as an aura around objects. The more Qi an object has, the
denser the aura.

User can control her own ovulation.

User requires Qi infused semen to survive. 5 Qi / day minimum.

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 refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.
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1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’s DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.

Caster gathers Fire energy in her hand or weapon, which detonates as a 2400°
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 a 100 mph gust of wind with a radius of 2 yards. Qi: 10.

Caster can pull minerals from the ground and shape them as he desires.
Alternatively, he can reshape existing mineral constructs.
Qi: 1 / 1000 cubic yards of minerals.

Caster causes 2 seeds or plants to grow up to 2000" over 4 hours. Qi: 10.

Caster creates golden sand, which can be dusted in a target’s eyes, causing
them to fall into a cursed sleep. This lasts for 100 years, or until the target is
freed by a condition set by the caster. Qi: 50.

Caster enchants an arrow to become an Elf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
external wounds) which inflicts Elf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Qi: 5.

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 Artemisia. This potion acts as an antidote for
Love Potions when smeared over the eyelids of the target. Alternatively, it
can be used to cool the target’s natural lusts. Qi: 15.

Effect

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 miles away.

Effect

User can see Qi as an aura around objects. The more Qi an object has, the
denser the aura.

User can control her own ovulation.
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Effect
Can view target’s last 10 minutes of life and cause of death. Qi: 5.

Caster can see illusory 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.
Open a 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.

Caster’s shout can give courage to her allies, and strike fear into the hearts of
her enemies, within 14 miles. Qi: 5.

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. Blast of 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°
C. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi: 20.

Caster imbues a part of her body, or a mélée weapon, with 2400° C. flames.
The caster and her weapons are protected from the heat generated by this
spell. Qi: 20 / minute.

Caster ignites and controls up to two, 2400° C. fires (with a 2 yard radius)
within 10 yards. Qi: 20.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target’s DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Caster’s touch transforms 2 cubic feet of stone into flesh. Qi: 160.
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Name: Autumn Fallen | Race: Succubus Age: 99
Height: 5" 8” Weight: 115 Ibs Eyes: Emerald Green

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Element Ability Stats Blessing
Earth Strength 400 1600
Endurance 12 48
Durability 0
Water Intelligence 230 276
Aim 100
Empathy 0
Wind Agility 150
Speed - Running 30
Speed - Flight 100
Levitation 0
Fire Charisma 200 240
Beauty 200
Regeneration 0
Luck 50 60
Dantian 1500
Crimson Palace 0
Third Eye 0

Current Status (Positive): Immune: Fire, Curses, Possession. Polyglot.
Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.
Blessings Effect

Arbiter’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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Name: Elora

Height: 5 2”

Race: Elf Sex: Female Age: 20

Weight: 90 Ibs Hair: Brown Eyes: Brown

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Attributes
Strength
Endurance
Aim

Agility

Speed - Running
Speed - Flight
Intelligence
Charisma
Beauty
Dantian

Luck

Current Status (Positive):

Base Enhancement % Total
45 100 90
5] 0 5
60 0 60
60 100 120
10 0 10
50 100 100
126 100 252
72, 100 144
75 100 150
405 100 810
50 = =

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved.

Natural Traits
Night-Vision
Eagle Eye
Techniques
Selective Breeding

Energy Siphon

True Cultivation

Immortal Regeneration

Soul Touch

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 miles away.
Effect

User can control her own ovulation.

User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User automatically heals wounds at a rate of 2 cubic feet per second.
Qi: 1 / cubic foot.

Souls are treated as solid objects for the bearer of the Ghost Chains.
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Effect

Touched target gains +20% INT, CHA, Luck, and +300% STR, END. He gains
immunity to all Curses and Possession, and full knowledge of all languages.
All effects are permanent. Qi: 150.

Can view target’s last 10 minutes of life and cause of death. Qi: 5.

Caster can see illusory overlay of touched target’s body, which displays all
current Negative Status effects and locations. Qi: 5.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50.

Caster’s touch transforms 2 cubic feet 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). 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. Qi: 25.
Caster can tell the fortunes of others with tarot cards or a crystal ball. Qi: 5.
Caster enters touched target’s dreams for up to 4 hours. Qi: 10.

Caster enters a trance and can contact his spirit animal for guidance. Qi: 5.

Caster gathers Holy energy in his hand or weapon, which detonates upon
contact. Blast of Holy energy has a 10 yard radius. Unholy objects and
creatures receive devastating damage. Qi: 20.

Caster gathers Fire energy in his hand or weapon, which detonates as a 2400°
C. flame on contact. Blast of flame has a 10 yard radius. Qi: 20.

Caster imbues up to two parts of 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.
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Earth Sculptor Caster can pull minerals from the ground and shape them as he desires.
Alternatively, he can reshape existing mineral constructs.
Qi: 1 / 1000 cubic yards of minerals.
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Name: Acrasia Fir Race: Leannan Sidhe Sex: Female Age: 76
Height: 6” / 4 11” Weight: 11bs / 801lbs | Hair: Golden Blonde Eyes: Silver

Titles: Slave / Wife of James Fir, Lady of the Seelie Court

Element Ability Stats Blessings
Earth Strength 80 320
Endurance 10 40
Durability 0
Water Intelligence 170 204
Aim 180
Speed - Swimming 40
Empathy 0
Wind Agility 180
Speed - Running 20
Speed - Flight 100
Levitation 0
Fire Charisma 160 192
Beauty 190
Regeneration 0
Luck 50 60
Dantian 1500
Crimson Palace 0
Third Eye 0

Current Status (Positive): Immune: Water, Curses, Possession. Polyglot.
Current Status (Negative): Allergic to Iron. Enslaved.
Blessings Effect

Arbiter’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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Effect

Caster can alter any part of 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 a giant (12" tall), quadrupling her Strength and
Endurance for up to 2 hours. Qi: 15.

Touched target is given wings that last ntil dismissed. Qi: 15.

Caster’s howl can give courage to her pack, and strike fear into the hearts of
her prey, within 14 miles. Qi:5.

Caster dances for 5 minutes to gather rain clouds above a circular area.
Qi 5/ mile radius.

Caster enters a trance and can contact her spirit animal for guidance. Qi: 5.

Caster can tell the fortunes of others with tarot cards or a crystal ball,

‘Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster,if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi 50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.
2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets’ genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

Touched target becomes invisible until they 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.

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 causes pufferfish poison to coat claws. Poisoned targets lose 2
Endurance per hour. Qi: 80.
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Effect

Caster enters touched target’s dreams for up to 4 hours. Qi: 10.

Caster can change shape into a human form for 2 hours. Qi: 15.

Caster can change shape into a black Siberian Husky for 2 hours. Qi: 15.

Caster creates a realistic, programmable illusion that fools 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. Qi: 25.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything within a 5 foot
radius. Target is then reborn, whole and hale, rising from the ashes. Spell
will auto-cast on caster, if caster dies and has enough Qi to cast it at time of
death. Qi: 50.

1) Caster removes up to 2 infections from 2 targets within 10 yards.

2) Caster neutralizes up to 4 toxins or forms of radiation.

3) Caster corrects flaws in targets” genetic code.

4) Caster breaks down 2 cubic feet of imperfect cells.

5) Caster regenerates 2 cubic feet of cells according to target's DNA.
6) Caster promotes hair growth or loss over an area of 8 square feet.
Note: Any or all steps can be included when cast. Qi: 10 / Step.

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 of targets 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 gazes into target’s eyes for 5 seconds, rendering them open to
suggestions. The target must follow whatever commands the caster gives
them while they are “under’. Target has a chance to outright resist the
hypnosis (Percentage = Crimson Palace. -20% if an oscillating charm is
used.) Afterwards, they must resist the commands each time (Percentage =
Charisma - Caster’s Charisma). Qi: 15.

Caster creates an eternally binding contract on a blank piece of parchment or
paper. Qi: 25.
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Name: Hrein Fir Race: Valkyrie Sex: Female Age: 18
Height: 6’ 0” Weight: 130 Ibs Hair: Straw Blonde Eyes: Steel Blue

Titles: Slave / First Wife of James Fir, Chooser, Lady of the Seelie Court

Element Ability Stats Blessing
Earth Strength 600 2400
Endurance 12 48
Durability 0
Water Intelligence 231 277
Aim 120
Empathy 1
Wind Agility 140
Speed - Running 38
Speed - Flight 100
Levitation 0
Fire Charisma 121 145
Beauty 170
Regeneration 1
Luck 50 60
Dantian 1500
Crimson Palace 0
Third Eye 0

Status (Positive): Immune: Curses, Possession, Exhaustion, Damage (Fire, Water, Physical). Polyglot.

Status (Negative): Enslaved.
Blessings Effect

Arbiter’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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Effect
Charms rats for the duration of playing. Qi: 1/ minute.

Caster's song can give courage to her allies, and strike fear into the hearts of
her enemies, within 14 miles. Qi: 5 / minute.

Effect

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. Qi:25.
Caster can change shape to a human-sized form for 2 hours. Qi: 15

Caster gazes into target's eyes for 5 seconds, rendering them open to
suggestions. The target must follow whatever commands the caster gives.
them while they are “under’. Target has a chance to outright resist the
hypnosis (Percentage = Crimson Palace. -20% if an oscillating charm is
used.) Afterwards, they must resist the commands each time (Percentage =
Charisma - Caster's Charisma). Qi: 15.

Seduced target who agrees to become casters 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. Al effects are permanent. Qi:25.

Caster curses up to 2 targets within 10 yards, and transforms 4 cubic feet 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. Qi: 50 / Person.

Target within 10 yards is immolated, along with everything withina 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.
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Caster gains control of up to four corpses. Qi: 25.

1) Caster marks the soul of targets who hear his voice. Qi: 25
2) Caster summons marked targets. Qi: 50

Caster opens a path between 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.

Caster enchants an arrow to become an Elf Arrow (invisible and leaves no
external wounds) which inflicts Elf-Shot (painful cramps and aches) on the
target. Qi: 5.

Caster creates a potion from her own blood, mixed with Pufferfish poison.
This potion curses the imbiber to become a zombie under the caster’s control.
These zombies are infectious, and can turn others by biting them. Qi: 25.
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Soul Touch Souls are treated as solid objects for Champions of Hel.

Spirit Sight User can see Qi as an aura around objects. The more Qi an object has, the
denser the aura.

Shifter’s Discipline User can challenge the inner beast for control once per minute while shifted.
Percentage chance = (CHA - 25).
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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’s roar can give courage to her pride, and strike fear into the hearts of
her prey, within 14 miles. Qi: 5.

Effect

User’s natural form is that of a cat with two tails.

User can see 6 times better than a human in darkness.

User can hear 5 times better than a human.

User can smell prey up to 20 miles away.
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Name: Elina

Height: 5" 2"

Race: Elf Sex: Female Age: 20

Weight: 90 Ibs Hair: Brown Eyes: Brown / Green

Titles: Slave / Concubine of James Fir

Attributes
Strength
Endurance
Aim

Agility

Speed - Running
Speed - Flight
Intelligence
Charisma
Beauty
Dantian

Luck

Current Status (Positive):

Base Enhancement % Total
45 10 49
5 0 5
60 0 60
60 100 120
10 0 10
50 100 100
126 0 126
72 100 144
75 100 150
500 100 1000

50 - -

Current Status (Negative): Enslaved. Insane.

Natural Traits
Night-Vision
Eagle Eye
Techniques

Spirit Sight

Selective Breeding

Energy Siphon

True Cultivation

Immortal Regeneration

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 miles away.
Effect

User can see Qi as an aura around objects. The more Qi an object has, the
denser the aura.

User can control her own ovulation.

User’s Dantian naturally refills in 12 hours, or a rate of roughly 8% per hour.
User can Meditate to double this rate, or triple it in a Qi dense area.

User can Cultivate 2 points of Qi / minute into Spirit.

User automatically heals wounds at a rate of 2 cubic feet per second.
Qi: 1 / cubic foot.





