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CHAPTER 1
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Almost one-thousand men, two full cohorts, warriors of all forms and races. Well equipped, well-armed and all aware of what was at stake. Their gleaming armor shone in the sunlight. The dew of the grass sparkled as the gods watched from above. The mighty Thor grinned as he watched the two armies lining up.

“Brother, you’re going to fall in if you lean any further forward,” Loki said with a slight roll of his eyes.

“Don’t sound so uptight, little brother,” Thor cracked a grin. “This battle is a long time coming.”

Loki looked down at the warring sides. The current contender for first place had finally been challenged by the runner up. There was a rumor they were friends once, but time and conflict had distanced that. Now, the two men stood atop their podiums as they began to dictate formations.

Shields to the front, spears behind, with archers beyond even that. Spread amongst were mages of various aptitudes. Slaves. All of them slaves. Brought here by accident, design, intent or debt, and sold to the highest bidder. Some for pleasure, and others, like these, for war.

Loki hated it. He understood the purpose. The games were a training ground. Endless preparations for Ragnarok. An endless war forever looming on the horizon. It gave the gods their entertainment. For eons, the violence, bloodshed and war had grown from humble skirmishes. Over the centuries it evolved into a city of wealth and luxury for those who could afford it. And the powerful fought to keep it.

People like Thor and his ilk who reveled in their new luxuries. Loki, however, had grown bored. Even now, the warriors below made their charge. The fight was relatively even. Similar armor, similar weapons, similar numbers and even similar makeups of the general races that made up the lines. Beastkin, trolls, orcs, elves, humans and more. They worked together, in steady lines, slaughtering one another in an endless cycle.

It didn’t matter which side won. There would be no change. Life would continue. The world would keep turning and Ragnarok would keep looming.

From their vantage, Loki could see cavalry moving into position for a surprise charge, yet even that had been mirrored by their opponents. They were going to slaughter one another down to a single man. The loser at this tier would hand over something of wealth, lose a bit of prestige and nothing would change…

“I’m so sick of this,” Loki sighed.

“Hmm?” Thor turned, before spotting the cavalry out of the corner of his eye. “HA! You see that!”

“I’ve seen enough,” Loki muttered to himself as he turned and left the viewing platform. “All of Asgard has seen enough.”
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Luthor Reed grinned as he realized his plan had worked. It hadn’t taken much effort. Just some additional time. He’d spotted the deformation in the terrain and used it to brutal efficiency. He loved this game. Not enough to call himself a professional, though well enough he had participated in a few competitions. Mostly because he paid attention to a few of the more interesting game mechanics.

By sending a group of heavy crossbowmen, crawling on their bellies, they’d remained below a small hill running along the edge of the battlefield. Luthor had already scouted the area and set his forces beyond a muddy trench that would slow any potential cavalry. Thanks to the hill obscuring the crossbowmen, and the mud, Luthor was in the perfect position for an ambush. All he needed was for the enemy to attempt to exploit the weakness of his disorganized rabble of soldiers.

That rabble was in a loose collection. One command and they would form a line, pushing to keep the mud puddle between them and the approaching forces as best they could. Without heavy armor and marching orders, they’d get into position rather quickly too. Once the crossbowmen cut down the cavalry, the mud would slow the rest and spears would finish the job.

There was just one problem.

“Why the fuck isn’t my mouse moving?” Luthor grumbled as he wiggled his hand. “Helloooooo? Is this frozen? What the fuck?”

His opponent reacted. A Roman cohort. Heavy armor, walking in lines. Around them streamed several dozen cavalry. His opponent had invested more in the lines than he had in auxiliaries. That normally would have worked. Luthor stared at the screen as the cavalry came into view of the crossbowmen, still laying on their bellies. He tried clicking on the button to have them stand up, and to his relief they did so. The mouse still wasn’t working, but The Game was doing it anyway.

The cavalry were shredded. Half of them down with the first volley. Their numbers halved before they hit the mud, which robbed them of their momentum. The spears came down, and the last of the cavalry died just like that. Quick, simple and ruthless. The lines of Roman legionaries were now split. Half coming for the front line, the other half turning to handle the crossbowmen.

The distance was too great though. The crossbowmen would have to flee or be cut down. But not before they unleashed a second volley. Unlike the speedy cavalry, the legionaries fell like wheat to the scythe. Their numbers decimated before they’d had a chance to wet their blades.

Luthor was almost disappointed when his opponent ended the match early. A surrender was a win. Full points awarded, even if it didn’t carry the same level of satisfaction as cutting them down to the last.

The only problem was that Luthor couldn’t accept the surrender either. The game was done, but the little box was still on the screen. The mouse wouldn’t move, tapping the keyboard didn’t clear it. Nothing seemed to work, and yet⁠—

“Why didn’t you fight him head on?”

Luthor might have screamed…

Okay, okay. Luthor definitely screamed, a high girly squeal. He jumped. He fell over. Then he stared into the eyes of a very strange looking man.

“Who the fuck are you?” Luthor demanded, determined to regain his manly card.

“Oh, you are just going to be perfect,” the strange man said and grinned. He clapped his hands with delight.

Luthor looked him over. Tall, thin, with long dark hair, pulled into a single plait that ran down his back. The man looked like some kind of model, dressed in weird silks. Like he’d been to some mishmash of a renaissance fair and a viking reenactment. But that wasn’t all he saw.

There, slumped over, head turned to the ceiling in his gaming chair, was himself. A little chubbier around the middle than he’d been when he first started college. The hours spent sitting, reading and studying had taken their toll, especially with his less than stellar diet. The five o’clock shadow seemed to be a permanent fixture now. The little horizontal dent on his head from the headphones now lying on the floor, obvious to the world.

“That…” Luthor whispered.

“I wouldn’t be here otherwise,” the man said with a quiet sigh. “You can thank my father for all the rules against messing with mortals while they yet live. Probably my brother too.”

“Father… What?” Luthor stared at the man in confusion. “Mortals?”

“Allow me to introduce myself,” the man raised his head and smiled. “Loki. Prince of Asgard, at your service.”

“Bullshit,” Luthor snorted, before his eyes drifted over to the Luthor shaped corpse in his gaming chair.

“My brother will absolutely hate you,” Loki chuckled.

“Thor?” Luthor guessed.

“So you do know of me,” Loki grinned. “Fantastic. Then I don’t have to explain about where we’re going then?” His smile dimmed when Luthor failed to respond. “Or… perhaps I need to spell things out for you?”

“I think you need to get the hell out of my house,” Luthor stated and shook his head.

“Or what, Luthor?” Loki asked. “What is it you think a mere mortal soul could hope to achieve against an Asgardian prince, if you’re already dead?”

Luthor looked from the man claiming to be a god, to the corpse in the chair. Then shook his head. “Loki is known as the trickster god. This… this is a trick.”

“Well I’ve gotten you to the point where you’re admitting you know who I am at the very least,” Loki said with a sigh. “Luthor, I have a proposition for you. Y’know. Since you’re dead, and your options are rather limited.”

“Why am I even speaking to a Norse god? My mother’s Catholic, and my father was an atheist.”

“I’m getting to that,” Loki said and rolled his eyes. “And don’t worry, if you tell me no, you’ll have your chance to confess to god, or embrace his noodliness after I’m done with you.”

“Noodliness?”

“Not important,” Loki waved off the question. “Do you want the short version, or the long one?”

“How about the short, and then we see if I have questions?” Luthor asked.

Loki nodded. “Fair. Okay.” He spread his arms. “I’m bored, and I have a game I’d like to play on my own terms.”

“And that is?”

“You,” Loki smiled. “I want to place you into The Game, ruin things for my brother, stir the pot and maybe, just maybe, set things up so they’re not so fucking boring going forward.”

“You want me to piss off the god of thunder?” Luthor asked.

“Indirectly,” Loki said with a casual shrug of a shoulder. “It’s not like he can hurt you directly either. We all have our champions, and it will be a while before you’re powerful enough to be offered a challenge from one of his ilk.”

Luthor looked from the god, to his corpse and back. “What kind of game?”

“Well that’s entirely up to you,” Loki said his smile growing wider. “Are you the kind who wants to sit back and watch? Would you rather run in, blade swinging, howling to the wind in a fit of rage? Or would you prefer the quiet, sneaky type. A knife in the dark, an arrow from a hidden spot like your crossbowmen?”

“When you say game,” Luthor stressed. “Do you actually mean a game with mechanics included?”

Loki’s giggle was uncharacteristic, but somehow fitting as he nodded. “Yes Luthor. I’m offering you a class, like some fantasy RPG. The progression is a little different to what you’re used to.”

“Can I use magic?” Luthor asked excitedly.

Loki grinned. “Oh, you are just perfect.”

Luthor wasn’t sure what to make of that statement. Part of him wondered if this was some kind of elaborate trap. Strange man in his shitty college apartment. Corpse in his chair, an offer to talk to god and yet… magic. Actual. Literal. Fucking. Magic. All to play a game.

“So… I’m to assume that this game; it’s going to involve fighting?”

“Fighting is the entire point. To grow stronger, to gain power. To entertain the gods themselves, while preparing for an unknown future.”

Luthor nodded. “Ragnarok.”

“Ragnarok,” Loki agreed.

“And it’s this, or heaven?”

“I didn’t say you were going to heaven, I said you’d have a chance to talk to your god,” Loki corrected.

Luthor clammed up right there. That was a solid point. Luthor’s mother had been a practicing catholic, but he certainly hadn’t been.

Luthor squeezed his eyes shut and let out a sigh. “Okay, okay. So, I’ll be in a position of command?”

“Yes.”

“And I’ll have forces at my disposal?”

“Obviously.”

“Then I need a way to buff them,” Luthor concluded. “You said healing is a thing. I’m assuming there are white mages?”

“In general terms, yes,” Loki said and tilted his head. “And I have to say, this conversation is interesting, but in about a minute, your roommate is going to open your door and find you. At that point, if you don’t come with me, you’ll go with someone else.”

“Shit,” Luthor cursed. “Okay, buffs. Is there magic to buff people?”

“Technically,” Loki said waving a hand side to side. “It can be complicated though, if the person you’re trying to buff is surprised by the fact.”

“And I can’t debuff someone?”

“Technically possible, but highly improbable on a battlefield,” Loki mused.

Luthor grimaced and shook his head as he wracked his brain for ideas. As he did so, there came the familiar pounding of boots and they both knew the time was up. When the keys jingled in the front door, Luthor shook his head.

“What about an enchanter? Can I buff equipment?”

Loki laughed. “Of course you can.”

The lock clicked behind him and Luthor grimaced. “That. I choose that.”

The world lurched, Luthor felt gravity tumble and spiral around him. His eyes were filled with flashes, of light, of colors he recognized, and some he didn’t. Before finally thumping down on his own two feet, beside Loki.

In front of them was a stern looking man. They all stood on a platform, at the end of a long bridge. That bridge was connected to a heavy stone gatehouse, like something out of a fantasy era castle. It came complete with gleaming walls, flags and armed soldiers marching along the top. Beyond that gatehouse was a mountain, atop which sat the castle in question.

“Heimdall,” Loki grinned. “Meet my new champion, Luthor.”

The stern looking man turned his gaze from the god, to Luthor. Who was now fully convinced that either he was entirely insane or⁠—

“You’re not insane, Champion,” Heimdall interrupted his thoughts. “And you are welcome in this place. At least by me. Good luck.”

Heimdall nodded and turned his gaze to stare past them into the distance once more. Luthor turned and looked back, seeing nothing but a strange night sky. It was like this world was cut in half, with bright and sunny skies in one direction, and a sunless void of stars and nebulae in the other.

“Get a good look Luthor. It’s unlikely you’ll be back here at any point,” Loki said and gave him a nudge. “And we still need to get you settled in.”

“Settled?” Luthor asked, as Loki began to walk along the bridge towards the gatehouse.

Loki shook his head. “The game is everything, and yet it is nothing,” he explained. “The rules are simple. Keep me entertained, and I will keep you here to live and grow. Let me get bored, and I’ll find a new toy.”

“You sounded friendlier back in my apartment,” Luthor pointed out.

“The chase was my game. Now we’re discussing yours,” Loki chuckled as the gatehouse swung open.

A dozen guards within narrowed their eyes, but didn’t raise their weapons as Loki continued walking. Luthor stuck to his side. The god of mischief was almost unnaturally tall. Luthor was comfortably average in height. It meant that keeping up with the god’s long stride took a bit of a power walk.

“Now, the normal contenders for The Game go to the barracks. As my champion, you’ll get some preferential treatment. But you’re still only rank one.”

“I get the feeling there’s a lot you didn’t tell me,” Luthor grumbled.

Loki laughed. “I could sit here and talk all week about the things you don’t know, and barely scratch the surface.”

Luthor nodded at that, before freezing at the sight of a snarling… tiger person.

“It’s rude to stare,” Loki nudged him.

Luthor twitched and then looked again. The snarling man was now frowning at him. Which made him look more ferocious. He was bipedal, and almost as tall as Loki, though quite a bit more muscular. He was bare chested and only had the face of the big cat. He otherwise looked like some kind of gladiator on his day off, wearing nothing but a leather skirt.

Luthor hurried to catch up with Loki who hadn’t slowed for a moment and took in the sights of those around. It was one thing for him to meet a man proclaiming to be a god. But this was… something else. There were plenty of humans, or at least beings that appeared to be human. Others were far more exotic. Along with the people with full animal features, there were people with only partial features. A woman with the tail of a fox was having a quiet argument with a man who looked human from the waist up. From the waist down, he was a massive snake, with his tail coiled around beneath him.

Then there were what Luthor had to assume were elves. Tall, rail thin with pointed ears. Their eyes were large and gave them a look somewhere between an anime girl and one of the grays. He also swore he spotted something that looked like a person had been carved from solid rock. That person was enormous, towering over everything making them obvious, even at the distance Luthor had spotted them.

“Almost there,” Loki called. “I’ll leave you with a greeter.”

“A greeter?”

“A way to tell that you’re a champion, and not just a regular contender,” Loki explained.

Which was a poor explanation in itself. That didn’t tell Luthor anything beyond it being another way to stand out. Something he wasn’t entirely sure was for the best.

Whatever the case, Loki brought him to a small, single story building. It had the look of a tavern, with wide open doors and music emanating from within. Loki stepped through with Luthor following close behind. The inside was… Like an old western.

A bar in the middle, with various tables set about. There was indeed a band playing. They looked like a viking version of a country band, with a young woman with goat legs playing a wooden flute in place of a singer.

“Loki,” a gruff voice called in greeting. “Just what the fuck do you want here?”

Luthor frowned and looked towards the bar, where a man with the head of an elephant was holding a mug that looked large, even for him.

“Thazz,” Loki chuckled. “Need a room, and a greeter.”

The big man’s eyes widened, before he looked over at Luthor as if seeing him for the first time.

“Your brother know about this?”

“Of course not,” Loki said lazily. “What would be the fun if I planned it?”

Thazz, the elephant-headed bartender let out a long sigh. “I don’t⁠—”

“Thazz,” Loki said, a frown slowly building, “you know the rules, as well as I do.”

“I do,” the big man agreed. “But you have to understand how people are going to react to this, don’t you?”

“Is me being here a problem?” Luthor asked.

Both Loki and Thazz replied at the same time. “Yes.”

Luthor had to wonder if he’d made the right choice. If he’d let his roommate walk in, Loki insinuated he’d be presented with other options. Hell, maybe this whole thing was a trick. He didn’t even know how he died. This might all be some hallucination.

“I’ve got a room for him,” Thazz muttered. “The greeter is another matter though.”

“So long as he’s got one, I don’t really care,” Loki said, his frown disappearing as fast as it came. “Just get him situated.”

Loki turned and looked Luthor in the eye. Then reached into his pocket. When he took his hand out, it was wrapped around a gold coin. Luthor noticed the slight widening of Thazz’s eyes when Loki brought it into view. When Loki offered it to him, he was smart enough to slip it immediately into his pocket and out of view.

“Smart man,” Loki smirked, before striding out the door.

“If you know what’s good for you,” Thazz muttered, “don’t go flashing that token around. It’s valuable. More so to the sort that know how to use it and Loki’s the kind of god that won’t be offended by that happening."

“What actually is it?” Luthor asked quietly. Staring up at the big man, he offered his hand. “And… I’m Luthor.”

“Thazz,” The elephant-headed man’s expression softened as he grasped his forearm. “At least you’re more polite than that asshole.”

He gestured for Luthor to follow and stepped around the bar. Luthor followed along behind him, into a hallway off to the side of the taproom.

“Here,” Thazz said, plucking a key from his own pocket, to hand over to Luthor. “You’ll need this.”

“I should probably ask how I’m going to pay for this,” Luthor pointed out.

“You won’t be,” Thazz said and shook his head with a little exasperation in his voice. “You’re a champion. Which means you’re covered. You have to pay for any extras though.”

Luthor frowned as he realized he’d been brought to a flight of stairs. Stairs, in a building that from the outside was only a single floor. “Isn’t this…”

“Oh, you’re not from a magical world, are you?” Thazz asked.

Luthor shook his head. The big man nodded. “What about knowledge of the various races, other than humans… You are human, aren’t you?”

“I’m human,” Luthor confirmed. “And I can guess a few of the races I’ve seen. Elves, and things.”

“Well at least Loki knows not to pick the idiots,” Thazz grunted as he brought Luthor to the second floor. The doors were side by side. Way too close to be practical. Unless the room was literally a broom closet.

“This one’s yours,” Thazz gestured to a door with a strange symbol on it. That symbol wiggled around a bit, and became an eleven.

“Right,” Luthor said a little hesitantly, confused about the entire situation. Taking out the key he’d been given, he fit it into the lock and turned it with a click. Then he opened the door. “Okay, this is…”

“Magic,” Thazz said and chuckled heartily.

It wasn’t a broom closet. The room was about the size of his old apartment’s loungeroom. A fireplace stood by the wall, with a comfortable pair of chairs sitting before it. There was a dining table beyond that, with space for a handful of people to sit around it without too much squishing. There were four doors leading off, two on either side of the fireplace, and two on the opposite wall. What was more, there was a large balcony, open to the elements, which showed not the edge of the city where he was, but the gleaming towers of the castle on the mountain. Below, the city sprawled out into the distance.

“I can see you’re going to need to get used to a few things,” Thazz said. “Just wait here and⁠—”

“Thazz?”

The big man turned and Luthor did as well. Behind him stood a nervous young woman. She was dressed in a tunic, barefoot and had a little wreath over her head, along with a pair of angel wings that were clearly several sizes too small to fly with.

“Astrid?”

“I… got a missive,” the woman whispered as she nervously shifted from foot to foot.

Thazz let out a grumbling sigh. “Of course you fucking did.”

He stepped to the side and pointed into the room at Luthor, who the woman noticed for the first time.

“O-oh,” she trembled. “A man.”

Luthor stepped closer and smiled. “Hi⁠—”

“EEEEK!”

The woman flinched back, and Thazz rolled his eyes. “Gods damn it.”

“Ah… did I do something wrong?” Luthor asked.

Thazz shook his head. “Astrid?”

“Mhm,” the clearly terrified woman whimpered.

“This is a champion.”

“Mhm,” she repeated.

“Are you going to be okay?”

She looked Luthor in the eye, before nodding slowly. “Mhm.”

The big man let out a sigh and shook his head. “He needs his kit, and to visit the market.”

“Mhm,” Astrid nodded.

Thazz muttered a soft curse and walked out of view, back down the stairs. Astrid remained out in the hall, while Luthor watched her for some kind of reaction.

“Hi?”

“Mhm,” she repeated.

Luthor let out a sigh. “Alright. Thazz said something about a kit, and a market. I’m assuming that’s what this is for?” He plucked out the token.

“Mhm,” the winged woman nodded, and then she said so quickly it ran into each other, “Followmeplease.”

Luthor watched as she turned and practically sprinted down the stairs. With a long sigh, he stepped back out of his room, closed and locked the door and made his way downstairs. There, Astrid was waiting by the entrance, while Thazz watched on from his spot by the bar. The big man made no effort to acknowledge what was going on, so Luthor made his way over.

Astrid watched him warily, and before he could get close enough to touch her, she slipped out the door.

“Please slow down. I’m not going to hurt you,” Luthor pleaded as Astrid hurried away from him.

She slowed but kept her back to him. “Okay,” she whispered.

Luthor tried not to growl, but she led the way down a few side streets. Luthor figured she was supposed to be explaining things, but was clearly too terrified to bring herself to speak with him. Luthor didn’t know if it was because he was a champion, a man or something else entirely for the reason she was afraid of him. Nor did it make sense that she was fine talking to Thazz.

She made a left turn, and Luthor was about to follow, when he caught something from the corner of his eye. Ahead, where Astrid was hurrying, was a street filled with vendors. Most seemed to be selling weapons, armor and other items. But that’s not what had his attention, because back to the right, was a similar street of vendors, only with people being the product. Further back, were clearly soldiers. Men and women of various races, some quite heavily armed, others resembling mages, a few were clearly some kind of barbarian class.

None of which held Luthor’s attention, as he spotted the tear stricken face of a young woman. Nude from the waist up, she was sobbing quietly as a greasy, bald man examined her with a grin.

“Kit first,” Astrid whispered.

“Hmm?” Luthor turned, making his greeter jump back in fright.

From behind him he heard a plea.

“No! Please?!”

SLAP

Luthor turned and saw the cat-eared woman reeling from being struck. The greasy man was now standing with another, who appeared to be the seller. Luthor felt his heart break. The idea of a catgirl was one thing. But all he could think of was an old meme someone sent him. Of a sad catgirl in a pet store display.

He didn’t even know what he was doing, before he was doing it. The greasy man was holding up a bag that clinked like it was full of coins. The bare chested catgirl was openly crying and shaking her head. The slave merchant was rubbing his hands together, clearly bartering over whatever price he wanted.

Luthor stepped up to both of them, then took out the token. Both men froze at the sight of it, and Luthor met the slave merchant’s eye.

“Is this enough for her?”

“Boy, you have no idea⁠—”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Luthor snapped at the greasy man, before turning back to the merchant. “I asked if this is enough.”

The merchant swallowed, and looked from Luthor, to the greasy man and sighed. “I should tell you that your token is enough to purchase any slave you wish.”

“So go buy your own whore⁠—”

“And if I want her?” Luthor asked, nodding at the still crying catgirl.

“You’re not listening,” the greasy man snarled. “I was here first. So fuck off⁠—”

“You know the rules,” the slave merchant said and sighed heavily. “Though, young man, I must insist⁠—”

“I. Want. Her.” Luthor growled.

The slave merchant sighed, while the greasy man looked like he wanted to throw a punch.

“Have it that way then,” the greasy man snarled and stormed off.

The slave merchant shook his head, and offered his hand. Luthor handed him the token and the slave merchant swapped the token for a collar.

“Is that necessary?” Luthor asked.

“You know the rules as well as I do,” the merchant grumbled as he fit it around the quietly crying woman’s neck. “Speak your name, so your slave might know you.”

“Luthor Reed.”

“And what name do you give the girl?” he asked.

Luthor frowned. “I name her?”

“Of course.”

“She doesn’t have a name already?”

“Slaves generally don’t⁠—”

“Natia,” the trembling catgirl whimpered.

“Natia,” Luthor repeated.

The merchant gave a small shrug, and Luthor witnessed the man cast a spell. Runes appeared on the collar around the catgirl’s neck. Before Luthor’s eyes, they wiggled like the runes for his door number. In the middle in larger print, was Natia’s name. Right below it, was Luthor’s.


CHAPTER 2
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“Does she have a shirt she can wear?” Luthor asked.

The merchant gave him a strange look. “You want her dressed?”

Luthor looked at him, then glanced over at Natia, who had her arms crossed in front of herself as she continued crying. “Obviously.”

The merchant let out a long sigh, before stepping back. It was then, Luthor noticed that the merchant was part of a larger stall. More of a pavilion. Like an old school circus tent. Luthor couldn’t hear anything over the racket of the market and Natia’s soft crying. That she’d been put outside on display made him think even less of the slave merchant. If that were at all possible.

The merchant appeared a minute later, with a ratty brown bundle that he offered with a slight grimace.

“No cost, for a champion.” He bowed. “If you find yourself wanting another pleasure slave. You know where to find me.”

“Pleasure?” Luthor muttered and looked at the girl.

Natia’s eyes flicked up and met Luthor’s, before she glanced away once more. Luthor felt a pit form in his stomach. It was bad enough to be in a place where slavery was normalized. Another entirely to see a young woman forced into this kind of life. Luthor felt his distaste rising, but he held no illusions about being able to do anything about it. Not to the majority, at least.

“Thanks,” Luthor said, taking the garment.

It was several times too large. And from the smell and dampness from sweat, it likely had been worn by someone inside the tent. It didn’t smell unpleasant though, so Luthor handed it over to Natia, who accepted without a word.

“You’d be wise to set expectations now,” the merchant suggested.

“I’ve formed a few already,” Luthor muttered as he waited for Natia to dress herself.

Natia pulled it over her head. Fitting her hands through the sleeves, she pulled her hair out, before flicking it back over her shoulders. Then gave her ears a flick to free them. Luthor realized he’d been staring at her for a few moments, and Natia had started shifting from foot to foot.

“Let’s go,” Luthor nodded and then spotted Astrid. The winged woman stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “What?”

“EEP!” Astrid jerked like he’d slapped her. “Ah-ah umm.”

“Astrid,” Luthor called gently. “Calm. Deep breath. You’re okay.”

Astrid closed her eyes and took a deep breath, before nodding. “Thiswayplease.”

She turned and took a hurried step, before faltering. Her second step was slower, like she’d remembered to pace herself. Luthor looked back at Natia and shot her a small smile. “C’mon. Sooner we can get this done, the sooner we can get you somewhere more comfortable.”

Natia nodded slowly as fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. She didn’t say another word, but moved to walk behind him. Luthor cast a glance back at the slave merchant, who was talking to another customer. Just business as usual for him. With a shake of his head, Luthor set his mind back to the current task.

“What’s a kit?”

“Huh?” Astrid jerked, before giving herself a quick shake, which had the effect of making her wings flutter. “I mean, sorry champion. What did you ask?”

“My kit?” Luthor asked again. “What is it?”

“You… huh?”

Luthor looked around for a moment. There were plenty of people moving about. This section of the markets was far more interesting and pleasant. Food was sold in several places. As was ale from the looks of things. A few stands were selling scrolls, books and the supplies to make them. Others were selling tools and equipment. One of them was just called Kniv’s Knives. The man at the counter could have been a walking boulder and his entire shop was every manner and make of blade. From small pairing knives, to a massive claymore slung across the back wall.

“Your kit,” she said as she continued marching down the street, avoiding a few people of various races that were mulling about. “It’s the starting equipment you need to join The Game.”

“The game,” Luthor said and nodded in understanding. “Wait, is that really what it’s called?”

Astrid gave him a nervous look. “Yes?”

“Right, right,” Luthor let out an exasperated sigh. “Just figured with this being Asgard and all that, they’d call it something more interesting. This is basically all for Ragnarok, isn’t it?”

“They say so,” Astrid nodded as she continued to lead. “I don’t know anything about that.”

“It has gone by many names in the past,” Natia’s voice floated in from behind. “The game is the most recent.”

Luthor looked back and saw the way Natia suddenly looked at her feet. Luthor really had no idea what he’d done by buying her. If this really was a game of war and conflict, he’d likely shot himself in the foot. He just… couldn’t let her go. That she was willing to speak up though. She might be more useful than Astrid. Especially since her worries seemed to revolve around the slavery aspect, where Astrid seemed terrified of the fact he was a man… or a champion.

“Thank you Natia,” Luthor said with a smile, before turning back to Astrid. “You never quite answered what a kit was though.”

“Sorry,” she said in a nervous tone. “It depends on your class. So you would know better than I.”

Luthor realized he was missing a lot of information. The news must have meant something to Natia as well. She let out a soft noise. She sounded sad and when he looked back, she was crying again. He didn’t know why, but her turmoil ate him up a little. He didn’t know if he wanted to hug her, pet her ears or just ask if she was okay.

Likely it didn’t matter. She was a slave. Given the choice between slavery or death, Luthor wasn’t sure what he’d choose. But he knew things would only be worse if you were a woman. An attractive one at that.

“Here we are,” Astrid announced.

Luthor spotted the store they were heading towards. Rather than the tents and stalls, this was a stone building. Unlike the tavern that… seemed to not be the same on the inside as the outside. This place was rather large. It had multiple entrances. All of which were massive double doors wide enough for whole wagons to pass through. In front of each door was at least a pair of heavily armed guards. They all wore the same colored patches. A gold shield with a black raven. Other than the patch, they each wore a variation of the same kind of armor.

If Luthor were to guess, the three main ones he saw would be a tank, DPS and some kind of spellcaster. Whether the spellcasters were healers or damage dealers, Luthor couldn’t tell. Though he could feel their eyes on him as he followed Astrid into the large building.

This place made Luthor think of a betting hall. Crowds of people hovered around large crystalline structures. On them, being projected for all to see, were battles. Some of them were rather small, others were larger. Luthor could see even now, on a screen with a dozen men cheering, as it appeared two spellcasters were exchanging powerful attacks against one another.

On another crystalline structure, he saw a pair of small armies, resembling Roman legions, hacking one another to pieces. That fight had the most people watching and cheering. All under the watchful eye of dozens of armed guards, all with the gold shield and hullraven crest.

That wasn’t their goal though. Like a betting hall, there were tellers. Lines of people going in to exchange coin for tickets, or vice-versa. At the end though, was a small desk with a grizzled older man sitting at it. He didn’t look up until Aster stood before him and cleared her throat.

“Presenting, Champion Reed,” she said firmly.

Luthor watched the winged woman for a moment. She didn’t seem to have any issues talking to this old man, but nervously avoided looking at Luthor for more than a moment if she could help it. Now wasn’t the time to bring it up. Though… if she were terrified of him, that might not be the case… ever.

“Never heard of him,” the old man droned, without glancing up from what he was doing.

Luthor frowned at the tone he’d used and cleared his throat. “Loki recruited me.”

“Loki doesn’t…” the old man froze, then looked up and spotted the three of them. “You said Loki?”

“Divines help me,” Astrid whimpered.

“Loki,” Luthor said, moving closer to the bench. “Tall, thin, likes to annoy his brother.”

The old man looked like he’d been slapped, but he nodded and licked his lips. Showing a long forked tongue.

“Right, right. I’m sure I had some… Ah yes,” he said, vanishing from view.

An enormous, twisted tail flopped about behind the… well, snake man. Luthor leaned back in surprise, before the old man raised himself up once more.

“Loki. Paperwork’s a little dusty, but it should be fine,” he muttered as he started leafing through a stack of yellowed pages. “There,” he said, plucking out a sheet and set it down before him. “Now, I’ll just need some details,” he said. “The game doesn’t require them, but it's easier to put you on the scoreboard if we have everything.”

“I wouldn’t bother with that yet,” a voice called out.

Luthor turned and regarded the man behind him. He was tall, muscular. No shirt. Or shoes for that matter. Frat boy energy, except for the round shield slung over his shoulder, and the wooden club with iron bands around the weighted end, hanging from his hip.

“I come on the behalf of Yakin Roche,” the man declared.

Luthor gave him a moment to explain, before shrugging. “Who?”

“What?” the man asked, before shaking his head. “You don’t know Yakin?”

“That was the man who was going to buy me, master,” Natia whispered.

“Oh, greasy guy. Yeah,” Luthor said and nodded thoughtfully. “What about it?”

The frat boy stared at him for a few moments trying to figure out what he was doing wrong. Luthor imagined he likely showed up thinking that a name and some posturing might mean something. Unfortunately, Luthor had been here all of a couple hours and the only names he recognized outside of the more common gods, were Thazz and his current companions.

“Ah… sir,” the elderly snake man whispered. “Maybe don’t antagonize him. He’s a rather well known muscle for hire.”

“Really?” Luthor frowned. “What, do I have to pay him?”

“You might be able to afford my rates in a few years,” the man chuckled. “No, I’m here to challenge you to The Game.”

“Oh,” Luthor said and nodded. “Well alright. But I need to get my kit first, so just… I dunno, sit and wait I guess?”

“You don’t have your kit?” the snake man asked.

“That’s why we’re here,” Luthor admitted. “I’m… very new.”

The old snake man looked from Luthor, to Astrid and then Natia, before nodding. “In that case, please follow me.”

“Hey—” the frat boy exclaimed.

“Decorum, sir!” The snake man hissed. “You know as well as I do, that it’s not possible to offer a challenge until they’ve been initiated at the very least.”

The frat boy gave Luthor a strange look, then sighed and let his shoulders slump. The snake man turned his back and gestured for Luthor and his group to follow. Luthor moved quickly, eyeing potential escape routes for an alternative way out. He wasn’t one to tackle his problems head on. Finding a side entrance and slipping out might be a better way of dealing with the meathead with the club.

“I can only guess what you’ve done to have upset someone enough to hire a goon to kill you before you’re even initiated,” the snake man said with a serious tone, as he reached a door and ushered the group into the room beyond. “Foolishness. Utter foolishness. I don’t even know why I bother sometimes.”

Luthor frowned and looked at his companions. Astrid was keeping her distance, but her fear had transformed into a type of worry. Like she knew something he didn’t. Natia though, was crying silent angry tears once more. She refused to look up and meet Luthor’s eyes and he wondered just how deep the shit was that he’d landed in.

“Through here,” the snake man directed them through another door.

Inside was… a circle. White paint on a stone floor. Dotted about the room was a few crates with random items in them. Lengths of wood, stone, nails and other things.

“Into the circle now,” the snake man said. “It won’t hurt you.”

Luthor nodded and moved away. Astrid and Natia held back and the snake man didn’t enter either. The moment he passed the white mark on the floor though, all of Luthor’s hair stood on end. It was like the room was filled with static electricity. Or how the air feels when lighting is about to strike. Outside of the circle though, everyone else looked unaffected.

“Good reaction,” the snake man noted. “Do you know your class yet?”

“Ah, no,” Luthor admitted. “I did have a brief talk with Loki though. Told him I wanted to be an enchanter.”

“Well then,” the snake man grinned. “Let’s see if that tricky bastard followed through.”

Luthor saw the flash before he felt it. And while his body convulsed and he tried not to bite through his own tongue, he at least had an idea of what it actually felt like… to be hit by lightning. It tore through his body, melting his cells, burning him from within, all without leaving a single blemish, mark or visible injury.

Just a hell of a lot of pain.

As soon as it started, it stopped. For Luthor, it may have well been hours, but from the way Astrid and Natia flinched, it was really only a single moment. Luthor dropped to his hands and knees, trying desperately not to empty the contents of his stomach onto the floor. His head spun and a series of wiggly lines filled his vision. They didn’t remain wiggly for long though, forming words just like all written script seemed to.

Name: Luthor Reed

Class: Arcane Enchanter

Mana: 10/10

Rank: 1

Skills: Spark of Chaos*, Enchant Object F

Piece: Natia (F/Nekojin/?)

“Are you okay in there?” the snake man asked.

Luthor swallowed down the bile that was threatening to escape, and gave a small nod. With a grunt, he slowly pushed himself up and waved at the small menu hovering before him.

“How… how do I make it go away?” he asked.

“You think it,” the snake man instructed.

Luthor gave the mental command and the menu faded quickly from view. He made an educated guess, and thought about it returning, before nodding as it did just that.

“Right,” he said, dismissing the menu once again. “Floating words, weird menus, and a lot of pain.”

“You get used to it,” the snake man said with a smile.

“Really?” Luthor groaned. “This is going to happen again?”

The snake man tilted his head. “That’s entirely up to you.”

Luthor realized what he meant. There was a man outside wanting to kill him. That was… not good.

“Okay,” Luthor said and nodded. “Then, what’s next?”

“Next,” the snake man said, “you simply hold out your hand.”

“Hold out my,” Luthor gestured with his arm, and froze as dozens of items lifted from the crates ahead of him.

He stared, transfixed as the items tumbled around in the air, locking, interlocking and then breaking apart once more. Amongst all the chaos, Luthor’s eyes drifted over a piece in the middle of it all. A long wooden staff. Bands of metal thinned out, becoming long, extremely thin wire. It twisted and wound, digging into the wood, drawing strange patterns and designs over it.

From his left, something resembling a claw hammer with a long handle flew towards his hand. Luthor felt something off and pulled back, letting it pass by, where the pieces exploded and flew back to the crates. From the right, a blocky mace tried from another direction. Once again, Luthor avoided it and the mace returned to the mess. Three more weapons flew at his hand, one of which was a cool looking sword. The whole time though, the staff continued to improve before his eyes, before everything in the room stilled.

The staff floated forward, and for just a moment, Luthor swore that he saw the shadow of Loki as he held it personally in his hands. Unlike the other weapons, this one, Luthor accepted. The wood felt heavy in his hands, before the base clunked onto the floor. It was capped on either end with metal, while the wire coiled and wound from base to tip.

“Was… that supposed to be… that?” Luthor asked.

“If there were any doubt you were chosen by Loki,” the snake man whispered, “this is the proof.”

Luthor examined his weapon and just out of curiosity, he tried to open the window from earlier. Only this time, it opened for his weapon.

Laevatein - Wielder is Loki’s chosen champion. Doubles power of any skill, but has increased chances of creating chaos.

“Huh,” Luthor muttered. “So what now?”

“A right shame,” the snake man shook his head. “Now, it is time to face the music.”

“There’s no side door I could slip out of?”

“Not one I can allow you to use,” the snake man said with a shake of his head. “I must remain impartial. The rules are as the gods demand.”

“Great,” Luthor muttered.

The staff, despite its weight, felt good in Luthor’s hand. He even enjoyed the metallic click as the metal cap bounced along on the floor with every step. The snake man brought them back out and the frat boy was ready and waiting with a grin.

“Got a toy then?” He chuckled. “Not a worry. I, Abba Elimbie, challenge you to The Game!”

Luthor felt something flicker in his chest and watched as words filled his vision. Like any of these words he saw for the first time, they looked like squiggles, before rearranging themselves so he could actually read them.

Abba Gracey Elimbie has challenged you.

Do you accept?

Y/N?

“Ah…” Luthor frowned as he realized it was phrased like a question. “What happens if I say no?”

“You are considered defeated,” Astrid whispered off to the side. “You’re only the first rank. If you lose, you die.”

“I’m already dead,” Luthor pointed out.

“You will be destroyed. Along with your pieces.”

Luthor frowned. “My pieces?”

“She means me, master,” Natia whimpered.

Luthor heard the tremble in her voice and realized just what this meant. He was being killed off at the start. Given no chance to progress.

“Shit,” Luthor swore.

And accepted.

Preparing arena.

5…

4…

3…

2..

1…

“Seriously, right now?”

The world lurched and Luthor found himself at a table. In front of him were two small figures and a map. One was clearly him. The other was Natia. Across on the other side of the table, was Abba, and with him stood a menacing looking man in a loincloth, armed with a jagged spear. A bit of green paint and he might look like a decent orc barbarian. Abba had a pair of figures too. He sneered at Luthor, before setting both figures on the map.

“Don’t keep me waiting,” Abba called as he stepped back from the table and faded from view.

“Master, what are we going to do?” Natia asked. “I don’t want to die.”

“Let me think,” Luthor said, looking over the map.

It was… basic. A large open field, surrounded by trees. On the left, was a valley, and on the right seemed to be the base of a mountain. Giving the entire field a lopsided topography, with a clear high ground and a low ground. Abba had put his pieces in the middle of the two, relatively center in the field, as if squaring up for a pitched battle.

“Well that’s just stupid,” Luthor grunted and picked up both pieces.

He thought for a moment, before setting them on the far right, within the trees, as far up into the mountain as he could get them.

The moment he set them both, Luthor moved back from the table and gave Natia a smile as she began to fade. “We’ll get through this. I promise.”

“Okay master,” Natia said and nodded hesitantly.

The world lurched once more, and Luthor grimaced at the brightness of the sun above. Bees hummed and an insect let out a blurt as it flew away on rapid wingbeats. But that was the last thing on Luthor’s mind as he saw the two dozen people standing around him. He almost screamed, before realizing they were just standing there. And they looked just like him.

They weren’t the only ones either. Natia was just as shocked, while staring at clones of herself as well. Luthor spent a moment counting them. Eleven each. Eleven dressed and looking like slightly lesser versions of Natia, with blank stares. And eleven with the same blank expression as Luthor, though with a copy of his staff as well.

Laevatein looked menacing in each of their hands.

“SPREAD OUT AND FIND THEM!” A distant shout echoed.

“M-master, what are we going to do?” Natia asked.

Luthor looked around. “We need to get you an improvised weapon,” he said. “A stick, or…”

“A rock?” she asked, picking up a fist sized rock off the ground.

Luthor stared at the rock, and noticed that all her clones had picked up, or were in the process of finding and picking up their own rocks.

“Oh,” Luthor nodded. “This changes things.”
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“Enchant,” Luthor tried. “Zap. Thunder bolt. Mana. Fucking work you fucking fuck!”

“Master,” Natia called gently.

Luthor sighed and dropped the rock he’d been holding. The other eleven versions of him did as well. They had quite a haul. The clones weren’t intelligent. They couldn’t stack complicated instructions, and without any directions, they would simply mimic the behavior of Natia and Luthor. Luthor could tell them to gather rocks, but it was hit and miss if they brought back a boulder, or a literal pebble. A rock he could throw yielded better results at least. It was like the clones were designed to follow simple shouted instructions. Form a wall. Advance. Retreat. That kind of thing.

Since they gathered their haul, it was now up to Luthor to figure out how his arcane enchanting worked. Luthor didn’t know if it was the kind of thing he’d have to sit down for hours and work on at the tavern. Or if it was something to do on the battlefield.

“Master, I hear something.”

Luthor looked around the forest. They’d barely moved. Surrounded by the trees, they’d stayed put to collect their rocks.

“You do?”

“My hearing is better than most,” she whispered. “Even if some won’t admit it.”

Luthor frowned at the way she’d said it. She hadn’t directed it at him, but she clearly inferred something he didn’t understand.

“Okay, then… What do you hear? Are they coming?”

“I would say it sounds like a group of people,” she whispered, before looking at their clones.

Luthor nodded. “Alright, grab some rocks. Everyone spread out and hide behind a tree. We’ll surprise them.”

Luthor’s clones, having collected rocks on the first instruction, moved off instantly with the second. Natia’s lagged behind as she did. He gave her an encouraging smile and she collected a few rocks, while her clones did the same. They spread out in the trees, crouching down and taking cover. Luthor kept watch on what was going on below.

It wasn’t long before he, too, could hear the crunch of footsteps in a forest. They weren’t attempting to hide at all. Just marching along while grumbling angrily as they did. Luthor spotted movement, and looked off to the right. There, he spotted an orc with a spear. And it was obvious who it was, since his blank faced and lifeless clones marched along behind him, spread out on either side.

Luthor felt bad for this. He’d never really considered what it was going to be like to kill someone. Yet here he was. He hadn’t discussed this with Natia, but he hoped she’d catch on. Luthor’s clones didn’t need to be instructed in advance.

He pictured how they were walking. Where they’d be and the rough size of the rocks they were holding. Luthor just needed the orc barbarian to get closer first. He was almost holding his breath when one of the clones suddenly looked up and over. Luthor realized that one of Natia’s clones had been spotted.

“There!” came a rather monotone and emotionless shout.

It was enough to catch the barbarian’s attention and he whirled around with a grin. Right as Luthor shouted a single word.

“NOW!”

The barbarian’s eyes went wide as Luthor hurled the first stone directly at him. The barbarian wasn’t a fool though and he dodged to the side. Only for a rock thrown by one of Natia’s clones to strike him in the hip. The big man staggered as Luthor hefted and threw a second stone. That time, he struck true. All around, the clones were being pelted by rocks. They staggered, dodged and a few well-placed throws knocked them to the ground.

The moment Luthor ran out of rocks, he grabbed his staff and charged. The twelve man team rushed the battered and bruised barbarians. Four of them were down. Another three were limping. All of them were sporting injuries and their eyes were wide and feral as Luthor and his clones swung their staffs.

Luthor reached one of the barbarian’s clones first. The blow connected with the man’s jaw and he collapsed in a heap. The barbarian, though, stabbed one of Luthor’s clones, who collapsed while bleeding heavily. Luthor was relieved to see no hint of pain on his clone’s face. These things were mindless.

“Clever,” the barbarian orc grinned as he stabbed another of Luthor’s clones. “But not clever enough,” he said, blocking the swing from a third. “Shame too. Was hoping to run into your little bed toy first. Have me a little orgy out in the woods, before I wring her pretty fucking neck.”

“Is everyone in The Game a twisted piece of shit, or is it just you?” Luthor asked.

The barbarian grinned at him. “Maybe I’ll keep you alive then. Break your legs, let you watch for a bit while I break her.”

Luthor tried to keep his hands from trembling as the barbarian stalked closer. When he spotted movement behind the man, Luthor almost sighed. Almost.

Natia was silent as the grave as she slipped in close. Her face twisted with a mix of fear and rage. Clutched in her hand was a rock the size of Luthor’s fist. She didn’t hesitate for a single moment. The blow caught him in the side of the head and dropped him to his knees with a howl of pain. Natia, not satisfied with the first strike, hit him again. Then used both hands to bring the rock down square on the back of his head. One of the barbarian’s clones came rushing in, blindly stabbing out at Natia’s exposed back. Completely ignoring Luthor, who swung his staff like a baseball bat, he clubbed the barbarian clone in the face and knocked him over.

It seemed that without the barbarian in control, the clones were… as stupid as Luthor expected. There was no thought as they stabbed out randomly at anyone who got too close, while failing to organize themselves in any way. The few still standing were pelted with a few rocks, and then once on the ground, they were finished off quickly.

When all was said and done. There were twelve dead barbarians. Along with three dead Luthor’s, and two dead Natia’s. With a smattering of injuries between them both.

“One down,” Luthor nodded. “One to go.”


CHAPTER 3
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“There, master,” Natia said as she finished wrapping the wound.

Luthor admired the job. The clones weren’t intelligent, but they were organic. They bled, limped and while they didn’t seem to feel pain, they reacted to injuries they received. The lights were on, the television blaring, but nobody really home. They weren’t alive in a sense they could walk around autonomously. But that didn’t make them robots. It was just lucky that Natia seemed to be handy with this kind of thing. Starting with the tattered outfits of her own clones, she shredded the fabric and made bandages.

Luthor did have a small concern about infection, but that would be something to worry about after they finished whatever the hell this game was. The orc was dead. All twelve. Battered and bleeding they broke in the forest and went down without too much of a fuss once Natia clobbered the main barbarian orc.

The issue was Abba. Luthor didn’t know how The Game worked. Abba might have gotten a notification, or he might not have. He might be sneaking around, or even sitting in the middle of the field playing patty-cake with his clones. None of that changed the fact the man was armed with both a club and a shield. The club was one thing, but a shield wall would seriously hamper any plans to throw rocks.

More than that, Luthor could tell that Natia had found doing so extremely disturbing. Despite her moment at the end, which felt more like a personal attack. In fact, the more he thought about it, the more he seemed to notice the care in how she bandaged wounds. The look in her eye. She was scared, angry and when she noticed him watching, she would look away. Yet she worked so diligently. So efficiently, like she knew just how tight to bind the wounds, or the best way to pluck debris from a scrape.

“You’re not much of a fighter, are you?” Luthor asked.

Natia slowly shook her head. “I never was.”

“But you took down the orc well enough,” Luthor pointed out.

Natia frowned. “I did. Yes.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” Luthor asked.

Natia shook her head. “If it pleases my master. No.”

Luthor nodded slowly. “How did you get caught in all this?”

“You mean to ask me how I became a slave?” she asked. “That’s simple. I was denied my afterlife.”

“You’re dead?”

“We all are, master,” Natia said and grimaced. “I apologize for my tone.”

Luthor frowned when she pulled herself up. “You’ll have to forgive me. I… really have no idea what’s going on here. This morning I was playing a game, and next thing I knew Loki was asking me to play a different one. It hasn’t even been a full day yet.”

Natia glanced his way, before nodding slowly. “There is nothing to forgive, master. I am a slave. You owe me nothing.”

That hit a sore spot for Luthor. He saw the look in her eye. She hated herself, and likely him. The merchant who sold her said she was a pleasure slave. Yet he didn’t think that was more than a title. She didn’t appear to have been trained at any point. Just… terrified and depressed at her situation.

“This whole… slave thing,” Luthor began. “It’s magically binding, isn’t it?”

“Yes master.”

“Does it compel you to carry out my orders?”

Natia nervously shifted from foot to foot, before nodding. “Yes master.”

Luthor thought for a moment. “Alright then. Some ground rules going forward.”

“Yes master,” Natia said as she began to tremble.

“You are your own person,” Luthor instructed. “No order that I give you, from now, or any point in the future will strip you of your free will.”

Natia’s eyes bulged. “Master, what?”

“Now for a test,” Luthor ignored her question. “Stand on one leg and hop.”

Natia frowned, then slowly raised one delicate foot. “I… Master, this is strange,” she said, as she gave a small hop.

“Okay,” Luthor nodded. “Did you hop because you were compelled?”

“I… felt a compulsion,” she started. “But… I also felt I could ignore it if I chose to.”

“Oh thank… Loki, I guess. Thank Loki for that.” Luthor gave a soft chuckle, before becoming extremely aware of a presence looking at him. Though as he checked his surroundings, there was nobody around but Natia.

“Great,” Luthor said, collecting himself. “Slavery. Gross. You deserve to be your own person.”

“Even the gods didn’t think I deserved to be my own person,” Natia pointed out. “That’s why I’m a slave.”

“Only by technicality,” Luthor shrugged. “Especially now that I’ve made every order you’re given, optional. You cannot harm me through action or inaction. You must inform me of your needs, so that I can meet them.”

“Needs, master?”

“Like if you fall sick, or get hurt, or… If you only eat a certain type of food, or you need something specifically. You need to tell me, so that I can get it for you, or find a way to help you.”

Natia stared at Luthor like he’d slapped her.

“Not sure what else I should order,” Luthor mused, ignoring the nekojin as he pondered. “If I think of something, I’ll add it in. But that’ll be something else to add on to what I just said. Don’t let me give you orders that will harm you.”

“That might be hard, master,” Natia blurted. “That order might prevent me from engaging in battle.”

Luthor froze and frowned. “Shit, okay, take that one back then. I’ll… I’ll think about things. But, yes, thank you for informing me. Do… do nekojin’s like rewards?”

“Like head scratches?” Natia asked.

“Head scratches,” Luthor nodded, “If I say the words ‘good girl’ you will experience the sensation of head scratches.”

“M-master?”

“Good girl Natia.”

Her eyes bulged and she let out a soft mewl. For a single moment I had to wonder if I’d done something wrong, but she recovered quickly and took a deep breath.

“Th-thank you master,” she said.

“You’re welcome,” Luthor replied, noting not to do that to her in public, or somewhere that could be dangerous if distracted. Like cooking, or… balancing on a ladder or something.

That also gave Luthor another idea. He was an enchanter. Though so far, he hadn’t really been thinking through exactly how that worked. Luthor picked up one of the rocks they’d gathered, and waited as his clones did the same. With one hand on the rock, and the other wrapped firmly around his staff, Luthor concentrated. On his previous attempts he had been simply shouting random words. Perhaps there had to be a level of intent involved.

“Enchant rock,” he tried. “I, Luthor the arcane enchanter, wish to enchant this rock.” He waited a few moments and then tried again.

“Master, maybe say what you want it to do. Like… enchant to explode?”

“That… might just make it explode,” Luthor pointed out. “But… Imbibe the element of fire into this rock.”

Spark of Chaos activated.

The rock in his hands suddenly glowed red and started growing hot. All around him, his clones clutched their own rocks. They all glowed a different color. One was blue and began to spark, another seemed to be melting and the clone was making a face like his hand was burning. Realizing that the Spark of Chaos had messed with things, Luthor wound back his arm and threw the rock into the trees.

His clones did the same, and a wave of stones flew into the forest—where they impacted, causing the elements to go off. The first was Luthor's own, sending a burst of flames out in a six foot sphere that ignited a series of bushes. The blue electric one boomed like lightning and sent out a shower of sparks. Where the green melting one went, Luthor didn’t see, but another seven random effects went off all at once, leading to a cascade of destruction that leveled several trees and started a small fire.

“Shit,” Luthor grimaced. “We have to go.”

Natia nodded frantically and started scooping up rocks. Sticking to the edge of the arena, they ran. Assuming from the map that the mountain on the right was east, they were heading south, away from the smoke and fire.

When they reached the corner of the map, the smoke plume was only getting larger. Luthor realized this was going to be something to keep an eye on in the future. They were trapped in here. Fire would be a powerful weapon, but it came with risks. Elemental hazards were not to be ignored, but were double edged if you couldn’t simply leave.

“Master, what are we going to do?” Natia asked.

Luthor sighed. “We’re going to end this. As quickly as we can.”

“How?”
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Abba spotted them coming. He’d gotten a notification that his slave had been defeated. It was a bother right now. He hadn’t expected a complete novice to put up an actual fight. Considering that he could only see the nekojin, told him that his target was likely hiding. Which meant the orc had done his job. Even if he’d done it poorly.

Not that it mattered. He’d be back waiting in Abba’s rooms when he finished here. All he had to do was end this here and now. The smoke had been a surprise though. The idiot had set something on fire. Abba wondered if the idiot had tried burning the bodies to hide them or something. People were dumb. He’d seen worse. Burning the bodies though, might be kind of admirable if Abba gave a single fuck about honor.

Seeing the smoke though, Abba had made a run for the opposite side—if only to escape the haze of the smoke. He also wanted to make sure nothing was going to jump out at him. He’d taken cover in a rocky ravine. It was somewhere the fire would have a hard time following, and a good place to check quickly to ensure there were no hidden dangers—other than the small group of nekojin hurrying across the empty field.

Abba lay in wait. The beast races were hardy. She didn’t look like much, but he knew she had claws. That and they were flighty. If he wanted her to lead him back to her master, he’d need to do this the smart way. Running out too soon and he’d never keep up if she ran. Too early, and she’d probably try to fight and make things harder.

“Just kill a few, let the piece run and follow her back,” he murmured as he checked his own imprints.”

The nekojin was crossing the halfway point when she suddenly froze. Her ears perked up and she looked right in his direction. Abba grimaced, realizing she’d heard him.

“Damn beastkin,” he growled as he stood and started running.

The empty field wasn’t huge. This was a low level arena. They weren’t large enough for the grand battles of the elites at the top. Little more than a bow shot across at the narrowest, and twice that long. It’s why he carried a shield. Sneaky types might just bring a ranged weapon and end things without a fight. It’s how he’d been knocked back to the beginning. How he’d lost his reputation in the games. How he’d ended up as muscle for hire, cleaning out the rabble before they became a problem.

Like now.
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Luthor watched from the trees as Abba stood up. He wasn’t quite where Luthor had expected. Natia was already backing away. She didn’t have much to offer. The smoke from the fires distracted her ability to scent anyone without being right atop them. When she froze out in the field, Luthor had held his breath. She’d gotten lucky with something and the frat boy turned barbarian climbed his way out of the ravine having noticed he’d been spotted. Luthor thanked his lucky stars that he hadn’t gone there first. Easy pickings, even if there would have been more rocks to throw.

“C’mon Natia,” Luthor urged. “Get back here.”

The barbarian set off at a slow run. Clearly aiming to chase her. It was a solid enough tactic. He clearly didn’t think much of her chances of survival. He wasn’t out to get her. He wanted her to run for help.

What neither Abba, or Luthor had expected, was when she whipped out a rock that she and her clones had been carrying, and hurled them at the barbarian. Abba threw up his shield, deflecting the rock, but not all of his clones managed the same. A handful were battered, one fell, another took a rock to the head and collapsed immediately. Abba began spitting and cursing furiously as Natia turned and sprinted back to where Luthor lay waiting.

“I’m going to break him when I find him!” Abba roared. “Snap his fucking legs, shatter his elbows and take turns fucking each of your imprints, saving you for last!”

“Imprint?” Luthor wondered. “Not clones then?”

Natia looked more disgusted than worried by the mad barbarian’s threats. It made Luthor wonder just how common that kind of thing was. Or perhaps, it was just that she didn’t believe it was going to happen. In either case, Luthor got himself and his eight remaining imprints. They were spread out, like before with the orc. And this time…

“Imbibe the element of fire into this rock.”

Spark of Chaos activated.

Natia sprinted into the trees and rushed past several of Luthor’s hiding imprints. Only for Abba to charge in blindly following behind her. Luthor stepped out, feeling his hand tingling, and hurled his rock. It pulsed as it whipped through the air, glowing purple which only brightened as it flew. Around him, another half dozen colors flew through the air, right as Abba spotted them coming. He threw up his shield, but Luthor hadn’t aimed for him directly.

The rock struck a tree beside him. And a pulse of energy blasted out. The tree shook violently, but the blast knocked Abba to the ground. Several branches and a curtain of leaves tumbled down around him, as the forest erupted with elemental explosions. More fire, something that splattered and looked like magma. Something that simply expanded in a big dark ball, before collapsing, leaving nothing behind where it stood.

And for some strange reason, there was a chicken running around.

Luthor ignored the chicken as he picked up another rock. He didn’t enchant this one. He just carried it forward. One of Abba’s imprints was standing, and that’s because half of him was turned to stone. He looked to be in terrible pain, right up until one of Luthor's imprints struck him in the back of the head with an unenchanted stone.

Luthor himself continued forward, before the ground erupted as Abba shot to his feet. The club whipped under Luthor’s chin as he leaned back, but the barbarian’s shield crashed into his chest. Luthor gasped in pain as he hit the ground, and the barbarian didn’t waste a moment.

“Think you’re fucking clever, do you?” Abba growled as he shoved the club under Luthor’s chin.

Luthor would have retorted, if the barbarian didn’t just press down. His throat closed and his tongue felt thick as he struggled weakly. Luthor wasn’t a fool. Physically he was nothing compared to the crude merc. But Luthor wasn’t the only one here either.

“GET OFF HIM!” Natia screeched.

Abba looked up, right as Natia lashed out. Four red lines slashed across his cheek, narrowly missing an eye as she scratched him. Abba was quick though, he flicked out his hand, catching her by the wrist. Right as one of Natia’s imprints struck. She tore a stripe down his back, before a third slashed him across the forehead.

The nekojin’s closed in, scratching and kicking, forcing Abba to jump back and free himself from their torment. His eyes were bulging with fury as he blinked the blood from his eyes. One of Natia’s imprints screeched as he struck her with his club, and Luthor sprang into action.

“Imbibe the element of fire into this rock.”

Spark of Chaos activated.

“NATIA GET BACK!” Luthor roared.

She turned and spotted him, before diving out of the way. Abba swung his club, striking another of Natia’s pieces, who fell over in a heap, before Luthor hurled his rock. It struck Abba in the chest, and let out a brilliant flash, along with the boom of an explosion. Luthor’s eyes blurred and his ears rang as he fell back out of shock. Only to blink a moment later, and find himself staring at a menu.

Success!

Rank 2 achieved.

Returning to Valhalla.

5…

4…

3…

2..

1…

“Natia!” Luthor jerked as his vision returned.

“She will be back in your suite,” Loki said.

Luthor jerked and spotted the god. They were in the hall. The snake man behind the counter was frozen, though it appeared to be from shock, rather than the passage of time. Astrid was off to one side, looking like she was going to vomit, while a crowd stood off to one side, staring.

“Well done, might I add,” Loki said with a with a grin. “I wasn’t sure you made the correct decision when you bought the nekojin. Let’s see what you do with this one.”

He held out his hand, and Luthor accepted a second token. Loki vanished the moment he felt it in his hand.

“If there were any doubt,” the snake man muttered.

“Y… you’re alive.” Astrid whispered. She was staring at him like he’d grown a second head. “S-sorry,” she muttered a moment later. “I ah… ah…”

“It’s fine,” Luthor shook his head as he looked around, noting the people glancing at him with strange looks. Many of which were unfriendly.

“I’ll get this paperwork updated then,” the snake man behind the counter said, he gave a polite nod. “If you need anything else, don’t hesitate to ask, Champion.”

“Do I need anything else?” Luthor asked Astrid.

“Ah… no,” she said after a moment. “But with a token, perhaps you can get an upgrade for your slave.”

“Right,” Luthor said and nodded. “Alright, show me back home.”

“Home?”

“The… I don’t know what you’d call it. The tavern? Where I was staying, and met you?”

Astrid nodded. “Right. Home. Yes, that makes… sense.”

She didn’t say anything else as she turned and began to hurry back the way they came. The vendors were still open and shouting their wares. This time, seeing Luthor carrying a staff, a few of them shouted at him specifically. Astrid seemed unbothered by it all, but something did eventually catch Luthor’s eye. Right at the end, where the street turned away from the slave market. When he first came through, he’d have been distracted and missed it. But now, it shone like a beacon.

Luthor had seen various stalls. Weapons, armor and scrolls. Something about this one was different though. Like it was set up to be noticed by people coming from the slave markets themselves. And the vendor eyed him with interest as Luthor slowed to look over what it was the man was selling.

He was human, but lacked a lot of the sleaziness as the merchant, and… Yakin Roche. Instead, this man looked wizened, with a pair of spectacles to go along with a wide brimmed hat. He wouldn’t have been out of place calling himself a wizard, if not for the Hawaiian shirt.

“Welcome champion,” the old man said and nodded. “May I ask whom you are working for?”

Luthor glanced at Astrid, who stood by without making eye contact. So he assumed it wasn’t a problem to answer the question.

“Loki,” he replied.

“Loki,” the old man said. “It has been some time. May I enquire if you have a token?”

Luthor nodded slowly. All things considered, he wasn’t sure if there would be a market for stolen tokens if this were some kind of trick. Then again, this was Loki. If someone had the gall to take it by force well… there was no telling how Loki would react to it. Still, something told Luthor that this man was just doing his job.

“And you’re still in the first tier, correct?” the old man asked.

“That I am,” Luthor said with a nod.

“And from your recent victory, you already have a slave.”

This time Luthor eyed him cautiously, which only seemed to amuse the old man.

“Forgive an old man for his ramblings. I only wish to offer the correct services. Not everyone has a proper class. Few can afford my services without a token from the gods.”

“Can slaves have classes?”

“Of course they can,” the old man stated. “Should their master allow it.”

He gestured around his shop. As Luthor came in closer, he noticed that there were rows of small glass beads. They varied in color, transparency and number, by quite a bit. Some of them were alone, on small pedestals. Others were stacked in rows with more behind, while a few were just poured haphazardly into a bowl about to overflow.

In front of each of them were small plaques. All in that strange script that wobbled around and became words if Luthor stared at it for more than a few moments.

One small bead sitting on a pedestal was simply called, Emperor. Whereas one of the bowls was filled almost to the point of overflowing, with a plaque that read fighter.

“I’m guessing that the ones on their own are special?” Luthor asked.

“You would be correct,” the old man said agreeably. “That you can read them, tells me quite a bit.”

Luthor paused. “Is literacy not a thing here?”

“The plaques,” the old man said with a knowing smile. “They aren’t written in your language at first, are they?”

“No,” Luthor admitted.

“It’s the language of the gods,” the old man said. “Many have to learn it themselves. Only a few have the benefit of translation magic. Handy too. It’s one of the few types allowed outside of the arenas.”

“I still have a lot to learn,” Luthor admitted. “If I bought one of these,” he said, pointing to the bowl of beads for fighters. “How do I use it, and who can I use it on?”

“You could use it on yourself if you really wanted to,” the old man tilted his head. “Though I doubt that would be your interest, would it?”

“No,” Luthor smirked. “I’ve a nekojin. She’s not a fan of violence, but knows how to bandage a wound.”

“Yes, I saw as much.”

“You did?” Luthor asked.

“The games are publicly available. It just so happened that I took an interest in watching yours. Abba had a bit of a reputation and I hoped to see him put in his place. I was very surprised to see you join the battle yourself. That took courage.”

Luthor stared at the old man for a moment, then glanced back at Astrid. She was his greeter, and seemed to answer a lot of questions. That would have been the kind of information he would have liked in advance. Not that it would have changed anything. He wouldn’t have sent Natia in alone. Especially not unarmed.

“Right, well,” Luthor said while clearing his throat. “I was looking for a healing class.”

“We have a simple healer,” the old man turned and pointed to a small stack of beads. “But for a champion, and a token holder at that, I think I have something a little… more.”

“What does a healer do?” Luthor asked, glancing at the beads. “Skill wise, that is?”

“Bonuses to medicinal applications,” Astrid spoke up as the old man began shifting things around on a nearby shelf. “That bandage when torn from her skirt, would have become an actual bandage. If left long enough, it would have healed the wound entirely.”

“They start off rather poorly,” the old man said, straightening up. “Though they have their uses. A healer with a bit of investment can turn the tables on a battlefield. You, however, I believe will benefit from something with a little more punch from the start.”

Luthor spotted the bead the old man was holding. Comparing it to the healer beads, which were a slightly off white color, this was pale pink and swirled inside.

“It’s an empath bead. Quite rare, and I believe quite useful for a man such as yourself.”

“An empath?” Luthor asked as he looked at it. “What does an empath do?”

“For starters, your friend will be able to locate the exact source of an injury. So if you are unconscious, she will instinctively understand what is wrong with you,” he explained.

“That… actually I can see how that would be useful,” Luthor agreed.

“It is also a magical class, giving her the ability to cast spells. Something healers generally do not,” he continued.

“Able to determine injuries instinctively, and able to learn spells after the fact,” Luthor mused. “How do you learn new spells?”

“With scrolls, s-sir,” Astrid spoke up. “It would be a waste of a token, for most spell scrolls.”

“That it would,” the old man said in acknowledgement and smiled at Astrid. “You can buy them with simple gold. Of which, you likely will have waiting for you when you return to your suite.”

“Will I?” Luthor asked.

“Everyone has a price on their head, lad,” the old man said, he sighed before turning his eye on Astrid. “I’ll trust that when you get him home, you’ll give him a full explanation, won’t you?”

“Yes sir,” Astrid said and shrank back.

“Good,” the old man said softly, his demeanor softening. “Now, empath, you already know the cost, yes?”

Luthor looked at the bead, and then gave his token a squeeze as he glanced at the bowl full of healer beads.

“Deal,” Luthor said, handing over the token.


CHAPTER 4
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“Iprobably should have asked, but how do I even use this thing?” Luthor asked.

“You swallow it, sir,” Astrid replied with a nervous smile.

She had been quiet since they left the store. Luthor had an inkling that the man had been someone more important than he’d originally estimated. The way the man had spoken to Astrid, sounded like he was giving an instruction, rather than offering advice. Part of that bothered Luthor, but it did seem that Astrid was making an effort.

She didn’t appear to be constantly trying to escape him, while escorting him. That she’d answered his question too was gratifying. Luthor still had no idea how this world worked. Navigating it alone would be a pain. Her unwillingness to speak up and… do whatever it was she was supposed to do, would only cause problems.

“Swallow it?” Luthor frowned as he looked at the bead. Luthor didn’t even have a bag to put it in. He’d thought about putting it in his pocket, but worried someone might steal it. That left him no choice but to clutch it tightly in his fist while he walked. Ignoring that, the bead was about the size of a grape, swallowing it might be a choking hazard.

“Yes sir,” Astrid nodded as she took a turn onto a familiar looking street. “And here is The Hall.”

“The Hall?” Luthor asked. “It’s not a tavern?”

“It’s many things sir,” Astrid explained. “We just call it The Hall.”

Luthor gave a small shrug. What they called it didn’t matter. He’d have more questions later though. Bead clutched in hand, Luthor’s goal was to return to his suite. He wanted to check on Natia. He didn’t know what kind of state she would be in and he didn’t want to leave her alone for too long.

Astrid pushed through the entrance. Ahead at the bar was Thazz, the elephant-headed bartender. The big man shot Luthor a grin and beckoned for him to approach. Luthor shook his head as he hurried to the hallway with the stairs.

“Well done lad,” someone said as he passed by.

“Put that bastard in his place,” another called from across the room.

Luthor didn’t really want to think about what he’d done so far. He simply hurried up the stairs and found his room. Which was locked. Luthor realized his mistake and began patting his sides to look for the key, when Astrid cleared her throat.

“Sir, I have it.”

“Huh?” Luthor turned and saw Astrid holding the key. “Oh thank fuck for that.”

“I ah… would rather not,” Astrid said nervously.

“It’s just a figure of speech,” Luthor waved off her reaction. “Not literal. But yes, key. Thank you.”

“Of course sir,” she said, handing it over. “One of the many things I am required as your greeter.”

“You’ll need to explain those duties,” Luthor told her as he accepted the key and fit it into the lock.

It clicked with a turn, and Luthor pushed the door open. Standing in the middle of the room was a nervous looking nekojin. Natia was standing ramrod straight with a slightly panicked expression on her face.

“Master,” she said. She was trembling.

“Natia?” Luthor paused in the doorway. “What’s wrong?”

“She can’t move sir,” Astrid explained. “Anti-thievery wards on the rooms. She was not invited in.”

“Oh for the love of… Natia, you have permission to be in here.”

The nekojin seemed to sag and let out a soft sigh of relief before quickly scratching at her nose. “Thank you master. I didn’t know what happened. I was in the arena one moment, and here the next. I was frozen and could barely move.”

“Will that happen after every game?” Luthor asked as he fully stepped into the room and gestured for Astrid to enter.

“No sir,” Astrid replied as she slipped past. “Now you are here and she is recognized, her slave brand will grant her permission.”

Luthor closed the door and looked around the room they were in. “Just seems strange it couldn’t recognize it from before,” he mused.

“Depending on the mode of acquiring the slave and the terms of the binding, it may be necessary,” Astrid offered.

Luthor looked at her and let out a sigh. “That sounds like one of the things we need to talk about.”

There was a solid knock on the door behind them. Luthor ignored Astrid’s panicked expression and pulled the door open. Thazz stood there, frowning when he noticed Astrid further into the room. He dismissed whatever was on his mind though and looked Luthor in the eye with a grin.

“Got some winnings here for you lad,” the big man said, holding out an old-timey fantasy era leather pouch with a drawstring. “Your opponent had debts, so he didn’t have much. They’re included in part of the winnings.”

“Great, do I have to watch my back now for him to come back for revenge or something?” Luthor asked.

Thazz gave the young human a strange look before slowly shaking his head. “You must come from a strange land, to be haunted by the dead.”

The big man left it at that, pulling back to close the door as he left. Luthor found himself staring at the door, while clutching the leather pouch. It clinked softly but he didn’t know how much it actually contained. Nor its worth. That didn’t matter though, as Luthor realized what Thazz had just said.

“Astrid?”

“Yes sir?”

“Abba… He’s dead?”

“Yes sir,” Astrid confirmed. “His rank was reduced to zero.”

“He was only a rank one?” Luthor gaped. “Why would… why?”

“I don’t know why he was only a rank one, sir,” Astrid blurted in a nervous hurry. “If you win, you increase in rank. If you lose, you decrease in rank.”

“Okay, stupid question,” Luthor sighed. “I just… Hadn’t realized I killed a man.”

“You’ve never killed before?” Astrid asked.

Luthor slowly shook his head as the depth of what just happened filled his head. It was a game. They called it a game. Technically everyone here was already dead and yet…

“And the orc?”

“When you are defeated and reduced below rank one, your pieces are destroyed alongside you,” Astrid reminded him.

Luthor nodded. “Two then. I killed two.”

Luthor shook his head and looked around the room once more. As if searching for something to distract himself. His eyes landed on Natia, who stood nervously in the middle of the room. Luthor smiled for a moment and moved closer. Natia’s eyes widened a little, unsure of what he was going to do, before Luthor held out his hand.

“Master?”

“For you,” Luthor said as Natia held out her hand. He dropped the bead into her palm.

“What is it?” Natia asked as she looked at it. “It’s pretty, but there’s no hole to pass a string or chain through.”

Luthor grinned. “It’s a class bead. Astrid says you swallow it and it gives you a class.”

“A class?”

“Fighter, warrior, mage and stuff. You didn’t seem to like fighting, so I got you a healing class instead.”

“M-me? A healing class?” Natia’s eyes were wide with wonder as she looked at it. “Really master?”

“Really,” Luthor grinned.

“And I have to swallow it?”

Luthor looked over at Astrid, who nodded quickly. “Yes. You need to be able to absorb the energies within to gain the class it holds. Swallowing it is easiest.”

Luthor had a brief moment wondering if there were other ways to do so, but didn’t voice them. Natia nervously looked at the bead, before glancing up at Luthor.

“I’m not going to order you to do it,” he said with a shrug.

Natia stared at him as she raised her hands to her lips and tipped the bead into her mouth. There was a faint clink of the glasslike material on her teeth before Natia tilted her head back. She grimaced as she swallowed, before shaking her head.

“Uh,” Natia stuck her tongue out. “That was… strange.”

“I’ve heard it can be unpleasant,” Astrid agreed.

“How long does it take to make the changes?” Luthor asked.

“I’m not sure, sir,” Astrid admitted. “It depends on the class. Some take only moments, others several hours.”

*I hope it doesn’t hurt or anything.*

Natia’s ears twitched. She had been staring right at Luthor. So she was immediately aware that she heard his voice, but his mouth didn’t move.

“Alright well…” Luthor sighed. “I guess… we just wait for now. Do we know what all these rooms are?”

The four doors remained closed as they were. The balcony with the view from the top of the mountain was straight ahead, with the fireplace on the wall to the left. It had a door on either side, while on the right wall were another two doors.

“There should be a master bedroom,” Astrid began explaining. “A room for important guests, or…” she paused. “A greeter.”

*I really wish she wasn’t so scared of me.*

“I’d guess those are the ones either side of the fireplace?” Luthor asked.

“Yes sir,” Astrid nodded quickly. “The other two should be a barracks for your pieces and a bathing room.”

“Clockwise it is then,” Luthor decided and headed for the leftmost door closest to the entrance to the room. He opened it and poked his head in. The room was small, but not stiflingly so. There was a dresser, a set of shelves and a comfortable looking bed. In the corner, was a partition that Luthor opened, revealing the back of the fireplace.

“Checks out I guess,” Luthor shrugged. “This is your room then is it?” he asked Astrid.

“If that… is acceptable.”

*You’re the one who said it was supposed to be your room.*

“It is,” Luthor said on a sigh. He stepped back and headed to the next door. “This one should be mine?”

This room was larger. The bed was twice the size, the fireplace seemed to extend further along the wall. Which defied the laws of physics, but then this whole place seemed to do so. This room wasn’t some sprawling manner though. A wardrobe by the wall. Some stands clearly for a set of armor and a place to put a weapon. He had his own balcony, with a small seating set out for two. To top it all off, he even had a bath. Though it looked to have a fire lit beneath it, while being filled by a single spout coming out of the floor.

“Nice, nice,” Luthor said and nodded.

*Almost makes me think it’s designed for a couple to stay in.*

“This must be the barracks,” Natia announced.

Luthor turned and saw her standing in the doorway behind him. This room was… cramped. Four beds, stacked two high on each wall. With a chest at each end to put their belongings.

*Not much to work with.*

“At least you won’t be sharing it with anyone,” Luthor said. “Can we get better rooms or something?”

“The facilities here are rather basic, sir,” Astrid explained. “Your room is one of the nicer ones since you’re a champion, but still basic. You will be given better quarters as you go up in tiers.”

“Sounds like one of the things you’ll need to explain,” Luthor said as he made his way over and opened the last door.

It was literally just a smooth floor, a pair of buckets, a tub for washing clothes and a spout similar to the one to fill the bath in Luthor’s bedroom.

*Well this is shit.*

“Natia, if you want a hot bath, just ask me and you can use mine,” Luthor announced.

*Please don’t think I’m a weirdo. It’s just a bath.*

Natia was staring at him with a strange expression on her face. “Y-yes master.”

“Good,” Luthor said with a firm nod. “Now.. How about we all sit down. And you can tell me the basics of what the fuck all of this even is.”

“Ah…” Astrid blinked slowly. “Yes sir.”

*Then… maybe something to eat. Hopefully Natia doesn’t need anything too specific.*

“M-master,” Natia murmured. “I am not a picky eater. Though I prefer meat to vegetables. If… if we decide to eat.”

Luthor stared at her for a few moments, before nodding. “Thank you for telling me.”

*Like she can read my damn mind or something.*

“Now,” Luthor said, looking over at Astrid, who was sitting at the far end of the table from him. “What the fuck did Loki trick me into agreeing to?”
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“Thank you Natia,” Luthor smiled as the nekojin set a bowl of thick meaty stew down before him.

*Glad they eat normal looking foods here. Better yet, she picked well.*

“Good girl,” he said.

Natia froze for a moment, before blushing furiously as she set down a similar bowl before Astrid. The way she reacted caught Luthor’s attention. Like she was about to fall over or something.

*Maybe I should see if I can reduce the sensation⁠—*

“I’m fine master,” Natia jolted. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

Luthor blinked at her, before smiling. “You’re welcome. How much did all this cost?”

“I gave Thazz a gold coin, and he gave me seven silver coins in change,” Natia said. “I’m not sure of their value.”

“Sounds like multiples of ten,” Luthor said thoughtfully.

“We hadn’t gotten that far yet,” Astrid spoke up.

“Right,” Luthor said and focused his attention back on the two women.

They covered the rules of The Game, before Natia’s stomach growled. She seemed embarrassed, so Luthor sent her to get meals. The pouch contained twenty-seven gold coins. If she paid Thazz with one of them, that meant each meal was worth a silver coin. By that logic, there might be a copper or bronze coin below that. And something else ahead of gold too.

More to the point. The rules of The Game were rather simple. Ranks were clustered in groups of ten. Every ten ranks was a tier. Each tier denoted how many pieces you could bring into a game, with the number matching the tier until you hit the fifties. After that it doubled every tier. Making it appear more like a challenge between first learning to fight, then command a squad and finally controlling an army.

In order to increase in rank, you needed to win games with someone at your level or higher. The winner taking on half the difference, rounded down, but at least a single rank between them. So a rank three beating a rank ten would end up at rank six, while reducing the opponent to rank seven.

There was even a system preventing more experienced ranks from seal clapping. You could only challenge someone within your tier level, in ranks. So a tier one, could challenge someone only a rank below them and no more. A tier two could challenge someone two ranks below them, and so on. A lower rank could challenge anyone higher, should they feel the need to do so.

Then there were the rewards. Mostly paid for by the gods, and by private bets. There was plenty of gold to be made simply by betting on the outcome. You could even bet on your own fights. Throwing a game was a quick way to get yourself challenged, which kept people honest, and beating a lower rank did not increase your own, which lowered the incentive to do so.

It wasn’t perfect. But it was a solid foundation for a long term competition that pitted people against one another. Luthor just saw it as the gods exploiting people. Cheap thrills for those without much of a stake in the danger it presented. All the while, trapping people like Natia in the system. At least being a piece on the battlefield meant there was a decent chance of having your master defeated, providing you with an escape into death.

Someone like Natia though? It made Luthor’s skin crawl when he thought about how many slaves were out there. Trapped for centuries or longer, unable to leave. Unable to even die.

“Master?”

“Hmm?” Luthor blinked. “Sorry Natia, did you say something?”

“No master,” Natia replied with a sad smile.

“I was just explaining the coins,” Astrid spoke up. “Ten copper to a silver. A silver is worth a good meal. Then it’s ten silvers to a gold and one-hundred gold to a platinum.”

Assuming a good meal cost around ten dollars. A copper was worth one dollar, and a gold was one-hundred dollars. Which meant that a platinum was worth ten grand. So the fight had netted him twenty-seven hundred dollars. Which sounded great, if meals only cost a single silver.

“There’s tiered skills and weapons, aren’t there?” Luthor guessed.

“You will only find basic equipment available for use at the first tier,” Astrid confirmed.

*And there you have it. I bet a sword will still cost a few gold. Armor would be even more. No idea what a spell scroll will cost me. Should have checked for Natia before I came back, but I wanted to make sure she was okay.*

He let his thoughts trail off when he noticed she was staring at him. “Sorry, just thinking I should see what a healing spell might cost. The man who sold me the bead told me an empath was a magical class.”

“Healing scrolls can be expensive,” Astrid pointed out. “But very worth it.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Luthor nodded. “And Natia, good choice for the meal.”

“Thank you master.” Natia smiled.

“You’re a good girl,” Luthor grinned back.

Natia twitched and her eyes closed slightly. She looked adorable and Luthor turned back to his meal. “So, now The Game is over, what happens next?”

“Nobody else can challenge you today,” Astrid explained. “And the city never sleeps. So if you want to shop for some new equipment, or a spell. We can still do that.”

“Natia?” Luthor called.

“Yes master?” the nekojin blinked at him in confusion.

“Would you like to come with us, or stay here?”

Natia frowned for a moment, before looking at Astrid. “We’re safe from challenge?”

“For a day after the previous, yes,” Astrid replied. “You’re safe from all challenges until noon tomorrow.”

Natia smiled. “Then yes master. I would like to see the city.”
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It was different this time. Thazz gave them all a respectful nod on the way out. Luthor politely refused offers for drinks as they left. Astrid kept a nervous distance between Luthor and herself, while Natia had a sort of nervous energy. She kept close, but would become distracted as they walked. Her nose was far more sensitive than Luthor’s. Which led to an adorable moment as she almost tripped over, pivoting on the spot to follow the scent of something that resembled a donut cart.

A single silver, and the return of a copper coin left them with a sweet bun. The bread was rather plain, but it was stuffed with a chunky jam that exploded with flavor and really made it something of a treat. The way Natia’s ears stuck up, while her tail swished drew his eye. She was adorable and Luthor found himself admiring her.

*No leering. She doesn’t deserve that.*

Astrid led them both back towards the mercantile area. The street with all the stalls was just as busy as earlier. A few of them were already gone. The stall where he bought the class beads was now occupied by a woman who literally looked like a witch—complete with the smoking cauldron on a table, surrounded in various potions.

One stall that did remain though, was one Luthor had spotted earlier. The wizened old man at the counter frowned when Luthor led the way in.

“May I help you?” he asked, sounding wary.

“I’m looking for healing spells,” Luthor stated simply.

“Healing spells are quite expensive,” the old man replied evenly.

Luthor looked at Astrid, and then at Natia. Natia was still in the ratty shirt from earlier. Luthor wasn’t dressed for more than sitting in his apartment playing video games. Astrid in her simple tunic, didn’t look the part either.

“I’d still like to see what you have for sale,” Luthor asked.

The old man narrowed his eyes, before pausing. “You’re the new champion, aren’t you?”

“That would be me,” Luthor agreed.

The old man gave a slow nod. “My apologies. I did not see the fight, but I heard about it. Word has spread about the demise of Abba. A long time coming, and I am sure you earned quite the reward for his death.”

*... Great… *

“Yes,” Luthor nodded slowly.

“Wonderful, wonderful,” the old man brightened considerably. “Now, for a fresh white mage; we have a few options. At the first tier you won’t get any of the greater spells. But a simple heal…” he stepped around the counter and went over to a nearby shelf, plucking off a scroll. “Take a look.”

Luthor accepted the scroll and handed it to Natia, who frowned as she took it from him. “Master?”

“Will that work for you?”

Natia frowned as the old man looked between them. “The spell is not for you, champion?”

“No,” Luthor shook his head. “Natia here is an empath. The spell is for her.”

“Empath,” the old man tilted his head. “That spell will work. However you might find that something else might be better suited. I thought you a white mage young man. That spell is heavy on mana, but direct.” He took back the scroll that Natia still hadn’t read and set it behind the counter, before digging beneath it for a few moments. “Here,” he said, plucking out a scroll that was visibly older. “Before I hand it to you. The cost is twenty gold.”

Luthor winced, but nodded. “If we want it, I can cover that.”

“Very well,” the old man said, before offering the scroll to Natia this time.

She took it and after looking at Luthor, began to unravel it. Only to frown. “Master, I can't read this.”

*That was dumb of me to assume.*

“Let me see,” Luthor said, leaning in. Those familiar scribbles were there, and before his eyes, words formed for him to read. “Hearthlight: Halves mana regeneration of caster. Provides a small healing buff to those in proximity. Conscious effort can concentrate the effects of the buff with a reduction outside of the concentrated area. Once learned, this spell is constantly active.”

“It won’t regrow a limb, or put intestines back in. But, it will stop bleeding after a time and reduce the time it takes to heal from other injuries,” the old wizard said.

“If it’s the only spell I know, halving my regeneration won’t affect anything else,” Natia noted.

“It will hamper your future progression though,” Luthor noted.

“The spell itself can be upgraded as your tier increases,” the old man said, knowingly.

“Proximity based, so I could spread you out,” he thought aloud. “There’s a lot of utility here, especially if I can upgrade it.”

“Quite so,” the old man nodded in agreement. “It’s only true downside is the expense.”

“Master, it’s a lot of money to spend on me,” Natia hinted.

“Wait, does it heal my opponents too?” Luthor asked.

“It would unless she made a conscious effort not to,” the old man replied.

Luthor thought for a few moments, before nodding. “Sold.”

“Master?”

“You’re my good girl,” Luthor told her with a grin as she felt the scritch of fingers run across her head. “And this will help all of us. Doubly if I can convince you to keep throwing rocks for me.”

“Yes master,” Natia said, nodding slowly.

“Twenty,” Luthor said, counting out the coins, before handing them over.

“A pleasure doing business with you,” the old man accepted the payment, before frowning. “You know what to do with that scroll don’t you?”

“I do sir,” Astrid gave the man a quick nod.

“Wonderful,” he said and smiled. “Have a pleasant evening then.”

The three of them stepped out, before Luthor looked at Astrid. “So, we should follow you?”

“Back to the Game Control, yes,” Astrid said.

“Game control… where the snake man was?”

“Sir, please do not call a glycon a snake man,” Astrid blurted quickly.

“Noted,” Luthor agreed. “He’s a glycon. What about orcs?”

“Sir,” Astrid said and sighed. “Do you mean Abba’s piece, who you fought in The Game?”

“I’m guessing orc is a slur?”

“Not as such. Calling them an orc, would be like calling you a human. Not a slur, just… rude.”

Luthor snorted. “Alright, fair enough.” It was then, he noticed another shop. The woman standing inside noticed his look and gave him a wide smile. “Ah… before we do that.”

“Sir?” Astrid asked as Luthor led the way into the small tent.

“Good evening,” Luthor said with a smile directed at the woman. “What would it cost to outfit a lady?”

“Oh,” she said eyeing his two companions, before glancing back at Luthor. “A man after my own heart. That would depend on a few things.”

“Natia,” Luthor glanced back. “She needs… Honestly I have no idea.”

“Well,” the woman gave him a cheeky grin. “For a gold coin, I can have a few things put aside.”

“Ah, sir,” Astrid murmured.

“I’m assuming, a gold coin would be enough for several outfits?”

“That would be correct sir,” the woman agreed with a professional smile.

Luthor nodded and handed her a coin. Astrid made a face, and Natia looked like she was going to cry.

*Can’t have her wearing rags. Too pretty for that.*

“Pick out something nice,” Luthor instructed the nekojin. “I’ll wait with Astrid outside.”

“Come with me dear,” the woman said, taking Natia’s hand. “Let’s get you prettied up.”

Luthor and Astrid strode outside, before the greeter turned.

“Before you argue, I know I’m getting a bad deal,” Luthor said. “It’s for Natia. She deserves someone to make her feel special.”

“You’ve known her a bare few hours,” Astrid pointed out.

“And in those hours, she went from being a sex slave, to a war slave and helped me kill two men,” Luthor pointed out. “She doesn’t deserve any of this. The least I can do is show her a little kindness.”

“You don’t have to buy her gifts to have sex with her, sir,” Astrid pointed out. “She was a pleasure slave when you bought her.”

“That’s exactly my point,” Luthor growled. “If I had it my way, I’d get rid of the whole slavery thing entirely. Don’t you understand how fucking messed up that is? This is the afterlife isn’t it? Is dying of old age a thing?”

Astrid frowned. “No… death happens, but… no.”

“Imagine being tied up in some fucking brothel and forced to work on your back for centuries,” Luthor growled. “At least in the games, they have the chance to die.”

“I’ve never thought of it like that,” Astrid admitted. “All those people. Is that why you bought her? To save her?”

Luthor shrugged. “Don’t really have a reason. I just looked at her and my heart broke. I did what I thought was right.”

“You’re not like most of the players, sir,” Astrid murmured.

“Is that why you’re terrified of me?” he asked.

Astrid winced, and let out a sigh. “I’d rather not talk about that, sir.”

“Suit yourself,” he said softly. The fact she was willing to be more assertive with him was a good sign despite her reluctance. “What’s a greeter supposed to do anyway? We didn’t get that far.”

“Not a lot in the first tier. Most players hire a greeter once they hit the fifth tier. You’ll be invited to parties at some point and it’s proper to be announced. In the meantime, I can provide directions, carry messages, even shop and do errands.”

“So you’re my assistant,” Luthor acknowledged with a nod.

“Ah, good you haven’t gone far,” the woman from the store called. Luthor and Astrid turned as one and the woman smiled. “Natia requires a second opinion.”

Luthor rolled his eyes as Astrid hurried over and slipped into the tent.

“Some things never change.”


CHAPTER 5
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“The good sir does grace us with his presence at last,” Thazz chuckled as Luthor took a seat at the bar.

“Oh shut it,” Luthor snorted. “I’ve been here less than a day. In that time, I’ve met a god, killed two men and spent most of my money.”

“How are you going to pay for your ale then?” Thazz asked.

“I said most,” Luthor said with a roll of his eyes. “Unless you want gold, I can afford a few drinks.”

“Wonderful,” Thazz said, he smirked and began to pour. “First one’s on the house. After that, they’re three copper.”

Luthor tilted his head as he figured out the math. “Really?” he asked. “Back home I’d be paying four times that.”

“For ale?” Thazz snorted as he set a foaming mug down in front of Luthor. “Did the gods themselves piss in it?”

The scent of it hit Luthor’s nose. It didn’t smell like any old beer he’d had back home. Without hesitation, he grabbed it and raised it to his lips, before taking a sip. Followed by another. Luthor let out a long sigh as he set the mug down on the counter.

“Nope. But from the quality I’m used to drinking, I’d say they did this batch.”

Thazz grinned. “I’ll be sure to tell the wife. She doesn’t receive many compliments for her craft.”

Luthor shook his head. “Fools then. This is delicious.”

Someone sat a little ways down the bar from where Luthor was. Thazz, grin still in place, hurried to get their order, leaving Luthor to drink in peace. He didn’t plan on getting drunk. Just to stop and chat for a moment. The fact the ale was delicious was a bonus.

Luthor wasn’t quite sure how this world worked. That everyone except the gods themselves were dead was the first mystery. Then there was the whole slavery thing. If some souls became slaves in undeath, how were others free? Or were they slaves too, just in a different hierarchy? Perhaps Luthor was a slave to Loki by some extension. Maybe in a similar way Thazz was a slave to someone else. Odin, or perhaps the gods as a collective. Or was it something else entirely?

Luthor was pondering his new reality, when someone sat down in the spot directly beside him. They didn’t say anything, but Luthor turned his head and saw they were staring right at him.

“Less than a day and you’ve already ruffled some feathers,” the man said.

He was well dressed. Though dressed in nothing like Luthor had ever tried to wear. This guy looked like some noble from a fantasy novel. Complete with the puffy sleeves on his jacket and the tall boots for riding horses. Which was odd, since Luthor couldn’t recall seeing any horses. Or smelled them. What was stranger was his accent. He sounded almost French. But… different.

“Have I ruffled yours?” Luthor asked.

The man smirked. Then held out his hand. “Jacques.”

Luthor stared at the hand before gently taking it in his own. “Luthor.”

“That much I know already,” Jacques’s smile widened. “Lost quite a bit of gold betting against you.”

Luthor winced and pulled his hand back. “Well⁠—”

“Oh no lad, I’m not upset,” Jacques held up his hand. “My sincerest apologies. You’ve had nothing but trouble since you arrived here. I am not going to add to those.”

“You’re not?”

“No,” Jacques laughed. “No, I'm simply here to get the measure of the man who eluded my expectations and nothing more.”

“Well…” Luthor frowned in confusion. “Measure away, I guess. It’s not like I had much of a choice there.”

“Of course you had a choice,” Jacques said and shook his head. “Granted, the alternative wouldn’t have been pleasant either.”

“You mean death?”

Jacques nodded. “Exactly. Death. Unpleasant, but… well from what I can gather. You’d agree with me if I said there were worse alternatives in this place.”

Luthor frowned and set down his mug. “Are you following me?”

“Not at all,” Jacques denied. “I simply listen. Then make assumptions based on what I’ve heard, and use those assumptions to profit. Nobody expected you to survive against Abba. But enough people hated that prick they bet against him anyway. I was not one of them.”

“But you’re not mad?” Luthor asked.

“Not even a little.” Jacques grinned. “In fact, I’m thrilled. It’s always nice to see something new. Something… unexpected. That a human from a magically void world, would show up on the beckoning of Loki. Then, he purchase a pleasure slave right out of the hands of a ruthless and spiteful brothel owner. Next, he used that pleasure slave to win against a bastard like Abba? My dear boy, you could have left me without a copper and shirtless, and I still would have marched in here to meet you.”

Luthor realized he was likely talking to someone who had been here a long time. Jacques had a look about him. Not just how he physically presented himself, but by the casual way that he held this conversation. This man might appear friendly, but Luthor knew he was extremely dangerous. Maybe not now. Maybe not later. But still, Jacques was the kind of man you wouldn’t see coming. The kind of man that Luthor did not want to piss off.

“Well,” Luthor cleared his throat. “If you like learning new things then, might I suggest this ale? Thazz’s wife brews it herself. I’m quite enjoying it.”

Like speaking his name, the man himself appeared. Though, the slight tremble in his smile as he did everything not to look at the man sitting beside Luthor confirmed a few things.

“I wouldn’t wish to present anything but our best to an esteemed guest,” Thazz said and nodded obsequiously.

“Nonsense, dear bartender. My new friend here seems to be enjoying it. Perhaps I’ll find my new favorite.”

Thazz nodded slowly, before looking at Luthor as he slid a copper coin onto the bar. “It was my recommendation."

Thazz nodded and Jacques eyed them both with interest. Thazz then pulled a fresh mug from under the counter and took it to the tap from earlier. He filled it with an expression like that of a nervous teenager during an exam. Then set it gently before Jacques who leaned down and gave it a sniff.

“Your wife is the brewer?” Jacques asked, almost as if talking to himself.

“Ah, yes champion,” Thazz said with a quick nod. “She makes a small batch here and there. This is some of her finest work.”

Jacques nodded and picked up the mug, before sipping it. Luthor watched as the man kept a neutral expression on his face, before he sipped again.

“You know,” Jacques said, turning to Luthor. “I think I like you.”

As if those were his parting words, the man slipped off his seat and left as quickly as he arrived, taking Thazz’s mug with him.

“Thazz,” Luthor said, as he watched Jacques head out the front doors and vanish into the evening. “Would I be correct in assuming he was someone important?”

“Does the name Jacques de Lalaing mean anything to you?” Thazz asked.

Luthor shrugged. “Sounds French.”

“French?”

Luthor nodded. “Country from my world. Not my country. Different language. His accent is a little off though.”

“He’s been here over five hundred years,” Thazz muttered.

Luthor nodded. “That would explain the accent… Wait, is he from my world?”

“You’d have to ask him,” Thazz muttered. “That he’d come down to talk to you personally though…”

“You called him a champion,” Luthor pointed out.

Thazz nodded. “Tyr.” Luthor wracked his brain for a few moments trying to remember what he was known for. “War lad,” Thazz muttered. “Tyr is known for war, and you just met his champion.”
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Luthor was still mulling over exactly what he’d gotten himself into as he walked into his suite. The door was conveniently left unlocked, so he let himself in. The fire had been lit, but was low and not putting off much heat. With the windows open, the evening air was cool, but not cold. The door to the barracks was closed and there was a faint line of drips coming from Luthor’s room. That meant that at least one of the ladies had used his bath, before heading to bed.

*Be cold as fuck bathing without hot water.*

Luthor headed for his room and pulled the door open. Sure enough, it was empty. The bath was still lit though. Quiet embers glowed beneath the tub, still full of steaming water. It was the only light in the otherwise dark room. When he approached, the water looked fresh. Like whoever had been in here, had changed it before they left. It was pleasantly warm too.

Beside the bath, on a chair, was a folded dry towel. Which only served to tell Luthor that this had been intentional. He smiled to himself at the care he’d been given. Nobody had really cared for him before. The few girlfriends over the years had been nice, but not like this. He’d never come home to a hot bath. The forethought of the towel was just the cherry on the cake.

“Such a good girl,” Luthor smirked.

*No idea if that’ll work if she can’t hear me.*

Pulling off his clothing, Luthor slipped into the bath. The water was heavenly, and the tub was deep. He submerged himself for a short time, before something nudged his chest. When he opened his eyes, it was a bowl that had been floating in the darkness of the water. In it was a washcloth and a bar of soap.

“A very, very good girl,” Luthor said and smiled to himself as he grabbed them both and started scrubbing.

His mind drifted for a time about Natia. That she’d been in here. Nude. It made him twitch, but he buried those thoughts. She didn’t need him leering. Not after what he’d spared her from. No matter how pretty she was.

With a small measure of guilt, Luthor got himself clean, before getting out of the tub. He ignored it for now. Figuring he’d work out how to drain it when it was light enough to see. Instead, he wrapped the towel around himself and got as dry as he could.

Without being able to see much of the room, Luthor left the towel draped over the chair where he found it and walked over to the bed. It was dark, and it looked like it had been made up for him. With the corner of the blanket pulled down so he knew what side to lay on.

“This too?” Luthor wondered aloud. “She really is a good girl.”

*Rewards. Need to reward her. Find something nice for her. So she knows I appreciate her.*

Luthor sat on the bed, before flopping down onto the pillows.

“What a life.”

“Is that a common saying from your world?”

Luthor jumped so hard, he tumbled from the bed and hit the floor.

“What the⁠—”

“Master?!” Natia cried in alarm as she crawled over from the opposite side of the bed. “Master, I’m sorry!”

“What?” Luthor rubbed his elbow where he’d smacked it. “Natia?”

“I’m sorry,” Natia said again and trembled as she pressed her face down into the mattress on the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

*Oh god, what… what is this?*

“Natia,” Luthor said in a soothing tone. “Hey, I’m okay. You just scared the shit out of me.”

“I’m sorry,” she pleaded.

It was then that Luthor noticed what she was wearing. Or… What she wasn’t. He struggled to see in the dim light from the embers of the bath. But it was clearly some kind of lingerie. It was thin, lacey and… didn’t cover much, even while she knelt with her face pressed firmly into the mattress.

“Hey now,” Luthor said, getting up. “It’s okay. I’m not mad. You’re still a good girl.”

He saw how her ears twitched when he said that.

*Perfect.*

“You hear me?” Luthor continued. “A good girl. A good girl who made my bath. A good girl who fetched me a towel. A good girl who made my bed. And even though you scared the shit out of me by hiding in my bed. You’re still my good girl.”

“Master stop,” she let out a whimper as she raised her head. “Please stop?”

*Shit, probably too much.*

“Okay,” Luthor agreed. “Now, let’s talk about this, okay?”

“You’re not mad?” she asked.

“I’m not mad, you’re my g—” Luthor cut himself off. “I promise I’m not mad. Right now, I’m just very confused, and you’re clearly upset about what happened just now.”

*Going to be hard keeping my head on straight if that outfit is as transparent on the front as it is on the back.*

Natia sat up and I swallowed nervously. It was worse. It was like someone started with the idea of a corset, then switched halfway to making it out of lace—then forgot the breast cups. It was tight across her chest, leaving her breasts entirely bare and flowed like a short dress over her tummy. From the small tuft at the top of her mons, she wasn’t wearing anything there either.

*Sports. Fart jokes. What’s the weather like? Do not ogle the beautiful, semi-naked, nekojin in your bed. She’s not a toy. GAH! Don’t think about toys!*

“Master?”

“I’m fine,” Luthor repeated himself. “Now, are you fine?”

“Yes master,” she nodded. “I’m sorry I scared you.”

“Apology accepted.” Luthor smiled, before sitting on the edge of the bed beside her. He tried to keep his eyes off her. But…

*Fuck.*

“So…” Luthor said, staring back towards the bath. “The outfit… Is that… what you like to wear to bed?”

“The woman at the store told me it is called lingerie. And that if I wanted to seduce a man, I should wear it.”

*Fuck. Oh fuck, she wore it for me? Why did she wear it for me? I didn’t buy her for sex. Does she think she needs to⁠—*

“I know you didn’t buy me… as a pleasure slave, master,” Natia whispered. “I wasn’t with the merchant for long. He didn’t explain much, he just… told me what to expect and used the collar to silence me when I asked too many questions. And then he was going to sell me to that… that man. And then you bought me, and… Master?”

“Yes Natia?”

“Do you want me to stay, or should I go back to my room?”

*Fuck… fuck fucking fuck…*

“You… I think for now. You should go back to your room, and we can talk about this later,” Luthor whispered.

*Because my dick is so fucking hard I’ll probably nut the moment you look at me with those big pretty eyes.*

“Okay master,” Natia whispered.

She slid off the opposite side of the bed. Luthor grimaced and flopped down where he had been before this all went wrong.

*No use for it. Going to have to rub one out. Soon as she leaves the room.*

In the dark, Luthor was unaware of the nekojin silently moving around the bed. Natia had been able to hear his thoughts. She didn’t know if there were limits to the range, but she found it easier to hear him, and harder to ignore them the closer he was. More than that, at close proximity like this, she could almost feel what he felt. She knew that her master was conflicted. Just as she knew that he’d sent her away for his own misguided sense of her wellbeing.

Just as she knew, he didn’t have a single clue. Rather than heading towards the door, she was now standing beside him watching her dear master. He had his eyes closed waiting for the sound of the door before he’d relieve himself.

She didn’t quite understand why she wanted this so badly. Dying hadn’t been a pleasant experience. Being denied the afterlife of her people had only made things so much worse. She ended up here, traded by demons who pillaged lost souls and sold them for profit. Had she been able to kill herself, she would have. Instead, she was informed of what her new existence was going to be.

Right until this man stepped into her world. At first she’d thought him only marginally better than the man who had originally been trying to buy her. And yet, that impression was thrown aside as she learned about The Game and what her new life meant for her. Then her master brought back a gift. He didn’t even realize she could hear his thoughts. So she knew exactly what he thought of her, and exactly how hard he was pushing to not treat her, exactly as she feared she would be treated.

Then tonight. He came in, and said those words. Her head tingled every time he called her good girl. He even worried that it was sexual. It wasn’t. Not at first. But there, laying in his bed, listening to him praise her over and over again. And then she went and ruined things by scaring him. But for her master to turn it around and call her good girl all over again? The heat between her legs ached as much as her master’s cock did. She needed the release and she knew how badly he wanted her.

Luthor was growing concerned that he hadn’t heard the door. He knew she was still in the room and he began to worry that she was upset. Perhaps even⁠—

“None of that master.”

A warm hand wrapped around his cock as the bed shifted. He felt the mattress dip as a warm leg pressed against his hip. Right as the hottest, wettest and tightest pussy he’d ever experienced, pressed down over the head of his cock.

“Natia!” Luthor gasped.

“Master!” She gasped right back as she slid half of him into herself. “Big. It’s big.”

*What the fuck is she doing?!*

“Natia—”

“I want this,” she said, her voice trembling. She leaned forward to balance on her hands as she lifted her other leg up onto the mattress. “I-I want this master.”

*Fuck, I want it too.*

“Fuck it.”

“Master,” Natia said, sounding cross. “I’m not an it. I’m a nekojin.”

Luthor blinked, then snickered. “Sorry, that’s just a phrase. It’s just a fancy way of saying that I accept what’s about to happen.”

*And try desperately not to cum in ten seconds flat.*

Only about half of Luthor’s cock was inside her. She was on her knees, hands on the bed, staring down at her master. He was larger than expected but she feared taking things slow might have made him order her to stop. She wanted this as much as he did. Whether he’d admit it or not. Her only problem was the physical limits of her body. Natia knew she was going to have to practice if she wanted to do this more often. He was practically tearing her in half. She had never felt so full before and her cunt ached both in desperate need and from the pressure inside.

“C-call me good girl.”

“Good girl,” Luthor said immediately. “Such a good girl.”

“Ah,” Natia trembled. “Master, yes.”

She slowly raised her hips, before sinking down onto Luthor’s cock once again. It was obvious to Luthor that she wasn’t sized for him.

*That fucking bastard would have hurt her⁠—*

“Master, call me good girl!”

“Good girl,” Luthor returned his attention to Natia. “The best girl.”

“No,” She shook her head. “Only good girl. Those are the words you said, so it only works with them.”

“Such a good girl for telling me,” Luthor said a groan sliding from his lips as she rotated her hips.

*Why am I saying it, when I can reach her ears?*

Natia let out a trembling whimper as Luthor slid his hands up her sides and gently grasped one furry ear. It was soft, warm and she froze in place as he gently rubbed around the base.

“Master,” Natia moaned.

“Oh, is that good?” Luthor asked.

“Yes master,” she replied without nodding.

Luthor added his other hand. Rubbing both ears. A low rumble filled the room and Luthor could feel the vibrations running through his cock. It didn’t take a genius to work out that she was purring.

The extreme tightness of her pussy, along with the vibrations were driving Luthor to the edge. He gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to finish now.

“Is that good, kitty? Getting your ears scratched, while I tell you that you’re a good girl?”

Natia wanted to snarl and bite. She was not a kitty. She was a nekojin! But she could sense his emotions. He had no concept of the insult he’d just delivered her. More than that, he was correct. She was his kitty. And right now, she was having trouble concentrating as his ears ran along her scalp. Her head tingled and her pussy squeezed. Natia’s core muscles throbbed and she opened her eyes as her entire body grew hot.

“That’s it,” Luthor said as he stroked her ears from base to tip. “You look like you’re about to cum.”

“M-master.”

“You’re a good girl Natia. You’re my good girl.”

Natia let out a small mewl of pleasure and threw herself forward. Luthor thought for just a moment that she was going to kiss him. Instead she tilted her head. His eyes bulged as her teeth clamped down over his shoulder.

He gritted his teeth and fought through the pain as Natia clearly hit her peak. If she was tight before, the way she squeezed around him now was insane. When her claws were added into the mix, he could only hold on and wait for her to let him go.

Natia’s entire world exploded when he said those words. Her pussy clamped and her world tilted as she descended towards the scent of her master. Her core exploded and she throbbed around the cock buried inside her. Part of her wanted to scream and she muffled it by biting down on the meat of her master’s shoulder, before holding on to prevent herself from falling off. It was only a few seconds after the peak of her climax had passed, that she realized how hard she was digging her claws into her master, she quickly retracted them. What was more, she hadn’t realized how hard she was biting him.

“NO!” she meowed as she yanked her teeth out of his shoulder. She felt the flash of pain flit through his mind before her master snatched her hand and held it.

“I’m okay,” he said, keeping her attention.

*Going to sleep with blue balls at this rate.*

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Natia looked him over. Both his arms had tiny bleeding pinpricks from where she had dug her claws in. His shoulder was the worst though. She hadn’t bitten deeply, but he bled from every small puncture. Worse still, she could feel how hard he still was, buried inside her. Men weren’t supposed to stay hard when they were finished. Which meant he hadn’t. She hadn’t satisfied him in the end.

“I’m a bad kitty,” Natia whispered.

“No,” Luthor shook his head. “No, you’re not. You’re my good kitty. My good girl,” he said, knowing how that would make her feel. “We’re just figuring things out right now.”

“Figuring things out,” she said before wincing as she shifted and his cock stirred inside her.

“Hey,” Luthor caught the pained look in her eye. “If you’re done, you’re done.”

“You’re not done,” she pointed out.

Luthor shook his head. “Not the point. I wouldn’t be happy about you hurting yourself just to please me like this.”

*Mouth maybe? Do nekojin do that? How would I even ask, or would it even be safe with her teeth?*

Natia blinked at him before slowly raising herself. She was actually relieved he’d told her not to. She was quite sore, and her experience during her orgasm had only left her feeling bruised as well.

Luthor couldn’t see her properly. Just her silhouette as she shifted to sit beside him. Then as she lowered her head, she moved south.

“Natia?” Luthor asked, before a soft tongue lapped up the side of his shaft.

“I’m using my mouth, master,” Natia whispered as she licked him.

*Licking? This is going to drive me crazy.*

Natia heard that thought and tried to figure out what else she could do. Right before the obvious answer hit her. He thought about her teeth. And her pussy didn’t just rub up on one side like her tongue was. No.

Natia wrapped her hand around Luthor’s shaft. He was sticky and wet from her pussy juices, but that didn’t bother her.

“No teeth, master,” Natia whispered.

Luthor had no time to prepare, before a warm mouth closed around the head of his cock. She was still purring, and the vibrations were faint.

“Holy shit Natia,” Luthor grunted. “Good girl.”

“Mhm,” Natia purred as she slowly worked her head back and forth.

Luthor wasn’t in any state to prolong or fight this. The most beautiful woman he’d ever had the pleasure of spending time with had given him a night to remember. With a twitch, Luthor felt his cock throb, before Natia made a soft squeak of surprise. The first jet of his seed sprayed into her mouth. Rather than pull away, she took him further into her throat. The suction increased and she made a happy sound as she sucked harder.

She treated his cock like a popsicle, slurping on it, while sliding back and forth, dragging her lips along the shaft. All the while, lapping at his cock, keeping her lips and tongue in contact to protect him from her sharp teeth.

Spurt after spurt entered her mouth. Luthor was trembling in shock at the intense sensations. Natia, only partially aware of his mental state, swallowed eagerly everything he fed her. She suckled a little more until he finally stopped.

“N-Natia,” Luthor reached down to pry her off.

“Mmm,” she moaned as her mouth slipped free with a pop. “Master, is there more?”

“More?”

“That was your seed, wasn’t it? It was yummy.”

Luthor snorted and shook his head. “Oh fuck me.”


CHAPTER 6
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Natia’s happy rumbling purr echoed through the bathtub. Luthor had a dumb smile on his face as he ran the washcloth over her back. He wasn’t quite sure how to feel this morning, though he had few complaints. It didn’t feel right to voice minor discomforts, like how long it took to heat the bath, while it was Natia who put the effort in. And that was while Luthor napped through his wakeup call.

He’d thought that Natia might slink off to the barracks. That she might want her space. Incorrectly, he’d assumed that she might have thought that their evening together was transactional. Sneak into his bed, make herself available to him and then leave. Instead she’d curled into his side and remained there until morning.

Luthor awoke as she climbed back into the bed after relieving herself. The mattress had shifted and the raising and lowering of the blankets had let in cool air. Enough for Luthor to awaken to this strange new world with a stretch and a pop of his back. Right before Natia’s lips closed around his morning glory.

She hadn’t stopped purring since she started. The rumbling vibrations shook him to his core, and only grew more intense as she sucked his seed straight from the source. After a quiet morning nap, Luthor had been gently awakened by the beautiful nekojin for a morning bath.

It felt intimate, sharing a bath like this. Luthor didn’t quite know what to expect from it all. He’d not used a proper bath since he was a kid. Sharing one, especially with someone he’d had sex with felt… different. Rather than dwell on it, he decided to embrace it.

“There,” Luthor said with a slight smile. “You’re done.”

“Does that mean I have to get out?”

“No,” Luthor said and chuckled. “Take all the time you need. Not like the water is going to go cold.”

She nodded slowly, before pushing back. Luthor held still as she grabbed the edges of the bath and pushed right up into his lap. He could feel the curve of her ass slide over the shaft of his cock, who made a valiant effort to rise once more.

*Golf. Swing, miss. Swing miss again.*

“Master. Do I make you uncomfortable?”

“No,” Luthor replied truthfully.

*You make it difficult to think straight though.*

“Should I behave more modestly around you then?”

“What?” Luthor frowned. “No, I just…” Luthor gave her a searching look.

*Do I have to explain blue balls or something?*

“Dress however you want,” Luthor replied evenly. “You’re not my…”

Natia turned her head and looked back over her shoulder.

“Sorry,” Luthor sighed. “This is… new to me. All of it. Not just… the afterlife, but Loki, for example. I studied him in school once. Not as a god, but as part of a larger, now extinct culture. He wasn’t real. None of this was real. Nekojin weren’t real, orcs weren’t real. It was just me and other humans. Even if some of those humans put on fake ears to make themselves look like you do.”

“Did you put on ears?”

“No,” Luthor snorted.

*Certainly watched a bunch of porn with catgirls though.*

She turned, sitting sideways in Luthor's lap. It gave him a nice view of her chest, with her nipples hovering just over the waterline. Her shift also pushed Luthor’s cock between her legs, where his erection began to grow. Which she seemed to notice as her eyes widened and she glanced down.

*Damnit. Pythagoras. Side A squared is equal to the sum of side B squared and side C squared.*

“Master, I’m still… sore. But if you like⁠—”

“Natia, this is a direct order. You are not responsible for sexually satisfying me,” Luthor growled. “I will never force you. Nor do I want you to feel obligated.”

Natia slowly turned around to face Luthor. She slid back, pulling away from the raging erection that had just been pressed into her warm slit.

“Master, you ordered me to tell you of my needs,” she whispered. “I am nekojin, and nekojin form close bonds. We help each other to grow. To learn. To play. My people like to groom those we care for. We are tactile and enjoy touch.” Her hands slipped beneath the waterline and Luthor felt them enclose his shaft. “And I very much enjoy this touch.”

“You barely know me,” Luthor grunted as she began to stroke. “Is this really what you want?”

*Considering where I found you.*

“No master,” Natia slowed her stroking. “I would much prefer if you sat up, so that I can use my mouth. It would be a shame to waste such a tasty treat in the bathwater.”
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Natia’s purring ceased as she stepped out of the bedroom and saw who was on the other side. Astrid stood frozen in place, looking heavily conflicted beside Loki. The god looked entirely unperturbed as he sipped from a cup of tea set on the small table before him.

“Loki,” Luthor called softly as he stepped around Natia. “Good morning. I hope you weren’t waiting long.”

“Not at all,” the god said with a wide smile. “I showed up unannounced. Woe upon me to interrupt a good bath.”

The twinkle in his eye told Luthor everything. Natia chose to remain silent, standing beside her master with her eyes slightly downcast.

“Well,” Luthor said and nodded to the god. “I appreciate… yeah.” He wasn’t going to beat around the bush. “What do you want?”

“Sir,” Astrid gasped.

“It’s quite alright,” Loki held up his hand to the winged woman. “All part of Luthor’s charm. If he bowed and scraped like the others he wouldn’t be half as fun as he is.”

“Ah… you’re welcome.” Luthor said with a tilt of his head. “I think?”

Loki grinned. “I just came to inform you that there is a small event being held tonight.”

“Is this an invitation to the event, or a warning to stay away?” Luthor asked.

Loki grinned. “What kind of god would attend an event without their champion?” His eyes drifted over to Natia and his grin softened. “Of course, you can bring someone to accompany you.”

The conversation didn’t go any further than that. Loki set down his tea and after bidding everyone a good day, he left as silently as he arrived. The three of them sat around the table for a few minutes, before Luthor let out a sigh.

“Astrid. I’m guessing we need to get something proper to wear?”

“Ah… yes sir,” Astrid nodded.

“Do you need something to wear as well?” He asked.

Astrid looked up and frowned, before nodding. “Yes sir.”

Luthor sighed. “Alright, let’s grab something to eat and get this over with.”

Clothes shopping in the afterlife… joy.

Thazz seemed to be waiting for them. He had a simple breakfast ready for the trio. Luthor figured either Loki had said something, or the man simply knew what was going to happen. Either way, the simple breakfast of eggs and bacon on a slab of thick toast went down a treat. Though it left Luthor wondering about how they were going to support themselves financially. Three silvers a meal, three meals a day. That left only about six days’ worth of meals.

Luthor shook his head. “That’s why gambling is so popular then.”

“Sir?”

“Just thinking about money,” Luthor said as they strode out the doors and into the now familiar street. “Five gold, three silver and a copper. I’ll run out of coin to feed us all in… five and a half days?”

“Should you avoid conflict, yes,” Astrid stated. “Though at the lower levels, it is unlikely you will make it that long. You receive gold equal to your rank for winning The Game.”

Luthor thought about the coins he’d received. “I made twenty-seven when I beat Abba.”

“That was all he and his belongings were worth at the time of his death, after his debts were paid out.”

Which meant the man had at one stage been rather successful. That or extremely lucky while gambling. Luthor’s actual winnings only amounted to a single gold coin. Suddenly the value of things made far more sense. The class that Luthor picked up for Natia had cost twenty coins. That would have been impossible for any low level participant to achieve. It also meant that those aiming for a class, would likely have picked up a cheaper one. Making it less likely they’d have wanted to change it after the fact.

The game was slated to turn the lower levels into a meat grinder. Fight in order to eat, risk it all in the gambling tables. Only when you’d reached the second or third tier would you be comfortable enough to start making informed decisions beyond how you were going to feed yourself for the next few days.

“And is there a cost for losing a game?”

“Other than rank?” Astrid shook her head. “Not unless you have a gambling debt to settle.”

Yeah… meat grinder.

“Oh, did you end up using the spell scroll?” Luthor asked.

“No master,” Natia winced. “I was… preoccupied last night.”

Astrid made a noise and Luthor cleared his throat.

*No regrets there… still need to get her something nice though. I want her to know I appreciate her.*

Natia let out a sigh and stepped a little closer, making Luthor grin like a fool, before he caught himself. She might literally be his slave, but he wasn’t going to treat her like one. Instead of dwelling on their evening together, Luthor looked around as they walked towards the market.

“Astrid,” Luthor called as he noticed something. “I’ve seen plenty of… well… non-humans, I guess?”

“That is accurate sir. What of it?” Astrid asked.

“Just curious why there’s so many more humans than… say nekojin?”

“Ah…” Astrid glanced back, nervously looking at Natia for a moment. “Forgive me for sounding indelicate sir. Generally, humans have multiple faiths. And due to converging and diverging ideals in those faiths, they lack the pre-requisites to enter their preferred afterlives. It’s quite common, in fact.”

Luthor frowned. “So because someone’s not a perfect catholic, or whatever, we end up here and not hell?”

“Hell isn’t real as you know it,” Astrid said and shook her head. “Generally though, yes. Humans have more confusion around the afterlife and because of that, end up here in larger quantities. Those of other races, have their own afterlives and if they fail to meet those requirements, they can also end up here.”

Luthor noticed that Natia was now staring at the ground several paces ahead of herself.

*No. No judgement. Could be something really dumb. Maybe she wore the wrong colored flower or something.*

“Because of that, they are often looked down upon by the humans who populate this place. Even though they themselves are guests of the Aesir, and not native to this place.”

“Are you a native to this place?” Luthor asked.

Astrid nodded. “I was born here, yes.”

Luthor frowned. “Ah… born. Is…”

“If you are asking if you could impregnate Natia, the answer is no,” Astrid replied quickly, before falling silent.

*Not… sure what to do with that information. Probably for the best. She didn’t say anything about herself though. Was that intentional? Not going to ask, probably scare her again.*

“M-Miss Astrid?” Natia asked.

“Ah… Yes,” Astrid said with a grimace. “Despite that, you will go through your heat cycle as normal.”

“Is…” Luthor sighed and shook his head. “Is this something I should know about?”

“Yes master,” Natia whispered as she blushed. “But I ask that we talk in private.”

“Say no more,” Luthor said, before grimacing. “That’s a phrase, that just means I understand. I’m not literally telling you to be quiet.”

“Thank you master,” Natia said with a slight smile.

Their conversation wrapped up as the trio found themselves before a familiar looking store. The woman at the counter gave them a friendly smile, before seeming to recognize who they were.

“Ah… you’ve come back. I trust there are no problems with your purchase?”

“Ah, no,” Luthor said with a shake of his head. “Different issue. I was told by Loki that we have⁠—”

“Loki!” the woman jerked. “I mean,” she cleared her throat. “Yes, I heard that there was a meeting this evening.”

“How much⁠—”

“Two gold. For the rush, and the resizing of the two dresses,” she replied immediately.

“She could charge twice that, but she’s never had an opportunity to dress a champion for an event,” Astrid replied softly.

The woman smiled a little wider. And Luthor opened his coin pouch.

An hour later, they had instructions to return before the event. She was closing the store for the day to get everything ready. Mostly she had spent the time taking their measurements. Luthor first, then Astrid and Natia together. Afterwards she politely ushered them out of the store. Luthor was left wondering what they should do for the day.

“Perhaps now would be a good time to go over the scrolls?” Astrid suggested.

Luthor nodded. “I guess that would be good. How long do they normally take?”

“The ritual itself is rather quick. The spell, though, can take hours depending on the complexity of the spell,” Astrid said.

Luthor nodded. “Alright, let’s do that.”

They made their way back to Luthor’s suite. The whole way, Luthor could swear someone was watching them. He figured that was probably true. Jaques had tracked him down easily enough, and he’d already said that there were others who had lost money in that bet. He figured they were most likely trying to figure out if they could challenge him or not. So getting home might be smarter than staying out. At least for now.

When they got back though, Thazz wasn’t at the bar. Instead, a female of his kind was there. She looked up and frowned at Luthor as they came in. Her face brightened a moment later as if she’d recognized them. No doubt Thazz’s wife, and she had been told about him.

Once back in their room though, the problem with the scroll and the difficulty of the situation became immediately apparent. Having the spell in your hand was only the first step. You had to read it, to activate it.

“This just gets worse and worse, the more I think about it,” Luthor muttered as he stared at the scroll.

The description was there to read. But there was a chant at the bottom. It was like a password and you had to repeat it several times to activate it. The spell it contained would then be transferred into you and it took some time to settle. That time could be a few minutes, to several hours, and how everyone reacted to it would be different.

The first stage was the most annoying though: teaching Natia the words she had to chant. They weren’t English, nor were they the weird scribbles the document was written in. They were something else entirely. Astrid could read them, and so could Luthor after a moment.

Between the two of them, they were coaching Natia via a combination of memory, and her own written language. Which Astrid could not read, and Luthor could, thanks to the weird translation magic gifted to him by Loki. The main issue was that the language of the gods had less unique sounds than Natia’s native written language. Yet the sounds they did have, were not easily translated.

Natia would write what she was hearing, then read it back and miss a crucial consonant due to a mistranslation between the languages. It was frustrating for all involved, but she was getting there and Luthor was by her side the whole way.

“Tyan gnet floryagnyn etonino,” she read.

“That’s it!” Astrid cheered.

“Good girl,” Luthor said to reinforce it.

Natia went from a proud grin, to a slight gasp as she felt the sensation of her master’s fingers on her ears once again.

*Keep it up till she tells me to stop again.*

“Now, Astrid,” Luthor looked at the winged woman. “What’s the next step once she’s memorized this?”

“Oh, that’s easy. Just fulfill the incantation, the scroll will burn and then wait for the effects to settle in,” she said with a nod. “How long that takes, I don’t know.”

“Maybe we should wait then,” Luthor suggested. “You said it might take hours.”

“Hours is possible. Not likely, but possible.”

“Master… maybe I should do it now?” Natia asked. “It’s going to take time, no matter what. If we start late, it’ll still take the same amount of time.”

Luthor nodded, before shrugging. “If you think we should do it now. I’m not going to argue.”

*Hopefully I don’t have to go to this event alone, either.*

Natia smiled and nodded. “Then, what do we do?”

“Just read it out, like you were.”

Natia nodded and began to read. She started sedately and slowly built some confidence. It all sounded like gibberish to Luthor. However this worked, it didn’t sound like it was an actual language. Which didn’t make any sense to him either. Natia, though, seemed to be reacting to it well. Her eyes widened, and her fur stood on end. She chanted and repeated the chant over and over again.

Finally, she fell limp, letting the paper fall. It smoked at the edges, before slowly burning away to ash.

Luthor reached out and caught her head as she slumped back.

“Astrid—”

“This is normal,” she said. “I think.”

“You think?” Luthor snapped, making Astrid jerk back like he’d slapped her. “Sorry. I just didn’t expect her to pass out like this. Did it work?”

“If it didn’t, she wouldn’t have passed out. The magic contained in the scroll is currently rewriting her soul. It’s safe, but there is a settling in period she’ll have to recover from. This must be a larger than normal spell, and she has no others.”

“Wait, why didn’t I do this when I was initiated?” Luthor asked.

“That’s part of why it hurt so much,” Astrid pointed out. “This is a far gentler experience. You don’t need a shovel to eat a bowl of ice cream.”

Luthor nodded as Natia slumped sideways into his arms. She blinked slowly and looked up at him.

“Hey,” Luthor said.

“Master,” Natia whispered. “Rub my ears?”

Luthor smiled and did just that. Running his fingers over her ears and across her scalp left her purring contently. She was still limp and her eyes were hooded, but she was aware. That was enough to settle Luthor at the very least. When she started to snore, Luthor chuckled and looked at Astrid.

“Is this normal?”

“For the most part,” she said quietly, watching the sleeping woman. “I don’t know about why she’s acting cute. That could just be her.”

Luthor nodded. Then made a decision. It took a little wiggling, but he slowly worked Natia into his lap. From there, he lifted her into his arms and carried her into his bedroom. She hung limply in his arms as he set her down.

“Thank you master,” Natia whispered.

“Just rest,” Luthor instructed, and stepped back out of the bedroom.

Astrid was where he’d left her. Seated at the table. She looked up as Luthor came out.

“I wasn’t… sure how long you were going to be,” she said.

“Just put her to bed,” Luthor grunted, not liking the implication Astrid was giving him. “While she rests, I want you to help me find something. And then see if we can pick up our outfits for this evening.”

Astrid nodded.
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Luthor felt… odd. The suit was well fitting. It was comfortable, if a bit heavy. The fabric was nice and the ladies looked just as beautiful. The shopkeeper had come back to their rooms after she found out that Natia was recovering from the spell scroll. He’d learned her name was Sharlet and she was actually an elf. Which he only discovered when she brushed her hair back over her pointed ears.

“Is there a problem?” she asked.

“No,” Luthor said with a shake of his head. “I just feel… awkward. This isn’t me.”

Luthor’s life before now, could be summed up with a pair of boxer shorts and an old work uniform. Wearing this made him look almost… princely.

“You look wonderful, master,” Natia smiled as she combed her fingers through her hair as she tried to tidy herself.

Her own dress was something of a ballgown. Yellow to go with the dark brown hair and fuzzy ears. She looked beautiful. Dressed as she was, the collar even looked somewhat decorative. Though he’d swap it for a necklace if he could.

“Thank you Natia,” he smiled, before glancing at Astrid. She was in a much shorter dress. Like a ballgown, but it only came down to her knees. Almost like some gothic lolita dress, made of black and deep red. Luthor’s outfit was navy blue with a few golden highlights. “And you look fantastic as well.”

“I made sure to choose my best for this evening.” Sharlet smiled. “Though… Do you have a brush for the nekojin’s hair?”

Natia’s face drooped, but Luthor grinned instead. He’d put the outfit on in the privacy of his room. Only coming out so that Sharlet could tidy him up. Which meant he had the chance to pull out what he’d bought. It cost his last three silvers. But he thought it was worth it. Especially as he slowly withdrew it from his pocket, catching Natia’s eye as he did so.

“Lovely,” Sharlet reached for the brush, only for Natia to gasp, and draw their attention.

“Natia?”

“Ah…” She trembled. “O-only master.”

Sharlet looked at the nekojin for a moment, before nodding. “My apologies. I hadn’t realized.”

From the looks on all their faces, they all understood something that Luthor did not. But when Natia gave him a smile, he shrugged and stepped forward to brush her hair for her. Something, she delighted in, with plenty of purring and wiggling from foot to foot. To Luthor’s relief, her restriction also didn’t extend as far as styling. It took a little trial and error, but with Luthor holding the brush, and Sharlet a ribbon, they had Natia’s hair braided and then twisted into a fancy bun.

“There,” Sharlet smiled as she tied the ribbon into a bow. “Not quite as I envisioned, but it will do, considering the circumstances.”

“Thank you for understanding,” Natia said with a blush.

Sharlet smiled and waved away her words. “Not a problem. Especially not for such wonderful customers. I appreciate the business and the opportunity even more so.”

“We’ll remember it,” Luthor said. “Might need a few outfits myself.”

“I have your size,” she said demurely. “I’ll put a few things together for you. We can discuss payment later.”

“I’d appreciate it.” Luthor nodded.

“If that’s all, I shall be off,” the woman gave a small bow. “Good luck this evening.”

“Thank you Sharlet!” Natia called.

The shopkeeper gave a little wave as she stepped out of the room, leaving Luthor with the two ladies.

“So,” he said. “The brush thing.” Astrid looked away and Natia glanced at the floor. “I’m guessing this is something we need to talk about?”

“Yes master,” Natia whispered. “But… may I ask that we talk about it later?”

Luthor stared at her. She was obviously hiding something, but he wasn’t going to force it out of her. “Alright,” he said.

*Please don’t be some weird marriage thing.”

Natia smiled shyly and nodded, while Astrid let out a whoosh of breath. “Alright. I think we should bring you in then.”

“Are we late?” Luthor asked.

“There isn’t an official start time,” Astrid said with a shake of her head.

Luthor shrugged. “Alright, let’s go then.”

“Ah,” Astrid hurried past. “Allow me, sir.”

Luthor realized that this was her job. Greeter and all. Rather than argue, he held out his elbow towards Natia. She looked at it and tilted her head in confusion. Luthor laughed and reached for her hand, which she gave him. He quickly placed her hand on the inside of his arm and held it there for a moment, she nodded and followed along beside him. Astrid opened the door and music flowed out from the hall.

More than that, the hall wasn’t the one in Thazz’s tavern. This was… somewhere else entirely. Luthor glanced back towards the balcony, where he had the view of the mountain and the city below. Then shook his head.

*Deal with it later.*

“I’m here, master,” Natia smiled as they stepped out into the hall.

The floor was marble, instead of wood. The walls were covered in ornate paintings. Astrid led the way out of the room, as a door far ahead of theirs opened up. Luthor spotted who came out, as the man turned and looked back.

“Ah, my friend Luthor,” Jacques smiled as a woman stepped out beside him.

She was severe looking, with a jagged scar covering one eye. She had red hair and as she turned, Luthor spotted another scar that looked like she’d been set on fire. Though the scars ran down her neck, vanishing beneath her neckline, while her hair draped over to shade it.

“May I introduce my first piece, Anzula,” Jaques introduced them.

“Lovely to meet you,” Luthor said. “This is… I guess my only piece. Natia.”

“Hello,” Natia said and smiled sweetly.

“So she’s the one, is she?” Anzula said with a rough, but feminine growl. “The woman you started a war over?”

Jaques sighed and shook his head. “Decorum please Anzula.”

“I meant no offense,” the warrior at his side shook her head. “Rather refreshing to see what can be achieved, by rubbing against the grain.”

A third woman stepped out of the room now. This one looked at Astrid and smiled. She had a pair of wings too, and both winged ladies fluttered them as if it were a reflex.

“Wonderful, we’re all ready,” Jaques said in that suave French accent. “We can head in together, and I can show you the ropes.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Luthor said and smiled at the man.

He’d take all the help he could get. Even if that help came from a being he was utterly certain could kill him with a dirty look should he wish it.


CHAPTER 7
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“Introducing, Champion of Tyr, Jacques de Lalaing,” the greeter called.

*Oh shit, he was right.*

“Master?”

“Sorry,” Luthor patted Natia’s arm. “I think Jacques and I come from the same world.”

Natia looked confused by the statement, but didn’t comment on it as Jacques and Anzula walked ahead of them down the stairs. The room they were entering was shaped like a large bowl. The stairs leading down had tiers on either side with tables and chairs for dining. At the bottom of the stairs was a large open area strewn with guests, some standing in groups, others dancing to the soft music echoing in the room. On the far side was a long table, with various strange figures upon it. One of which was Loki.

The entire left wall was open to the outside, with towering spires and a view of the mountain and the city below. From here, Luthor could see they were much higher than the view he had from his room. Opposite the balcony views, were long tables laden with food, though there were plenty of servants walking around with trays.

Luthor held back with Natia and Astrid as Jaques and Anzula made their way down. A strange looking man who seemed to be blackened with ash, like he’d been looming over a fire, raised his glass towards Jaques.

*Tyr.*

“Are these all champions?” Natia asked.

“Many of them, yes,” Astrid answered. “Those who aren’t, enter from the lower doors. It’s considered an honor to enter from the champion’s entrance.”

“How long do we wait?” Luthor asked.

“Just as long as it takes for them to descend. It’s considered a challenge to intrude on another champion’s entrance.”

Luthor nodded and reached up with his free hand to pat Natia’s. She stood rigid at his side. The palm of her hand looped around his elbow, where she clung to him with a nervous smile.

“Relax,” Luthor whispered. “You look beautiful.”

Natia glanced at him and blushed. “Thank you master.”

“Are you ready sir?” Astrid interrupted.

Luthor looked around and saw Jacques and Anzula greeting someone at the bottom. “Yup.”

“Introducing, Champion of Loki, Luthor Reed,” Astrid called over the hall.

Though there wasn’t really a noticeable difference in the volume of the room, Luthor felt the eyes of everyone snap in his direction as he led Natia down the stairs. Astrid waited to one side as they passed, before slipping in behind to follow in Luthor’s shadow. Over at the table, Luthor noticed several of the gods were staring at him with an unusual intensity. Loki was the most obvious, grinning like he’d just been told a joke. The one that Luthor believed was Tyr met his eyes. Luthor swallowed nervously as the god gave a small nod of acknowledgement, before turning to the woman beside him. The woman’s entire body looked like two people had been juxtaposed together, two opposites meeting in the middle. To the left, a body of bone white with a blue eye, and her right, an almost charcoal black with a red eye.

*Hel, maybe?*

“Introducing, Champion of Thor, Vlad the third.”

“What?” Astrid hissed.

Luthor glanced back and saw him at the top of the stairs. Rather than a woman at his side, he had a strange winged man instead. The man had gray mottled skin like granite. Both of his eyes were entirely black and he wore nothing but a loincloth. What was strangest though, was the long tail swinging behind him, and the massive pair of bat-like wings folded behind him.

“The Impaler?” Luthor asked aloud.

Astrid’s eyes widened. “Don’t call him that.”

“Why not?” Luthor asked with a shrug. “If he’s going to be an impatient prick, I’ll call him whatever the fuck I want.”

Luthor turned and only now realized that the hall had now in fact gone quiet. Not everyone, but certainly those seated around the stairs had heard exactly what he’d said. Them, and likely the gods, considering the way Loki’s fist thumped the table as he laughed. The enormous man sitting beside him wore a thunderous expression. Luthor assumed this must be Thor.

Luthor took his time descending to the floor below, with Natia and Astrid. Jaques was waiting for him with a complicated expression, while Anzula looked to be hiding a smirk.

“Jacques, you know this child?” a richly accented voice called from behind.

“Vlad,” Jaques gave a small bow. “Surely a man of your stature can do without pettiness.”

“Only if proper respect be observed,” Vlad replied with a throaty chuckle.

Luthor turned and watched the man step down onto the floor with the winged man behind him. Behind them both was a woman like Astrid, though she seemed almost to be hiding from everyone. Being a native and not a slave, Luthor hoped she wasn’t being mistreated.

“Well?” Vlad asked, holding out his hand.

“His title is Maria Ta,” Astrid whispered. “He wants you to kiss his ring.”

“Oh,” Luthor nodded. “Is that all?”

“It would be a start⁠—”

“Fuck off,” Luthor said and snorted.

Luthor was pretty certain that Anzula actually choked off a laugh, while Jaques let out a long sigh.

“Gentlemen?” a firm voice cut across the room. “If offense has been taken, you may issue a challenge. Must I remind you of the penalty for violence outside of The Game?”

Luthor glanced at Astrid, who looked at the floor, rather than meet his eyes.

“Well, boy?” Vlad asked softly. “Dare you challenge me?”

“Why? Do you like playing games with children?” Luthor asked.

Vlad froze, then bared his teeth in fury. “Mark my words⁠—”

“Vlad,” the voice came again.

This time Luthor looked over and saw a wizened man in a cloak. Going by the scar running over his eye, this man must be Odin. He… looked old. Oddly, the man didn’t have the mysterious air about him that Loki did, or the commanding presence of Thor. He held no presence and could have passed as any old man on the street.

“Thank you father,” Loki said and chuckled. “You were quicker on the uptake than I.”

Odin’s brow furrowed as he examined Loki, who came to stand by Luthor with a grin on his face.

“Decorum, Vlad,” Odin muttered, before striding over to the table, where… Thor sat. He had a murderous expression on his face.

“I shall be in touch, boy,” Vlad muttered as he strode around to approach the table where Thor sat.

“Loki,” Jaques said and bowed. “I appreciate the intervention of the gods before things got ugly.”

“Oh, not at all,” Loki said. He was still chuckling. “I haven’t been this entertained since I let that troll loose in the dungeon.”

If that meant anything to Jaques, the man didn’t respond. Anzula though, had a slight nod as if she realized what he’d been referring to. Luthor and Natia though, found themselves at the center of attention in the entire room. Only now, with Loki casting his eyes about, did conversation begin to pick up.

“Now,” Loki said, he grinned. “Jacques, Anzula, if you don’t mind, I’d like to have a chat with my champion.”

“As you please, Loki.” Jaques bowed, and led Anzula away.

“Polite, astute, and boring as hell.” Loki shook his head as he watched them depart.

“Ah—”

“Never you mind,” Loki said and turned back to Luthor. “Find some wine and meet me on the balcony.”

Luthor frowned and looked around. In that brief moment, Loki had vanished, but there was a servant heading in Luthor’s direction with a tray of crystal glasses filled with red liquid. The servant spotted Luthor and swiveled to head in his direction. Astrid was the first to reach out and pluck a glass. Natia didn’t move, so Luthor took two, one for himself and one for the nekojin should she want one.

“Thank you master,” she whispered as he handed it to her.

Luthor sipped the wine and was surprised by the flavor. He’d tried wine in the past. Not really his thing. Tart and dry. He had no idea what people meant by ‘hints of cherry and chocolate.’ It was half a step from vinegar. This stuff though, it was sweet and wet his throat quite well. Natia made a small noise of enjoyment as well, before smiling.

*Fuck she’s beautiful.*

Natia smiled a little wider at him, like she’d heard his thoughts. Luthor smiled back and gestured for Astrid to follow as he led the nekojin to the balcony where Loki was staring out into the slowly vanishing sunlight. The sun was on the distant horizon, casting pinks and purples into the sky.

“It’s been on my mind a bit,” Luthor said as he strode up and stood next to the god. “I go into the tavern down in the city and go into our room. The view from the balcony is up here, but when I leave it’s back in the city.”

“Then you stepped out into the hall and found yourself here once more,” Loki said, nodding. “Normally, this would be something your greeter would have explained. I will forgive her though, since your arrival here has been unscheduled and quite entertaining.”

“Astrid has explained much to my master,” Natia announced softly.

Loki turned and stared at the nekojin for several long moments, before nodding. “You’d do without the shackles if you could, wouldn’t you?”

*Yes.*

“The only orders I’ve given her have been to try and preserve her agency,” Luthor said, nodding. “I… I get that slavery is a thing here. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“Too predictable,” Loki said with a shake of his head. “Can’t even have a good revolt with the magic in those collars.”

Luthor nodded. “Yeah… I haven’t been here long, but…”

“There are many things wrong with this place,” Loki conceded. “I too share your disdain for certain practices. If not the reasoning behind it.”

“Is that why you brought me here?”

“No,” Loki said, chuckling. “No, I brought you here because I was bored and thought you’d upset my brother. Fantastic work, by the way. Even his champion hates you. Glorious.”

“Glad I’m living up to my end of things then… I think.”

Loki chuckled and nodded. “To answer your question from earlier. This place and the tavern are two separate places. Your suite is a third, and the doorway to enter it is the key. Only beings of this realm can change it.”

“I’m guessing it’s a prestige thing?” Luthor asked.

“Exactly,” Luthor said. “Thazz has rooms there for other competitors to use, but they remain in the tavern. There are other nicer taverns too, though you’ll need to pay for those yourself.”

“Probably won’t worry about it then,” Luthor said, shrugging. “I kinda like Thazz.”

“His wife has some fantastic ale, does she not?”

Luthor grinned. “Jacques liked it too.”

“I thought he would,” Loki said, turning around to look back into the room. “Now, while I respect your grit, I should warn you. You have enough enemies already. Picking fights with the champions is a quick way to make more of them. Especially ones like Vlad.”

“Pretty sure he started that,” Luthor pointed out. “Astrid told me it was rude to enter while someone was still on the stairs.”

“All true,” Loki said, nodding slowly. “Probably still testy after his loss.”

“His loss?” Luthor asked.

“He and Jaques, actually,” Loki said his grin was back in full swing. “Jaques has been at the top for some time. Vlad tried to take him down a peg and was dissuaded."

“Well shit,” Luthor muttered. “That won’t help me then.”

Loki gave Luthor a tilted look. “What won’t help?”

“Jaques,” Luthor pointed out. “I get the feeling he’s some kind of white knight figure, isn’t he?”

“You’re asking if he’s honorable?” Loki asked. “If so, yes. More so than most. The gods included.”

“So he’ll stand at my back and support me if he thinks I’m doing the right thing. But he won’t lift a finger to actually help me,” Luthor surmised.

“You want him to help you?”

“Not so much,” Luthor said, shaking his head. “But it’s easier to call someone an asshole if you’ve got a bigger dog standing behind you. In my case, that bigger dog won’t act unless he feels it necessary to do so. Which doesn’t make him all that threatening.”

Loki took a deep breath, and let out a long, soft chuckle. “Enjoy the party Luthor. You have already exceeded my expectations this evening. Do enjoy yourself.”

The god strode off without another word, leaving Luthor standing with Natia and Astrid. Natia shifted beside him and Luthor glanced at Astrid.

“Hey, you said you were basically my assistant. Do you mind getting us something to eat?”

“Ah, sure,” Astrid said, nodding. “Anything in particular?”

“Not really, just that Natia likes more meat than vegetables.”

“I recall,” Astrid said, before strolling off towards the food at the far side of the floor.

Luthor watched her leave. It interested him that her personality had changed. The nervous energy, bordering on terror, had faded a lot. Now she was… professionally distant. He wondered about that before turning to face Natia, who looked up at him with a slight frown.

“Yes master?”

“I just wanted to check in with you,” Luthor explained.

“Check in with me?” Natia asked.

“Not a phrase you’re familiar with,” Luthor said, nodding. “That’s fine. It just means that I wanted to talk to you, and make sure that you were okay.”

“I’m feeling much better now, master,” she said with a slight blush.

Luthor realized what she was referring to and shook his head. “Good to know, but I meant more in general terms. This is all new to me, I’m sure it’s all pretty new to you as well. I just wanted to know if you had anything on your mind. Any questions, concerns, hopes, fears. That kind of thing.”

*I just want to make sure you’re okay.*

Natia’s lips quirked and she stepped up to lean on the balcony, which Luthor mimicked.

“My life or… afterlife, is nothing like I expected master,” Natia whispered. “Remember what Astrid said about why there are so few of my kind in this place?”

“That human scriptures are confusing, so there’s generally more of us since we get it wrong more often than not?” Luthor guessed.

Natia smiled softly, then sighed. “I’m… a bad kitty.”

*Bullshit.*

“Master,” Natia shot Luthor a nervous glance. “I killed someone. And I was exiled for it.”

“Okay,” Luthor said, and tilted his head. “What… ah…”

“The son of my village chief. He wanted my younger sister’s hand,” Natia explained. “She wasn’t interested, but he insisted. It was the day of sun. The longest day of the year, which we celebrate as the end of the growing season, before the cold.”

*Sounds like the solstice or something.*

“He presented her a gift, and she refused him in front of the whole village.” Natia clenched her hands. “He was enraged and drank himself into a stupor. That evening, he followed her home and attacked her. She fought, and he raked his claws across her face. She lost an eye and was left horribly scarred.”

*Jesus fucking christ… please tell me she killed him for it.*

Natia twitched, then cleared her throat. “I was in training to be a healer.”

*Of course you were.*

“So I was the one left to treat my sister’s wounds. To hold her hand as she cried. He should have been thrown from the village, but he insisted that he loved her. And as the son of the chief, he was given a chance. If he married her, all would be forgiven. Our parents saw it as an opportunity to right a wrong, and advance their stature in the village.”

“I’m guessing your sister didn’t want that?”

“No,” Natia whispered. “She cried, and she cried, and she begged me to give her something that would make her go to sleep, and not wake up.”

*Oh… oh no…*

“I gave her enough to fall asleep,” Natia whispered. “I then went and visited the bastard who hurt her. I told him I was there on behalf of our parents, and I gave him wine, laced with a more potent poison.”

*Oh? No, no, that’s far better. I thought for a moment… No. She wouldn’t do that.*

“By the time they found me, it was too late. He was barely alive, and could not be saved. My sister was the only one who spoke in my defense, and for that, I was exiled instead of burned.”

“What happened to your sister after all that?”

Natia shook her head. “I don’t know master. I died during the cold, and… well…”

*She’s probably waiting for me to push her away isn’t she?*

“Master?” Natia trembled.

Luthor gently stroked her head, careful not to mess with her hair. When she turned to look at him though, Luthor leaned in to kiss her. He felt her lips move, and then wetness on his cheek. Natia was crying, but she met his gaze when they broke away.

“No tears,” Luthor said, brushing her cheeks with his thumb. “As far as I’m concerned, you did the right thing. I don’t blame you at the very least. I’m sorry you’re stuck here with me. But I’m glad I found you.”

Natia’s lips quirked and she nodded. “I’m glad you found me too master. I was… scared. I didn’t… I didn’t want that. Anything but that.”

Luthor nodded and kissed her again, which made her smile.

*Should I ask about the brushing now? Maybe I should⁠—*

A crash echoed from inside and Luthor turned to see Astrid with a horror stricken face. On the floor at her feet was a broken plate and what was likely the food she was bringing to them. Beside her stood a pair of men. One of which looked to be extremely well dressed, the other while dressed nicely, was not quite as ostentatious. But it was him snarling angrily at Astrid as he gestured to his sleeve where he’d gotten some sauce.

*Bet this is orchestrated.*

“C’mon Natia, better go rescue Astrid.”

“Yes master.”

The two of them hurried over to Astrid who saw Luthor coming and grimaced once more.

“Do you have any idea how difficult this is to clean?” the man snarled.

“Not in the least,” Luthor snapped. “Now how about you stop yelling like an idiot and use your big boy words.”

“Big boy?” the man froze as his better dressed companion gave him a nudge. “Wait, you’re him, aren’t you?”

“Gee thanks for the confirmation,” Luthor said, nodding at the better dressed of the two. “You’re just a patsy too, aren’t you?”

“Excuse you?” the well-dressed man said, sneering.

“No, I don’t think I fucking will. Apologize to my greeter for the mess you’ve caused.”

“Do you have any idea who this is?” the man with the messed up sleeve asked.

“I don’t see a greeter, so he’s nobody important,” Luthor snapped. “What about you? This might be his idea, but you’re the idiot that knocked the tray out of her hands.”

“She bumped⁠—”

“Don’t insult my intelligence,” Luthor said with a roll of his eyes.

“Gentlemen,” Odin’s voice barked out. “There will be decorum in this place.”

“With the greatest of respect, sir,” Luthor said, giving the god a quick nod. “I’ll give the same respect I get. This idiot knocked a tray out of Astrid’s arms and then had a fit, trying to blame her for it to piss me off.”

“Of course they did,” Odin agreed. “However, I am here to calm the situation. Offer your challenge, or disperse.”

Luthor sighed and gave a small nod. “You’re not worth my time.”

He looked at Astrid, who was staring at him like he’d grown a second head, and gestured for her to start moving away.

“Coward,” the man with the messy sleeve sneered.

“Says the one too high a rating to challenge me himself,” Luthor shot back.

“Sir—”

“Not now Astrid. I was looking forward to a meal, even if some lowlifes have an agenda of their own,” Luthor stated loudly as he led both ladies away.

He reached the table and quickly found a cloth napkin. He plucked it out and offered it to Astrid, who gently took it.

“Thank you sir.”

“You’re welcome,” Luthor said with a thin smile. “And I’m sorry for not realizing that was going to happen. Are you going to be harassed out in the streets too?”

“Not usually,” she said, shaking her head. “It shouldn’t have happened here either, but you’ve made enemies.”

“That he has,” Jaques said, coming over to join them. “Though in your defense, I don’t believe you could have avoided that.”

“No?” Luthor asked.

Jaques nodded to something across the room. Luthor turned and looked in that direction, not bothering to hide what he was doing. So it was rather obvious when he locked eyes with Yakin Roche. The slaver who was going to buy Natia. With him were three women. Not only did they have slave collars, but actual collars too. Leashes were clutched in one of his grubby hands. A human woman wearing something transparent enough to see her nipples, fed him peeled prawns. On his other side was an ethereal woman, who seemed part ghost. If that ghost came in pale swirling colors as she hovered just off the floor. The strange floating woman held a large chalice of wine, offering it to the man between prawns.

Finally, at his feet, wearing only just enough to cover her genitals, was a nekojin woman. One that looked like she could be Natia’s sister in some lights. And Luthor could tell, that was the point.

“That’s not her, master,” Natia whispered, before he could ask the question.

“Still an ass,” Luthor muttered, and turned his back to the man.

“Astrid, what do you like to eat?” He asked, grabbing a plate.

“Ah… sir⁠—”

“If you want your own plate, that’s fine. But I get the feeling if someone smacks it out of my hands, they’ll be in trouble.”

“Yes sir, they would,” she said, nodding before plucking up something that looked like a skewer of lightly grilled fruit.

Natia stuck close and Luthor selected various things. A few pastries, some cut meats after showing them to Natia for her preference. Along with whatever Astrid wanted. Their stack of food was a little ridiculous and Astrid looked slightly embarrassed, but Luthor didn’t care. He carried it in both hands, and looked at where to sit. Then an errant thought wheedled its way into his head and he couldn’t resist. He was going to stir the pot.

Luthor headed in the direction of Yakin Roche. The man was seated at a good spot to look over the room without sitting too far away to not feel included. Which meant he was only at the middle tier, but on the far edge before the balcony. Which left a convenient gap behind him.

Luthor locked eyes with the man. Not glaring, but just watching as he led his group towards the man. There were smaller stairs to traverse the tiers themselves and Luthor picked the one that would go right by Yakin Roche. His expression twisted into anger as Luthor marched right past and onto the tier directly above and behind the man.

Luthor set the plate down, before pulling out the chair for Natia. She sat, while Astrid took her own seat across from her. Luthor sat between them.

“Should have brought two plates,” he joked. “This looks real good.”

“How are we going to eat it?” Natia asked.

“Like this,” Luthor said, plucking up what appeared to be a slice of some kind of salami. He turned it over and held it towards Natia, who gaped at him in confusion, which let him pop it into her mouth. She jerked back and giggled.

*Such a good girl.*

Natia twitched, and Luthor had to wonder whether even thinking it would have some kind of effect. Dismissing that for now, he plucked out some kind of pastry that smelled vaguely sweet and bit into it. The filling was a honeyed meat that melted in his mouth. Which was the signal for Astrid to pry out the fruit skewer she’d selected from earlier.

Seated behind Yakin would force him to turn around if he wanted attention. He knew this was petty, and likely asking for trouble. Luthor reasoned that trouble had already found him, so he shrugged and decided to spend time with his new friends instead. When Jacques and Anzula came over to wish them all a goodnight, Yakin finally had enough of being ignored. He left with a huff, dragging the three slaves with him. Notably making the nekojin crawl on all fours, much to the displeasure of everyone in the room.

“Master,” Natia whispered as she watched Yakin leave. “Thank you for buying me.”

Luthor sighed, before nodding. “You’re welcome Natia.”

She let out a long yawn, and Luthor spotted it. “Alright Jaques, Anzula. I think we’ll be off. Tonight has been… a bit of a fucking mess if I have to be honest.”

Jaques frowned at the language, but Anzula let out a snort of amusement.

“If you insist on leaving,” Jaques said, bowing. “A pleasant night to you all. Please, if you see Thazz or his wife, let them know I will be coming by to discuss the ale.”

“I’ll let him know,” Luthor said and nodded at the man. “Have yourselves a wonderful evening.”

“I plan to,” Anzula said and smiled.

Jaques kept an impassive expression. Luthor didn’t doubt for a moment what his partner was implying. They left the plate on the table, after seeing servers come by to collect them. Luthor offered his elbow to Natia once more and Astrid followed behind. They kept to the tier, heading for the stairs and were almost out, when Astrid yelped behind them.

Luthor turned and spotted the man from earlier, the one who had messed up his sleeve by knocking away Astrid’s tray of food. The man was holding a now empty glass of wine, and Astrid was blinking in shock at her ruined dress.

“Y-you…” she trembled and her face screwed up.

“Alright, you have my attention,” Luthor said as he glared at the man. “What the fuck do you want?”

“For you to challenge me.”

“Because you’re a higher rank than I am and can’t challenge me yourself? You’re as fucking pathetic as Yakin.” The man twitched and Luthor sneered right back. “What rank are you anyway?”

“What does it matter?” the man blurted.

“Because I’m not an idiot. I get that you haven’t got the balls to fight someone at your own rank. I’m not about to commit suicide to appease the next pathetic fuckwit above you.”

The man blinked in shock, before muttering something under his breath.

“What was that?” Luthor asked. “Scared of your own voice now?”

“Eighteen,” the man snapped.

Luthor stared at him, then shook his head. “A rank eighteen harassing a rank two. Fucking pathetic.”

“Just—”

“Shut the fuck up. I Luthor Reed, challenge you to The Game, you slimy fucking weasel.”


CHAPTER 8
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“Ican’t believe you actually did it,” the man scoffed as he stared down at the map for a few moments. He had three pieces on the board before him. Both representing the men standing at his back. The one on the left was almost ugly enough to pass for an orc, despite being human. He was broad, bald and had thick lips with a blank expression on his face. He wore a chain hauberk and heavy gauntlets with metal prongs welded onto the knuckles.

Beside him was a thin man in leathers. He had a crossbow hanging over his shoulder and a short sword on his hip. The pair would make a classic tank and DPS combo. The big guy was supposed to go in, grab attention, while the sneaky rogue type would slip around and engage at a distance.

“None of that sneaky shit,” the man muttered, as he placed two of the pieces in the middle of the map. “I heard about your bout with Abba. Have some honor.”

“Rich, coming from the shit stain picking fights with a rank two,” Luthor snorted as he adjusted his grip on his staff.

“One must learn their place, worm,” the man sneered as he set the third piece, that must have been his own, to the sidelines.

He stepped back and frowned in confusion as Luthor raised him a middle finger. There wasn’t a chance for an explanation though, as the man faded from view.

“Master—”

“Sorry Natia,” Luthor apologized. “They’re going to play games, that’s one thing. But destroying Astrid’s dress like that? They need to know that I have limits. I’m happy to play The Game, but not this petty shit.”

*Use the prize money to get her a new dress too.*

Natia nodded slowly. “I understand, master.”

“When we’re done here,” Luthor said, looking Natia in the eye. “I want to do something nice for you, okay?”

*Need to remember to ask about the brushing.*

Natia blushed as she nodded. Luthor turned back to the map. The place selected for his opponent was a courtyard in what appeared to be a ruined city. Stone floor, crumbled buildings. Lots of places to get pinned down by the big guy and shot by the rogue from the nearby rooftops. Attempting a frontal confrontation would be suicide. Fortunately, Luthor wasn’t keen on the idea and looked for an alternative.

There were plenty of places he could choose to spawn in. The only question was where exactly? There was a park on his side of the map. Plenty of trees, likely some rocks. Not a lot of cover though and it was still surrounded by crumbled buildings.

Near the middle of the map, but off to one side was a large building that looked like some kind of arena. Lots of cover, but… also very large. Hard for just Luthor and Natia to defend. Looking over to the other side of the map though, Luthor frowned at the state of a smaller building.

It looked like a guard tower. Designed to look over the town. Perhaps a fire watch tower? In either case, it was several stories tall. Though the upper levels had collapsed, leaving the first and second floors whole, if a bit cluttered with rocks. Having the high ground would negate the rogue’s range advantage to a degree, while forcing the tank to struggle up towards them.

“Plenty of rocks to throw as well, master,” Natia pointed out.

Luthor nodded. “I think it’s our best bet.”

He picked up the two pieces and after a thought, placed them directly atop the building. Luthor took Natia’s hand and stepped back from the table, as the world they were in lurched. Luthor flinched as bright light hit his eyes. Natia let out a grumpy hiss for the same reason, before yelping as she staggered on a loose rock. Luthor caught her and together they looked around.

They really were atop the building, right where he placed the pieces. It made Luthor wonder if he could have placed them within a building, up a tree, or if any of the buildings had basements or dungeons. It might be possible to bring food and hide. Starve out the enemy. Even just some water would do the trick. You could go weeks without food, but only a few days without water.

Still, that was something for Luthor to contemplate later. Right now, he had a rogue and a tank to deal with. All he had on hand was Natia and their weird, mindless copies. Each of which stood silently behind them on the ruined roof.

“Alright,” Luthor said as he looked around. “Let’s get down a level so we’re not spotted right away and figure out the best way to handle this.”

Holding Natia’s hand, he descended the stairs and looked around at the empty space below. There was ruined furniture, a series of tables and a handful of chairs. None of which were whole. It was like this place had been destroyed and fallen to ruin and time. The roof seemed to leak, which didn’t bother the stonework, but the wood had degraded and fallen apart.

“Alright. Start with rocks. Pile them by the windows,” Luthor ordered.

Natia mimicked his instruction and both sets of mindless imprints got to work. They picked through the debris. Anything they could lift was shifted and left in piles. There were two windows on each wall, except for where the stairs were. While they worked, Luthor made his way down to the ground floor and checked the place out here too.

The walls were stable, but there was debris everywhere. It was piled in from three sides, with only one way in. The floor was strewn with uneven debris. Bad footing for a tank and potentially something Luthor could work with. He could run some tests, but that was a secondary priority to ammunition. When he turned, Natia stood at the bottom of the stairs with a faint smile on her face.

“What?” Luthor asked, taken aback.

Natia leaned in and gently kissed him. “I trust you, master.”

Luthor couldn’t help the dumb grin that spread across his face, before he took her hand and led her back up the stairs.

“Alright, we’re going to start with ammunition. Get plenty of rocks to throw, then I want to see if we can set some traps downstairs. After that… I guess we figure out how to lure them over here.”

Natia nodded and began organizing her thralls. Many of the rocks collected were too large to throw. Which gave Luthor something to think about. For now, he started with what was familiar. Pausing the rock collection, Natia’s thralls handed out appropriate sized rocks to them all.

Luthor smiled at Natia as she handed one to him herself. Then looked at the rock.

“Imbibe the element of fire into this rock.”

Spark of Chaos activated.

Luthor grinned as each of his thralls did the exact same thing. Each of them getting a different result from their rocks.

“Gently put them down by the windows,” Luthor ordered as his rock began to heat his hand.

His imprints, holding rocks that were now burning and causing other problems hurried to follow his instructions. Natia pressed close for a moment and Luthor stared at his hand. It wasn’t badly burned, but his palm stung like he’d touched a hot pan. With her close though, he could feel a slight itch, before noticing a faint glow in her eyes as she smiled at him.

“Is it working?” she asked.

Luthor nodded, before leaning in to kiss her. She purred softly as they broke, and Luthor gave a nod as the pain continued to fade. “More rocks.”

With a firm plan in mind, Luthor, Natia and their thralls worked quickly. They stockpiled their ammunition. Luthor had to take regular breaks. Both to heal his hands from handling the now elementally imbued rocks, to resting as his head began to ache after a while. He could only assume it was due to mana depletion. Something that didn’t seem to affect Natia, who clung to his side and even rubbed his shoulders while he rested.

When Luthor felt restored, if a little hungry, he found himself holding one of the larger rocks. He could lift and carry it. But short of dropping it out the window, he wasn’t about to use it as a weapon. His thralls were still working on the smaller rocks while Luthor checked over the larger one. He sat at the top of the stairs where he could keep an eye on the entrance, leaving his staff propped on the wall beside him.

“What are you thinking, master?” Natia asked.

Luthor thought it over. “Well, if I say that I imbibe an element into a rock, it makes that element. The magic is unstable though, which is why it explodes when we throw it at something… at least, that’s my guess.”

“It would make sense,” Natia said, nodding in agreement. “That won’t work for this though, will it?”

“No,” Luthor admitted. “Not unless I can launch or drop it. I don’t think standing on it will do what I want… Unless I change the words.”

“It seems odd that you don’t know what you can do,” Natia murmured.

Luthor nodded slowly. At least Natia’s spell came with a description before she absorbed the scroll. Luthor had no idea what his limits were. Which made a weird kind of sense, knowing who brought him here.

“What about…” he thought for a few moments. “Imbibe an explosion to this stone if it is disturbed.”

Spark of Chaos activated.

Luthor blinked away the message, only to feel the rock tremor in his hands.

“Oh shit,” he yelped and shoved the rock down the stairs. It tumbled as Luthor shoved Natia down. He barely threw himself over her when a loud blast echoed from downstairs. Luthor felt like he’d been kicked in the back. Dust and debris rained down from the ceiling and his ears rang horribly.

Natia was grimacing as she held her ears, but seemed unhurt. All the thralls were acting the same way. Holding their ears and grimacing in pain and discomfort. Luthor sat himself up and looked down the stairs. There was a sizable hole in one of them, where the stone had detonated. Other than the dust, there weren’t any signs of damage otherwise. This building was made pretty solidly.

Natia sat herself up and gave her ears a rub. Luthor promised himself he’d rub them for her later. He was thinking about it, while Natia perked up and shot him a smile.

“Please don’t do that again master,” she pleaded as she got up.

Luthor watched as she made her way over to one of the piles and picked up a large rock. She turned and took a single step, before a crossbow bolt slammed into her shoulder. Natia shrieked in pain, dropping the rock on the ground as she collapsed.

“Away from the windows!” Luthor yelled, as he scrambled across the floor towards Natia who was crying. “Hey, hey, you’re okay.”

“It hurts,” she sobbed.

“I know, I know,” Luthor replied as he looked at her. It went in high. Towards her arm, just below her collarbone. So it hurt and she was bleeding. But it looked like it missed the artery. Better yet, it was too high to have hit her lung or her heart. She wasn’t in immediate risk of death.

“Pull it out?” she begged.

“No, no,” Luthor shook his head. “We pull it, you bleed.”

“It hurts master,” she pleaded.

“I know,” Luthor told her. “I know, and I’m sorry. But it’s better if it stays in. If pulling it out would make it better, I would. I promise.”

Natia sniffed as tears trekked down her cheeks, but she didn’t argue. Luthor pressed a gentle kiss to her head and gestured for the thralls to stay down as he moved over to the window. He stood, leaning on the edge of the wall and tried to look without leaning too far out into view.

There was movement on a nearby roof and Luthor shifted, only to yelp as a second bolt whistled past, cracking against the far wall. There was more than one shooter, which meant that the rogue and his thralls had found them. Despite his worries, Luthor glanced out the window once more. It was only for a second; just enough time to see two of the rogue's thralls, while several more, leading the tank, were charging down a nearby street.

“We have company on the roofs as well as below!” Luthor yelled as he pulled back, narrowly avoiding a second crossbow bolt.

Natia watched him with wide, panicked eyes as Luthor and his thralls moved to grab rocks. They kept low, either crawling, or walking doubled over. Luthor grabbed as many rocks as he could carry and hurried over to the stairs. His thralls followed in the same manner. A few more bolts flew overhead, almost hitting one of Natia’s clones as they moved around.

Luthor hurried down the stairs with his thralls coming down behind him. The angle for the rogue was wrong. There were no clear shots down here unless Luthor got near a window, or if the rogue came down to street level. Considering there were some leading the charge, the latter was only a matter of time.

“Keep near the stairs, wait for the⁠—”

Luthor didn’t get a chance to finish. The first of the tanks sprinted through the door. His foot hit a loose rock and he fell flat on his face, right as Luthor’s thralls pelted him with stones. The chain might be good against slashing attacks, and the gambeson below that might soften blunt attacks. But electricity, fire and whatever else the Spark of Chaos did to the rocks, left its mark.

A second tank burst in and Luthor hurled a stone that made his fingers tingle. It struck the man, and before Luthor knew what was happening the tank stopped and adopted a dumb grin on his face. He then turned around and charged back out.

Luthor could see him grab the first of the ground based rogues and lift him into the air. There was a confused yell, before the tank dropped the rogue onto a single knee like you’d see in a movie. Except the blood curdling screams were far more real. Luthor watched as a pair of tanks closed on the one who grievously wounded the rogue and descended into a brutal beatdown.

*Wasn’t there a chicken last time?*

“Master,” Natia called.

Luthor turned and there she was, at the top of the stairs with her thralls. They had formed a line. Natia was still shot, but she seemed to be ignoring it. Perhaps healed around it, at least enough to function, since she was favoring that side. Her thralls were passing her rocks, and she was passing them down to Luthor’s thralls who in turn brought them to him.

“Get ready to run back up the stairs,” Luthor ordered, as one of the tanks broke from his fight and charged through the doorway.

Luthor and his thralls wound up their next rocks and let loose, hammering the tank as he burst into the room. One of them in particular sent out a blast of light and when it vanished, the man’s face and part of his chest was gone. Like someone had scooped it out like a spoon of thick custard. Luthor wasn’t surprised at all, when he collapsed, dead on the ground with half his brain spilling out over the rocks.

“Natia, get your thralls to hurl one rock each out the upper windows. While the ground troops are distracted.”

“Yes master,” Natia hissed.

The tank fighting for Luthor finally went down under the weight of three of his own. A pair of rogues were helping, trying to stab and slash at him, without injuring their own. It wasn’t all that effective. The real rogue was shouting orders, while the various tanks were all yelling and shouting at one another. It then descended further into chaos when a series of rocks were pelted at them from above.

Luthor grimaced seeing rocks slam into faces, before the spells inside detonated, killing and maiming them further.

“Come on!” Luthor ordered.

His thralls sprang up as Luthor ran for the front entrance. They weren’t going to get a better chance than this. He reached the doorway and hurled his rocks. The thralls lined up behind him on each side, hurling their own as well. Luthor felt something scald his hand badly, and the rock went a little wide, but it struck a rogue, who shrieked as the rock turned into magma, clinging to his leg.

When a crossbow bolt carved a groove across his cheek, Luthor pulled back once more. Most of the tanks were down, if not outright dead. There were still only the two who made it in. The rogues were another matter though. Several of them were down, but most were still moving. Especially those up on the roof.

Luthor ushered them all back. He ignored the dead inside and found Natia at the top of the stairs. She still had the crossbow bolt in her shoulder, but she had more blood splattered on her as well. Luthor climbed the stairs and saw two of her thralls lying dead by the window.

“Shit,” Luthor muttered.

“It's okay master,” Natia said, nodding with determination. “We got them good.”

“You did, yes,” Luthor said, nodding and gently rubbing her ears. “You’re a good girl.”

Natia smiled, despite the situation and Luthor grinned back, before sighing.

“Alright, everyone start grabbing rocks.”

It became a siege from this point. If someone went near the window, they risked getting shot. The rogue outside couldn’t get in, or risk being pelted with enchanted stones. Luthor couldn’t leave either. He and his imprints only had staffs. Natia didn’t even have that. Without armor, they’d be picked off by the rogues in no time at all. It was a stalemate while each side tried to figure out what to do next. All the while, Luthor prepared, by gathering ammunition.

At least there was a lot of that.

Which gave him an idea.

It took hours. Natia thought he was crazy and three more imprints died. Natia was down to nine including herself. Luthor’s group numbered at ten. Still more than the rogue, but not enough to make a difference. What might though, was what kept Luthor busy for the day. The sun was getting low and Luthor wasn’t sure if this game was in what counted as the real world, or just a construct. He decided it didn’t matter, since there were boundaries either way.

Still, he worked slowly and rested when he could. Either this would work, or it wouldn’t and he didn’t have time, energy or the opportunity to change things now. He’d spent the rest of the daylight hours imbuing the bricks of the outer wall with enchantments. It was extremely draining and Luthor’s stomach growled almost constantly as Natia kept close.

At some point, she’d had one of her imprints pull the bolt out of her shoulder. It bled slightly, but less than it had when she’d first received the injury. Within a few minutes, even that stopped on its own, so Luthor ignored it.

“Alright, I’m getting pretty sick of this!” the rogue shouted.

“You’re more than welcome to throw yourself on your own fucking sword!” Luthor shouted back as he worked on the last bricks he could reach.

“You’re smarter than that. I know you are. But this has gone on long enough. There’s more of you, but I’m better armed. So what say I drop the crossbow and we settle things once and for all.”

“Sure!” Luthor shouted. “Toss your crossbows out on the street!”

He was surprised when several loud clunks filled the air. Natia headed over to the window and made a noise. “He actually did it.”

“Really?”

“Mhm,” Natia nodded. “There’s eight of him, standing in the street.”

“Any of the big guys?” Luthor asked.

“I don’t see any. He’s dragged off the bodies though.”

“Made room,” Luthor said, nodding. “Makes sense.”

“Well!” The rogue shouted. “Face me!”

“Imbue this brick to explode outward when I descend the stairs,” Luthor said, casting on the last brick.

“You think this will work?” Natia asked.

“Or it’ll kill us,” Luthor admitted. “And… for what it’s worth. I’m sorry I dragged you into this. But I’m glad I saved you from that fucker, Yakin.”

Natia stared for a moment, before moving over. “You’re not what I would have picked for a mate, master. You’re nothing like my people, but… if we could. I’d carry your kittens.”

Luthor smirked and gave a small nod. “Let’s go then.” Then Luthor gestured for the thralls to head downstairs, along with Natia, who gave him a quick hug before descending. “We’re coming out!”

“About damn time!”

Luthor rolled his eyes and looked at the stairs. Natia reached the bottom and turned to face him. Luthor took a deep breath as she and her thralls got down and plugged their ears with their fingers.

Luthor darted down the stairs as quickly as possible. He ducked his head down, covered his head and scrambled to the bottom. Only… for nothing to happen. He stood there for a moment, before letting out a sigh.

“Fuck… alright,” Luthor stepped off the last step, onto the ground.

And the ground jolted beneath his feet as the walls upstairs detonated all at once. Stone chunks, elemental fury, curses and whatever else the Spark of Chaos did, unleashed all at once, in every direction. Luthor dropped his staff as he dived for the ground. Part of the roof caved in, falling down, which knocked a wall flat.

Another wall tumbled, landing on his leg. Luthor cried out in pain, as Natia grabbed him and tried to pull. With his eyes squeezed shut, he missed the notification.

Success!

Rank 10 achieved.

Tier 2 achieved.

Returning to Valhalla.

5…

4…

3…

2..

1…

The world lurched and Luthor felt his legs smack into the solid floor once again. Before him was the man from earlier, gaping in bewilderment.

“Y-you⁠—”

“Sir!” Astrid jerked. “You’re back!”

“Ah…” Luthor looked around.

The hallway was empty. It was the middle of the night. Astrid held a lantern and there were some guards by the closed doors to the hall.

“We need to leave, the party ended hours ago.”

“But, wait…” Luthor’s challenger spluttered.

“Shut the fuck up,” Luthor snapped.

He and Astrid marched off, leaving him behind in the dark. Nobody had waited for him. Luthor and Astrid hurried back to the door to his suite. Throwing it open, a panicked looking Natia threw herself at him. Luthor barked out a laugh as he caught her in his arms. She squeezed tightly and Luthor spun her around, before pulling her into a fierce kiss.

“Now wait just a damn minute!” came a voice.

“Astrid, can you close the door please?”

She turned and closed the door. The shouting ceased immediately, only for a polite knock to ring out. Luthor frowned and Astrid opened it again. This time, it wasn’t the fancy hallway, but the more familiar one as Thazz loomed outside.

“Well done lad,” the elephant man chuckled. “Made this special when the fight dragged on. Brought it up soon as I heard the news.”

It really only took a few minutes to go from the hall to the room. So however the news traveled, it was fast. None of that mattered right now, as Luthor’s stomach rumbled as the smell of hearty stew and roasted vegetables filled his nose.

Thazz pushed a cart laden with their meals and a jug of water. “Not quite as fresh as I’d hoped⁠—”

“Doesn’t matter,” Luthor said, grinning. “I’ll take it.”

“Good lad,” the elephant man nodded. “Oh, I also have this. Already took my cut for the meals too.”

Luthor was then presented with a handful of coins. Nine gold and a silver.

“And one of these,” Thazz said, handing over something far more valuable.

“Just so I’m certain,” Luthor said as he accepted the token.

“Yes lad,” Thazz agreed, nodding. “A gift for hitting the second tier.”

Luthor nodded. “Thank you Thazz.”

“Just doing my job.” The big man grinned. “Now, it’s quite late. So I’m going to take my leave. Wife is cranky enough as it is.”

“Can’t have that,” Luthor said, nodding. “Thank you again.”

The big man stepped out and Astrid closed the door. The three of them looked at one another and Astrid let out a long sigh. “The market will be open, but might I suggest waiting until tomorrow to spend it?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Luthor said. He yawned. “I think right now, I just want to eat and go to bed.”


CHAPTER 9
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“Natia?” Luthor asked as they sat in the hot water. Morning light spilled in through the open window. Their evening had been less eventful than either of them had originally predicted. This morning had been slow, relaxing and after filling the bath, they had both climbed in to enjoy the hot water.

“Yes master?” Natia purred as she looked back over her shoulder.

Luthor met her gaze and smiled, as he continued to rub the wash cloth over her shoulders.

*Focus. She’s pretty, but you have questions.*

She looked down, and turned to face forward again. “Is… this about the brushing?”

Luthor nodded to himself. *Like she always knows what I’m thinking… or maybe she senses my emotions on account of her class? No that makes no sense.*

“Yeah,” he said softly. “I get the feeling there’s an importance about it that I’m not quite grasping… especially after your kittens comment.”

Natia hunched slightly and her neck turned a familiar shade of pink. “It’s… related.”

“I figured as much,” Luthor admitted as he ran the washcloth down her back.

“Grooming, for my kind…”

“You mentioned it’s something you do for those you care for,” Luthor recalled.

“Mothers will groom their children,” she said, nodding. “It helps form close bonds. Daughters learn to groom others by practicing on their mothers in return.”

*And the sons?*

“Males generally don’t groom anyone,” she whispered.

“Except?” Luthor asked, guessing what she was about to say.

“A courting gift would be a comb, or… a brush.”

*Shit… did I accidentally marry her or something?*

“So a male, grooming a female…” Luthor said, nodding inanely. “Is what I’m doing considered grooming?”

“Yes,” Natia stated softly. “But less… significant.”

*Bet it would be more significant if I used my tongue or something.*

Natia twitched. Luthor set down the washcloth and got out of the bath. He made his way over to the dresser on the other side of the room and fished out a brush. When he turned back, Natia was staring at him with a strange look. He kept watching her as he came back, before slipping into the water behind her once more.

“So… brushing,” Luthor said as he gently began to brush out the loose ends of Natia’s hair. “Is there a particular way you like it brushed?”

“What you’re doing is fine, master,” Natia whispered as her snakelike tail swished below the water’s surface.

Luthor nodded and worked his way up to the back of her head. Her hair was dark, straight and long. Poking out from her hair, on either side above her temples, were her cat-like ears. Luthor avoided them at first. Brushing around them to smooth and flatten her hair, before turning his attention to the tiny, fluffy triangles.

“M-master?” Natia trembled as he gently brushed her ear from base to tip.

“I know. You enjoy this,” Luthor said, grinning.

*Quite a bit, from the sounds of things. She’s such a good girl though, she deserves every brush.*

“Master,” she said, her voice an octave higher.

Luthor ran the brush up her ears, straightening her fur, before returning to running it across her scalp. He pulled long strokes all the way down her back between her shoulders. When her ears were neat and her hair pulled straight, Luthor leaned around to check the sides once more. When he was satisfied that he’d gotten her whole head and there were no knots or uneven spots, he finally relented.

“Now, would you like me to do your tail?”

Natia let out a slow, shuddering mewl, before slumping forward. Luthor watched as she leaned on the edge of the bath, propping herself up on her knees. Which made Luthor freeze in place, as he stared at the way she was posed.

*Shit. Wait… is she doing this on purpose? I have no idea. Concentrate. Don’t stare at her pussy.*

Luthor swallowed and moved closer in the bath. He kept his eyes off her glistening pussy. There might be time for that later. Right now, he had a job to do. He knelt, but lower than Natia, and gently took her tail in hand. Natia made a soft noise, but didn’t complain or pull away. Luthor nodded to himself and brought the brush to the base of her tail. He started small. Short, gentle strokes, starting at the base where her tail met her spine. Natia began to purr, and Luthor grinned despite himself.

*That’s right kitty. Purr for me.*

Her purring deepened and Luthor swallowed as he tried not to poke her with his growing erection. With one hand steadying her tail, he lengthened the strokes. Running the brush from the base near her ass, all the way to the fluffy tip. There were several small knots. Rather than cause her discomfort, it seemed that brushing them out only made Natia purr harder. More than that, she was breathing in a deep pant and her knees quivered slightly with each brush.

“Master?” Natia asked in an uneven tone. “I have a request.”

“I’m listening?” Luthor said as he continued brushing.

“Your first order to me, stops me from blindly following your instructions. But I still feel a compulsion to follow them.”

Luthor slowed his brushing. “Is… that a problem?”

“No,” Natia admitted. “But I have a request that I’m embarrassed to ask. So I want you to order me to tell you.”

“You want…” Luthor tilted his head as he thought over the request. No matter how he phrased it. His first order was to enforce that she was her own person, and no order he could give her would remove her free will. So by ordering her to admit to something, she could still refuse if she wanted to. And by asking him to do exactly that…

“Natia, I’d like for you to tell me what’s on your mind.”

She trembled for a moment, and shook her head. “No.”

Luthor was confused for a moment, then grinned. “Natia, I’m ordering you to tell me what you’re too embarrassed to admit to me.”

Natia let out a soft gasp and took a deep breath. “I want to be marked.”

“Marked?” Luthor asked as he glanced up at the magical collar around her neck.

“To signify to others of my kind, that you’re my mate,” she whispered.

*Is this a pee thing? I don’t know if I want to pee on her.*

“Your seed,” she said, looking back over her shoulder. Her face was scarlet with the heavy blush she was fighting. “In my fur, where others of my kind will scent, should they try to mount me.”

*Oh shit… that… makes sense, I guess.*

“Okay,” Luthor said, nodding. “Is there a… particular way you want to… I guess, get the seed?”

Natia maintained eye contact as she slipped two fingers between her legs. Luthor’s mouth went dry as she spread her labia in an obvious invitation. Satisfied that he understood the situation and what she wanted, Luthor stopped hesitating. Sitting up on his knees, Luthor’s cock was at the perfect height. Natia’s eyes widened as she felt the head press to her entrance.

Luthor could feel how slick she was. The water had done nothing to wash away her natural lubricant and he groaned in appreciation as her pussy stretched to accommodate him.

“M-master,” Natia purred softly.

Luthor slid further into her, stopping only when his pelvis met her ass. She was almost as tight as the first time, though she was certainly more relaxed. She trembled and purred, while her tail slapped against his chest. She was hot inside. Almost as hot as the water in the bath. Only the constant vibrations of her purring, kept Luthor on edge.

“Such a good girl,” Luthor praised.

“Ah,” Natia trembled as she gripped the edge of the bath.

Luthor heard a series of ten clicks as her claws tapped against the rim. Luthor slowly pulled back, watching her pussy lips gripping his shaft as he withdrew. When just the head remained inside her, he reversed his course and slid firmly back into her once more. Natia threw her head back with a soft yowl of pleasure.

Luthor took her hips in both hands and slowly worked himself back and forth. Natia arched her back and her tail whipped around to catch his arm. That long, slender appendage twisted around his forearm, as if gently holding him in place.

“Such a good girl,” Luthor crooned as he fucked her.

Natia let out a choked moan, and Luthor felt the flutter of her pussy muscles. Keeping his trapped arm in place, he leaned forward, slipping his free hand down beneath the two of them. He reached between Natia’s legs and found her clit. She jerked in place, but that only served to force her back onto his cock, harder than she expected. That didn’t stop Luthor from focusing his attention directly on her clit.

“Master!” she said and jerked, tightening her tail around his arm. “MASTER!”

Her pussy squeezed and Luthor felt the throb as her muscles began to milk at him. He loosened his grip, gently rubbing over her clit as Natia rocked her hips back against him. Her breathing came in sharp bursts, her purring sounded almost like a high pitched hum, and all Luthor could concentrate on was the sensation of her throbbing pussy clamping around his shaft.

Yanking his cock free, Luthor had only a moment to aim as the first spray of his seed splattered across Natia’s ass. The second hit the base of her tail, which slipped off to wrap around his shaft. Natia slumped against the edge of the bath, breathing hard as Luthor emptied the final spurts of his seed into her tail.

*Dear gods.*

“Natia?”

“Y-yes master?”

“Are you okay?”

She purred and gave a slow nod. “You make me feel good, master.”

Luthor grinned and reached for the fallen brush.

“Well, hopefully this makes you feel better.”

The second time he brushed her tail, was quicker than the first. Though it was only when he finished, that he spotted the literal drips of her pussy juices running down her thighs.
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“Good morning,” Astrid said with a nod as Luthor opened the door. “I wasn’t sure how long you would be, so I didn’t order breakfast.”

“Oh,” Luthor looked around. “Were you waiting long?”

Astrid stared at him, and Natia pressed to his side.

“I could cook for you?” Natia offered.

Luthor glanced around, before shaking his head. “I don’t think we have a kitchen here to cook with.”

“There’s a fire,” she pointed out. “I just need something to roast.”

Luthor grinned and shook his head. “Not for breakfast. I’ve got some coins, and apparently a token to spend.”

“I would suggest purchasing another piece, sir,” Astrid replied firmly.

“You mean a slave, right?”

“That… isn’t inaccurate,” she admitted. “For The Game though, they are referred to as pieces. How you treat them,” she said, letting her eyes drift over Natia. “Is up to you.”

Luthor nodded. “Sorry. The slavery thing bothers me.”

“It’s fine, master,” Natia whispered. “You treat me well.”

“I’d treat you well if you weren’t a slave,” Luthor pointed out.

Natia nodded. “If I weren’t a slave, I’d never have allowed you to get close enough to me, to treat me well, master. If this is the afterlife I’ve been given, I’m happy to spend it with you.”

*I’ll get her something nice. Jewelry maybe? What do I get for a cat? Would it be racist to get her a bell?*

“Alright,” Luthor said, clearing his throat. “Let’s go. We’ll get breakfast while we’re out, and take a walk. Astrid, you said we’re safe for a day, aren’t we?”

“That is correct, sir,” Astrid said, nodding. “Nobody can offer you a challenge until late this evening at the earliest.”

“Fan-fucking-tastic,” Luthor said and sighed. “Means I can leave the staff at home. Alright. I’m hungry, I’m sure both of you are too. Let’s get out of here.”

“Thank you master,” Natia said as she flicked up her tail.

Luthor had the distinct impression that she was scenting herself with it. After the second brushing and some time to dry, her tail was lovely and fluffy. As she swished it through the air, there was no sign of his seed, stuck in her fur. Though Natia’s reaction when she brushed it by her face, was to blush heavily. He already knew her sense of smell was far better than his own. He’d just have to remember it in the future. A sense of smell like that might be handy in unexpected situations.

Astrid hurried ahead, opening the door, and Luthor followed her outside with Natia on his arm. She was practically attached to him, and had been since they got out of the bath.

“Hey, Astrid,” Luthor asked as they made their way down into Thazz’s tavern. “Wasn’t there something about upgrading our rooms?”

“Oh, I’m sorry sir. I forgot to explain before we left. Yes, there will be some upgrades made to your room while we are out. Tier two upgrades will only be basic upgrades. Nicer furnishings and such.”

“I don’t have to select anything?”

“Not yet,” Astrid said with a shake of her head. “The higher tiers may provide options for specific upgrades. An additional room could be installed, for training, or even relaxation.”

Luthor nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I would expect this upgrade to be little more than a boost to the quality of beds in the barracks, and the washroom for the pieces.”

“None of which Natia uses,” Luthor mused.

“No, but your new piece will likely appreciate the upgrade,” Astrid pointed out.

Luthor grimaced when she said that. The idea of shopping for a person just… irked him. Even then, he understood that it needed to happen. At the second tier, you could challenge someone up to two ranks below you. It wouldn’t do you much good to fight someone below you in rank. But it would hurt. It also meant that if Yakin sent someone else. They would definitely be using two pieces.

Which left Luthor with no choice but to get the upgrade he needed. And then outfit them with a weapon of choice. He needed a piece that could actually handle themselves. Maybe a troll. Some kind of barbarian type. A tank for Natia to hide behind, while Luthor provided some buffs.

“Hey, Astrid, how do I improve my own skills?” Luthor asked.

“I’m not certain, sir,” she replied as she led the way out into the morning light. “I would assume it would improve with your tier, the same as any other.”

“Oh?” Luthor asked. “Would that mean Natia’s class would have upgraded?”

“That is correct, sir,” Astrid said, nodding.

Luthor grinned. “Neat. Still doesn’t tell me what the fuck I’m doing though.”

“You might have to find someone knowledgeable in the enchanting class,” Astrid suggested.

Luthor recalled the old man who sold the class beads, before nodding. “I’ll keep an eye out. First stop. Food.”

Food ended up being easy. It was practically everywhere. There was no shortage of people, and this world didn’t really care about the day and night cycle. When someone went home for the day, someone else came and filled their spot. People would do business all day and all night. The physical stores would have rotating staff, while the smaller vendors would pack up and leave, only to be replaced by someone doing the opposite shift.

Luthor made a note to consider Natia’s preferences. She was part cat, from memory—that made her crepuscular. So long as she followed his preconceived notions, at least. Luthor was quick to adopt a nocturnal schedule if he didn’t have work or studies to complete. He could accept one now just as easily.

Especially after the way his heart would melt when she looked at him. It was like she knew what he was thinking and wasn’t shy about showing him affection. Even if he did worry he was going to be some addicted simp… Then again, with how their relationship worked, was that really the worst thing? Sexy catgirl, wanting her ears rubbed while she sucked his dick?

“Mmmaster,” she crooned as she squeezed his arm.

Luthor grinned like a fool and looked around, only to lock eyes with a vendor selling meat skewers. They looked as good as they smelled, and Luthor spent a pair of silver getting a handful of them to share. Natia purred softly as she ate, still holding his arm to stick to his side, while Astrid thanked him quietly as she led the way through the market.

Soon enough, Luthor recognized where they were. He checked the road where the old bead seller had set up his shop. That space was occupied by a younger woman with a rosy smile. Before her was an array of jewelry, and despite his desire to sort out the piece first, he couldn’t help but steer Natia over to take a look.

“Good morning sir. Looking for a pretty collar for your pet?” the woman asked.

Luthor tensed, before letting out a sigh. “It’s not like that.”

The woman winced slightly and nodded. “My apologies, I meant no disrespect.”

“It’s fine. My master is kind. He wants to buy me a gift.”

“Anything you like?” Luthor asked Natia.

The vendor looked at Natia, before glancing at Luthor. Luthor gave her a small nod, as Astrid stood off to one side looking grumpy.
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The woman gave them both a smile. Luthor handed her the five silver. It would have been slightly more, but she gave them a discount for the insult when they first arrived. It was Natia though, who bounced in place, letting the bell around her neck jingle softly. Luthor shook his head as he looked it over. It was fine leather strap measured and cut to match her neck. It sat just above her collarbones and didn’t restrict her in any way. More to the point though, was the small metal ring attached to the front of it. Because dangling from that ring, was a small silver bell.

Just plain silver. Well made. Polished and just loud enough that if Natia gave a bounce, Luthor could make it out in the quieter moments.

“So long as you’re happy with it,” Luthor said and smiled.

*Maybe next time I should get her a matching leash… or is that too weird… Yakin did that…*

“Thank you master,” Natia said, bouncing up to kiss his cheek. “I’ll look after it.”

“Water won’t harm the bell, or the leather unless you soak it,” the woman running the store confirmed. “If you have any troubles, or need anything else, I would be more than happy to help.”

“Thank you,” Luthor said nodding. He was about to step away, when Natia tugged his arm.

He looked back, and saw her staring at Astrid. She had a slightly lost look on her face as she stared at a headless bust. Draped around the neck of that bust, was a fine silver necklace. A simple thing, but it caught her eye. Luthor glanced back at the woman, who noticed what was going on. She held up four fingers, which was when Luthor realized she had six of them on each hand. Which meant she wasn’t human, even if she looked like one originally.

He turned and walked back to the woman. “Only four?”

“It’s an older piece,” she said, shrugging. “Bells are rather popular in some circles and part payment is for the leather work on site.”

“Fair,” Luthor said, nodding as he took out the last four silver he was carrying.

Necklace paid for, he turned and made his way over to Astrid, who flinched when she noticed him.

“Sir,” she snapped. “Sorry, I was distracted.”

“Not a problem,” Luthor said, smiling as he picked up the necklace. “Turn around.”

“Ah, sir?”

“Or would you prefer Natia, or the shopkeeper to put it on you?” Luthor asked.

“What? Me?”

“The young nekojin pointed out that it caught your attention, miss,” the shopkeeper spoke up. “It’s bought and paid for.”

Astrid shook her head for a moment. Stunned at the revelation, before shooting Luthor a nervous smile. “You didn’t have to.”

“Consider it my apology for getting you dragged into a mess last night,” Luthor shrugged. “Do you want me to put it on you?”

She frowned slightly, before nodding. Luthor waited as she turned around and pulled her hair out of the way. He was careful to drape the necklace over her shoulders. The metal was probably cool, because she flinched when she felt it. Luthor kept his hands off her skin as he did up the clasp and let the chain drape in place.

“There we go,” he said, grinning. “How’s it feel?”

“It’s lovely, sir,” Astrid said as she patted the necklace and turned around. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Luthor said with a smile. “Now, let’s get the nastiness out of the way and decide on what we’re going to do for the rest of today.”

“Thank you for the business!” The shopkeeper called as they strode out.

Astrid touched her necklace again, as if not believing it was still there. Satisfied it was, she gave herself a shake and hurried on in the opposite direction. Natia squeezed his arm when they reached the street where the slaves were being sold. The slaver where Natia had come from was there. He either didn’t recognize Natia and Luthor, or just didn’t care. Luthor had half a mind to enquire on what slaves he had, just in case. But the situation at large left a bad taste in his mouth, so he moved on instead.

Just from a look, Luthor could tell that things were both better and worse in many ways. Some of the slave merchants kept people in cages. Literal cages, like animals. Many of which were too small for the slave to stand, forcing them to crouch, kneel or sit inside with their heads bowed.

Another slave merchant had a small ring of ropes set up out the front. There, a pair of male slaves beat on one another, while he talked to prospective buyers about the training they’d gone through. Luthor would have liked to have rescued someone. Take them out of a cage. Spare them the indignity of being forced to fight bare knuckles in the sun to impress potential buyers. Instead, he found himself heading to the back, under Astrid’s direction.

Things were a little different back here. They were still slaves, but they weren’t treated quite like the others. These slaves stood taller, broader and were kept in better condition. More than that, most of them were armed. A tall man, wearing a chain hauberk, had a sword hanging from his hip. A woman beside him, talking softly, carried a crossbow. They were both human, but not all of them were.

There were orcs: massive, muscular specimens, some wearing thick armor, others just a loincloth around their waists. They glared at Luthor and narrowed their eyes at Natia, who gave him a nudge as if to stay clear. Astrid made a noise of disappointment when Luthor moved them away. Luthor assumed she was trying to pick them, but if they gave Natia a bad feeling, he wasn’t going to take them.

“Good morning sir,” a calm voice called out.

Luthor turned and spotted him. Well dressed. Maybe as sleazy as Yakin, though none of the slaves at his tent looked horrified by the man’s presence.

“You wouldn’t happen to be the new tier two, would you?”

“Ah…”

The man grinned. “I have to know a thing or two to succeed in this business. I was rather impressed with your work. Going in with your piece to fight alongside them.” He glanced at Natia, with a look that suggested things that made Luthor want to strangle him. “Admirable.”

“Yes, well⁠—”

“Master,” Natia gave his arm a firm tug.

“Oh?” The slaver said, grinning. “Something caught the eye of your pet?”

This time, Luthor knew that insult was intended. He wanted to leave, but Natia was giving him a small pull, like she wanted something. So Luthor fought his revulsion and smiled.

“Yes, I am the new tier two.”

“Then, assuming you have a token, my catalogue is open to you,” the man bowed. “Please come in. I’ll show you my best.”

Luthor looked over at the orcs and couldn’t help but wonder what he meant by best. The man led the way into the tent. Natia gave Luthor a tug, and Astrid moved to stand behind them. That left Luthor to lead the way into the darkness. It was lit inside by lamps. One posted just out of arms reach of each of the occupants within. At least, the ones in cages. Strange creatures looking more monster than man, were spaced out between figures who might have been stand-ins for Hercules. Armed, armored, bristling with muscles, and oil.

“Adonix here, was a general in a past life,” the slaver introduced them to a man who looked to be part dragon. “Has a fierce breath weapon. Almost lost an arm trying to collar him the first time.”

Luthor realized that’s how it worked. The man was likely bound in so many orders, he physically couldn’t move, let alone react with hostility. The slaver brought them around, stopping before several slaves. It quickly became apparent though, that Natia had an agenda. She looked around and seemed to be focusing on something not in the immediate vicinity.

As the slaver merchant brought them around, Natia started giving Luthor’s arm a few tugs, and eventually broke his attention. The slaver was mid-explanation about the time this particular snarling canine-looking man had bitten through his bindings, when he spotted Luthor following Natia behind one of the cages.

“Ah, sir?”

Luthor ignored him as Natia brought them to a cage in the back. One of the smaller ones—with a huddled figure within.

“Oh, sir. This one… this one is not ready. New acquisition. Rather dangerous in fact.”

“This one, master,” Natia whispered.

“I can’t even see what they are,” Luthor whispered back.

Natia shook her head. “Neither can I, but… Please trust me?”

Luthor thought for a moment. It didn’t take him long to remember that her class was empath. No doubt, she was picking up something with this one. Worst came to worst though… he could bind them with orders, the same as the slaver merchant had.

“Now I insist, that we return to the safer⁠—”

“No need,’ Luthor interrupted, plucking out the token. “I’ll take them.”


CHAPTER 10
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“Sir, I must insist⁠—”

“And I’m going to insist right back,” Luthor said ignoring the man’s complaint.

The figure in the cage had taken notice. Huddled in the dark, Luthor could only make out the faintest outline. The figure shifted slightly, and he caught sight of a pair of glowing eyes. They cut through the dark, blotting out whatever facial features the being might have had. Luthor stared into those eyes, and felt like they were boring into him. Digging into his thoughts like a tick.

Just as quickly as it started, the feeling vanished and Luthor twitched.

“—I cannot help but warn⁠—”

“Warning, noted,” Luthor said, glancing at the slaver. “I want that one.”

“But—”

“There is no other piece in here that I’ll spend a token on,” Luthor stated simply.

The slaver stood there with his mouth agape, before letting out a long sigh. “Fine, but I’ll need to take precautions.”

“Whatever doesn’t hurt them,” Luthor said, nodding.

He felt the gaze once more, and spotted the glowing eyes. They raked over him. Luthor couldn’t tell if they had pupils, but he had the distinct feeling it was looking between Natia and himself with a nervous intensity.

The slaver walked away, and Luthor glanced back when he heard keys jangling. The slaver had gone back to collect the dragon general, Adonix. The big man stepped out of the cage. He looked more robot than living creature as he moved a step behind the slaver. Before long, most of the slaves the man had just been trying to sell, stood at the slave merchant’s back.

Luthor didn’t know if it was overkill, or whether this being really was that dangerous. The man approached with a nervous smile and stopped before Luthor with the cohort of warrior slaves at his back.

“You’re sure about this?”

Natia gave his arm a gentle squeeze and a reassuring nod. Which didn’t ease Luthor’s worries about what was about to happen. But for whatever reason, part of him trusted her instincts on the matter.

“Yes,” Luthor said and gave the slaver one final nod. “One-hundred percent.”

“Then I suggest you stand back.” The slaver made a shooing gesture.

For whatever reason, that made him feel more uncomfortable than the creature in the cage. Luthor moved a step back, but kept to the open side of the cage. Well within reach of the being within, should it wish to reach out and grab him through the bars.

The action seemed to send the message though, and the slaver let out a long exasperated sigh. Then he handed the keys to Adonix, who held them loosely, almost like a sword. Luthor didn’t know the first thing about the man. But something in his eye told Luthor that the draconic general was terrified of what he was about to do.

The slaver gave the order, and that slightly fearful expression turned into a tremble as the big man stepped forward—only for Luthor to intercept.

“I have it,” Luthor said, plucking the keys from the big man’s grip.

The slaver spluttered in shock and horror. Luthor turned around and watched Natia’s slight smile as the figure within the cage crawled forward. The cage was cramped. Forcing the being within to sit constantly. It reminded Luthor of the crates that people would ship their pets in. Long enough to give them an obvious front and a back, but not long enough to stretch out and lay down. Keeping them curled up where they couldn’t jostle about and hurt themselves.

They sat just far enough back in the cage, that Luthor couldn’t see more than a silhouette. He felt nervous, but held steady as he pushed the key into the lock.

“Now, see here just one⁠—”

Click.

Luthor removed the key, and slowly pulled the cage open as the figure within stared out with burning eyes.

“Do you need help?” Luthor asked, offering a hand, like the creature was a lady who had slipped on the sidewalk.

The orange eyes blinked slowly, before swaying slightly from side to side, in a gesture that Luthor recognized as a shake of their head. Luthor didn’t say anything else, he stepped back and made room for the being to emerge.

A pair of stone gray hands reached out and gripped the edge of the cage door, followed by a second pair. Luthor watched as the figure slid to the opening of the cage, ducking their head before stepping out. Luthor heard a soft grunt as it left the cage. He stepped forward and placed his hand under… their first armpit. Four arms. One at the shoulders, and one set just below. The being froze at his touch, but let out a soft grunt of pain as Luthor slowly guided them upright.

It left him rather speechless as he found himself at eye level with a pair of stone gray breasts. Which lasted only as long as it took for the figure to sway.

“Easy, easy,” Luthor whispered. “Grab the cage⁠—”

“Do not seek to tell me what to do,” she hissed.

“Oh? Alright then, do you want me to help you up if you fall flat on your face?”

The orange eyes swung around to glare at him. In the light of the tent, Luthor could make her out. She wasn’t all that much taller than him. Not if you measured to the top of her head. The curled horns protruding from her forehead extended her overall height another foot.

She was built like a linebacker. Taut musculature, thick limbs, abs you could grate cheese on. Three fingers on each hand, three toes to match. Despite the fiery glow in her eyes, it almost felt as if there was a chill standing this close to her. When Luthor’s gaze rose higher than the massive breasts, he noticed the lack of collar around her neck, despite the bright orange hair that wrapped loosely over her shoulders.

“You need a c-collar,” the slave merchant whispered.

Natia nudged Luthor’s side and he turned to see her holding one that looked just like hers. They weren’t a personalized thing then. Maybe there was option to change that later?

*She might like a nicer collar, if she’s forced to wear one.*

“Thank you Natia,” Luthor accepted the awful device, and turned to the tall woman before him.

“Careful—”

“Shut up,” Luthor hissed over his shoulder at the nervous slave merchant. Then looked the tall, four-armed woman in the eye. “I don’t know if you understand what this place is. But please believe me, the only way I can take you out of here, is with this around your neck.”

The woman seemed to ponder for a moment, and Luthor noticed when her gaze began to feel heavy once more. That heaviness left as she turned to Natia, who trembled slightly under the weight of the gaze, before she closed her eyes.

“Shall I kneel?”

“Only if you want to,” Luthor said and shrugged. “Just bend down a little. You’re taller than me.”

She regarded him for a moment, before leaning forward. Those massive horns descended and Luthor knew he was well within arm’s reach. If she wanted to harm him, he wouldn’t have any time to respond. Luthor didn’t feel she would though. He reached up, ignoring the sway of her breasts and gently brushed her hair back. Her skin was cold to the touch and Luthor wondered if she was cold, or if that was normal for her. It only took a moment to get the collar in place. It snapped together, with the small plaque at the front of her throat.

“Do you have a name?” Luthor asked.

“Not one you may speak with the mortal tongue,” she answered softly.

Luthor stared into her eyes for a moment. “My name is Luthor Reed,” he said evenly, hoping the slave merchant was paying attention. “Do you have something you wish for me to call you?”

The big woman slowly shook her head. Luthor could only stare at her, until Natia nudged him.

“Sethrumoz, master,” she whispered.

Luthor nodded decisively. “Your name is Sethrumoz.”

The big woman’s eyes widened in surprise, but she didn’t react otherwise. “B-but⁠—”

“Is that a problem?” Luthor asked.

The big woman slowly shook her head. Luthor turned to the slave merchant, who nodded slowly and began to cast his spell. In the middle appeared Sethrumoz’s name, and in smaller writing below, his own.

“There,” the slaver said, sighing. “Bind her so she is safe to walk the streets.”

Luthor smirked as he recalled his first order to Natia. “You are your own person,” Luthor instructed clearly. “No order that I give you, from now, or any point in the future will strip you of your free will.”

“What are you doing, you fool!”

“Shut up,” Luthor hissed, before turning back to Sethrumoz, who was staring at him in complete shock. “You cannot harm me through action or inaction. You must inform me of your needs, so that I can meet them.”

“M-master,” the big woman whispered.

“What have you done?” the slaver said with a gasp. “Do you have any idea what that thing is?”

“Not in the slightest,” Luthor said, shrugging as he reached into a pocket and took out the token. “But that’s not your problem anymore.”

The slave merchant gaped in shock and astonishment as Luthor stepped around him. The other slaves parted to make room. Luthor, along with Natia, an astonished Astrid and Sethrumoz followed in his wake.

Luthor paused. “Clothing?”

“Ah…”

“Anything really. I’d rather not have her walking around in the buff,” Luthor pressed.

Several minutes later, Luthor stepped out into the light of day. Natia at his side, Astrid a step behind, with the large Sethrumoz stepping out last, and literally wearing a sack. It was all the slave merchant was willing to hand over. It smelled musty and made Natia sneeze when she cut holes in the sides for Sethrumoz’s arms. If not for her clear non-human characteristics, she was doing a pretty good cosplay of Marilyn Monroe.

*Just taller… scarier… Scaroused? Is that a thing? Need to make sure she doesn’t want to rip my arms off or something. How do I praise a woman who could bench press me and stab me at the same time?*

Luthor cleared his throat and turned to Astrid. “Alright, I have eleven gold. I think it’s about time we looked at equipment properly.”

“I’ll lead the way, sir,” Astrid said, she nodded and hurried ahead.

Luthor felt a warm hand link around his arm and shot Natia a smile. *Such a good girl.*

She blinked and smiled widely, like she knew what he was thinking. Luthor didn’t say it though. He didn’t want to distract her right now. Instead, he spoke over his shoulder at the looming woman behind him.

“A woman of your size, and the way they were terrified of you. I’m betting you’re one hell of a fighter.”

“I can handle myself,” Sethrumoz replied evenly. Her voice, in the open, was deep but still recognizable as a female tone. It carried over the chaos of the market. “But if you wish for a shield maiden, you will be disappointed.”

Luthor grimaced, but Natia gripped his arm in a way that felt encouraging. “Alright, what can you do?”
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“Well that is certainly something,” the weapons merchant said and whistled.

To Luthor’s untrained eye, it looked awkward, but she seemed to be well practiced with it. Sethrumoz stood in the middle of the tent. Her lower arms held a pair of heavy war bows, pointed straight ahead. Her upper arms took hold of the strings and pulled back. The bows creaked and she nodded, before relaxing and letting the tension out of the limbs.

*Reminds me of a world war two turret. I bet with her squad, she’ll be a nightmare to anyone not in armor… Maybe even with armor if I have time to enchant her arrows.*

“How do they feel?” Luthor asked.

“Not as heavy as I’ve pulled before,” she said, turning one of the bows over. “Though they’re better balanced than my last bows.”

“I’ll pass the compliments to the fletcher,” the weapons merchant said, grinning.

Luthor nodded. “How much?”

“Ten gold,” the man said smoothly. “Each.”

Luthor grimaced. “Shit.”

“For some assurances,” the man said, glancing at Natia. “I’d be happy to lend you some coin.”

“No,” Sethrumoz said, setting the bows down on the counter.

The man frowned at her, but turned his attention to Luthor, who shook his head slowly. “What she said.”

*Won’t be shopping here again either. Slimy piece of shit doesn’t get to touch my Kitty.*

“Come on master,” Natia said, tugging his arm.

They marched out into the street, and Astrid had a pained look on her face. “Sir⁠—”

“That wasn’t your fault,” Luthor told her. “But… for the sake of me wanting to throat punch a guy, I’d rather not shop there again.”

“Yes sir,” Astrid said. “It might be hard to find weapons you require, with your limited funds.”

*Ten gold per bow… I only have eleven. Buying one would mean running out of coin just feeding our group the next day. No wonder so many gamble on the fights. That’s all there is, unless you’re a merchant.*

“Master?” Natia tugged his arm. “Follow me.”

Luthor looked at her. She had an odd look on her face as she stared at a man in light armor. He had a confident swagger, and for whatever reason, that had caught her attention. Luthor was confused, but Natia was urgently pulling on his arm.

“What’s going on, Natia?”

“Master, please trust me, okay?” she begged. “You need coin.”

*She better not by implying anything untoward⁠—*

“Trust me master. I’m not doing anything wrong, I promise,” she hissed.

“The nekojin is clever, and earnest,” Sethrumoz droned in her baritone voice.

Luthor glanced over his shoulder at the large woman and nodded slowly. “Alright, let’s go.”

Their small group hurried along behind the man. He seemed to be in a fantastic mood. Grinning widely he walked with a skip in his step. It was also quickly apparent where they were going, as the betting hall came into view. Luthor had to wonder what she was planning. That didn’t stop him from following her directions as she led the way inside.

The screen by the wall was surrounded by punters. There was cheering as two walls of soldiers clashed. The fighting was mostly over and it hadn’t gone well for some, as they already turned away in disgust.

“Just wait, master,” Natia whispered.

Luthor glanced over at the man they were following, and saw him over by the booking window. From his posture, he was flirting with the woman at the counter. She looked like an elf, and smiled politely, but didn’t seem receptive in the least. The man then placed a large sum of coins on the counter, which was quickly collected by the woman, who exchanged him a piece of paper. With that, Natia tugged Luthor’s arm once more.

He followed along and soon found himself before the same woman. This time, she glanced at the two of them, frowning slightly at the collar Natia was wearing. Though she didn’t say anything.

“Hello, good morning,” Natia said and smiled. “My master would like to place five coins for Grath to win his next fight.”

The woman blinked as if she knew something, but nodded. “Very well, I can do that.”

“Master?” Natia said, squeezing his arm.

Luthor let out a sigh.

*I’m going to trust her. It’s only five coins. That’ll be enough to feed everyone for a few days at least.*

Luthor took out the coins and set them on the counter. The elf barely glanced at them when she picked them up. In the blink of an eye, she exchanged the coins for a piece of paper. Under Luthor’s eyes, the squiggly lines rearranged themselves so he could read it.

“Five gold, Grath to win the next game,” followed by a timestamp and the elf woman’s signature.

“Move it,” a gruff voice snapped.

Luthor glanced back, seeing the man freeze up as Sethrumoz turned her glowing eyes towards him. The man trembled for a moment, before the terrifying woman broke her stare.

“Thank you Sethrumoz,” Luthor said, praising her as he led their group away.

Natia nervously clutched his arm, and the two of them made their way over to the screen. A serving girl in a scanty red outfit, matching her collar, approached. Astrid intercepted and the girl departed without a fuss, leaving Luthor standing with his pieces.

“So, Sethrumoz,” Luthor murmured. “I’ve never seen anything like you before.”

“She’s a demon, master,” Astrid said, giving him a look like he’d said something rather stupid.

Luthor glanced over at the big woman, and saw her nod. Before frowning. “Aren’t the demons the ones selling souls here?”

“All peoples have their undesirable elements,” Sethrumoz muttered. “Clearly, some of them aren’t all that picky about who they choose to sell.”

Luthor grimaced. “Sorry⁠—”

“Do not apologize for what you did not cause, and what you cannot help,” she said, before sighing. “I am thankful to have been purchased by you, and not some others I have seen.”

“Ahhh… You’re welcome?”

“Our master is a good, and honorable man,” Natia replied with a feline chirp in her voice.

Luthor sighed and looked his kitty in the eye. “I’m not. I just… couldn’t let that fucker take you. Even if you hated me, I couldn’t let that happen.”

Sethrumoz let out a long sigh, before licking her lips. Her eyes glowed briefly. Something that Luthor didn’t address, though he did note she seemed pleased by something.

“I don’t think I could ever hate you master,” Natia whispered. “I was scared. So scared and you just… were so kind to me. I love⁠—”

“Next game starting in ten seconds,” a loud voice called.

Luthor glanced at Natia, who was staring at her hands.

*Pretty sure she was going to tell me she loved me. Is that right? She’s a slave, and… Fuck I hate her being a slave. This has to be coercion or something, I swear.*

Before Luthor could ponder further, he spotted the man they’d been following. He looked excited and shoved his way through the throng of punters to get a good spot. It was then, Luthor noticed the board. On it was a list that seemed to be writing itself. The words wiggled around and became legible for him to read. Which just made the magic weirder, since nobody else seemed to notice.

And it was exactly now that Luthor was able to see the betting odds. He’d bet five gold on Grath. And Grath was fighting against someone named Kent. And Kent had ten to one odds on winning.

“Shit—”

“Trust me, master,” Natia whispered. “If I’m wrong, you can punish me as you see fit.”

“And if you’re right?” Luthor asked.

Natia leaned in and whispered her prize into his ear. Luthor swallowed nervously, before nodding. That earned him a kiss on the cheek, before the two figures emerged on the battlefield.

Luthor had no idea who was who. The screen readjusted to show the size of the battle. One of them was clearly an experienced competitor, with serious wealth. An armored figure in the middle began shouting orders, getting the armored troops in line. It looked like a standard formation. Armor up front, ranged units behind. There were ten pieces on each side, which told Luthor this was at least a tier six fight.

The opposing team, who Luthor could only assume was Grath’s side, were more ramshackle. They lacked the heavy armor, and indeed seemed to lack any real cohesive plan. They simply grouped up in a loose line and waited.

“Grath is biting off more than he can chew,” someone said and laughed.

“Idiot’s going to get himself killed at this rate. He’s only just hit tier seven. Hasn’t even got a uniform for the rangers,” another said with a dispassionate shake of his head.

“Trust me, master,” Natia whispered.

Luthor could do that. Everything told him he shouldn’t. That he was out five gold, but… Natia seemed so damn sure.

The fighting started quickly. The armored pieces linked shields and began to push. The lighter opponents brought out spears and tried to push them back. It worked about as well as Luthor expected. The rangers started then. The well equipped side began launching arrows over the heads of the skirmishers.

In return, Luthor was greeted by flashes of magic. Small shields sprung up, deflecting the arrows midair, with little flashes of light. If Grath’s people had magic, that made this far more interesting, though he’d already lost his advantage by defending rather than attacking. Except, that disadvantage didn’t seem as large as originally expected.

The wall of armored soldiers began to collapse. A misplaced step caused a stumble. That opened a hole in the line, where a fireball exploded, killing another pair of armored pieces. Chaos seemed to spread and yet… To Luthor’s eyes, it didn’t look right.

*They’re throwing the fight,* he guessed as he watched the well trained and well equipped side, entirely fail to close the obvious gap in their ranks.

Spear wielding warriors surged through, pushing the gap wider, to reach the ranged pieces at the back. Which was when magical shots began flying back the opposite direction. They acted like homing bolts. Unerring accuracy, striking rangers in the face where their armor didn’t protect. Most of the kills were clean.

Chaos erupted in the room as Grath utterly decimated his opponent. The only one cheering was the man they’d followed.

“Master,” Natia tugged his arm lightly. “Take twenty coins from the winnings, to buy Sethrumoz her bows. Then place the rest on Hiltentag to win his next fight.”

Luthor watched as the man they’d followed, scrambled over to the betting window, only to cheer loudly as the woman handed him a large sack of coins.
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Sethrumoz walked tall as she entered the room. She looked like a warrior. The pair of bows, unstrung and set in the quivers, alongside three dozen arrows for each. She carried them over one shoulder, since the other held a large bag filled with clothing. They left after the second fight. The teller gave them a strange look after collecting the winnings, and Natia didn’t complain, even if the man she’d been following had remained behind.

It made Luthor wonder how she knew. It was loud at the market, and probably louder with the punters. If Luthor was, ironically, a betting man, he’d have said she was able to read his mind or something. Because she certainly didn’t hear him talking about his plans, or some of the other punters would have done the same thing.

Luthor thought for a few moments, before glancing at Natia, who gave him a nervous smile.

*Good girl.*

She twitched, and Luthor narrowed his eyes.

*Good girl. Good girl. Good girl. Good girl. Good girl.*

This time, she trembled and Luthor saw the guilty look cross her face.

*If you can hear me. Poke your tongue out just a little.*

Natia frowned slightly, before sticking her tongue out between her lips. Luthor stared at her for a few moments, before Astrid cleared her throat.

“Is something the matter sir? Did you eat enough?”

“Hmm?” Luthor jerked and remembered there were other people in the room. “Yeah, sorry. Everything is fine.”

Astrid looked between them and dismissed her concerns. “In that case, I am quite tired. If you are going to… retire for the evening, I will do the same.”

“That’s fine,” Luthor said, smiling. “Can you show Sethrumoz her room?”

“Of course, sir,” Astrid said and nodded.

Luthor kept a grip on Natia’s arm, and turned to the bedroom. He did notice the fireplace looked a little different, but ignored that as he opened the door to his room and led Natia inside. The room was a little larger, and the view out the window seemed a little higher up. The bath looked pretty much the same, but there was now a small table. Large enough for two people to sit and eat together.

“So,” Luthor said, leading Natia into the room. “Were you going to tell me?”

*I’m not mad.*

She glanced down at the floor. “I’m sorry master.”

“You don’t need to apologize,” Luthor told her. “My first order was to make sure you had free will. It would be terrible of me to punish you for doing something I gave you permission to do.”

She nodded slowly. “It’s my class.”

Luthor thought for a moment. “That sounds fair. After I gave that to you, you seemed to relax around me.”

“Because I knew I could trust you,” she whispered. “It wasn’t just words. You thought them too. All the time, even… even the naughty thoughts.”

Luthor grimaced. “Shit…”

“No!” She pushed up against his chest. “No master no. I heard your thoughts, but… I heard more than just the thoughts. I felt the care. I sensed the desire. You might stare at me and imagine me in seductive poses, but…” She blushed. “It was always intended to be good for me.”

“So that night, when you crawled into my bed?”

She nodded. “I knew what you were going to do, but… I was burning up. I wanted it just as much as you did, and… I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I just… I liked it. I liked knowing how you felt. How you cared for me.”

“It’s not just me you can hear the thoughts of, is it?”

Natia slowly shook her head. “I can hear most people if I want to. I overheard that man thinking about the deal he was told. He worked for someone, who had convinced Grath’s opponent to lose on purpose.”

“So you had me follow him and make the same bets,” Luthor said with a slow nod. “Dangerous, but clever.”

“We needed the coin,” she whispered. “And… Master, I understand if you no longer wish to reward me.”

Luthor snorted and shook his head.

*You’re not getting out of it this easy.*


CHAPTER 11
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*Good girl.*

Natia trembled. Her entire body quivered. She stared at her master with wide eyes as he pulled the brush through her fur. Luthor looked her in the eye. Saw the warring emotions battling inside. This was all a game to him. He knew, that she knew it too. That didn’t stop it though. It didn’t help in the least.

*Such a good girl.*

Natia blinked slowly and a soft gasp escaped her lips. Luthor had spent the better part of the last hour bathing her in affection. Literally at first. He ran the bath for her. Stripped her down and helped her in. She was nervous at first, but that fell away as Luthor began his work. Washing her down. Rubbing her back. Massaging her muscles and finally running the various soaps and oils into her ears and tail.

*My good girl.*

She’d fallen silent and let Luthor do as he pleased. Which, in turn, led to him delving firmly into pleasing her as much as possible. The bath, then the massage had led to this. Seated, nude on one of the dining chairs. She had her towel draped over her shoulders to keep her warm. Which was fine. The air was cool and Luthor was taking his time. He started with her hair. Brushing it to ensure nothing knotted. Then he worked on her ears. The soft fur was easy to brush but the effect was immediate.

Natia was panting softly by the time he was finished with her head. Only now, he was working on her tail. Kneeling beside her, he ran the brush through her fur. Small strokes from the base near her ass, working his way to the tip, bit by bit. Only now, finishing it up with long strokes. The ropey limb twitched in his hand. Luthor held it firmly as he changed the angle and pulled the brush firmly through her fur.

“Master?”

“Yes Natia?” Luthor replied as he adjusted for the next brush.

“Why?”

“Because I need you to understand how much I value you,” Luthor replied evenly as he brushed her tail once more. “You didn’t have to reveal your ability to read minds. You didn’t have to help. I would have made things work one way or another. Instead you gave up a secret you rightfully could have hidden from me.”

*And you’re still my good girl.*

Natia trembled before letting out a sigh.

“Though,” Luthor spoke softly. “You do understand, that I’m going to be testing this ability of yours. Don’t you?”

She tilted her head slightly in confusion. “Testing, master?”

Luthor nodded as he pulled the brush along her tail once more. As the brush came off the tip, Luthor imagined the tip of his tongue, doing the same over Natia’s clit. Just like a gentle lick. More of a tease. The way Natia flinched though, he knew he was onto something.

“Good girl, Natia,” Luthor whispered.

Natia sat frozen and in shock. Luthor met her eyes and imagined a longer lick now. Running his tongue over her clit. Tasting her. She squirmed on the chair, squeezing her legs together as if trying to hide what she was experiencing.

“I don’t even need the verbal cue anymore, do I?” Luthor asked.

Natia swallowed and shook her head. “I like it though.”

“You like being my good girl?”

Natia let out a soft, mewling whimper, and nodded. “I’m your good girl.” She let out a breath. “It’s more intense when you say it. When you think it… I can feel it, master. But it’s not the same.”

Luthor nodded and stood. “So, when I think about rubbing your ears?” he asked as he did just that. “It’s different to me saying that you, Natia, are a good girl?”

She trembled and nodded. “Both are good, master, but the order is a stronger feeling.”

“And what about compared to this?” Luthor asked as he reached up with both hands and firmly dug his fingers into the base of each ear.

Natia let out a low mewl of pleasure. Her tail flicked from side to side as she clenched her fists on the edges of the towel. Luthor watched her for a moment before pulling his hands away, and slowly stood up. Her eyes followed him and she let her head fall back as she stared at him.

Then her eyes tracked down to Luthor’s erection, pointing directly at her. Luthor smirked and leaned down. Natia tilted her head up, accepting the kiss she felt coming and then whimpered as Luthor slid his hands down her side. Luthor wasn’t the gym junkie some of his friends had been. He wasn’t a pushover either, and it helped that Natia had a slight frame. Gripping her ass, he was able to lift. She came off the chair, and helped by wrapping her legs around his waist.

Part of Luthor wanted to have her. Right here and now. That wasn’t his plan though. He had a game to play and they were only part way through it. Natia was putty in his paws, so to speak.

“It’s time for dessert,” he whispered.

Natia’s eyes widened as he carried her back to the table. The towel slipped from her shoulders, ignored by them both. Luthor kicked the lone chair aside, and set Natia’s ass on the smooth wood. He kissed her once more and felt her hands tracking down his front. That wasn’t the goal though and he carefully schooled his thoughts as he gently pushed her back.

Natia let out a surprised moan of complaint as she lay back on the table. Only to gasp as her head flopped over the far side.

“Well that worked out rather well,” Luthor said, grinning.

“Master?”

Luthor ignored her questioning tone as he walked around the table. She lay on her back, legs spread for comfort. Chest heaving from her soft panting, her mouth slightly open, she stared at him with an upside down pout. That pout shifted to nervous excitement as Luthor’s thoughts filtered through.

He didn’t need to explain. She tilted her head back, letting gravity help the motion as her jaw opened to accept him. Luthor steered his cock between her lips and felt her tongue guide him deeper.

“Good girl, Natia,” Luthor praised her. “You made me quite a bit of coin this evening. We could hide here, in our suite for months with how much money we made today.”

Luthor gently rocked his hips, sliding his cock along her tongue towards the back of her throat, and then back out to her lips. She closed her lips tightly around the tip, sucking as if to prevent him leaving her mouth. When she licked, Luthor grinned and thrust his hips forward. He kept going, until he reached the back of her throat. She hadn’t gone deeper than that when she sucked him that first time. So he didn’t push. Only rocking his hips to slowly fuck her mouth as she lay before him.

That’s when he started the next phase of his plan. Drawing his cock out until just the head remained between her lips. Luthor smirked. He then imagined that he wasn’t at her mouth. Instead, he imagined he was standing between her legs. He felt a quick blast of warm breath on his balls as Natia caught onto his thoughts, right as he thrust back in. Her mouth tightened around his shaft. Her tongue writhed along the top of his cock.

Natia gripped the edges of the table as she battled the phantom sensations of her master’s cock filling her at each end.

“Such a good girl,” Luthor crooned, turning her pleasure up even higher.

She squirmed on the table. Luthor watched her with a grin. Her mouth stayed firmly wrapped around his cock, while her hips slowly thrust back and forth matching his own movements. Luthor couldn’t help but reach down and gently grasp her throat. The collar felt thick beneath his fingers. Part of him hated it and wanted to rip it off. Part of him had to admit that he kinda liked it.

His thoughts hit a wall though, as he felt Natia’s teeth lightly clamp around his shaft. Luthor froze, wondering if he’d killed the moment, only for Natia to wiggle and open her jaw wider. Luthor stared for a moment, before experimentally pushing forward. She loosened her bite, letting him push further into her mouth.

She made a soft choking noise when he truly hit the back of her throat. But she bit down gently to stop him from moving. Natia made a soft grunt, swallowed down whatever she was experiencing, and then took a deep breath. Luthor realized she was holding it and gently held her face as he pushed in.

He saw her throat bulge slightly and watched as she squirmed on the table.

“Good girl,” he crooned, before imagining his cock sliding up into her pussy once more. “You’re doing so well. You’re such a good girl.”

She calmed, and Luthor pulled back slightly, before rocking his hips forward. Most of his cock vanished into her mouth now. The head touched the back of her throat and slipped down into her esophagus. Her only reaction was to swallow, pulling him slightly further in. Something inside Luthor broke then. He pulled out, and then slid his cock back in. His thoughts tumbled around, about how he felt. Physically and emotionally. How much he adored Natia. How much he cared.

Then there was the sheer lust as he thrust his cock into her mouth and down into the top part of her throat. She drooled around him, but made no efforts to stop him. Luthor was firm, but not rough. He took deep strokes, from tip to base, fucking her mouth and throat like it was her pussy. Natia responded with soft choking noises, squirming and a tight seal of her lips around his shaft.

She must have sensed his end though. Luthor was gritting his teeth as he fucked her. His seed boiling up from within as he thrust deep into her throat. Only for her teeth to lightly touch his cock. Luthor froze. Balls deep in Natia’s mouth as she swallowed around him. Without thinking he reached down and grabbed her firmly by the neck. Right as the first spurt of seed sprayed down her gullet. She made a soft noise of surprise, but didn’t release her jaw. Luthor stood, transfixed as she wiggled her hips and he pumped his cum deep into her belly.

The whole time, she lay there swallowing, Luthor could only think, like a broken record.

*Good girl. Good girl. Good girl.*

When he felt her pull back though, Luthor snapped back to attention. He slid backward, letting the last spurt of his seed spray across her face as Natia flipped over on the table. She hacked up a cough and sucked in a lungful of air. One gasping hand whipped out and caught Luthor by the wrist. He froze as she held onto him, not letting him move away.

“Natia,” he asked, moving closer to check on her.

She let out a single, loud cough, like clearing her throat, before releasing his wrist. She tilted her head up and smiled, even as tears rolled down her cheeks.

“Sorry master,” she choked out. “I couldn’t hold my breath.”

Even now, she reached up and wiped the cum from her face and licked it off her hand.

“Dessert was yummy.”

Luthor stared at her. Then let out a long, deep breath. His thoughts must have been loud, because Natia froze, before looking up at him with wide eyes. Luthor held out his hand, and she stopped licking her own fingers long enough to take it.

“Master—”

“I don’t want to hear it unless you don’t actually want it,” Luthor ordered as he helped her off the table.

“I want it very much, master,” she assured him. “I just want you to⁠—”

“Natia,” Luthor cut her off. “On the bed.”

She hurried ahead of him, before spinning around. There was a blush on her face, but she did as he instructed and sat down, before splaying her legs open. She was in practically the same position as earlier, just with the mattress beneath her. Which she augmented by grabbing a pillow to put under her head. She grinned up at him, while Luthor knelt down once more.

Her eyes widened in anticipation as Luthor lifted one soft leg over his shoulder, before leaning in between her thighs. Her pussy was glistening. Most of her crotch was. It was very, very obvious that there was no need for foreplay. Which meant nothing to Luthor right now as he fixed a goal in his mind. There was no hesitation as he opened his mouth. Natia’s leg trembled against his ear as his tongue pushed between her labia.

“Oh master,” she whimpered.

Luthor grinned as he dragged his tongue from opening to clit. Her body thrummed and she pulled her leg as if trying to pull him closer. Luthor responded with another long lick, before gently taking her clit between his lips. He suckled gently and felt as Natia jerked beneath him. He hadn’t done this before and he knew she was a virgin, even before death. So this was all new to her, and he loved how she was responding.

“Master yes!” she cried. “More master! More please!”

Luthor pulled away from her pussy, just long enough to lick his lips and smirk. “Not yet.”

“Not yet?”

“Noo,” Luthor said, licking her pussy once again. “I want you to cum, just like this.”

“But maaaaaster!”

“No dick, until you cum on my face,” Luthor growled. “You’re my good girl, aren’t you?”

“I am,” she mewled. “I am your good girl.”

“That’s right,” Luthor said, before licking her. *Good girl.* He licked her again.

Natia rocked her hips. Pushing up into Luthor’s face. He lapped at her, alternating long deep licks. He pressed his tongue into her folds, tasting her at the source, to gentle, quick swipes of his tongue over her clit. Natia’s mood shifted as the sensations heightened her pleasure. Luthor punctuated each lick with a mental command of *good girl,* at sporadic moments. Leaving her panting and trembling as she finally rocked her head back.

He didn’t change his pace or his technique. Luthor was running his tongue over her clit when he felt the tremble run through her thigh. Her knee curled around the back of his neck as Natia arched her back and raised her chin. He heard the smack of her hands as she slapped the sides of the bed. Her breathing came in sharp bursts, and she leaked copious fluids from her pussy. Luthor kept up his pace. Licking her through her orgasm while her hips jerked and her legs quaked.

*Such a good girl. Good girl, Natia. Good girl.*

“MASTER!” Natia shrieked as she reached down as if to push him away.

She caught herself, and that’s when Luthor noticed the claws. She might not have meant it, but they would have harmed him. His orders weren’t absolute, but they were enough to stop her and that let Luthor know to ease up. He licked her once more, so very gently, before kissing the inside of her thigh. She whimpered and panted, her torso twitching with aftershocks as she tried to catch her breathing.

Natia lay there, a light smile on her face as she rested her wrist on her forehead. Luthor gently pushed her leg off, and sat up. Natia’s eyes were glazed, but they swung around to stare at him while he looked down at her.

“Natia?”

“Yes master?”

He smirked. “Are you okay?”

“Yes master,” she said in a breathless tone.

“Do you know what’s going to happen next?” he asked, picturing it in his head.

She chewed her lips and gave a small nod. “Your kitty is ready, master.”

“My kitty,” Luthor grinned as he reached over and grabbed another pillow.

Natia knew what he was going to do, even if she didn’t quite understand it. He’d seen this done in a few online videos. It made sense to him and he wanted things to end with a bang. With Natia’s hips settled on the pillow, it took the weight off her hips and changed the angle. Luthor knelt on the bed. Her tail flicked free and swiped firmly against his side.

He had more than recovered from cumming down her throat earlier, and just thinking about it made Natia blush. Luthor moved closer. Pressing his hips into Natia’s ass as she stared up at him with nervous excitement. Luthor reached down, grabbed his cock and pressed the underside of his shaft to her slick pussy. She let out a soft moan of pleasure as he gently rocked back and forth. Her excitement climbed though, as he stopped the teasing and pulled all the way back.

“Natia, would you do the honors?” he asked.

She blushed, but one hand eagerly slid down between them. He felt her fingers rest against the head of his cock. And when he slid forward, she pushed down, steering him into herself. Luthor recognized the faint flutter of her eyes as his cock sank slowly into her body. He appreciated that she was built like a human on the inside. His cock pushed against her front wall, stimulating her g-spot with the first thrust.

“Oh, gods, master,” Natia whimpered.

“Is that good?” he teased.

“Yes master,” Natia replied sharply. “So good.”

“Good girls, get to feel good,” Luthor teased. “And you’re such a good girl.”

“I’m a good girl,” she said, nodding as she licked her lips.

She bent her knees, pressing her feet into Luthor’s hips as he slowly fucked her. She lay, splayed out before him. She could feel his eyes tracing her, even as his thoughts mapped her. Luthor knew she was reading him, and paid special attention to her. Not just the curve of her breasts, or the tight clench of her pussy around his cock. But the slight tremble in her lips, and the way her ears twitched against the sheets.

He read her and measured her pleasure, before deciding to ramp it up. He placed his hands on the inside of her thighs. Spreading his fingers, he felt the muscles beneath her skin as he spread her legs. Pushing them wider to open herself fully to him. She was flexible enough and moved with ease, which only made this easier. By drawing his hands towards her pussy, he could feel the sheer heat she was generating, along with the slick mess she was leaking.

It was easy to slip his thumb sideways and collect some of her nectar, before dragging it up her labia and over her clit. Natia’s eyes widened in shock, before he repeated the action with the other hand. It was a little awkward for him to keep up the concentration, but he managed it. One hand after the other. One thumb at a time, from where his crotch met her pussy, up her labia and firmly over her clit.

“M-master?” Natia begged.

“Yes Natia?” Luthor grinned. “Do you want something?”

He continued dragging his thumbs over her clit as he fucked her. Only for Natia to let out a soft whimper.

“I want you to love me.”

He froze. So did she. Luthor looked over her body. From the lewdness of what he was doing to her, to the terrified look in her eye. He could say it. He knew he could, but he’d never be able to compete with the thoughts in his head. Luthor pulled his hands away, before leaning forward. Natia locked eyes with him and felt as Luthor’s thoughts began to change.

She’d known he cared. That he felt things for her. But now Luthor focused everything on her. The scent of her skin. The softness of her fur. His hatred of the collar, despite his thoughts about it during sex. He let his cravings for her flow over their bond. Everything down to his first impression as he found her that day in the market. When his lips met hers, her face was wet with tears and she clung to him as Luthor rocked his hips.

Her core exploded. She let out a muffled shriek as her pussy squeezed hard. Luthor felt her hit her orgasm and he held her close as he continued to thrust. She trembled, she kicked, she jerked her hips as her nerves spasmed and her body went haywire. All the while, Luthor focused on just how much… he did truly love her.

His second orgasm didn’t hit as hard as the first. It was all the more satisfying though. Natia clung to him, like a drowning woman clinging to safety. Her arms around Luthor’s shoulders, and her legs wrapped around his hips. Her body was no longer hers as she surrendered to her master. Her master who loved her. Her mind was a haze of pleasure. Of longing, despair and acceptance.

Luthor only knew that she was in his arms and conscious. Her mouth never left his. Her grip never loosened and when she wasn’t leaking around his cock, she was moaning softly as she squeezed him instead. When his seed spilled into her pussy, she shook gently, cumming with her master. Luthor was helpless, feeling each rhythmic squeeze of her pussy drawing out each jet of his seed, while he sagged into her to enjoy the sensation.
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It was late the following day when Luthor and Natia finally emerged. Having made gentle love, they napped and then it was Natia’s turn to initiate. He’d awoken to the sensation of warm hands nuzzling into him, only to roll onto his back and awaken fully as she mounted him. They’d repeated things multiple times, realizing far too late into the evening the cause.

Natia’s healing ability. The aura amplified with her attention, bringing them both back to a state of readiness. It made them both laugh when they figured it out, before satisfying their urges once more. Only to awaken in the morning and do it all over again. After bathing, dressing and staving off their mutual attraction once and for all, the two of them finally stepped out into the main room.

Astrid looked up, before looking away with a blush, while Sethrumoz stared from a spot on the floor. She seemed to be doing exercises. Luthor thought it looked like an odd form of calisthenics. Strength training that relied on your own bodyweight, rather than lifting external weights. Right now, she seemed to be planking, though from the sheen of sweat on her arms, she must have been there for some time.

“Good morning sir.” Astrid stood. “Shall I fetch you breakfast?”

“Ah, yeah,” Luthor agreed as the thought of food made his stomach rumble. “Something filling we… we’re hungry.”

Astrid blushed once more, but after collecting a handful of coins from Luthor, she skipped from the room. Luthor thought for a moment and shook his head.

“Remind me to give her some coins?” he asked Natia. “Sethrumoz, have you eaten today?”

“No master,” the large woman grunted.

“Shit,” Luthor cursed. “Sorry. I’ll definitely make sure to give Astrid some coins in… in case.”

“I do not mind, master,” Sethrumoz replied, seemingly unfazed with talking while she exercised. “It’s clear that you were busy and in good hands this morning. I am happy to wait.”

Natia let out a choked whimper and Sethrumoz glanced up. “Do not be ashamed. You love our master, as surely as he loves you. That is to be cherished, in a place such as this.”

Natia blushed, but she snuggled into Luthor’s side with a shy smile. Luthor put an arm around her and led the catgirl over to the table to wait for Astrid to return.

“I have trained the bows already, master,” Sethrumoz said, changing the subject. “The wood was still and unwieldy when we purchased them. I spent several hours last night flexing the limbs.”

“Did you sleep?” Luthor asked.

“After a time,” she replied offhandedly. “Likely I slept more than you.”

Luthor couldn’t argue that point. Instead he changed the subject. “The barracks, are they comfortable?”

“Forgive me for sounding insincere, master,” the large woman said, looking up. “You bought me from a cage where I could not stretch my legs. I’d have slept on the bare floor with more comfort than when you found me.”

“She does not blame you, for her new life, master,” Natia whispered.

Sethrumoz glanced between them both, before nodding. “She is right. I don’t blame you for how I ended up here. I know my place, master. The bed was comfortable. I appreciate the question, and I appreciate having it more, since my captivity.”

“You’re welcome,” Luthor said, nodding as the door opened once more.

Astrid came in, balancing four plates on her arms, with a fifth cradled on top.

“Oh shit,” Luthor said and stood.

“No sir, I have it,” she assured him. “This is my job.”

He stopped, and sure enough, she seemed to have it all in hand. Astrid brought the plates over and set them down on the table, while Sethrumoz got up and made her way over. The angel-winged woman skittered aside to avoid her, but didn’t leave the table. Instead, she hung back as Sethrumoz took a seat at the end of the table. Luthor wondered if it were a power play thing, only to dismiss it as he realized it was likely a size and comfort thing.

He sat opposite the large woman, with Natia taking up a spot immediately to his left. That left Astrid to sit on Luthor’s right, to maintain a distance between her and Sethrumoz. She was polite enough to serve though. The four plates went out to each person. Bread, fruit and some cheese. The fifth plate was stacked with slices of cut meat and a small bowl of gravy to pour over the top.

Luthor grinned in delight as the flavor hit his tongue.

“We should eat quickly, master,” Sethrumoz announced after a few bites. “Someone has arrived in this place, and they are angry.”


CHAPTER 12
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Her words proved to be prophetic. Luthor had eaten quickly, but even he was only partway through his meal before a firm knock echoed from the front door. Astrid paused, spoon hovering before her mouth, She was about to get up, when Luthor did so first. Natia watched him silently, while Sethrumoz turned in her chair and slowly got up as if to follow him.

The knocking came again. Just as firm. Just as steady. It stopped when the lock on the door clicked. Luthor pulled the door open and saw Thazz’s wife standing there with a wide eyed stare.

“Ah, sir,” she said and gave a curtsey, that did nothing to diminish her towering height. “There is someone downstairs who is demanding to see you.”

Luthor could have sued for time. Asked for information. A name even. But the look on her face told him she was worried about something. Which meant that this might have been a bigger problem than he originally believed. Instead, Luthor gave a small nod, and looked back.

“Astrid?”

She got up. As did Natia and Sethrumoz. Luthor shook his head at them. “Both of you sit and eat. I only asked for Astrid because it’s expected, right?”

“That is correct, sir,” Astrid agreed.

Luthor gave a small nod and turned to the relieved beastkin woman in his doorway. “Alright then.”

“Thank you,” she said, smiling gratefully.

She led the way, with Astrid walking behind her. Luthor coming in the rear. Despite him trying to get Natia and Sethrumoz to sit and finish their meals, they were several steps behind him anyway. Luthor had intentionally made it so he couldn’t just order them to return. Which meant it was also their choice to follow and he didn’t have the heart to stop them when he made that realization. Natia might have been expected. But Sethrumoz too?

Luthor didn’t have time to muse it over. Both the ladies had odd abilities he didn’t quite understand. Natia had already admitted to being able to read minds and impressions. That Sethrumoz had warned them someone was coming, meant she had some kind of similar ability. What it was, only time would tell if she decided to enlighten him. For now, Luthor just concentrated on what he was doing as they descended into the tavern.

There, Luthor noticed Thazz. The big man was standing in the middle of the floor with a human standing in front of him. The human looked important. He was wearing some kind of suit. Not like a business suit, but like… something Luthor would expect from an old western movie. Only without the spurs, the guns, a badge or the horse shit stained trousers. Luthor had half expected to recognize him from the dinner. Another guest, eager to prove his worth. Someone who might have taken offense to something said or done, during or after the fight with the other noble prick.

Luthor dashed those thoughts immediately. This man wasn’t like them. He had a dangerous edge to him. More like Abba. Only… more. Abba felt like a wild animal. Something small and dangerous, but not particularly bright. This man felt dangerous, like a prowling tiger. A predator who knew what he was doing and had the tools and the strength to match it.

“So you’re him,” the man said, making Thazz take notice.

The big man turned and spotted Luthor. There was a hesitation there, before the big man moved away and was joined by his wife.

“You’ll keep a civil tongue in my tavern⁠—”

“Or fucking what?” the man snapped at the bartender. “Just what the fuck could you even do to stop me saying whatever the cunting, fucking thing I gods fucking damned well felt fucking like?”

Luthor paused, then smirked. “Oh, that makes a little more sense.”

The man turned his glare towards Luthor and narrowed his eyes. “What?”

“You’re not mad at me. You’re just someone’s bitch for coin⁠—”

“Watch it⁠—”

“Or what?” Luthor smirked. “What rank are you really? Y’know, before someone made you lose a few fights on purpose and challenge me?”

“Excuse me?!”

Luthor paused and tilted his head. “Wait, was that you?” The man twitched and his hand moved towards his hip as if he was about to grab a sword. “Which one though?” Luthor thought aloud. “I don’t think you were in that first fight… Heth…”

“Hiltentag, master,” Natia reminded him.

Luthor grinned and nodded. “Hiltentag.” The second fight. Not as high a tier as the first one who threw his win away against Grath. Only tier four, but he’d taken a hell of a hit to his rank after the bets were settled. He might have lost a few times, but Luthor had left after claiming his winnings on that fight. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself. For this very reason.

“You let your slave utter my name?”

Luthor shrugged. “Is that a problem?”

“It’s disrespectful⁠—”

“Oh fuck off,” Luthor said, chuckling. “You came in here and made a fool of yourself so Thazz would send his wife to fetch me. Then tried to ‘Straya’ your way through a series of shitty insults so I’d be offended and challenge you. Now you’re going to stand there and cry about disrespect?”

“Do you have any idea who you’re talking to?”

“Hey!” Luthor called out to the tavern. “Does anyone know this guy? He seems confused about who he is!”

There were a few snickers and Luthor watched a vein pulse in his neck, like some cartoon villain.

“So, how about we start this again,” Luthor stated evenly. “Without the theatrical bullshit. What the fuck do you want?”

Hiltentag glared for several moments, before letting out a long sigh. “I’m rank twenty-six. I can’t challenge you.”

Luthor waited for a few moments, before realizing the man wasn’t going to explain anything else. He nodded slowly and let out a sigh. “Astrid.”

“You don’t have to challenge him, sir,” she replied quickly. “Unless he lowers his rank, he cannot challenge you himself, without sufficient reason to do so.”

“So what?” Luthor asked, turning back to him. “That was the big idea? Show up, be a dick, upset me enough to challenge you? You won’t even rank up by beating me.”

Hiltentag continued to glare. But the more Luthor stared right back, the more he noticed things. Hiltentag was furious. Determined. Of a much higher rank than he actually was. At least he should have been, before throwing away several matches.

“You’re not here because someone’s mad I got in on the betting scheme, are they?” Luthor asked. Hiltentag flinched and Luthor let out a long sigh. “Money or blackmail. C’mon I’m not stupid. You threw a fight, and now you’re here causing a scene. You’re pissed because you feel helpless and you have no idea what you’re actually doing here, right?”

His facade cracked and Luthor glanced over at Thazz. The big man inclined his head to the back. Luthor gestured for Hiltentag to follow and made his way over. Astrid, Natia and Sethrumoz clustered around him in solidarity. Luthor took it in stride as Thazz hurried ahead to show them to a private room. It looked like the kind of place some fantasy mob leader would have meetings, only converted into a small dining room.

Luthor walked around the table and stood as Hiltentag followed in. The man still had a fierce scowl on his face as Thazz closed the door behind them. Luthor watched him for a few moments, before crossing his arms.

“So what are you really here for?”

“My wife.”

Luthor frowned. “Your wife?”

“Yakin Roche has her,” Hiltentag muttered. “Without me… nobody gave her the proper rights when she died. So she came here, the same as me.”

“Yakin I know,” Luthor said, scowling as he glanced at Natia, who frowned angrily.

“He sent me,” Hiltentag muttered. “He buys slaves. Lots of slaves, you… you know what his business is?”

Luthor nodded slowly. “Yeah. I do.”

Something about Luthor’s tone made Hiltentag nod slowly as he shifted in place. “He hasn’t had her long. He didn’t even know who she was when he purchased her, but he questions his slaves just in case. It’s not the first time he’s found someone important.”

“Surprised it hasn’t gotten him killed,” Luthor muttered.

“Freeing a slave into a family member’s clutches has earned him more favors than many realize,” Hiltentag said and sighed. “Those who he does not respect are more likely to see the other end of his offers.”

“He’s blackmailing you,” Luthor said, nodding.

“I’m experienced. My forces are well equipped. He knows I’m capable of command and he knows that I love my wife very much. And so when he asked me to reduce my rank, I did as he instructed. He bet on the outcome, which you seem to have figured out. Which ate into his profits, since it changed the share.”

“Really?” Luthor said and smirked. “He’s a sore loser because he didn’t game the system as well as he thought he did?”

“His agent was caught. Yakin lost gold. It didn’t take him long to figure out what the cause was. One person making a series of lucky bets is suspicious. Two people doing it looks like a system.”

“So I outed myself, and Yakin’s taking another stab at me,” Luthor said. “And what… You couldn’t find another patsy to lose against, so you showed up here ranting in the hopes I’d simply challenge you?”

Hiltentag gave a small shrug, before reaching into his pocket. Sethrumoz let out a long growl as he withdrew a knife. “If… I don’t try.”

Luthor gently took Natia by the hand and pulled her back, before shifting to stand in front of Astrid. He’d have done the same to Sethrumoz, but she was actually moving closer to the man. He had the distinct impression that trying to get in front of her would end with him on the floor, one way or another.

“I don’t want to be here,” Hiltentag muttered, before turning the knife around in his grip. “I hadn’t thought you’d bring me somewhere private, but I will do what I must.” He raised the knife, and Luthor realized he was going to stab himself with it.

The way Sethrumoz loomed over them, and the fact this was a private room. Realization flashed inside Luthor’s head as he saw what was about to take place. Either this was sheer desperation, or Hiltentag must have enough sway with whoever was in charge here to make a case against them. The way people stared at Sethrumoz, whether through racism or fear, it was likely she would be blamed for attacking him. Even if Luthor cleared their names, it might lead to further death or injury. This would be a mess.

“Alright,” Luthor said, loudly enough to make Hiltentag falter. “I Luthor Reed, challenge you to The Game.”

“What?” Hiltentag blinked. “You… I accept.”

Preparing arena.

5…

4…

3…

2..

1…

The world shifted, and Luthor appeared at that familiar table. He didn’t feel as much of that horrible lurching as the last few times. He figured he was just getting used to it. Behind him stood Natia and Sethrumoz. Natia looked nervous, while Sethrumoz held both her bows.

Across the table was Hiltentag. Luthor hadn’t actually watched the fight he’d had. It momentarily confused him though, seeing so many pieces lined up on either side of him. Many more than his tier had suggested.

“He can only bring two of those, can’t he?” Luthor asked quietly.

“I think so?” Natia whispered back.

Luthor stared and Hiltentag looked both ways, before glancing down at the map. Luthor did a moment later and grimaced when he saw what looked like trenches. Not just random rows, but from the first world war. Stretches of muddy no-mans-land, with twisted lines of ditches. A few places to cross from one side to the other. Trench combat was brutal and Hiltentag seemed to have an idea of how to deal with it already.

Hiltentag turned and stared across the table, before licking his lips. “For what it’s worth,” he said evenly. “This isn’t personal. And I apologize for what I have forced you into.”

Luthor nodded. “I get it. Yakin’s a bit of a cunt. I bought Natia, right out from under him, using a token.”

“I know,” Hiltentag said, nodding. “He rants about it. You’ve cost him several losses now.”

“Abba?”

“And reputation,” Hiltentag muttered. “I will do this honorably, Luthor. Though I take no pleasure in this. My pieces will not defile yours should we have the opportunity, we will simply put them down.”

Luthor realized what he meant. Luthor’s only two pieces were Natia and Sethrumoz. Both were women, and there were scant few women who came into the games.

Unlike the last opponents, Hiltentag watched as Luthor picked up the three pieces. One for each of them. Luthor grimaced when he noticed that Hiltentag had picked three of his own. Making it an even fight. At least it would be, had most of his own forces not been so heavily armed and armored. If they got close… that would be it.

Luthor looked down at the map and thought about his options. Drawing Hiltentag to the surface might be the best option. Give Sethrumoz a clear shot with her bows. Firing two of them at once made her rather formidable. But then using a slower approach in the trenches might just make that advantage their undoing.

In the end, Luthor realized they weren’t going to have an advantageous position. He was just going to have to make do and push things as far as he could. Rather than pick a dry spot, he looked to the very edge of the map, where the mud was thickest and the ground hardest to traverse. That was the only thing he could use to slow armored troops and there, he set his pieces.

“I’d have done the same,” Hiltentag said, nodding.

The world lurched, and Luthor almost immediately staggered. They weren’t placed on solid ground, but where solid ground should have been. With the thick mud, it meant they dropped into the mud from a short hop, which left Luthor swaying unsteadily for a moment. In fact, some of his clones did in fact fall over, prodding Natia’s clones to help them back up again.

Sethrumoz was unsteady, but none of her clones fell over, keeping a hold of their bows in the process. Luthor took a moment to get his bearings, stabbing his staff into the mud for balance. Then looked over at Natia, who was looking nervous.

“Spread out,” he instructed. “Don’t send the imprints too far. Peek over the top, and watch for any sign of movement.”

“Yes, master,” Natia said and hurried off.

At least, hurrying as best she could, wading through calf deep mud that sank halfway to their knees. The ground wasn’t flat either. Rocks and other debris hid below the surface, making it all the worse. It would be tough on anyone wearing heavy armor though. Which was a bonus and the main reason they were here at all.

“Alright, Sethrumoz, gather your clones, I have some work to do,” he instructed.

“Of course, master,” she said before gesturing to her copies.

They didn’t speak as they squelched through the mud towards them. Luthor waved for his own imprints to come in close and started weaving his instructions. He didn’t know how well all of it worked. He’d yet to find someone who could properly explain his class, but he had a start. And a start was going to have to be enough.

He chose the real Sethrumoz. His newest piece. She carried a quiver on each hip. He started with the closest side. Plucking out an arrow, he turned it over and looked at his clones, who were doing the same thing. He couldn’t give them too advanced an instruction, but they could follow along with anything he did pretty well. Mindless, but capable.

“Master, it looks like he’s climbing up!” Natia called.

Luthor grimaced, and gestured for everyone to wait. Natia had moved a short distance away and used some wooden steps in the wall of the trench to climb up and peek over. When Luthor came towards her, she climbed down to give him room. Luthor shot her an appreciative smile and climbed up. There, he saw Hiltentag. The man wore the same clothing as before, but in his hand, he carried a staff. Almost immediately, Hiltentag spotted him.

Luthor watched him raise his staff and got a horrible feeling in his gut.

“GET DOWN!” Luthor roared as he dropped into the mud.

A crackle of thunder boomed in the air. A blast of white light struck the edge of the trench where he’d been standing. He felt a painful tingle run through his body. The sound was as deafening as the flash was bright, and while he couldn’t hear for several moments, he saw two of Natia’s clones collapsed in the mud. One of them had horrible burns across her face and stared blankly up into the air. The other lay face down and unmoving.

“Master!” Natia grabbed him. “MASTER!”

“I’m okay!” Luthor said and grabbed her hands. “I’m okay. I’m fine.”

She let out a terrified sob and hugged him. Luthor let her go for just a moment, before collecting himself. Natia let out a broken meow when he pried her free, but came willingly as Luthor got up and scurried back over to Sethrumoz who was scowling at the two dead Natia’s.

“How are you at indirect fire?” Luthor asked.

“Poor,” she said and looked at her clones. “Too few.”

“Then we’re going to be in trouble,” Luthor grunted.

It was tough. She was tall, but not tall enough to shoot over the top. She’d have to climb, which… while possible, meant exposing herself in order to shoot. Firing blind was an option, but the battlefield was too large for her to simply guess where to shoot, he thought as Natia clung to his arm. Her dead bodies slowly sank into the mud. Both macabre, and a note of comfort since you couldn’t see them…

Luthor froze, then grinned. He made his instructions quickly, and got to work. His imprints swarmed out over the mud, and with Natia’s help they worked quickly. Sethrumoz stayed out, keeping her hands dry to handle her bow without making a mess.
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Hiltentag grimaced as he stepped in yet another puddle. The ground along the top was firmer, but still pockmarked with water filled holes. He didn’t know what manner or warfare created such a place. He could only assume that it was hell on earth. He had to divert around a cluster of twisted metal wire, with metal points woven in. He thought about the way it seemed to be cut back, after being strung across the ground. Such a thing would be chaotic to a horse. Not that he had any of them.

It was possible, even likely, in the later tiers. But his reduced station took that possibility away from him, leaving only the memories should he run into such an occasion in the future. He remembered the coiled shape of the rusted wire, committing it to memory. Memory he had no doubt he would need, since this young man was going to die. Of that, he had no doubt.

The plan was simple. He walked along the top. If someone poked up, the application of a spell sent them down. He’d already hit at least one. Possibly more. That cat-beastkin that seemed far too fond of him for a slave. She was quick, but not quick enough. Moving alongside, will in the trenches were his two pieces. Working in units, he’d split them in half, with an armored elite leading the way and setting the pace. Boris had been with him for some time. A brutal, human warrior, who preferred heavy armor and a two handed sword. He would lead the charge and break whatever defenses Luthor and his team had come up with.

Hiltentag hadn’t been sure exactly what he was up against. Having a demon in their ranks was bad news, but that demon carried bows rather than the heavier weapons her kind usually preferred. It gave him a sense of surety, that she was broken somehow. It was normally the broken, or the very unlucky ones that ended up here. After all, her kind were responsible for many of the slaves themselves. Falling into slavery was a tough life when you relied on it for a living.

Only their brutality and power prevented it happening more often. Taking one captive was almost impossible. Even enslaved, they were hard to control, yet this one seemed docile as a lamb.

A whistle echoed from Hiltentag’s left. He glanced over and spotted a member of his second unit. Coming up behind Boris’s troops was Yent. Part elf, part dwarf. All ugly and filled with hate. He reminded Hiltentag of a stocky human. Yent liked to get in close with a heavy mace and a sharp knife. He showed his true strength once the shield walls of his opponents fell. Yent was particularly effective at digging in deep. Worse, he never seemed to mind dying. Like he got some twisted satisfaction out of the act, only to come back and do it all over again in the next fight.

Still Hiltentag wasn’t taking any chances. They had crossed the battlefield, onto the enemy side. He’d paid attention to where Luthor had set his pieces. There wasn’t much of a trap he could set. Mud was an issue; that was unavoidable, but that affected the boy too. The arrows would be dangerous, but the demon couldn’t get a clear shot without exposing herself, and they would be useless against Boris’s heavy armor.

The boy himself carried a staff, and the cat, according to the information he’d been given, was some kind of healer. Perfect in some circumstances. Not in a route. This would be quick and dirty. Hiltentag had no desire to inflict pain and suffering. Only to win and keep Yakin sated. At least until he could find a way…
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“NOW!”

Sethrumoz took her first shot. The armored figure flinched as the arrow struck him in the neck. The shaft shattered as the head failed to punch, but that wasn’t the point. The second arrow wasn’t aimed at the soldier, but at the rock embedded in the mud wall beside him. When the arrow struck, the rock, hidden from view until you passed by, flashed and spat a wall of flames out into the trench.

Luthor grimaced as he heard the man’s pained screams. Similar spells were going off on the other side. Luthor had worked quickly. Using his staff as a digging tool, he worked enchanted stones into the walls. He thought about burying them in the mud, but was worried about tripping on them himself. That or just missing the bulk of the attackers entirely. The armored soldier collapsed to his knees, as a second soldier charged out. They were slow thanks to the mud, but were bolstered with two more who spread out on either side.

Sethrumoz was ready though. Taking aim with two arrows at once, the first struck the next rock at waist height. This too sent a wave of flames out over the soldiers. The second sent spikes of metal stabbing out like a hedgehog.

The armor resisted the few spikes that clipped the edge, but the armored soldier closest to that side caught one under the armpit. It punched right through, leaving the man howling in pain as his colleagues tried to figure out what to do.

“DIE!”

Slipping through the spines, was… one of the ugliest men Luthor had ever seen. He had pointed ears like an elf, and a beard like a dwarf. His face looked like a marble statue, carved by a blind man with a shovel in the cold with numb hands. The only recognizable facial features were his eyes, wide with madness as he sprinted through the mud. Sethrumoz wasn’t unprepared. She unleashed a pair of arrows into his chest. Both struck.

Both failed to drop him as a second of the crazed men slipped through. Luthor held up his staff to fend him off, as the injured man rushed past a side trench without checking. Which was his downfall as a second Sethrumoz hit him from the side. The man still had the mad gleam in his eye, even with the arrow in his neck pinning him to the wall. When his counterpart reached the gap, he ducked, which made no difference to the fireball that completely engulfed him from the enchanted stone embedded where neither the original Luthor, or Sethrumoz could see from this angle.

Unlike the arrows, being on fire seemed to bother him. His shrieks echoed as he sprinted in a blind rage, only for the original Sethrumoz to take him down with an arrow in the heart.

“NO!”

Luthor spotted him. Hiltentag, or one of his imprints at least, rushing to the edge of the trench. Luthor realized immediately, he was an imprint, from the blank expression on his face. Right up until an enchanted arrow came from a completely different direction. Luthor watched him collapse in a fit of thrashing limbs.

It took some explaining, with his limited options. But by physically walking a clone of Sethrumoz, himself and Natia out to specific positions, he created a screen of firing positions. Many of which overlapped, making it hard to approach without Hiltentag’s forces exposing themselves to attacks from other directions.

Truthfully. Luthor felt bad for the man. Having a man like Yakin enslaving your wife was a terrible thing.

But he wasn’t going to die for it.

Not without a fight.


CHAPTER 13
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“NOW!” Luthor roared.

It was a simple instruction. One word, one result. Every version of Luthor out there, being aided by a version of Natia, grabbed onto Sethrumoz, and hauled her upright. With her added height, their spaced positions and their multiple angles, the demonic, four-armed woman was now in the perfect position to open fire on Hiltentag himself. Luthor stayed down, like he hoped Natia was.

He’d done his best to keep her back. She was hiding, in fact. Luthor listened when she said she didn’t want to be part of the combat. Right now, he couldn’t quite help that, but he would do his best to keep her distant from it. Sethrumoz, had no such issue and leaped to her feet at Luthor’s orders and began to rain hell on anything she could see.

A few more of Luthor’s enchanted rocks detonated. Screams echoed. The crackle of magical lightning erupted around them. Plumes of dirt, mud and smoke blasted into the air. The patter of small rocks and mud landing around them made Luthor wonder. About what it must have been like, fighting in actual trenches. When a lightning bolt struck the ground over his head, he felt a shockwave pass through his body. It really made an impact on what he knew of earth’s history.

Not that it bothered Sethrumoz at all. She unleashed her arrows. One after the other. Two sets of arms, two bows, dozens of arrows. She fired rapidly, as did her clones. Luthor felt his ears itch and his hearing seemed to improve. He thought it odd for only a moment before realizing it was likely Natia’s healing aura. She was hiding, but she hadn’t left the area.

In just a few moments, the carnage began to slow. Battle might feel like hours, and sometimes it could be. Skirmishes like this though, were settled in mere moments. Silence fell over the battlefield. If only for a moment, before another scream rang out. Who it was, and what caused it remained a mystery as Luthor put his hand on the edge of the trench. Only for Sethrumoz to grab his shoulder.

“Let me, master,” she whispered.

Luthor nodded and stepped back, letting the larger, more intimidating woman risk herself. With her added height, she managed it easily, peeking over the edge, before looking around.

Without a word, she climbed up and stood tall as she looked around, checking for danger.

“We good?” Luthor asked.

Sethrumoz nodded and then squatted to offer her hand. Luthor accepted and let her pull him up. It was… nasty. Mostly Hiltentag’s imprints. Pelted full of arrows. A couple of them still squirmed, but they didn’t look in any shape to continue fighting. All around them, Luthor and Sethrumoz’s imprints hauled themselves up, mimicking the actions of the original.

Another scream rang out and Luthor whirled around. One of the demon’s imprints vanished from view. Whatever it was, it was over quickly, and Luthor frowned when Sethrumoz’s imprint never stood back up again.

“I think it’s best if we finish this now,” Luthor muttered.

Sethrumoz nodded and the two of them started checking bodies. The first Hiltentag they found had an arrow in his eye. A lucky shot. He died on his feet and collapsed. The next, wasn’t quite so lucky. Luthor didn’t know if the blank stare made it better or worse. It was clear this was an imprint, but he still moaned and gurgled. One arrow in his lower gut. Another in his chest. Frothy blood leaked from his open mouth, as he lay, curled on his side.

“I don’t even have something to put him out of his misery with,” Luthor said, grimacing.

Sethrumoz nodded slowly, before pulling an arrow. Luthor didn’t have a chance to speak, before she kicked the clone flat. The shock registered for just a moment, before she stabbed him in the eye. One firm, deep thrust, straight into his brain. The body tensed up, pulling his arms towards his chest, before gradually falling limp.

Luthor turned away, feeling his gut churn. It was an awful thing to see in person. He felt twisted up enough already with the slavery and battle to begin with. Killing a wounded man though… Luthor shook his head. The alternative was to just let him suffer. He was dead either way. There wasn’t any coming back from that, and even if there was, he was an imprint. So it didn’t matter either way. It was just what Luthor thought of it that had any relevance.

“Master?”

“I’m fine,” he said, turning back to Sethrumoz, only to spot a figure on his knees.

An arrow in his side, staff in hand, already mid-cast. Luthor threw himself on Sethrumoz. She fell in a heap as lightning boomed. Luthor felt a blast of searing heat tear across his shoulder, down his back and into one of his legs. He howled in pain, as Sethrumoz beat him with her hands.

It was then, Luthor realized he was literally on fire. His clothing burned and he could smell singed hair. With more effort than he would have liked, Luthor kicked himself over and lay flat on his back in the mud. Finally, the cool sensation washed over him. Luthor blinked painfully and opened his eyes, just in time to watch Sethrumoz sprint away.

“Master!” Natia shrieked, as someone cried out in pain.

Luthor twisted his head around. His muscles didn’t work properly. His side both burned and ached. Luthor suspected he’d suffered serious burns, both internally and externally where he’d been struck with the spell.

“GAHHH!”

Luthor tried to look down and see what Sethrumoz was doing, but Natia filled his vision instead. Her face was pale, and she seemed to have deliberately put her back to whatever Sethrumoz was doing. Instead, she patted Luthor down, as tears rolled down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” she whimpered. “I’m so sorry.”

“None of that,” Luthor said, grinning before frowning as another pained cry ripped through the air.

“I should have followed, I should have been here,” she whimpered. “I-I-I’m so stupid⁠—”

“Hey!” Luthor growled. “You are not stupid. In fact, I order you never to talk about yourself like that again, do you understand me?”

Natia opened her mouth, before frowning and then letting out a soft whimper. Luthor knew she could ignore it if she wanted. His orders weren’t absolute. He’d made sure of that.

“You’re my good girl,” Luthor said, praising her. “And I know you don’t want to be here where there’s fighting. I don’t blame you for that.”

“I should be here anyway,” she whispered. “You don’t want to be here either.”

“I was given a choice though,” Luthor said, reaching up to cup her face. Natia nuzzled into his palm, making him smile. “That’s the difference, Natia. That’s why it’s important to me. To make sure you’re okay. Because you don’t have a choice in things, and that’s not okay with me.”

There was a rather horrific noise just then. Luthor flinched as something wet splattered across his face, as a literal arm flew overhead. Natia’s eyes flicked up, and Luthor pulled her face back down.

“Look at me, my good girl,” Luthor whispered. “Just look at me.”

“I’m looking, master,” she whispered.

Success!

Rank 18 achieved.

Returning to Valhalla.

5…

4…

3…

2..

1…

Luthor snapped back to attention. He was still in the room. Astrid jumped in fright, suddenly being surrounded by people once more. Natia was at his side, and Sethrumoz was standing behind him, looming like she was before they left.

“You…”

“Won,” Luthor nodded. “Yeah. Rank eighteen.”

“Eighteen…” Astrid frowned. “Then… he was telling the truth.”

“Looks like it,” Luthor said and sighed. “C’mon. Let’s head back to the room and wait to find out what our winnings look like.”

“But…” Astrid had a strange look on her face as Luthor stepped around her and opened the door.

“Sir,” Astrid hurried after him. “How… how are you…”

“Not dead?” Luthor asked. “Same way I managed it last time. I killed them, before they killed me.” He thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Probably got a little closer this time than normal, but… Nice to see injuries don’t follow back.”

“But… you killed all of them?”

“Why is this suddenly a revelation?” Luthor asked, slowing his walk to address the confused woman. “Isn’t that the whole point I’m here? To play in this fucked up game, win brownie points for the gods and piss a bunch of assholes off?”

Astrid frowned and shook her head. “I’m sorry sir. I don’t mean to doubt you. I don’t get to see the fights as they happen, I just didn’t know if you’d pull this off outnumbered.”

“I wasn’t…” Luthor froze. “Twenty-six.”

“He was a tier three, sir,” Astrid whispered. “I didn’t see the fight, but… if he didn’t come back…”

“A tier three, should have had three pieces. He took the field himself,” Luthor realized. “He fought me on equal terms.”

“He said he would fight you honorably,” Astrid said.

“His pieces were nasty,” Natia said with a frown. “But they weren’t like Abba and the orc.”

“No,” Luthor said, frowning. “That doesn’t really make any sense though either. He said he was fighting to save his wife, since she’d been taken by Yakin…”

“I don’t know anything about that,” Astrid said with a shake of her head. “I just know that… you beat him, and he didn’t come back.”

Luthor frowned, before setting off again. He needed time to think for a moment. Things weren’t adding up. Yakin having the man’s wife as a hostage was apparently the source of Hiltentag’s goals. Hiltentag had outright blamed the slaver for forcing him to throw fights and even to accost the tavern and provoke a fight. He even had a knife on him, to injure himself and…

Luthor paused. Hiltentag had a knife. He aimed it at his own belly. Hiltentag was going to try and injure himself and likely blame it on Luthor. Instead, Luthor challenged him to The Game, and set things into motion. Hiltentag didn’t want to fight. But he couldn’t not come. So he found his own way out. One that would throw Luthor under the bus and potentially cause problems for him. But he’d be alive.

Luthor didn’t feel any animosity towards Hiltentag. Not more than you’d feel to your opponent in a game. Even if the stakes were higher, this fight didn’t feel personal. With the context of all the rest, Luthor couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe the man had tried to achieve the best outcome, without sacrificing more of his own morals.

He’d outright stated that he wasn’t going to defile the ladies. He’d been rather obvious with his threats. Even with a knife in his hand and the willingness to use it, he’d aimed the blade at himself. All for his wife? Luthor respected that motivation. Even if he didn’t respect the situation he was thrown into.

“Astrid,” Luthor called softly. “Is there a way to take someone’s piece?”

“Technically, yes,” Astrid said, nodding. “Pieces can be bartered and sold as needed.”

“Natia, Sethrumoz, it’s never going to happen. You’re both mine, I swear it, and if Loki was here, I’d swear it to him as well,” Luthor said quickly, glancing at the two of them.

“If it’s someone you wish to rescue though… It might be difficult to convince them to agree,” Astrid explained. “If… you have someone in mind?”

Luthor swallowed, and nodded to continue. He didn’t say any more on the subject until they were all safely within the suite. Here, Luthor sat everyone down at the table. Natia on his immediate left, Sethrumoz on his right and Astrid awkwardly across from him.

“Hiltentag had a wife,” Luthor explained. “He said that Yakin was forcing him to do things in return for… I’m guessing not making her… work?”

Astrid frowned, and gave a small nod. “I see. And… You want Hiltentag’s wife?”

“I don’t know,” Luthor said with a sigh. “I just know that in hindsight, this entire fight didn’t feel… right. And I don’t know if it’s just me going all white knight, or if there’s more to the story. But Hiltentag was doing all this for his wife, and he chose to tell me that specifically.”

“Then… you need a way to make Yakin agree to sell you Hiltentag’s wife,” Astrid said, nodding slowly. “I think he hates you too much.”

“I agree,” Luthor said.

“You might be able to bait him with a challenge?” Astrid offered.

“What? Set up a fight with Hiltentag’s wife as the prize?” Luthor asked, before shaking his head. “He’d want something equal in return. I’m not about to match the bet. Not for anything.”

“Master,” Natia purred quietly.

“Bet me,” Sethrumoz suggested.

Luthor jerked slightly and shook his head. “No⁠—”

“Master,” Sethrumoz said and sat forward. “Bet me. You know the reputation my kind get. I am certain he would be interested.”

“You’re worth more to me than that,” Luthor said, shaking his head.

Sethrumoz smirked. “I know,” she said simply. “But… Master, do you know why I ended up here, as a slave?”

“No?”

“I’m a heretic,” she announced softly. “My kind. All of them. Our entire culture revolves around the slave trade. Here, and other places too. Slaves run our entire world. They cook, clean, farm, rear our children and when they’re too old to work… They become a resource of another kind.”

“You eat them?” Luthor froze. The way Sethrumoz stared at him, answered more than he’d like. “But… you’re a heretic?”

“Her name was Zeas,” Sethrumoz explained. “She raised me. Taught me. Loved me. And when I left to live on my own, she stayed behind. It was only pure luck that I returned on the day she was removed from our home. I tracked her down, and killed the butchers who were preparing her.”

“Oh shit,” Luthor said, grimacing as he realized exactly the horrors she’d just confronted. “And… what happened?”

“I failed.” Sethrumoz whispered and shook her head. “She was old, for a gnoll. Too old. We fought together, like we did when I was young, but… she fell. It was enough to take her out of the fight, but not enough to kill her, and when I looked her in the eye. We both knew what would happen.”

Luthor recalled how she’d stabbed Hiltentag’s clone in the eye. Sethrumoz didn’t seem bothered by what she had done, but she still appeared saddened by it.

“I did it quickly,” Sethrumoz confirmed. “And then, without her help, I was captured.”

“So your punishment for helping free a slave was to be enslaved?” Luthor asked.

“And sold to another world, so that I would never return,” she said, nodding. “Master, Zeas would call me a fool, but I’ve already been foolish once. If you are to challenge this man, use me.”

Luthor thought for a moment.

*If I make the challenge myself… And if I join it. My death would prevent her from being enslaved anyway.*

“Master,” Natia said and shot a glare at him.

He rolled his eyes. “Doesn’t matter anyway. Yakin’s probably too high a tier for me to face either way.”

“Twenty-three,” Astrid stated.

Luthor froze, then rolled his eyes. “Okay, yeah, I didn’t think that through. He’s got plenty of power. Between the slaves, potential for blackmail and the rest… You’d have to be pretty dumb to challenge a man like that.”

Astrid gave him an odd look, and Luthor smirked back. Then remembered what they were talking about. Luthor let his smirk drop away and then looked Sethrumoz in the eye. “And… You’re sure you want to risk this? I’m literally only considering it, because you’re asking me to.”

“I am master,” Sethrumoz said, nodding before her lips curled. “Besides, you and I both know, you’ll do anything to keep me. Even if you lose, it won’t be forever.”

Luthor sighed.

“But I do have one request.”

Luthor would have asked, if not for Natia suddenly straightening in her seat. Her eyes wide as she stared at the demon across the table from her.

“If…. if master permits it.”

“If I permit what?” Luthor asked, as all three women stared at him. At least Astrid appeared confused. “Maybe I need to get a mind reading ability.”

“I don’t read minds, like your kitty,” Sethrumoz said while staring at Natia with a hungry expression. “My kind feeds on emotion. The more powerful the emotion, the more delicious and filling.”

Luthor realized what that meant… Suffering was easy to accomplish, if you kept slaves. Did that mean⁠—

“No master,” Natia whispered. “The… the opposite.”

“Whatever you did to her,” Sethrumoz muttered. “She loves you more strongly than I have encountered in all my years. It's intoxicating."

Luthor nodded, and turned to Natia who looked down at the table. “And… you’re okay with… whatever this is?”

“Yes master,” Natia replied.

“Well alright then,” Luthor said. “So long as nobody’s getting hurt, let’s… do whatever this is.”

“It won’t make you feel differently about me, will it master?” Natia asked.

I frowned. “Why, what have I just agreed to?”
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Luthor climbed out of the bath, and picked up his towel. He hadn’t considered this being a possibility, and yet… he’d agreed to it. Every boy’s dream. Just… not in the way he’d ever have imagined it. It didn’t take long to dry off. Without the usual distraction of a naked catgirl, things happened rather quickly. Not that he was complaining either way. The benefits vastly outweighed the cons. It just felt weird getting prepared for bed, while alone. Natia had barely left his side since he’d arrived.

Which is how Luthor found himself seated on the bed, blanket pulled up to his waist, leaning back on the headboard with his arms outstretched and his legs crossed. He was comfortable and trying to make sure he looked it. Especially when the handle turned.

Luthor held his breath as the door opened, and Natia stepped into the room. She had a loose nightgown on. It covered her from neck to her ankles. Behind her, towering overhead with an eager look in her eyes, was Sethrumoz, in a similar outfit she’d borrowed. Luthor realized that it was part of the ensemble he’d paid for over in Sharlet’s shop after his winnings. Which made Natia’s lingerie all the sexier, especially since she’d never actually worn one of these before. Even if they were a little cute.

The larger woman leaned down and whispered something into Natia’s ear. It flicked, like the breath tickled her a little, but she responded with a nod.

Sethrumoz smirked and fiddled with the back of Natia’s dress. She reached back with her other set of arms and did the same to her own. Luthor was transfixed as Natia’s outfit loosened, slipped and then fell around her ankles.

She was wearing lingerie, but not the set Luthor remembered. What she wore last time was essentially a babydoll. It was thin, covered nothing and was worn like a dress. This outfit she wore was rather different. The leather corset was bound around her stomach, but lacked cups which left her breasts exposed. Her crotch was completely bare, having shaved herself while bathing with the demon. Said demon promptly dropped her own nightdress, showing she was just as smooth.

Sethrumoz was mostly nude, except for a belt around her waist, which she quickly unbound. Only to hold it up like…

“Oh,” Luthor swallowed as Natia lifted her hair.

Sethrumoz buckled the collar into place around the catgirl’s neck, and held onto the short leather leash.

Luthor stared at them both. This situation was so far outside what he’d expected. Sethrumoz told him her request, but only gave him the vaguest of impressions when she did so. This was already far outside anything that Luthor could have expected, and that went double for Natia. Her tail was bushed out, like she was extremely nervous.

“M-master?” Natia called from across the room. “Is… this too much?”

Luthor swallowed, and answered with the only thing that made sense. He pushed the blanket down, which let his cock spring out. Already standing tall and proud, Natia’s eyes locked onto it, before licking her lips.

“Remember,” Sethrumoz hissed.

“In my cunt,” Natia said, nodding. “So you can feast on me too.”

“Good girl,” Sethrumoz whispered.

Natia trembled, but Luthor wasn’t sure it had the same effect on her, unless he said it himself. And her eyes were locked firmly in place, before Sethrumoz urged Natia forward. The catgirl took almost two steps for every one of Sethrumoz’s. The larger woman strode confidently, while Natia bounced slightly with nervous energy.

“Tell him what you want⁠—”

“I wanna suck master’s cock,” she blurted.

Sethrumoz smirked and Luthor just nodded dumbly. Natia took that as permission and… well what was Luthor going to say to the gorgeous, horny, catgirl? Natia crawled onto the bed and her eyes locked on her target. Sethrumoz followed, keeping a hold of the leash. Natia didn’t need instruction. She opened her mouth and descended towards her prize, right as Sethrumoz pulled back on the leash.

Natia froze, her tongue hanging out as she whimpered softly. Luthor felt her breath on his cock as she struggled for a moment.

“Please?” Natia begged.

“Master?” Sethrumoz growled softly. “Give your kitty a compliment. Say something nice.”

Luthor blinked slowly and let out a soft chuckle. “Like a sexy one, or⁠—”

“From the heart.”

Luthor looked down at Natia, who looked up at him. She was clearly confused about the situation. Still, Luthor didn’t see any harm in playing along. He had so far.

“You are the first thing on my mind, when I wake in the morning. And the last when I fall asleep.”

Natia blinked slowly. “... Master…”

“Something else,” Sethrumoz whispered.

Luthor licked his lips. “The happiest moments of my life, are the moments I share with you.”

“And?” Sethrumoz urged.

“Natia, I love you,” Luthor said simply. *And had I the choice, I would take you far from here. Raise a family and live our lives together.*

Natia stared, and Sethrumoz leaned in. One hand on the back of the catgirl’s head. Natia let the demon push her forward. Luthor’s eyes widened as Natia took him into her mouth. Only for Sethrumoz to continue pushing. The back of her throat felt like a firm plug, but Sethrumoz only applied more pressure. Natia’s eyes watered, and then she shifted and swallowed. All at once, her throat opened and Luthor sank those final couple inches into her.

Luthor looked up and saw Sethrumoz’s smirk. The demon enjoyed what she was doing. She might have tried to help her friend escape slavery, but she clearly hadn’t entirely switched her mindset. Having this control over Natia was certainly⁠—

“She loves you so much,” Sethrumoz challenged Luthor’s train of thought. “If I hadn’t promised to leave her alone until after she had you…”

Luthor stared at her, and Sethrumoz licked her lips. With a slender tongue, that extended far enough that Luthor realized she could probably wrap it twice around his dick.

Luthor glanced down. Natia’s eyes were watering. Despite that, they were firmly locked on him. Her tail gently flicked from side to side, and Luthor read that as a good thing. She was focused and ready to pounce, so to speak. The overwhelming tightness of her throat was amplified as she swallowed around him.

“Such a good girl,” Luthor panted.

“Oh, that did it,” Sethrumoz chuckled. “Her pussy just throbbed when you said that.”

“Really?”

“She’s so wet,” Sethrumoz said and chuckled. “Drippy little kitty.”

Natia trembled slightly and that seemed to be the cue the demon was waiting for. She slowly dragged Natia back up. She kept her lips tightly sealed around Luthor’s shaft, dragging her mouth along his entire length, before popping off the tip with a pout.

Sethrumoz bent over the catgirl and Luthor watched as four arms came into play. Two under each of Natia’s arms, and another two hooking under her knees. Natia made a soft squeak of shock as she was hoisted into the air. The arms holding Natia’s knees up, pulled hard, spreading her hips open while pinning her knees to her armpits. The other two of Sethrumoz’s hands strayed lower.

One wrapped around Luthor’s shaft, while the other slipped between Natia’s legs, spreading her shaven pussy wide with splayed fingers.

“Do you want this?” Sethrumoz asked, while holding Natia steady over Luthor’s unyielding erection.

“Yes please,” Natia whispered.

Sethrumoz chuckled and lowered Natia. Cock met pussy and slid firmly inside. Natia arched her back, but had zero control as the demon pushed her down, completely impaling her in one steady motion. Natia gasped and her head rolled back. Sethrumoz leaned in and kissed her.

Luthor froze, cock buried inside Natia, as the dangerous, four-armed demoness, and Natia, the catgirl he’d fallen in love with, made out over him. His mind short circuited when the hand that was previously wrapped around his cock, slipped around and circled Natia’s clit instead. She jerked, but was unable to free herself or escape the sensation, while still being trapped in the demoness’s arms. When Luthor noticed the slight bulge in Natia’s throat, suggesting where Sethrumoz’s tongue was, he tensed hard.

But not as hard as Natia’s pussy as she started to cum. Her core spasmed, her hips shook and even Sethrumoz’s strength wasn’t enough to prevent her grinding against him. All the while, her pussy squeezed and milked at Luthor’s shaft. When Sethrumoz’s final hand gently wrapped around his balls, Luthor lost the fight.

The visual stimulation, the outfits, the words. It was all too much. He reached up, snatching Natia straight out of Sethrumoz’s grip. She yowled as she fell into Luthor’s arms, only for Luthor to pull her into a kiss of his own. She melted against him as Luthor rapidly thrust his cock up into her, before pulling her down hard as his cock throbbed and filled her.

But that wasn’t the end of the ordeal. Sethrumoz licked her lips as she stared at the two of them. She, as a demon, was a being of passion. Pain and suffering were filling, but this… Love. It flooded her system in ways she hadn’t expected. Even just being in the other room across the hall, she was able to feed with far more satisfaction than she had ever before.

It was almost a compulsion for her as well, when she grabbed the catgirl and rolled her off their master and onto her back beside him. Luthor shot her a look, but it was Natia’s wide eyes that drew the demoness in. The seed flooding her passage leaked out and only made her smell sweeter to Sethrumoz’s senses.

Luther froze, mid-complaint as Sethrumoz descended. That long tongue slipped out and Natia jerked like she’d touched a live wire. Only for the demoness to press her face down between Natia’s spread legs.

“Master!” Natia yelped.

“W-what?” Luthor asked. “Should⁠—”

“My mouth master,” she rolled her head back, opening her mouth wide in invitation.

Sethrumoz let out a low groan of contentment as she feasted on the catgirl, while Luthor felt a second wind coming along. He got to his knees as Natia grabbed at his cock, steering him in between her lips once more.

“Such a good girl,” Luthor said and sighed as he thrust into her mouth.

Only for Natia’s legs to snap shut around Sethrumoz’s head as she moaned through her second orgasm for the evening.


CHAPTER 14
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Luthor slowly came awake to a series of odd sensations. Sunlight drifted in the open windows, as did a soft breeze. Both of which he could feel on his bare chest. He was kept warm by the firm embrace of the nekojin at his side. Curled in close, her nose near his ear, soft purrs came with each breath. Purrs that didn’t quite match the vibrations of the soft moans echoed around his cock.

Luthor swallowed and glanced down. Sethrumoz met his look with one of her own. She was on her knees, bent over. One set of hands on the bed supporting her head. The other set of hands were beneath herself. The hooded expression on her face gave him a clue what she was doing.

Her lips were soft to the touch, yet she kept them firmly wrapped around his shaft. She was taking her time, raising her head to the tip. Her tongue slipped out of her mouth, twisting around his shaft, before she slid her tongue up, and her mouth back down. It was an odd alternating pattern and Luthor let his head fall back as she slowly milked him.

Right as a pair of soft lips pressed into his cheek. Luthor turned his head and the next landed on his mouth. Natia continued to purr as she pulled herself closer. Her arms went around his neck and Luthor hugged her to his side as she kissed him. The whole time, Sethrumoz continued her long, slow up and down strokes.

Luthor wasn’t sure how long he was going to last. The combined attention of both women was leaving him gasping and trembling. It was almost a relief when Sethrumoz’s mouth finally slipped free. Her tongue was the last part to leave him. Twisting around his shaft, one last time as she raised her head. The tip dragged up his length, slathering the tip of his cock with saliva, before leaving him standing and slightly frustrated.

Luthor felt the bed shift as the large woman knee-walked upwards, he wasn’t sure what was about to happen. Natia likely did, but she wasn’t done kissing him. All Luthor could see was her sleepy smile between kisses, and the flick of her ears as she tilted her head from one side to the other.

He felt Sethrumoz’s hand grab him, giving a firm, slow stroke, before holding him steady. Luthor groaned as her molten heat settled over his cock. She was hot. Almost painfully. Like sticking his dick in a hot pie. Her pussy was slick, soft and inviting. She slid entirely down, pressing her hips down, before tensing her core. Luthor moaned, feeling the squeeze, before she slowly bounced in place.

Natia practically mauled him. Licking at his lips, kissing him furiously. Purring frantically, she worked to keep his attention. Luthor didn’t quite understand what was going on, but he wasn’t going to last. Sethrumoz’s pussy was liquid heat as she slid down his shaft, before turning into a sucking vice as she rose herself up once more. Luthor could do little more than kiss Natia back as his mind went blank from the extremes of the sensations he was experiencing.

It was the sudden drop and bounce that set him off. Sethrumoz ground her hips down, bouncing rapidly. Her pussy squeezed around him, and Luthor felt his resolve crumble. He grabbed hold of Natia, kissing her hard as he emptied himself into the demon, who milked him for all his worth, while Sethrumoz braced against his stomach as she rode him frantically through his orgasm.

She seemed to recognize the point where it became too much and fell still. He lay there, as Natia pried herself away. Sethrumoz stared down at him, with a slight smile. A victorious little smirk as she twitched around him.

“Good morning, master,” Natia whispered as she sat up and stretched her arms overhead. Which did fantastic things to her breasts while Luthor stared at her.

Only to switch over to Sethrumoz, who slowly got up, letting his cock slide out. She shifted back down the bed, before slowly leaning in once more. Her tongue extended, wrapping around his still hard shaft and gently raised him into the correct angle to slide into her mouth once more.

“Master?” Natia whispered. “Do you mind?”

Luthor had no idea what she was talking about. He just nodded. “You’re my good girl.”

He’d half expected that she wanted some attention herself. He wasn’t expecting Natia to get up and walk away. Her eyes remained on him as she strode around the bed. Luthor watched as she stopped, directly behind Sethrumoz, who was on her knees once more as she sucked him. Natia maintained her eye contact, as she leaned in, and Sethrumoz let out a breathless moan, which left Luthor trembling.

“Yummy, master,” Natia whispered, before licking the demon once again.
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“Ah, excuse me!” Astrid called as she opened the door.

Luthor was gasping, while Natia whimpered. Sethrumoz sighed from her position on the bottom. Luthor’s eyes flicked up to Astrid’s stunned expression, before he looked down at Natia’s winking asshole. Things had delved further than any of them had expected. Right now, Sethrumoz was lying on her back, with Natia in a sixty-nine position. Luthor, having regained his stamina, had slid into his beautiful nekojin from behind.

Sethrumoz had focused her attention on Natia’s clit, while Luthor provided deep strokes of his cock into her. When the nekojin hit her peak, Sethrumoz instead wrapped her long tongue gently around Luthor’s balls, milking him into Natia one final time.

It was this, that Astrid was interrupting. Luthor grunted as Astrid continued to stare. Natia’s tail batted against his chest. It was fluffed right out as she raised her head to stare at the woman interrupting them.

“S-sorry,” Astrid said. She shook her head and closed her eyes. “Loki is here.”

That sobered up the mood. Luthor sat upright, as Natia slid off his cock. That gave Sethrumoz the room to sit up too—which she used to slide her mouth over Luthor’s cock. He looked down at her, while she took him to the base and back.

“All clean now,” she said and smirked.

When Luthor looked back up at Astrid, she blushed, having clearly seen what the demon just did.

“I’ll tell him you’ll be a moment,” Astrid said, before closing the door.

Luthor sighed and stepped back. Natia had already gotten up. She was hurrying over with a stack of clothing for him to wear.

“Master,” Sethrumoz said as she got up and stretched all four arms over her head. “I want a praise.”

“Ah?” Luthor frowned, then tilted his head. “Your horns are nice and shiny.”

She paused, then let out a surprisingly girlish giggle and shook her head. “No master. Like Natia. She feels good when you tell her she’s a good girl.”

“Because she is,” Luthor turned to address the catgirl. “Natia is a very good girl.”

She twitched and blushed, but didn’t complain as her master’s words filtered through her ears.

“And you want something similar?” Luthor pondered. “Giving you the same words might work, but… that’ll also make it impersonal…”

“Thank you master,” Natia purred.

Luthor leaned over and pressed a kiss to her lips, before straightening. Sethrumoz wasn’t like Natia. She didn’t want to be praised. Not really. This was something else. He thought for several moments while he continued dressing.

“Sethrumoz,” Luthor thought for a moment. “If I say the words ‘naughty demon’ you will…” He looked her up and down. There was a gleam in her eye. The demon raised her chin slightly and her horn glinted slightly in the morning light. “You will experience the sensation of me polishing your horns.”

Sethrumoz’s smirk vanished as a dumbfounded look crossed her face. Natia let out a giggle of amusement. Luthor ignored the nekojin for the time being as he watched the demon grapple with her new orders. He’d based all of his instructions on the idea they could refuse any order. Even this one. But she didn’t seem like she wanted to.

“Naughty demon,” Luthor whispered.

Sethrumoz twitched. She didn’t smile, nor did she frown. Luthor had the distinct impression she was trying very hard not to respond.

*Touched on a cultural thing, perhaps?*

“She likes it,” Natia whispered.

Sethrumoz blinked, and then shot the nekojin a quick glare. That lost its intensity almost immediately as she grabbed her own clothing and began to dress. The trio got ready. It slightly surprised Luthor that even Sethrumoz knew that Loki shouldn’t be kept waiting. Her kind weren’t even from this place. Which gave Luthor the impression that the gods had pull, even outside this realm.

When they were dressed, Luthor led the way, opening the door to the scent of food. Loki sat at the table, being waited on by Astrid who looked nervously at Luthor. There was an entire platter of food and the god had a plate before him as he ate.

“I made myself at home, since you were celebrating,” the god said with a chuckle. “Come, sit. Eat. I made sure there’s enough for all of us, and dear Astrid here was doing her best to politely refuse.”

The angelic woman blushed and Luthor shot her a smile. They clustered around the table and took their seats. Luthor made sure to gesture very obviously to a spot for Astrid to sit as well.

“I do like the breakfast spread Thazz puts together,” Loki said, grinning as he continued eating.

Luthor looked at what was available. It looked like the regular kinds of breakfast he’d been eating here. Maybe with a touch more herbs. Which likely accounted for the flavor. Not that he was going to bring that up. Instead, he was brought up short, as Natia leaned forward and began serving for him.

“Thank you Natia,” Luthor said, avoiding her reward praise, to not embarrass her in front of Loki.

“You’re welcome, master,” she said, smiling as she filled his plate, before turning to Sethrumoz.

The demon wasn’t having it though, and refused, so Natia filled her own plate. Only then, did Sethrumoz take the utensils, and handed them directly to Astrid, who frowned.

“I’ll eat whatever is left,” the larger woman smiled greedily. “So eat your fill first.”

“Woman after my own heart,” Loki said and chuckled. “But you already accounted for that, right Luthor?”

Luthor cleared his throat. “A gentleman never kisses and tells.”

“Ha!” Loki smacked the table with his palm. “Were it my brother sitting here, he might be offended hearing talk like that.”

“I get the feeling I wouldn’t like your brother much then,” Luthor said and frowned.

Astrid gasped, but Loki just laughed. He settled after a moment and looked Luthor in the eye. “My brother would utterly despise you. In fact, he already heavily dislikes you, just by association.”

“Is he a problem?” Luthor asked, trying to gauge if he needed to keep an eye out for trouble.

Loki nodded. “Constantly. But that’s neither here nor there. My brother won’t move against you himself. He’ll send others.”

Luthor glanced at the god. “He’s not behind Yakin, is he?”

“Surprisingly not.” Loki tilted his head. “Yakin, that slimy bastard is well known in the upper circles. He’s respected for his position, but held at arm’s length for the same. The man knows how to play The Game and is owed a lot of favors. I daresay that taking him down a notch will give you more support than you’ll lose.”

Luthor stared at the god and had to wonder if he already knew what Luthor was planning. The way the god smiled, Luthor had to wonder what was truly going on. Only for Luthor’s train of thought to vanish as someone knocked heavily on the door.

Astrid got up, as Loki leaned back in his seat. He seemed to be waiting for something. Luthor didn’t have any idea what it was, until Astrid opened the door, to see a scowling guard on the other side. The man stepped into the room, and then hesitated when he noticed Loki sitting at the table.

“My Lord Loki,” the guard said and bowed.

“You’re interrupting my breakfast,” Loki said, despite the casual sigh he uttered, there was an air of warning too. “So this better be good.”

The guard shifted nervously. “I am here investigating a theft.”

Loki stared at the guard and arched a brow. “Of?”

The guard shifted nervously. “I need to ascertain the whereabouts of Champion Luthor Reed.”

“Me?”

“Shut up,” Loki instructed Luthor, before turning back to the guard. “You have failed to tell me what my champion is accused of stealing.”

The guard shifted nervously. “Assets belonging to another champion.”

“Assuming you don’t have any desire to explain the what. When did this theft take place, and from where?”

“That’s what I’ve been sent to find out, Lord Loki,” the guard murmured.

“Is the theft in relation to material goods that Luthor has taken possession of since the death of Hiltentag Chomel?” Loki asked.

The guard shifted slightly. “I believe so, yes.”

“I see,” Loki said and nodded.

Luthor let out a sigh as he realized what was likely going on. Hiltentag was being controlled by Yakin. Now Luthor had beaten Hiltentag, the man’s assets became Luthor’s. Hiltentag was originally a much higher rank, and a higher tier. So he likely had material goods of some worth. Which… if Luthor guessed, had now been tied up in some bogus agreement with Yakin.

“Guardsman,” Loki drawled softly. “Is the charge theft, or recovery of goods?”

The guard shifted. “I was sent⁠—”

“THEFT?! OR RECOVERY OF GOODS?!”

The guard trembled. “My Lord Loki, forgive me. Hiltentag’s belongings have been transferred to the Champion Luthor Reed, including certain items that were not of Hiltentag’s ownership, despite his possession."

“And you thought to strongarm my champion into giving a false confession?” Loki deducted.

“I cannot say, Lord Loki,” the guard replied evenly. “I am simply following orders.”

“Whose orders?” Loki asked.
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“Natia?”

“I’m sure, master,” she said and nodded.

“She is fine, master,” Sethrumoz confirmed. “It’s touching you think of her so.”

Luthor glanced back. He walked alongside Loki. Natia and Sethrumoz were hurrying along directly behind Luthor, despite him trying to get them to stay home and eat breakfast. Behind all of them, was Astrid and the guard. Astrid was blown aside by the angry god, while the guard was trying to hide at the back where he might yet slip away. Luthor wasn’t sure it was fair to blame the man. Yakin likely had something on him.

Which came to a moot point, as a rather large building came into view. That it was a large building said a lot. Luthor had noticed a lot of the structures weren’t actually in this world. They were elsewhere, with doors that opened up in regular places. Having such a large building was a sign of wealth and prestige, since it was completely unnecessary to have something larger than whatever doorway you needed. The tavern was a physical place at ground level, but the individual rooms upstairs linked into the actual accommodation up on the mountain overlooking the city. This was just… grandeur, for the sake of it.

Scantily dressed women hung from windows, calling down to the street. Others danced in the shade of large umbrellas out the front. Others tried to catch the attention of men and women who passed by. Each and every one of them was a rather beautiful woman. And many of which were successful.

“This place is filled with pain,” Sethrumoz whispered.

The ladies, who might have tried their luck with Luthor, took one look at Loki and moved aside. The front door was open and there was a guard. He looked human, but was a touch too tall and broad for Luthor to think that was entirely the case. Maybe part troll or something. The large man glared at everyone who came near, but switched to staring at his toes as Loki led their group inside.

Here, things were worse. Ladies in partial states of dress were everywhere. Some danced. Others performed. A pair of elvish women, who could have passed for sisters, were moving from kissing, to heavy petting in the middle of a large table. Men laid out stacks of coins to urge them into continuing.

What put Luthor on edge though and dotted about the place, were the guards. Some of which wore armor and carried swords. Others looked to be watching. One of these watchers pushed off the wall and approached a table where a long man sat with a woman in tasteful lingerie. The woman was smiling and laughing, while the man sat there awkwardly. At least, until the watcher reached them.

Immediately, the woman froze, her relaxed posture shifted into something Luthor thought was fear. The young man scowled and got up. That prompted a guard to step forward and whatever he was about to do, ended with him being frog marched from the building, while the watcher took out a thick cane and gestured to the woman in lingerie.

“I don’t like this place,” Luthor muttered, as several patrons moved closer to the woman to watch her be punished.

“Nor I,” Loki muttered.

At the end of the room, was a grand staircase. There were several women waiting on the stairs. Mostly for eye candy, but one of them had her eyes on Loki as he approached.

“My lord,” she said and bowed. “It has been too long.”

“Not long enough, I’m afraid,” Loki said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Be a dear, and fetch your master.”

“My master⁠—”

“Will see me in the downstairs meeting room,” Loki said, his smile still etched on his face before he changed direction.

Luthor and the ladies followed behind the god while the woman on the stairs figured out her next move. Loki seemed to know where he was going and pushed open a door. Inside was a rather simple setup. Just a table, some chairs and some stationery. This looked like a regular meeting room. At least until the door opened, and Yakin walked in.

With him were several women, including Natia’s lookalike.

“My friend Loki,” Yakin said, his arms were outstretched and he smiled openly.

“We aren’t friends,” Loki replied emotionlessly. “Right now, I’m more interested in why a guard is seeking to have my champion arrested on charges he couldn’t explain to me?”

“Arrested?” Yakin said and sighed. “It seems there has been a terrible misunderstanding.”

Loki tilted his head. “I’m sure. I’d like to settle this matter then.”

“Of course,” Yakin said in a conciliatory manner. “It’s a simple thing really. Hiltentag left all his worldly possessions to his daughter. Since she is in my employ, I aimed to take custody of them, only to have my claim refused as a certain champion has also claimed them. I simply asked the guard to get to the bottom of the situation. Without the ugliness.”

“You can prove this?” Loki asked.

Yakin smiled widely. “Of course I can. Theklah, step forward.”

The young woman who moved up, caught Luthor’s eye. She looked… broken. She might have been sad at one point, but right now, she looked like the entire world had fallen down. There was still a niggling issue with everything though.

“You said, Hiltentag’s daughter?”

“Correct,” Yakin confirmed with a smirk. “This is Hiltentag’s daughter, Theklah.”

Luthor filed the information away. Hiltentag had said Yakin had his wife. Yakin was claiming this young woman was his daughter. Someone had lied, but why?

“Theklah?” Yakin asked in a warning tone.

The young woman trembled as she reached into her sleeve, and drew out a scroll. Loki, taking pity on her, moved closer and held out his hand. The young woman handed it to him without a word and Loki scanned it over, before nodding.

“This is a statement, signed by Hiltentag, confirming that he gave ownership of his worldly possessions to his next of kin. With an addendum that he remain the custodian of those possessions so long as he lived.”

“It means that when Hiltentag died, he was a penniless wretch,” Yakin said with a greedy smile. “Which means, I need those possessions returned, so that I might distribute them properly.”

“There seems to be an error,” Loki continued as he read onward.

“There is no error,” Yakin frowned. “I had the contract drawn up myself.”

“I have no doubt you had a contract drawn up. I, however, am informing you that this document, signed by the both of you, has an error.”

“Be that as it may⁠—”

“Can you confirm that this young lady is Hiltentag’s daughter?” Loki asked.

Yakin frowned. “Yes. She is. Tell him girl.”

“Hiltentag is my father. My mother was his third wife. I was a girl when he died and⁠—”

“Silence,” Yakin snapped.

Theklah shuddered to a halt, almost gasping for a moment. Luthor realized that was likely one of her orders. He’d probably bound them up to the point they couldn’t refuse anything. Which likely also meant she had orders that would punish her.

*Maybe like how I can praise Natia and Sethrumoz.*

He glanced over and Natia gave him a slow nod, which confirmed his thoughts. She could likely hear the thoughts of everyone in the room. Luthor decided he wouldn’t want that kind of ability. With a god standing beside him, that might be a painful prospect.

“You see⁠—”

“This document states that his possessions are to go to his wife. It makes no mention of a daughter.”

Theklah trembled and tears began rolling down her cheeks. Luthor wasn’t sure what to make of her. She was a small thing. Slender, but toned. Clearly not a young woman used to living softly. She wasn’t some noble’s daughter, but that wasn’t saying much else.

“That…” Yakin frowned.

His face was slowly turning red. A vein literally bulged in his neck and the ladies closest to him were now getting extremely nervous.

“As such,” Loki continued, “unless you know the location of Hiltentag’s wife. This paper is worthless.”

“Well—”

“Do you know Hiltentag’s wife’s location?” Loki asked.

If Yakin was a fuse, he’d have definitely blown by now. Luthor could tell the man wanted to rant, curse and probably hurt someone. But he was restrained in the face of Loki, who watched him with a calm and even eye.

Natia twitched. Luthor spotted it. A flash of panic washed over her face and she stared directly at Theklah. Then at Yakin.

“Natia?” Luthor asked.

She flinched and looked straight into Luthor’s eyes. Pleading, like she wanted him to do something.

“If that is the case,” Loki continued. “I believe we are done.”

Natia’s eyes widened in slight panic. Luthor frowned.

*Is he going to do something dumb?*

Natia twitched and then locked eyes with Luthor and she subtly nodded, then shook her head.

*Violent?*

A nod.

*To me?*

She shook her head.

*Us?*

A shake of her head again.

Luthor swallowed, as Loki cleared his throat. “Luthor, are you ready to go?”

*He’s going to hurt Theklah?*

Natia nodded slightly. The look in her eyes spoke volumes. Something worried her. More than that, whatever it was she’d picked up from Yakin made her react like there was a monster in the room. Perhaps there was. He looked around, and realized he had the attention of the entire room.

“Sorry,” Luthor apologized, mostly to Loki, but… the god had a strange look on his face. One that Luthor ignored for now, as he turned to Yakin. “Your deal with Hiltentag. What’s it worth?”

Yakin scowled. “Why?”

“I’ll give it to you. All of it,” Luthor said with a slight shrug, before pointing at Theklah. “I just want her.”

Yakin frowned in thought for a few moments. Luthor hoped he’d say yes. End the nonsense now. Be reasonable for once. But his hopes were dashed, as Yakin shook his head.

“No,” he muttered. “She is worth more to me than what I would gain from Hiltentag’s assets.”

Luthor wasn’t sure what to say, and he must have been making a face, because Yakin chuckled.

“Virgin’s sell at a high price, and are easily bartered for favors.”

Theklah froze once more. What was worse, was now the other slave girls in the room were giving her looks of pity. So whatever Yakin had planned, was going to be awful beyond comprehension for the girl.

“Loki, can I demand a prize in advance of a challenge?” Luthor asked in a fit of desperation as Natia began trembling beside him.

“Not normally,” Loki stated. “However, there is this contract.”

“You said the contract isn’t valid,” Yakin spat.

Loki chuckled. “You would be correct. But I believe arbitration could be made for the spirit of the contract. And what better form of arbitration is there, than a challenge?”

“And if I refuse?” Yakin asked.

Loki tilted his head. “After you put so much effort into blackmailing a guard to arrest my champion. You would refuse a challenge for that which you so obviously wanted?”

Luthor realized this was more about face, than any form of logic. Part of Yakin’s power lay in his appearance of superiority. He wasn’t a particularly high rank, but he was connected and relatively untouchable. Which was likely why he refused Luthor’s offer to swap the assets for the girl. He wanted both, and compromising wasn’t in his nature. Now Loki was backing him into a corner.

“Fine,” Yakin muttered. “The girl and the assets. Winner takes all. I can’t challenge the boy, he’s still too low.”

“That’s fine,” Luthor shrugged. “Yakin, I Luthor Reed, challenge you to The Game.”


CHAPTER 15
[image: ]


The map room came into view. Yakin let out a grunt of annoyance, having arrived in that same moment. Luthor ignored the man for now as he examined the map. For just a moment, he thought it was blank. Just a big, dark square of nothingness. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust, before he really took in what he was seeing.

It was tunnels. Luthor wasn’t immediately sure how to handle this. Trenches were one thing, tunnels… would there be light in them?

“It appears the gods have smiled at me, boy,” Yakin muttered.

Luthor looked back up, and watched as Yakin placed three of his markers down. Behind him were several dozen pieces. He’d only deployed three though. Luthor hadn’t considered that you could have more pieces than you could actually use. Being rank twenty-three, put Yakin in the third tier. Which meant he could deploy three pieces and himself if he wished.

Luthor being in the second tier, could only deploy two and himself. However, it also appeared that Yakin had no qualms about placing himself on the field. Instead, he kept his own piece back. Luthor had to wonder if the man had a class. Or if he was just a man. Luthor suspected the latter. He didn’t need to be powerful in body, if he had the money and prestige to back up his threats. The man had contacts.

The entire situation also pushed Luthor to wonder about Hiltentag. He hadn’t deployed at full strength. But he didn’t seem to have any reserves either. Luthor couldn’t help but wonder if that was intentional. Was he protecting someone? Was he forced to cut himself short? It might simply have been that Yakin didn’t want him to be more powerful and cut him back intentionally.

Too many questions. Not enough relevance to the current situation as three men stepped forward.

The first looked like a gnoll. A twisted grin reminiscent of a hyena, standing on two legs. He drooled as he stared at Natia, who nervously moved behind Luthor to avoid his gaze. With the gnoll, was a man who resembled a pig. Large tusks, three fat fingers on each hand and scarred from head to toe like all he did was fight things. The last member was… eerie.

He looked human. That is, if a human had red eyes. They didn’t glow, but Luthor could only speculate about what he actually was, and what his role was in this fight. He didn’t look very tough, but he could always be some kind of spellcaster. Luthor knew not to dismiss an opponent on looks. He just wasn’t sure how to deal with them in this situation.

Underground in tunnels was going to make this a tough fight. The pig man might have thick enough skin to stop an arrow and the traps Luthor could set glowed. Which would make them stand out in a pitch black environment.

The more Luthor thought about it, the more he knew he couldn’t make a decision here. He knew the basic layout of the terrain, but he needed more. And the only way he’d get that, was by putting his boots on the ground.

Luthor checked the map, and saw that it was truly random. An underground maze, with tunnels, side tunnels, dead ends and endless loops. Rather than dwell, he picked up the pieces for Natia and Sethrumoz.

“Choose carefully,” Yakin said and chuckled as the three combatants began to vanish. “Rezz hasn’t been fed in quite a while. He’s had quite a taste for cat.”

The gnoll licked his maw while staring at a spot just over Luthor's shoulder. Luthor hesitated as Natia let out a soft whimper of fear. He let out a sigh and pushed Natia’s piece aside, well off the map.

“Wait,” Natia trembled. “Master?”

Luthor placed the pieces for himself and Sethrumoz in a corner of the maze and turned to look Natia in the eye.

“No matter what,” he said. “I love you.”

“Master no!” Natia lunged as the room twisted.

Luthor felt just a brief touch of her hand, before his feet hit solid ground. Solid perhaps, but uneven. Which didn’t help the fact it was pitch black and he couldn’t see a thing.

“Master?” Sethrumoz called.

“I’m here,” Luthor said, turning to the voice.

There was the sound of shuffling and a hand bumped his shoulder, before grasping him firmly.

“You did the right thing,” the demon whispered. “She will be furious when we return.”

Luthor smiled, even in the dark. “Then I’ll just have to do my best to make it up to her when we get back.”

“So how do we do that?” Sethrumoz asked. “We’re outnumbered and at a serious disadvantage.”

“I figured as much,” Luthor grumbled as he thought for a moment. “What can you tell me?”

“The gnoll will be the tracker. If we move, he’ll follow our scent,” Sethrumoz remarked. “The porcukea will follow behind, acting as protection for the draugr.”

“Draugr?” Luthor tilted his head. “So… undead?”

“They are living creatures, but they disdain bright lights and feed on living flesh,” Sethrumoz explained. “I expect he is a form of spellcaster.”

“Alright, so gnoll, pig and zombie spellcaster.” Luthor frowned. “And we’ve got an archer and an enchanter. I can’t make traps because they’ll glow, so that leaves…” Luthor reached up and grabbed her arm. “Pair up. One enchanter to each archer, quickly and quietly.”

Luthor didn’t need to yell. The tunnel was narrow. Wide enough for two people to walk side by side, without significant strain. Sethrumoz didn’t need to be told what he was going to do. She simply handed him one of her arrows and Luthor thought for a moment.

Luthor really only had one option. He seriously regretted not going to see what kind of upgrades he was missing. Enchanters weren’t known for being able to make attacks but then…

“Hold on,” Luthor said, he frowned as he turned the arrow over… “What if I’m looking at this the wrong way?”

“Looking at what the wrong way, master?”

Luthor’s brow furrowed, before placing his hands on his face. “Imbue my eyes with the ability to see.”

Nothing happened.

He gnawed at his lip, before thinking harder. “Imbue my eyes, with the ability to see infrared light.”

This time, he felt his magic work. It didn’t do anything though. At least not that Luthor could tell. This tunnel was entirely devoid of any light, on the visual spectrum or otherwise. Which is when he bent and picked up a small rock.

“Imbue this rock with infrared light.”

And like that. The world came into sharp focus. Greyscale, but perfectly visible in a small radius around the rock clutched in his hand.

“Well this changes things,” he said, grinning.

Luthor worked quickly. The enchantments weren’t complicated. Nor would they last more than a single use, in most cases. The rock seemed to glow for a little less than twice as long as Luthor could see. He had to re-enchant his eyes every few minutes, in between enchanting everything else. He started with Sethrumoz’s arrows. Tossing a random enchantment on each one. To flash with light, to explode, to burn. He even managed to imbue an arrow to create a vacuum. Of all of them, that one scared him a little.

That wasn’t all he imbued though. Casting the same enchantment on Sethrumoz’s eyes gave her temporary vision in the dark as well. When he ran out of arrows, Luthor started getting creative. He thought about whether it would be worth trying to enchant for speed or strength. He managed to grant one of Sethrumoz’s clones a speed enchantment, but it lasted only a single motion, as she rapidly drew and aimed her bow, before returning to her normal speed.

It was niche, but rather worthless at this stage. So Luthor put his efforts elsewhere.
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It was the howl that made them freeze. It echoed through the tunnels. A stark warning of what was coming. Luthor grimaced and recast the enchantment on his eyes, before doing the same to Sethrumoz. He was exhausted. Spell after spell, his body ached and his eyes felt heavy, but he didn’t have a choice. There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

The tunnel they had chosen was a dead end. One way in, one way out. Sethrumoz had her clones out ahead. The first of which lay on their backs. Behind each of them, was one of Luthor’s clones, renewing the enchantment on their eyes. There was room for three of each, before the second row of Sethrumoz’s knelt behind them, staggered slightly to make room for four.

Then, leaving enough room for another four to stand at the rear. With the original Luthor and Sethrumoz taking cover at the far rear.

They all remained perfectly quiet. Almost holding their breaths. They hadn’t left the tunnel, so there was no scent trail to follow. The airflow inside this place didn’t seem to do much either. Luthor didn’t want to think about this place too much. He had a horrible suspicion that the air might be limited, and should this be a larger battle, there wouldn’t be enough time to hide and wait.

Thankfully, that didn’t seem to be a problem. One way, or another.

In the silence of the tunnel, they could make out the heavy clomping of something large coming towards them. The porcukea likely had no inclination to be stealthy in the slightest. Which went double for the gnoll as it let out another howl. This time, it was close enough that Luthor could feel it in his chest. But that also gave him an opportunity to recast the enchantments on his and Sethrumoz’s eyes.

“Shhh, I heard something,” a soft voice cut through the darkness.

“What did you⁠—”

“Shut up!” the voice snapped.

A low growl rippled and there was a clatter of rocks, before Luthor heard it. The sound of a great beast, sniffing at the air. Sethrumoz’s clones heard it too. They pulled back their bows, slowly, to prevent them creaking and giving them away.

The pointed arrow shafts glowed faintly. Enough that they’d be easily visible in the pitch black of the tunnel. If not for all of Luthor’s clones, who reached out and placed hands over the ends.

Then Luthor spotted it. Just for a moment. The tip of a snout, poking around the corner at the end of the tunnel. It sniffed once, before pulling back and huffing. Luthor frowned in concern, and felt Sethrumoz’s hand on his shoulder. A steadying hold, that he drew comfort from. A massive figure with tusks burst into view. Behind it came two more and Sethrumoz unleashed. The Luthor clones whipped their hands back as the archers fired and eleven enchanted arrows flew down the tunnel. Most of them struck the porcukea and he let out one shriek of pain before several spells went off all at once. The blast was deafening and dust fell from the ceiling as more figures rushed into the tunnel.

Sethrumoz wasn’t surprised though. With two bows and two sets of arms, she was able to keep up a steady hail of arrows into everything that moved. Even as the dust filled the tunnel, the infrared light cut through, telling them where the targets were. The draugr was shouting something, but Luthor couldn’t make out the words. Flashes went off and explosions pulsed. Lightning arced and foul smells of burning flesh filled the tunnel as bodies collapsed in burning heaps.

Luthor stared down the tunnel and tried to count the bodies.

“That was all twelve of the porcukea,” Sethrumoz interrupted.

“Was it?” Luthor asked.

“I picked my targets,” she said, nodding. “I’ll have to count the others though.”

Luthor nodded. “Should we⁠—”

“No,” she said, pushing Luthor against the wall, before patting his arm. “Stay.”

Luthor wanted to growl at her, but he kept his mouth shut as she walked the tunnel and checked the corpses herself. She counted off and her shoulders slumped a little as she walked back.

“All the porcukea are dead,” she announced. “So are five gnolls. All the draugr escaped.”

Luthor sighed and gave a small nod. “Alright, what do we do next?”

But even as he watched, a figure stepped around the corner. One of the draugr, with his arm raised. It pulsed with light, illuminating the tunnel with natural light for just a moment, before a spear of ice flashed out. Sethrumoz was taken by surprise and the spear slammed into her back. She let out a scream and fell forward, her body pulsing brightly as the defensive enchantment Luthor put on her, absorbed the attack. Two arrows flashed back, smacking into the draugr. The first was all it needed.

The arrow struck, and the draugr’s eyes widened in panic as part of him contracted violently inward. There was a horrible sucking, crunching sound and the draugr collapsed. Sethrumoz picked herself up and scowled back at the draugr, before pulling her bow around. Her shot took him in the base of the throat and he died a moment later.

“Sever the spine, or they don’t die,” she announced.

“Great,” Luthor said. “Now get back here, I don’t know how many more of those I can put on you.” She grimaced and complied. Luthor watched her and let out a sigh. “Naughty demon.”

She twitched, then gave him a long look. “Master⁠—”

“Not in the tunnels, you naughty demon,” he said and chuckled at the situation he was in. “But maybe we can find you some nice oils to rub into those horns when we’re done here.”

“Then let us hunt our enemies master,” Sethrumoz replied softly.

Luthor grinned and recast the protection enchantment before they began their march. He tried not to look too closely at the bodies. They weren’t pretty. The porcukea in particular was a mess. Fleshy chunks blown out, pieces missing. Burned, scalded and blasted away. Each body had multiple arrows take it down, and each of those arrows had a different effect. I

The Spark of Chaos in the staff seemed to work rather well on attack spells. It seemed rather stable on the enchantments Luthor put on himself. Which seemed like some strange compromise.

“The ground,” Sethrumoz pointed.

Luthor glanced down. Sethrumoz had picked up one of the light emitting rocks and held it up. The shadows it cast on the ground showed the faint footprints. There was just enough dirt and small rocks on the ground, they were able to track where the draugr and the gnoll had run off to.

They had clearly come this way already, but had left in the same direction. Luthor mostly saw a mess, but Sethrumoz seemed to know how to track. She led the way, going deeper into the tunnels, following as best she could through the maze of darkness. Until a blast of cold struck them both. Luthor pulled back at the sudden attack, only to realize it wasn’t an attack. It was a smokescreen.

Unfortunately for the draugr team and the gnolls charging through, it didn’t block infrared light all that much. Arrows launched, gnolls screamed and several draugr fell, but not before a hail of ice spears flew down the tunnel. Luthor watched in horror as Sethrumoz was taken in the neck. She fell hard, her head twisted violently to one side. Several more spears slammed into the others but that only destroyed the protection enchantments.

Luthor looked down at Sethrumoz, and grimaced. The spell had worked, but the impact had snapped her head around. So it wasn’t perfect. Sethrumoz lay dead at his feet and now her imprints stared at him with strange expressions.

Down the corridor, there were more bodies. After counting them, and going by what Sethrumoz had said, there should be two more gnolls, and another seven of the draugr. And this time, they were on the run.

Luthor called one of Sethrumoz’s imprints forward and then exhausted himself casting protection enchantments on them once more.
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“He got lucky,” Thor grumbled as he glared at his brother.

Loki let out a snort of laughter. “Yes, he certainly did, didn’t he?”

“Where is the skill? The formations? Yakin’s people started on the hunt. As is right.”

“And where did being right get them?” Loki asked. “The porcukea is already dead, the gnoll is on his last two and the draugr is reeling.”

“There’s still a chance,” Thor pointed out.

“There’s always a chance,” Loki agreed. “I just wanted to point out that things aren’t always black and white. There’s no need for it to be so boring.”

“You think this human is capable of commanding armies?” Thor snapped and shook his head. “When Ragnarok comes, these tricks will not aid us. We need warriors. Leaders, not…” he glanced at the battle and grimaced as one of the gnolls went down in a hail of arrows, while the draugr’s attacks shattered on the demon’s spelled barrier once more.

“Tell me?” Loki asked, looking over the conflict. “Of the two. Luthor, or Yakin, which is better suited to lead an army?”

Thor scowled and refused to answer. Even as he set down a token. He didn’t need to see the end, to know how it went.
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“Finish them,” Luthor ordered.

The Sethrumoz imprints charged around the corner. Luthor was exhausted. Utterly spent. He slumped on the wall as the imprints burst around the corner. His staff was the only thing keeping him upright as spells blew up in both directions. He watched several of the Sethrumoz clones fall, as the tunnel fell into darkness. He didn’t quite have the strength to cast the enchantment once more.

The only glow of light came from the tunnel where the last of the draugr had fled. Luthor turned and let himself slide down the wall. If Natia was here, she might have been able to passively buff his regeneration rate. But he saw the look on her face when the gnoll was glaring at her. If he was going to die, he wasn’t going to be responsible for that.
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Natia wiped the tears from her eyes. Yakin was screaming from across the table. This was a different one. Not a map on a screen, but a view of the battle itself. It was dark, barely light enough to see what was going on. Things had started badly for her master. She’d been terrified when the gnoll had picked up on where they were. The draugr had some kind of sensing ability that directed them. It wasn’t perfect though and it was only with the gnoll that they found the exact path to Luthor.

She hated being stuck here, but… She didn’t blame her master. She knew what would happen in this battle, if he brought her with him. But that just made her feel worse. Seeing her master outnumbered, backed into a tunnel and desperately casting enchantments. She didn’t recognize what he was doing. Yakin had jeered at her. At least he was alone in this place. His pieces vanished when the fight started.

“Get up!” Yakin roared. “You fool, he’s right there!”

Natia frowned and took a harder look through the dark and haze, only to swallow a yelp when she noticed it. Her master, slumping to the floor with his eyes closed, beside the gnoll. Missing an arm and laying still. But very much alive.
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“Shit,” Luthor cursed under his breath.

Trapped in the dark, still inside the tunnel. He’d lost most of his imprints. The few remaining went with the Sethrumoz imprints and now Luthor was exhausted and cut off from the rest of them. He could hear footsteps coming back and shook his head.

“The fuck do I do now?”

“You die.”

Luthor jerked as something landed atop of him. A hand smacked into his face, clawing at his eyes. Something wet and slightly pointed smacked into his ribs. Luthor tried to cry out, but that hand on his face covered his mouth. He wasn’t sure why his defensive enchantment hadn’t reacted yet, but all Luthor could do was kick and punch. And he couldn’t do either of them very well.

He thrashed as the footsteps clomped back towards them.

“Cease, your struggles,” the gnoll snarled.

Luthor felt hot breach and realized what it was doing as teeth clamped down on his throat. Which finally set off the defensive enchantment. It pulsed and let out a flash. For just a single moment, Luthor could make out the Sethrumoz imprints. Only two were upright, with a single of Luthor’s imprints with them. The flash only lasted for a moment, and the gnoll pulled back with a furious snarl.

Luthor felt the hand on his mouth vanish.

“HELP!”

The hand slammed into his cheek, and Luthor’s ears rang. Right as something whistled overhead. The gnoll jerked as several more whistles flew over. And just as quickly as he arrived, he vanished. The gnoll was gone and instead there was the sound of fighting.

No screams, no cursing. Just the sound of something heavy smacking into stone, followed by ripping flesh.

And just like that, Luthor’s vision was filled with glowing letters.

Success!

Rank 20 achieved.

Tier 3 achieved.

Returning to Valhalla.

5…

4…

3…

2..

1…

Luthor jerked and found himself standing across from Yakin, who was halfway out of his chair already.

“YOU BASTARD!” Yakin roared. “You think this makes you something? You think this changes ANYTHING!”

Standing beside them was Theklah, Astrid, Natia and Sethrumoz. Theklah looked as confused as she was frightened. Sethrumoz was scowling, and… well so was Natia.

Luthor cleared his throat and shook his head. “You done?”

“Done?” Yakin roared. “You have no idea⁠—”

“I asked if you’re done!” Luthor snapped. “Fight over. I won. Can we go, or⁠—”

“This isn’t over!”

Luthor frowned. “Pretty sure it is.”

“I’ll not allow it,” Yakin snarled. “You took one from me, I will not let you have another.”

Luthor glanced at Theklah and then back at Yakin. “I’m sorry, we had a deal.”

“The deal⁠—”

“Yakin Roche,” Astrid snapped as she stepped up. “Your agreement with the god Loki is binding! This is non-negotiable! You will abide by the agreement, or you will face consequences.”

Luthor had to do a double take as Astrid stood her ground. Yakin stared at her for several long breaths, before Luthor stepped over to Theklah, who eyed him like he was going to attack her.

“Astrid, how do I take ownership⁠—”

“Don’t you dare,” Yakin snapped.

“Sethrumoz, if he takes a step forward to stop me, break one of his legs, but leave him alive,” Luthor ordered.

Sethrumoz smiled as she moved to stand between her master and the slaver, who now shot the large woman a worried look.

“Master, to change ownership of a slave, you need the previous owner's consent, or one of the gods,” she explained.

“Yakin, which is it going to be?” Luthor asked. “The way we agreed, or am I going to call for Loki and have him deal with you.”

“Loki can’t touch me,” Yakin grumped.

“Even when you’re shirking on a bet, you made in his presence?" Luthor asked. “I already figured you for a coward and a slimeball. Imagine how things will look when it’s common knowledge your word doesn’t mean shit either.”

“You’re a bastard,” Yakin said and sneered.

“Probably,” Luthor agreed. “But I’d still take it as a compliment from the likes of you. Decide.”
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Theklah trembled as the familiar slave merchant oversaw the swap. Yakin wasn’t able to do it himself. It took a third party regardless. The slave merchants were the ones with the tools to modify the collars. He did, however, give Yakin an odd look when it was requested.

“Speak your name, so the slave might know you,” the slaver instructed.

“Yakin Roche.”

“And you concede ownership of the slave?” The slaver asked.

“I do.”

“Very well,” the slaver said, reaching up with something that resembled a screwdriver, which he used to pry off the nameplate on the front of the collar.

Luthor made a note to check Natia’s, to see if he could do the same. He watched Yakin storm off without even so much as a sneer. The slaver ignored Yakin as well, replacing the plate, before turning to Luthor.

“Speak your name, so the slave might know you,” he repeated.

“Luthor Reed,” he stated, looking Theklah in the eye.

“And what name do you give the girl?” the slaver asked.

“Theklah,” Luthor replied immediately as the girl let out a soft whimper.

The slaver cast his spell, and runes appeared on her collar, before he checked things and stepped back.

“Hey, ah… If she’s been given an order, will that still be in place?” Luthor asked. “Y’know, since Yakin⁠—”

“Yeah, I getcha,” the slaver nodded. “And yes, she’ll still have her orders.”

“Great,” Luthor sighed. “Theklah. Any and all orders given to you, until this point are no longer active. No compulsion, instruction or control is to remain.”

Theklah froze, staring Luthor in the eye.

“You are your own person,” Luthor instructed. “No order that I give you, from now, or any point in the future will strip you of your free will.”

“Especially now that I’ve made every order you’re given, optional. You cannot harm me through action or inaction. You must inform me of your needs, so that I can meet them.”

“He is a good master,” Natia said and smiled.

And all Theklah could do was cry.
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Detective Jimmy O’Neill was one of the best. He played by the rules, did the job right and his instincts rarely failed him. If only he could say the same about the legal system that bound him.

With one phone call, Jimmy lost his key witness and a man-turned-monster would slip through his fingers yet again. Something Jimmy couldn’t live with. Consequences be damned.

That one, simple decision. A wrong, committed for the right reasons, caught the attention of something greater. Earth isn’t quite so alone as one might think. Hidden from most, but not from all, Jimmy O’Neill is flagged as a potential candidate.

The galaxy is a dangerous place. A fragile peace, held together with a mix of precise action and raw power. So when the trigger mechanism for an anti-matter bomb is located by chance, on a mostly quiet station, orbiting a backwoods mining planet. The first step is to send someone in, to quietly poke around.

It’s time to send a sheriff.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GZN18NT9
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Dapy's whole life has been turned on its head.

First there was the drunk, mad wizard Efaris. Then a borderline sociopathic cat. Only for Efaris to reveal herself as a woman in a magical disguise and that cat... Prince Sagroth, the demon lord of Lust.

Dapy didn't fully understand why his dear Kitty loved him so, nor did he understand where all the other demons came from. Heify, Allmiron and all the rest.

But not all are pleased with Kitty's newfound distractions. There is another in the plains. Deeper. Colder. More calculating. And he's been playing a longer game than anyone else.

Who else? But the embodiment of Treachery himself.

It's time for Dapy to man up. Make a few decisions of his own and make a few more friends along the way.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GX38ZD85
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The world as they knew it is gone. Shattered in a single night of bloodshed. Monsters, madness and man’s own folly, led to the demise of millions.

Not all was lost.

Through grit, the smarts of the girl-next-door and sheer dumb luck. Joel, Jess and his neighbors survived that first night. Awakening in the morning with an introduction to Morpheus. The vague intelligence appearing as a textbox and a set of obnoxious questlines.

And for whatever reason. It’s taken a liking to Joel and his ragtag group. Gifted a class, stat sheets and upgradable skills and gear, Joel banded with his neighbors to eke out a safe zone to live in. Which only invited further danger.

Luneira, the Night Hag was the first major hurdle. A silent and deadly wraith alongside a horde of monsters being the second.

It seems that every time Joel overcomes a struggle. A new arises. And with more powerful allies, comes enemies to match. Human and otherwise.

Morpheus is a modern day fantasy, with base building elements, stat sheets and a progression system.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G1JP346P
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Beaten but not for good. The necromancer-turned-lich still prowls the land, and the only one who can find him is Dara Eolande.

What better excuse does Dara have, to travel the realm in search? Why, but a tour to celebrate her recent wedding, to the Princess Alvar.

Things aren't all quiet though. Politics, corruption and the normal worries of the world, emphasised by the meddling of the deranged lich. For it too, has the whispers of a higher power guiding it.

Balance must be preserved.

Contains adult elements not suitable for children, involving a futa MC with a taste for attractive women and the occasional stat sheet.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FT5W4R1V/


BOOK FORMATTING


Book formatting at a reasonable price.

The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

“I make your words look pretty.”

https://www.nmalone.net/bookformatting
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